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Chapter 1

“Why am I being held?” a man wearing a heavy cloak protested, forced to kneel by those nearby.

Two weapons of gleaming white bone pointed at his neck, wielded by towering pale-skinned elves. They bore a black sash on their shoulder displaying a sunburst, with the rays of its sun replaced by the golden snake of House Vasquer. They did not answer him, and the people passing through the gate to Blackgard were held up by several soldiers as the conflict was dealt with. The refugees watched the situation largely in concern for their own safety.

The man protested and squirmed, but the blades wielded by the Veidimen were as immovable as a mountain. Soon enough, a new party of knights arrived. Leading them was a golden-armored knight with a long black braid descending from the back of his helmet, and the people muttered his name—Prince Orion, the vice-commander of the king’s royal guard.

Prince Orion escorted a tall woman with elegant bearing, wearing the black and gold of her husband’s kingdom. People recognized her, too, perhaps even more so than the knight. She was the queen regent, Anneliese. Some of the more reverential refugees knelt to her, but she single-mindedly walked to the man.

The queen regent sized the man up with her amber eyes, then nodded. “Well done. He’s a spy.”

Hearing those words, both the Veidimen and the man deemed spy moved at the same time. He cast a B-rank spell, disentangling himself from them, then called upon the Blessing of Supersession. His being was vested with the power offered by Erlebnis, and he called upon high-caliber magic which he directed toward the queen.

Prince Orion stepped forth to defend the queen regent with a shield that seemed to be made of a dragon’s skull, but she moved past him. She effortlessly contained the countless spells with a single ward. Some of the jewelry she wore resonated with divine power and strengthened her magic. He changed targets from her to the crowd, yet she reacted faster, containing him in a sphere of warding magic.

Isolated and neutralized, the spy grit his teeth and cast a spell with fear in his eyes. His body shifted and contorted, and then exploded into spikes of gruesome blood that propelled outward with alarming speed. Queen Anneliese’s ward was stronger, though. It did not show even a crack. She turned away from the sight with disappointment in her eyes, but then faced the crowd.

“The trouble is over, my people.” Her eyes slowly scanned the crowd, as if looking into the heart of each of them. “You will be in Blackgard soon. People like that can never get past this checkpoint.” She looked at the royal guard. “As I said, you did well. Ensure no one will be hurt.”

The guards knelt. “Yes, Your Highness.”

With a single nod, she left them all, exiting the checkpoint. Orion followed right after her, watching carefully.

Princess Elenore’s voice entered Anneliese’s head, carried by the blessing of the goddess of connections, Lira. “Is it done?”

Anneliese responded, “It was. He chose death like all the rest. Better he chose it when I came rather than when he was suspected, but our luck can only last so long. My magic is enhanced by the divine artifacts we stole from Erlebnis’ vault, but it strains against their blood magic.”

“Argrave’s Domain of Order persists, protecting this place. We would know at once if any who entered Blackgard had hostile intent,” Elenore reminded her.

“Certainly,” Anneliese acknowledged. “Still, I cannot fathom where Erlebnis gets this many people willing to die for him…”

“I don’t know, and I don’t care to know,” Elenore answered. “Even if we did manage to capture one of them alive, I doubt they’d yield anything useful. Erlebnis likes keeping knowledge, not giving it to his underlings. We should be thankful that your blessing of Truesight lets us spot them. It’s turning out to be rather invaluable, even among all of our abilities.”

Anneliese responded only, “Have you forgotten how we speak through your blessing right now?”

“Of course not,” said Elenore. “Come back to the parliamentary hall. Durran will be returning soon, and I want everyone present to receive the dwarven envoy.”

“Everyone except Argrave,” Anneliese answered begrudgingly. “See you in a bit.”

“It isn’t too much longer, now, until he returns,” Elenore said consolingly. “Chin up, Anneliese.”

Their connection faded, and Anneliese looked around the growing city of Blackgard. This place was becoming titanic as more and more people filled it. Orderly buildings of black stone, long fields and orchards of bountiful crops, roaming livestock feeding on ground unpolluted by magic… in perhaps a year, this meadow valley had become a rival to the grandest cities on the continent. But it was put to test more and more by the day. The enemies that they had made probed its defenses day and night.

And looming behind it all was the arrival of distant travelers. They came not from the north, nor the south, nor from Veiden. They came far overseas from other nations, bearing strange titles, strange weaponry, and strange customs. The conflict for the fate of the world had begun, and like a frog slowly boiled, they hardly realized it until it was too late.

But Vasquer was not alone in this changed world. They had divine allies of their own—like Lira, Yinther, or Law. There was Rook and Raccomen, divine brothers, Almazora and Veid, one a goddess of magic and the other a goddess of the Veidimen. Their alliance was not meager… and already, they’d drawn eyes by robbing Erlebnis, god of knowledge.

The fruits of that heist had already been realized in the divine artifacts wrested away. But soon, another harvest would be ready. Namely, knowledge of the calamity Gerechtigkeit, of the cycle of judgment… and possibly, just possibly, putting an end to this eternity of struggle.

Anneliese stepped up to the entrance of Blackgard’s parliamentary hall. Melanie stood there, and waved at Anneliese. The red-headed countess stepped up with her mercenary swagger, carrying a black executioner’s blade on her shoulder.

“Hey. The divine envoys are ready to join you whenever,” Melanie explained, a faint smile about her scarred face. “We’re supposed to ‘wow’ the dwarves, right? I think this’ll do the trick…”

Anneliese nodded seriously. “I should hope so. Let me channel Argrave as best I can, I suppose…”

***

“What is Anne wearing?” Argrave asked Elenore, watching the Alchemist as he worked.

The Alchemist—a towering, twenty-foot-tall monstrosity that could contort his body every which way he desired—had Argrave’s chest split open, many of his organs sprawled out across the table next to him. The Alchemist worked at extracting a malignant-looking black magic thread from Argrave’s body piece by piece. They were in the process of removing the Blessing of Supersession from him without harming the rest of his body. This had been going on for a month by this point, and the end still seemed far away.

“You want to know what Anneliese is wearing?” Elenore repeated in Argrave’s head. “Are you really asking your sister for a visual image? I’m not giving you material.”

Argrave sighed. “You’re the weird one right now. My chest is split open, and I’m trying to help even still… well, it doesn’t matter. Give her my best. I’m going to get back to it.”

Argrave watched the Alchemist as he worked. On Earth, he’d often heard about solitary confinement being torture. This was rather like solitary confinement with a phone, and front-row seats to an extremely gruesome operating theater that had daily invasive procedures… so yes, it was torture.

Within a black room without deviations, no view of the sky, and nothing to keep him company except documents and his surgeon… life had become a very dull and stagnant experience. And hearing of what had happened in the month that he’d been absent had only been more difficult. It was like having someone summarize every episode of a show instead of seeing it. In a word—frustrating.

If the news he’d heard hadn’t been largely good, perhaps he would have lost his mind.

While he had been gone, they distributed the loot from the heist of Erlebnis’ vault. That had been a tremendous boon to their fighting power. Durran’s retinue of wyvern riders had grown a reputation after their journeys around Vasquer, slaying lesser gods. Apparently, Anneliese was strong enough to block common S-rank spells with A-rank wards—something that should’ve been an impossibility, largely. And their backing for the heist, their divine allies, had been largely pleased with the result.

That wasn’t even mentioning Argrave’s royal guard of Veidimen—or snow elves, as they were known by humans. They had always been an elite fighting force, yet with divine artifacts as equipment they had a retinue of well-trained knights about as strong as Orion. It was a monstrous boon to their fighting strength, and kept Blackgard the safest city in Vasquer.

On top of that, Almazora and Rook had been promised mortal champions. They’d found them—for Rook, the recipient was Stain, formerly known as Veladrien of Jast. He was the thief, and protagonist of Heroes of Berendar, that Argrave had dealt with a year and some months ago. As for Almazora, goddess of magic… despite Argrave’s recommendation of Nikoletta, she chose Artur, master of the Hall of Enchantment.

Almazora’s choice of mortal champion had been as much a shock to Argrave as it had been everyone else. Formerly a Magister of the Order of the Gray Owl, he’d left the Order after experiencing some mockery regarding his dwarfism. With the royal family’s support he founded the Hall of Enchantment, and had been working to restore the enchantment methods of the ancient elven empire.

And on that front, he’d been succeeding splendidly. Not only had they resurrected the dead art of dwarven metalworking, which used deep earth metals and spirits to forge blades that could cut through rock or resist magic, but Artur had rediscovered countless elven enchantments. Whether on armor or weapons, he was enhancing their forces with mass-production of incredibly potent equipment. By this point, their army was an equal to any that a god might have. From the sound of it, Argrave would be confident sending them against Kirel Qircassia’s force that they’d fought in the Bloodwoods.

But as the days passed ever onward, it stood to reason that Argrave would not have to guess any longer. Elenore had delivered reports of seeing foreigners land strange square ships on the shores of the Bloodwoods and northeastern Vasquer. They hadn’t lingered long, but what few sightings came suggested they wore lamellar armor and had single-sided blades. Argrave knew them well—the people of the continent far to the northeast, inspired by the medieval empires of East Asia on Earth.

If what Argrave knew held true, they were a diverse collection of peoples presently united by the Great Chu. He didn’t fully trust that knowledge remained so, but the Chu was a nation no less formidable than Vasquer—and Argrave only thought he was their equal because they’d gained many divine artifacts after robbing Erlebnis.

Regardless, the Chu weren’t the only people soon to come to Vasquer. There would be others—some would come at the behest of the divine, and others would come as their allies. But they would come, both because Argrave had made a great many enemies and because this continent was to be the site where Gerechtigkeit descended. It was Argrave’s duty as king to stand up to those people.

And behind it all, another matter lurked. They had gone into Erlebnis’ vault to acquire all the knowledge about Gerechtigkeit they possibly could. The Alchemist held all that knowledge, and with Argrave’s vague awareness of the future, they’d been steadily concocting a plan of attack—not against Gerechtigkeit, but against the cycle of judging the world that he heralded. The things that they had learned had been staggering, and Argrave had deep and serious theoretical discussions about how, precisely, they might end this all.

But to learn how to end the cycle of judgment… they might need to learn how it began. Argrave had arranged a meeting with Sataistador, the first god of war. He wasn’t sure whether it was to be a battle or a cordial conversation, but he did know that the god claimed to take part in the first cycle of judgment.

Reminded of that coming meeting, Argrave asked, “Hey. Pour some of House Quadreign’s fire on me, again.”

“No,” said the Alchemist simply. “I’m busy.”

Argrave sighed, setting his table back down on the table. In his right hand, he practiced constructing magic matrixes just as Tower Master Castro had taught him. If a battle was to come… well, he’d been training his magic for a month, without stopping, without sleeping. And whether they exchanged words or fists… he’d get what he wanted out of Sataistador. Only a week or so remained…


Chapter 2

Anneliese looked upon the group that was to meet the dwarven envoy. All here were the mortal champions of gods belonging to the Blackgard Union. They were all dressed finely in the black and gold colors of House Vasquer. They looked good, Anneliese thought, but Galamon pulled at his cuffs as though they were uncomfortable just the same as Stain did. Only Artur seemed to revel in the clothes—indeed, he’d donned a cloak bearing Argrave’s personal sunburst sigil repeated time and time again, and had imbued it with enchantments to keep him hovering off the ground.

The plan was to approach the dwarves not as the Kingdom of Vasquer, but rather the Blackgard Union—it would give a more intimidating aspect to the name, and ideally avoid any qualms that the democratic republican dwarven nation might have about working with a monarchy. Still…

Galamon, Vasquer’s knight-commander. Elenore, the king’s sister, and Durran, her husband. Melanie, a countess in Vasquer.  The list went on and on, leading any keen observer to one conclusion—this party was comprised of those solely loyal to Argrave, and to Vasquer. Even if they called them divine envoys, the truth was rather obvious. The only saving grace of their composition…

“Ganbaatar. Your friendship in this time is a boon to us all.” Anneliese nodded to him.

The elf from the Bloodwoods dipped his head, his red eyes clear and unburdened. “Nonsense. It was friendship and responsibility both. The Qircassian Coalition is a greater enemy than we alone can handle.”

Anneliese could see the sincerity in his posture, but still added, “I am pleased you see it so. And congratulations on receiving Ghan’s blessing.”

The elf from the woods nodded curtly and looked away. Anneliese observed everyone else. The only one that was less than focused was Artur. As a human born with dwarfism, he was about to meet a race that called themselves ‘dwarves.’ She could imagine why he was uncomfortable.

“Elenore, Melanie, and I shall take the lead,” Anneliese continued, looking at everyone present. “But anyone else can feel free to interject. Argrave tells me the dwarves are a debate-loving people who appreciate the perspective of any dwarf. Mirroring that mentality cannot be a detriment.”

“Any dwarf. You think that means me?” Artur looked at her. Despite his jokes, she could tell he felt uneasy. “What if they take my presence as an insult?”

Anneliese met his gaze. “You are Almazora’s mortal champion. That is why you are here, Artur.”

He grunted under his breath and muttered, “Not what I asked, Your Highness, but…”

Anneliese took on a stern affect and said, “The true insult would be from their side toward ours—taking affront at a valuable member of both Vasquer and this alliance for merely being who he is.”

Artur floated away and turned, perhaps to hide his embarrassment, and said, “The flattery is appreciated, Your Highness.”

“Flattery and truth are not mutually exclusive,” Elenore contributed, then looked to Anneliese for the signal to go ahead. Artur was more at ease, so Anneliese had nothing more to do. She nodded, and Elenore directed them forth. “Let us be on our way. Remember—we dealt with the Ebon Cult. That should give us considerable leverage.”

They exited their room of the parliamentary hall, walking to greet the envoys. Orion led them while other Veidimen royal guards watched the back. The building had become suitably grander, with sizable gardens along its walkways and other buildings meant to accommodate the various diplomatic needs of the parliament and the royal family. It was becoming something of a palace, despite the absence of the king.

When they came to the small conference room, Orion opened up its double doors. Eight heads turned to look at them. The dwarves were short, squat, and brawny all. They stood at the table, the chairs pushed aside, and were surprisingly uniform in appearance. All eight were males, and wore white robes—togas, Argrave had called them—with their right shoulder and arm exposed. They had dark, curly hair, all about down to their ears, and wore wreaths of silver. They were immaculately shaven—face, arms, all of them.

“Welcome, envoys of the dwarven senate. We trust that your journey was without peril?” Elenore greeted them politely.

“Yes. You’ve tamed our cities well,” the closest of them nodded.

Melanie scoffed. “Given who was occupying them a few months ago, I think it’s pretty safe to say they aren’t your cities.”

“Yet its streets still bear statues of our heroes, its senate hall still bears the inscriptions of our philosophy, and its design remains privy to us alone,” another envoy returned. “What else would it be?”

Anneliese walked to the table, looking at them all. “You have dropped a diamond to the floor, and now that we have picked it up and cleaned it, you would call it your own? Is this what the Dwarven Senate would convey to us after freeing you from the Ebon Cult?”

The dwarves looked among each other uneasily, and then dipped their head to Anneliese. “No. We are glad to be rid of Mozzahr and his zealots. But we did not expect, nor ask, for your aid. Our nation maintains a favorable, yet neutral perspective toward your actions. The dwarves put forth no claim on our old cities. We abandoned them for a reason. As such, they are yours if you wish them.”

This was where introductions were in order, it seemed. Elenore seemed prepared to give them, but Anneliese kept talking.

“All of you here bear silver wreaths,” Anneliese continued, hardly acknowledging their ‘generous concession’ of the cities that they had abandoned. “I know some of your culture. The metals or gems that you are allowed to wear indicate your status in society. And from what I know, silver wreaths have no authority in operating independently. You cannot truly speak for the Dwarven Senate—you can only deliver messages. Am I correct?”

The dwarves grew rather still, and then one said politically, “In our capacity as envoys, we are given the authority to relay messages from the heart of the state.”

“…so, yes, you’re just messengers,” Durran rephrased. “Why didn’t you just say that?”

Anneliese sighed and crossed her arms. “I was prepared for a much longer conversation… but given the lack of authority of these supposed envoys, I will simply deliver a message and have you return it. I am Queen Anneliese, and I speak on behalf of both the Kingdom of Vasquer and the Blackgard Union of which our kingdom is a part. Both say only this; the dwarves do not possess the luxury of neutrality any longer.”

“Excuse me?” an envoy stepped away from the table. “Is that a threat?”

“It is a message from the heart of the state,” Anneliese rephrased. “Your kind will perish just as ours if the cycle of judgment completes. You have your part to play in this.” She looked off to the side. “Alongside this message, you will deliver a gift: freshly-forged weapons. They are born of your smithing techniques, using your metals, but they were made in our lands with our knowledge. Let that be sufficient draw to allow someone with genuine diplomatic authority to come. Come, everyone.”

Anneliese walked out with the same amount of dignity that she’d entered. She could see it on the dwarves—they were there to do nothing more but maintain the status quo that the underground-dwellers had endured for so long, even despite their contact with Anestis, a senator’s son. Their meeting was ruined, but all she had ruined was something that promised to be a dead-end. The situation demanded a little force.

Once they were isolated, Elenore sighed. “Not… not how I expected that to go. That bit about the silver wreaths—was that true?”

“Yes,” Anneliese confirmed. “Argrave and I talked about it ages ago. Trust me—I saved us time.”

“Wonder where this goes from here,” Melanie mused.

“If there is truly nothing else we’ll do with them…?” Elenore trailed off as question, and Anneliese gave confirmatory nods. “Then, we need to invite Hause to the Blackgard Union. That’s all that remains for today. She is nearly fully manifested.”

***

Argrave looked at the Alchemist as he read something. The operation was done for the day—the Unsullied Knife that was capable of sundering flesh without irreparable harm was not costless, using both its user’s magic and willpower. It was always the Alchemist’s magic that ran out before his willpower, and given his nigh unquantifiable magic supply, that was saying something considerable.

“What are you even going to do with the Blessing of Supersession?” Argrave asked, sitting on a chair as he ate the food the Alchemist had retrieved. It was an unidentifiable scrap of meat, cooked well-done and given no seasoning whatsoever. The twenty-foot-tall gray giant, cramped into this tight space and hunched over half a dozen books, made it quite unappetizing.

The Alchemist looked away from his book. “I will make another artifact from it.”

Argrave’s eyes widened. “Really? Like what?”

“Something to keep you alive. You may be needed in all of this, regrettably,” he said. An eye opened on the side of his head and peered down at him. “Sataistador is no meek foe, nor are the thousand others that you have made. And your Inerrant Cloak will no longer be useful to you without Erlebnis’ cushioning power.”

Despite the constant diminishment, Argrave was excited. He was promised an artifact made by the Alchemist, perhaps of equal power to that spear that they had used to infiltrate Erlebnis’ realm. It wouldn’t be blessed by several gods, granted, but even still… it would be immeasurably powerful. He had some reservations, though.

“And, uhh…” Argrave tore off another bit of the meat with his hand. His mind realized at the wrong time it could’ve been anything—human meat, even. “Will Erlebnis still be able to listen in? Hear everything, see everything…”

The Alchemist looked away from his book. “I put your brain back in properly. You have no excuse to be asking something so indefensibly moronic.” He rose. “Can an inanimate object hear, or see? This is what you just asked me. You were his conduit for both of these things. How do you expect what I make to see or hear?”

“Take it easy, drama queen. It’s a perfectly reasonable question,” Argrave waved him away, but double-took when the Alchemist neared him. “What are you doing?”

“Enough banter. I have some conclusions. They lead to further research, but they merit discussion.” He put one hand against the ground, and manipulated it until a chair rose up. “I am almost one hundred percent certain that Gerechtigkeit is…” he paused, searching for the words as he took his seat. “An analogy is best. I simplify things by millions of magnitudes, but he is like a lich. When we ‘kill’ Gerechtigkeit during the cycle of judgment, he dies. ‘Death’ is the only thing it could be called—he does not merely fade, he violently disintegrates, taking all evidence of his existence with him. Erlebnis has made a great study of his death. And yet… he returns with memories, with experiences. He grows.”

Argrave rubbed his chin. “A lich… so, you’re thinking he has some kind of main body elsewhere? Something that’s projecting this calamity outward?”

“Yes,” the Alchemist nodded. “That is one of many conclusions I have derived from Erlebnis’ work. The other, and most pivotal, is something right in front of us this whole time. Gerechtigkeit is fundamentally linked to divinity, and to allowing this realm to merge with others. There is something intrinsic about his being that allows passage between realms.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning, our only chance to get to Gerechtigkeit might be when he is here, or perhaps shortly after,” the Alchemist explained. “As for his location, and the big talk levied by Mozzahr’s daughter about knowing where he is… I read the reconstructed research by Mial. It has no supporting evidence, and there’s no rigor behind it.”

“Anneliese said that Mial did it as best she could, meaning there’s no lies in it,” Argrave shrugged.

“Your bedmate’s supposed ability to discern lies means little to me,” the Alchemist practically growled. “Still, for argument, let us suppose it is true. Mial’s recreation lacks knowledge of where Gerechtigkeit actually is. But it does mean that he can be found, can be tracked. Our course of action, then, would be to develop a way to track him, and then go there. Put an end to all of this.”

Argrave listened closely, then added, “I imagine we can’t walk in.”

“No,” concurred the Alchemist contemptuously. “But the energy in you… I’ve been analyzing it closely in tandem with the samples of Gerechtigkeit’s malevolence I extracted from your father’s skeleton. That energy within you is one of two things, by my scrutiny—one, it is something that can endure travelling from Earth to this reality. Or two, it is directly related to travelling to different realities. Regardless, it is of use to me.”

“Of use how?” Argrave pushed for specifics.

“It may help me construct the theory behind how we might reach Gerechtigkeit’s realm. We simply need more information,” the Alchemist said grimly. “From Sataistador, perhaps. But most importantly, we need to prepare something for Gerechtigkeit.”

“Uhh, yeah. Been building a kingdom for that,” Argrave smiled.

“Not just to kill. Like I said, all evidence of Gerechtigkeit fades after he is killed. To harken back to my analogy, liches… are notoriously difficult to kill. One must find their undying soul and extinguish it. But liches can project their body continents away. A lich is fragile, weak—what is hardest is finding its soul. A lich can be tracked with some clever devices, but one thing holds constant for it to work; the lich’s projected body must be alive.” The Alchemist looked at him. “We must construct a device that can track the grandest lich of them all—Gerechtigkeit. We must use it while Gerechtigkeit walks. Concurrent with that project, we must find a way to enter its lair, and put an end to it.”

“So… you seriously think this could work?” Argrave pressed.

“We are closer than any have come before. We understand what Gerechtigkeit is—a projection. We understand there is a fundamental link between traversing realms and Gerechtigkeit’s presence. We have evidence that suggests his main body is in another realm. These may have been gathered before, but we have a new variable, namely, you—living evidence that something, even if only a soul, can travel between realities as you have and continue to exist. But much remains unfinished.”

“Unfinished, huh? Finishing projects filters out a lot of creative types,” Argrave leaned back in his chair, meal forgotten. “But… hell. There might be a way out of this.” He laughed.

“Might be,” the Alchemist agreed.


Chapter 3

One afternoon—or whenever, given the lack of insight that Argrave truly had on the flow of time—the Alchemist simply declared, “It’s done.”

“What’s done?” Argrave asked absently, absorbed in a book.

“The Blessing of Supersession is nullified.” The Alchemist rose up to his great height, and the stagnant abode shifted around him. It coalesced back into a staff, leaving Argrave and all his things scattered on grass. The Alchemist gripped a rod of obsidian, standing tall and alone.

Argrave shifted around uneasily, so abruptly thrust back into the world. The sun had not quite risen, but even still the light somewhat stung his eyes. He looked around, seeing vast ruins in every direction. They were on a strangely flat plateau overgrown with grass, and Argrave looked around at a wild land.

Argrave rose to his feet stiffly, grabbing the piles of things that had been dropped carelessly to the ground with the Alchemist’s hasty nullification. “Some things could use more ceremony…” he muttered, hastily putting all of his garments back on. Still, things were strangely quiet. He started to look at this place closer.

He saw signs of human life, true. But it was all old, decrepit, and lost. Nature had reclaimed entire cities. It was a wild place where only vegetation seemed to reign. The only wildlife that Argrave heard were bugs. As the pieces started to come together, the confirmation came.

“This is the place that the Smiling Raven claimed, all those years ago…” the Alchemist explained, himself looking out across the land. “That’s this continent. Humans are resettling this land on the coast, ignorant of what occurred here, but here, deep inland, none exist. There’s only nature.”

Argrave slowly walked up to him, then set the things he was carrying down to better look at it. “How do you… cope with all of this?” Silence was his answer for a long time, and he looked up at the towering mortal champion of Hause. He had grown bold enough to be honest. “You’ve killed more than just about anyone I can imagine. Seeing how you treat others, seeing the things that you’re capable of in that form… I catch myself wondering if you honestly even care. No—if you even can care.”

The Alchemist didn’t even look at Argrave, just watched the vivacious landscape. “Even if I told you, what would you do with your new knowledge? We have set on a path neither can step away from.”

“How much of what you’ve learned do you actually use?” Argrave posed rhetorically. “I just want to know. But that doesn’t mean I’ll do anything with that knowledge.”

“Hmm,” the Alchemist returned, then stabbed the staff of obsidian deep into the earth. It morphed into a flat platform that rose up beneath Argrave’s feet, and then two chairs took shape facing the largest of the cities. “Then… sit, and listen.”

Argrave was a little shocked, but he kept that inside as he obeyed mutely.

“When I absorbed people inside of myself… potentiation, as is the official term… I ceased to be myself,” he looked at Argrave. His face was far removed from what Argrave remembered it—there was no gray skin, and his nose had returned. It was… human, even. It was Raven.

“So you waive all responsibility?” Argrave pressed.

Raven looked back at the city. “Memories, aspirations, traumas; I inherit it all from the one who I consume. I was ignorant of that. The first man I took unto myself was just some thug. A lowly murderer. It was meant to be a test, an experiment that would end the life of a man who did not deserve to live. And a man like that became half of me,” he looked at Argrave. “The crude life he’d lived. The injustices he felt. The… base, primal violence he found himself driven to. None operate without some sort of engine, Argrave. The man who is a lowly killer is still a man, just the same as the king sitting upon his throne. And with that man as half of me, it spiraled until it was what you see. Before long, it ascended beyond man. Deer, cows, elephants, insects—I subsumed anything and everything that was alive, until I became nothing more than an expression of life itself. Hunger. I was hunger that fed on itself to grow infinitely, just like Hause said.”

Argrave crossed his arms. “If that were true, why was Hause preserved like that?”

“Because to some extent, I was in control,” Raven looked up at the purest blue sky that Argrave had seen. “Only I had become someone else. Someone different. As it grew onward and upward, this unified entity of mortality, I experienced for myself the full breadth of life. They… we…” He grasped at his head. “I reveled in what I had become. The depth of experience, of knowledge. The Smiling Raven thought that what he did was a gift, but he also hated that people were free of him. It was a hunger to share, and also to potentiate.”

The changes of how the Alchemist referred to himself confused Argrave. He fidgeted in his seat, beholding the city. At the end of the day… this city had regrown, returned. It was just without life, without people. Life, by its very nature, was hunger. The Smiling Raven had been that in its extremes. He could understand that, at the very least. As for Raven’s actions…

“I don’t think I’ll ever really understand it,” Argrave voiced his thoughts honestly. “How could I? That thing… it’s incomprehensible. But there’s one thing I think it’s important I know.” He turned in the chair until he looked at the Alchemist alone. “How did you survive? And what are you, really?”

“You inquired how I cope with this,” Raven continued. “And if I even care. It is a fair question. Just as you find it impossible to do what I have done, you likely find it equally difficult to entertain the idea of persisting with the guilt in your mind.”

Argrave nodded. “Yeah. But when you talk about me like these feelings are foreign things…”

“The Smiling Raven died—you saw its corpse. Yet I lived.” He looked at Argrave. “To put it more accurately, great parts of me died. That was the price of my life—cutting myself off from the fundamental aspects of life that caused the Smiling Raven to flourish. Cutting off the malignancies of the mortal existence. Malice is generally born from a longing for missing pleasure, and so I had to kill everything that makes life worth living. There is no joy. There are few desires, only those I allowed to cultivate—stopping Gerechtigkeit among them.

“Then, to answer your question. Do I care about what I’ve done? I… want to.” Raven let silence hang for a few moments. “I can’t.”

“Could you gain back what you lost?” Argrave pressed.

“Yes. I imagine that potentiating another normal human would be the catalyst for the awakening of the Smiling Raven. Alternatively… if Hause were to die… I imagine I would change in ways I cannot predict as her blessing wears off.” He looked over at Argrave. “There. You have your explanations, because you finally deserved them.” His face shifted away, the skin graying and the nose fading. He was only the Alchemist once again.

As Argrave pondered this conundrum, a hand burst free from the Alchemist’s chest with a golden chain wrapped around it. Argrave watched it curiously, and when it neared, the fingers unclenched to allow a black gem to fall. It dangled on the chain. It was as brilliant as a diamond, though black as an abyss.

“This was your Blessing of Supersession. Now, I have remade it into a defensive artifact that interfaces directly with your undying soul.” He lowered it slowly, and Argrave took it into his hands. “It will protect you from all manner of illusions, mental warfare, and other such interference. Never again will you be subject to the whims of a god. Your mind is a fortress. It should aid in using the Domain of Law, furthermore.” He slowly unwound his hand from the chain, and it fell fully into Argrave’s grasp. It was a surprisingly dazzling necklace, considering its maker.

As Argrave looked at it, the Alchemist said, “And most importantly… it can contain me.”

“What?” Argrave looked up at him, eyes wide.

“There may come a time when you have no further need of the Alchemist. Instead, the brutality of the Smiling Raven will serve you best,” the Alchemist said dispassionately. “That gemstone is a perfection of the bauble that entrapped Hause and her court. Should you will it, you can place me inside of that, and release me as you will. Let us call it the Ravenstone.”

Argrave clenched the black gemstone tight. It was about the size of his largest knuckle, somewhat flat, and brilliantly cut in the shape of an oval. As he turned it, he seemed to peer into another universe. He could barely turn his gaze away from it and ask, “You’re giving me the keys to your existence.”

“It is the fruit of your continued trust in me. And my lack of trust in myself, now that Hause is loosed and old memories flood daily.” He looked to the ruined city. “I never intended to trap Hause in that bauble. It was always meant to contain me, instead. I wanted to give it to Sonia. I wanted to let her decide how my fell power was used.” He shook his head. “A foolish decision, but I was stupid then. Of all I have seen, you are best suited to use it. And should you perish, Anneliese or Elenore will inherit it—less ideal, but suitable bearers both.”

Argrave swallowed nervously. “What if I’m not? What if I betray you?”

The Alchemist looked at him. “I have torn you apart and put you back together more times than can be counted. I know you, Argrave. You will not betray me. You alone are entitled to it.” He stood. “Now, rise. We return.”

Argrave stood a little flabbergasted, and the Alchemist called back the obsidian platform until he once again bore his staff. Argrave undid the necklace’s clasp, then put it behind his neck and shut it again. He gazed at the black oval gemstone, the Ravenstone. As the implications of its design hit him, he let it hang from his neck with a bitter pride. He could feel its power in his being, like a cool spring preventing all interference. He quickly gathered up his things, mind still whirling with all that he had learned. The Alchemist put his hand upon Argrave, cast [Worldstrider]…

And they came, once again, to Blackgard.


Chapter 4

“The Blackgard Union is largely a defensive pact,” Anneliese explained to Hause, sitting on a chair before the goddess. “And it has little to do with our pre-existing relationship. Argrave and I have already committed to helping you, and you have agreed to offer some of your services. Should you join, your protection is further guaranteed by the gods that some of us champion.”

This stone chamber had been hollowed out of the mountains surrounding Blackgard, but in the month since its creation, Hause and her followers had made it a true home. Sonia, even despite the poisonous soil in this valley that needed to be purified by fruits from the elven realms, had managed to make this into a grand pavilion decorated with fountains and waterfalls.

Hause was not presumptuous enough to make this a throne room, but there was no denying it was a sort of audience chamber. She wore her pink robes, and her blonde hair was kept beautifully braided by black stone hairpins. Anneliese rather liked the braid, and thought she might imitate it. Her mind wandered to what Argrave would think if she did it like that. She daydreamed about having it styled like that when Argrave returned, tomorrow, to meet with Sataistador. What would he say? Would he like it?

Elenore glanced at Anneliese when she lost herself in daydreams, then picked up the slack, saying, “As Her Highness says, we wouldn’t ask for you to use your abilities to aid them. It’s simply something to better ensure protection.”

“There are many familiar names in this list,” Hause nodded. “Even still, I would speak to the other members of this union, if that is no insult.”

“Of course, I can…” Elenore trailed off just as Anneliese refocused. Her brows furrowed—Anneliese recognized she was likely talking to someone inside her head, using her blessing from Lira. “…I can definitely put you in… contact with them,” she finished, evidently distracted.

Who is talking to her? Anneliese wondered. When happiness lit up Elenore’s features, she presumed it was Durran.

“What a quaint place,” said a man from behind them, and Anneliese turned around on the chair she sat in. Argrave walked through the hall, admiring the tall hedges and flowers of the garden alongside the beautiful fountains. “Every time I leave this place, something wonderful gets made here.”

Anneliese had been so focused on decorum and dignity, trying to uphold her role as regent in Argrave’s absence. All that was tossed to the wind, and she rose to her feet quickly. Her voice rose in pitch with joy as he said, “Argrave!” She rushed toward him, and he slipped his arms behind her and lifted her up. She squeezed him as tightly as she could manage, both of them laughing with the happiness of a reunion. “I had no idea you would return today!”

“It was sudden for me, too.” Argrave set her down gently, then held both of his hands to her face. “Good lord, you have no idea how good it is to see you again.” He pulled her in and kissed her several times, then pulled away and looked at her. “Look at you in black and gold. You’re stunning. It’s like you were made for this whole regent business.”

“He only told me of his return seconds ago,” Elenore complained, coming to stand beside Anneliese. She looked away in exasperation at their overly affectionate reunion. “Though that annoys me… welcome back, Argrave. You’ve interrupted something.”

“We were inducting Hause into the Union,” Anneliese explained, remembering their duty even in the wake of her excitement. “Or, well… just talking about it, I suppose.” She scanned him seriously. “My word… your affliction, that curse, how did it go?”

“Gone. No complications,” Argrave said brightly, looking at Hause beyond her. He appeared a little anxious the longer he stared at her. “But, uh… give me a second.” He split away and walked past her, and Anneliese watched with her arms crossed in confusion.

“It has been a while. I never got the opportunity to thank you for your generosity. Far be it from me to interrupt your reunion—you two act unlike any king and queen I have seen,” Hause said with a smile as he neared. “It is refreshing.”

“Thank you,” Argrave accepted the compliment graciously. “Not to be abrupt, but… Raven wants to talk to you.”

Hause’s smiling face grew neutral, and she looked around to be sure that none of her people were listening. “To me alone? Or to all of us?”

“Just you,” Argrave clarified. Pity flashed across his face. “You’re the only one he has something to say to.”

Hause nodded slowly. “That’s… disappointing. Still, I will speak to him. Is he waiting somewhere, or…?”

“I’ll send him in after we leave,” Argrave nodded. “I’d like to catch up with my family. I hope you don’t mind cutting this discussion short.”

“Certainly not,” Hause shook her head, then held out her hand. “Take your time.”

Argrave shook her hand, then turned his back and walked to Anneliese. He shepherded Elenore and Anneliese along quietly, and as they walked out of this calm and serene garden within Hause’s sanctuary, they passed by the Alchemist standing at the entrance. He did not even watch them as they passed. His eyes were focused solely on Hause. In time, he entered.

“I’m home,” Argrave said. “That’s what I’ve realized. I can call this place my home.”

“Then welcome home,” Anneliese said to him.

***

The Alchemist looked down at Hause, towering over her. The pleasant sound of rushing water permeated the place. Hause scanned his body closely.

“Argrave tells me you’re hesitant to unlock his party’s potential,” the Alchemist began, placing both of his large hands before him. “That is imprudent. I’d advise you reconsider.”

Hause tilted her head. “After all this avoidance… that is what you wish to speak about?”

“Anything else we might discuss I’ve already solved.” The Alchemist looked to the side. “The device I captured you in… I remade it to contain another.” He tapped his chest. “Me. Whenever Argrave wishes, he can imprison me inside it. So, banish your fears.”

“What?” Hause stepped away in surprise. “Then… your power is another’s.”

“It is. One who retains their reason should I realize my potential ever again,” the Alchemist pointed out.

“And you would ask me to unlock his potential, possibly killing his reason,” Hause crossed her arms. “Raven… you should understand better than anyone the caliber of my mistake. I saw you, and in fear, realized my worst nightmares. You were a good man. Perhaps if you had grown this power naturally, developed it on your own, you might’ve mastered it.” She stepped forward to him, reaching out. “But I interfered, and in so doing, broke the natural order. I cannot ever use my divinity to unlock potential again. I cannot afford to be the cause of so many deaths. Even now, I wonder if I should even continue living, having done what I have.”

“You claim responsibility for the deaths?” The Alchemist shook his head. “You again burden yourself with pointless guilt. What occurred was my fault alone. Your stumble only led to my colossal descent.”

“It should burden you, instead?” Hause questioned.

“It doesn’t burden me. My burden rests solely on ensuring that Argrave succeeds in this road he’s set upon. Has he told you about our objective?”

Hause shook her head. “Only of the Blackgard Union.”

“I know you. You’ve never allied with another. You feared what they might ask of you. Now is the time to put that aside,” he continued.

“Why?” Hause indulged him calmly.

“Because if you do, you’ll never need fight again.”

***

Argrave tried to avoid being blinded as his black-furred Brumesingers rubbed against his face and licked his ears in their reunion. He wondered why they even had mouths when they ate souls through their eyes, but he supposed that without them, these fennec foxes would not be half as adorable as they were currently being. Argrave stood over a table, surveying items.

“This is some gear,” Argrave mused, grabbing a ring off the table. “This is after Rook got his payment? And all of this is mine?”

“Yes. Most of it is from Erlebnis’ vault,” confirmed Elenore. “Artur remade your coat, your breastplate, and threw in more bits of plate armor made of dwarven metal. He says it should feel like wearing loose trousers, but I didn’t exactly try them on.”

Argrave picked through things. As he did, Artur spoke up.

“These objects you brought aren’t something I can replicate. They were divinity, I’m told. But your armor—and Her Highness’, as well—contain the pinnacle of my enchanting advancements. Dwarven metal can handle enchantments of such a high caliber that I was able to make you into a bona fide monster, Your Majesty.” The Magister hovered over to the table, gesturing toward the boots. “The boots grant you the capability to hover or slow your fall as you need. The greaves and breastplate contain the pinnacle of strength-enhancing enchantments. Physically, they alone would make you a match for just about any fighter beneath the suns.”

Argrave picked up the dark gray coat, holding it out. He could see metal plates within it, keeping it somewhat stiff. And more than that, it had been redecorated decadently. The inside of the coat had been lined with the softest black fur, and the buttons had been replaced with gold sunbursts. The sleeves had elaborate flourishes of gold threaded in.

“And the, uhh… the coat,” said Artur nervously. “I remade it from leather found from some terrifying creature in the underground cities. I’ve had some good men try very hard to cut it. Steel simply won’t,” he explained. “It’s plated with dwarven metal, and given the toughest defensive enchantments I could place on it.” As the Magister talked, Argrave ran his finger across the golden sunburst buttons. “And I also… took some artistic liberties. Your Majesty.”

“Gold jewelry, stylish clothes…” Argrave said, then looked over at Artur. “Guilty pleasure of mine. I’m glad you didn’t put snakes on it. I much prefer the sunburst. This is very excellent work”

Artur looked pleasantly surprised. Melanie commented from the back, “Would you look at that. The king does experience some of the same trappings of mortality. I like it. Buying jewelry for you an easy gift.”

Argrave turned back around. Everyone was fully outfitted in late-game gear, the only absentee at present being Anneliese. This was, barring personal growth, the best they would ever be equipped. Their spells would be more potent than their peers. Galamon and Orion would be able to hold their own against creatures like the Shadowlanders, now. Their only true competition among mortals would be the champions of gods, or those who bore their artifacts. But then, it stood to reason that their competition would be those people. Specifically, a rather huge obstacle threatened to stand in their way.

“As much as I’d love to have a dinner as pleasant as the one I left to, we have to deal with Sataistador and his lakeside date at Dedsworth.” As though sensing his seriousness, Argrave’s Brumesingers jumped down from his shoulders, sitting by his feet quietly. “Let’s save the reunion for another time.”

“Do we have to show up?” asked Durran. “I mean… wouldn’t be the first date that I missed.”

“We’d face the repercussions levied by the White Planes,” Argrave explained. “Gods make deals there for a reason—there are penalties for breaking promises made within them. Since I made the deal, I’d suffer the consequences, but…” he shook his head. “Don’t leave me out to dry, now.”

Anneliese opened the door, walking within. She wore a coat much like Argrave’s own, though hers was white with amber and had different, subtler designs. To say the least, Artur did enjoy the finer side of crafting gear. Argrave sized her up with a smile. She nodded knowingly. “I knew you would like these outfits. What have I missed?”

“Nothing much, just catching up,” Elenore told her. “We’ve been planning for this meeting the whole month, Argrave. Duke Sumner, ruler of Dedsworth, is aware of what comes, and we have all the might we can spare at hand.” Elenore walked up to him. “Sataistador’s one man.”

“One god,” Galamon refuted.

“He does have lips and a tongue,” Melanie reminded them. “And Argrave said he doesn’t know much about him. I can be a pacifist when I need to, and I’d like to be one now.”

“Sure, sure,” Durran nodded. “The god of war and ruthless destruction is a really likely candidate for a civil talk.”

“Let’s get this underway,” Argrave cut in. “Melanie’s right. Sataistador will talk, one way or the other. Because the Alchemist and I have big damned plans after this, and we need to learn what’s inside that ancient head of his.”

***

Argrave gazed out across Lake Dedsworth. It was a beautiful, thin body of crystal blue water, and one could see all edges of its shore. On the southern end stood Springdrop, the beautiful fortress of House Dedsworth. Its drop-shaped roofs to its towers and beautiful marble walls made it as much a work of art as it was a fortress. Even still, Argrave spotted remnants of battles fought and won. Dead knights, dead creatures, dead evils… and even a site of battle that Durran had endured in his godslaying journeys.

All of Durran’s wyvern riders circled around. Many Magisters of the Order of the Gray Owl watched from secluded locations. Argrave had an escort of his closest companions, alongside several royal guards armored with weapons forged by divinity. He should’ve felt safer than ever. But he couldn’t deny… this meeting with Sataistador unnerved him.

Argrave was nervous largely because the god was already here. Sataistador kneeled at the lakeside, staring out across the still water. Waiting, watching, and making no moves to be cautious. He was here, waiting for them.

“Kind of expected him to be a giant,” Argrave mused. “Didn’t expect him to stay as large as he is. He’s maybe a little bigger than Orion. Thought he shrunk down in the White Planes to make it easier to talk.”

“You waste time quivering so,” the Alchemist reprimanded him. “Approach, and let us get the answers we seek.”

“Good lord… you never cut me any slack, huh?” Argrave rolled his shoulders, and walked along the sandy beach toward their meeting. Sataistador did not look away from the lake, but he did rise to his feet. With a huge mane of red hair, several weapons strapped along his body, and barbaric leather armor, he seemed every bit of what he was: the first god of war.

When Argrave grew close, Sataistador turned his head and raised his hands up. Argrave braced, ready for a fight as he stared into those mad green eyes of his. Instead, the deity slammed his palms together. A deafening pop rang out as he clapped, so loud that it could be heard for miles and so powerful that the wind shifted.

Clap, clap, clap, the sounds came again and again, as loud as artillery. Sataistador turned to face Argrave. He took steady steps forward. His claps alone were powerful enough that some of Argrave’s enchantments prevented his ears from bursting.

Finally, Sataistador came to stand a comfortable distance away. “Congratulations. You’ve made Erlebnis a fool in the eyes of divinity.”

Though he was partly stunned into silence from the show of strength, he did eventually find his voice. “Thanks,” Argrave returned cordially, glad they were speaking to start this meeting instead of… something else.

“Did you like my gift?” Sataistador questioned with his eyes hauntingly grim. “You probably didn’t know you’d received it. But you will.” He held his arms out. They were probably as wide as Argrave was tall. “Let’s talk. You brought me here because you want something from me… elsewise, neither of us would remember the other. All asks have a price.” He looked at Melanie. “And you should remember that I’m a mercenary.”


Chapter 5

“Your gift?” Argrave repeated, staring at the towering god of war. “I think it must’ve been lost. Maybe the ship crashed, or the caravan was robbed by bandits. I’ve been in a place where it’s been rather difficult to deliver gifts.”

Sataistador shook his head. “You couldn’t have missed it. You’re wearing it right now.” He raised a hand and pointed. “Your head. Your skin. Your heartbeat. I gave you life, Argrave.”

Argrave bit his lips, but couldn’t restrain himself from joking, “You’re my dad?”

Durran snorted and suppressed his laughter silently, but Sataistador crossed his arms and sighed. “I kept Erlebnis off your back. I couldn’t tell him about the heist per our arrangement made in the White Planes. But that didn’t prevent me from getting involved in other ways. I distracted him while you plundered his vault.”

Argrave blinked, processing that quietly. Anneliese stepped up to stand beside him and asked, “How could you have known when we began the heist? It all took place inside Erlebnis’ realm.”

“I made other deals in the White Planes. Someone informed me where Erlebnis had decided to manifest after his failure in the Bloodwoods. I went there, and watched for suspicious movement. When I saw it… I pounced on the opportunity. His location was strategically unassailable, but only if Erlebnis himself defended,” Sataistador illustrated clearly. “You used the master of the centaurs—Sarikiz—to fragment Kirel Qircassia’s realm. You know, then, what my entry would mean. Erlebnis dared not risk the same fate for his realm, so he chose to fight and repel me. In so doing, you were given the freedom to succeed.” He raised his hands up, gesturing at them. “Even if you look like fops, I can’t deny those are divine artifacts you bear. So, to repeat myself, congratulations.”

Argrave spared a glance toward Anneliese. She gave a nod of confirmation, even though it was still up in the air whether or not she could read gods as well as she could people. Even without her confirmation, Argrave could see that what Sataistador put forth was reasonable. It had struck him as odd that Erlebnis had taken so long to arrive.

Argrave held his arms out. “So, what, did you come seeking payment for that?”

“I think you should know what the word ‘gift’ means. Unless the meaning has changed the years I’ve been in my own realm,” Sataistador shook his head. “Our business, I suspect, regards something else entirely. Perhaps you aim to kill me—I doubt it. Perhaps you seek to ally with me. I’ll take payment if you wish for me to do something, but given you don’t lack for forces…” he looked at the Alchemist. “…it must be something else. I have my own reason to be here, too.”

Argrave didn’t deny it, but something still pulled at his mind. “Why would you give us a gift?”

“Because I suspect you would be a better acquaintance than Erlebnis,” Sataistador looked around contemptuously. “He’s content waiting millennia to make deals. He rarely takes losses when he trades. Your life, by comparison, is rather short. You’re more likely to give and take more freely. All that matters is what you want.”

“Information,” Argrave said plainly.

Sataistador raised his brows. “That’s all?”

“Yep,” Argrave confirmed. “To get it, I suppose I need to know what you want. We robbed a lot from Erlebnis’ vault, but I can’t see how any of this stuff is of use to you. You seem to be content living on your lonesome. Your weapons are definitely as good as, if not better than, anything we have.”

Sataistador ran his thumbs along the scimitars at his waist, and Argrave could hear the dim hum of power in the air. Those weapons of his weren’t ordinary. He fixed Argrave with his deranged green eyes. “Do you know why gods fear me, Argrave, even when I travel alone?”

“I suspect you’re about to tell us,” Melanie called out.

“The gods fear me because I am alone,” Sataistador pointed out, looking around. “They have all these possessions, all these trivialities tying them down. Cities. Towns. Worshippers. Money. Artifacts. Books.” He focused back on them “I don’t. I have the weapons at my side, and nothing more. That makes me the most dangerous god of them all. I am my only, and greatest, asset.”

“Okay… you prove my point,” Argrave nodded slowly. “What could I possibly tempt you with?”

“I came here to this lake unimpeded,” Sataistador ground his sandals into the sand. “I walked by your countless fortresses and settlements. I walked within them, sometimes, and though they stared, pointed, and noticed me… I could’ve torn them apart. It’s what I’ve always done. Emperors build these vast empires, enriching themselves until they think they’re on top of the world. But I come alone, picking away at their sprawling cities one by one. They don’t know where I’ll be. They can’t react in time. I tear out their roots piece by piece until they starve like wild dogs, feasting on each other,” Sataistador said with enthusiastic venom. “When their support falls out from underneath them, they learn why it is foolish to rely on other people. You demonstrated the same principle to Erlebnis, I suspect.”

Argrave said nothing in response, but Sataistador had poked at an issue Argrave knew existed. Vasquer was a vast territory. Even with [Worldstrider], even with Elenore’s connections… their power could not be everywhere at once. It was why he had built Blackgard, to concentrate the population and make it easier to defend. Having a madman like Sataistador as their enemy, whose only objective was victory and destruction, would be a nightmare.

“I hope you’re just bragging, and not implying anything,” Argrave said after a time of silence.

Sataistador looked out to the lake. “You claimed that I was inferior to another. I thought it foolish, provoking bullshit meant to entice me to play into your hands. But when I was watching where Erlebnis had claimed this mortal realm… I saw the man named Mozzahr emerge.” Sataistador slammed a fist against his palm, and Argrave felt a wave of power. “He had just endured Erlebnis’ full strength. It was clear from the artifacts he carried that he had been in the heart of his vault, yet he bore no noticeable wounds. He effortlessly dispatched countless of Erlebnis’ servants.” He smiled and looked at Argrave, clenching his fist tightly. “You wanted information? Let’s count that as another gift. Mozzahr lives.”

Though that news had already been partially confirmed by Mial, his daughter, it still made Argrave’s breath catch in his lungs. The Castellan of the Empty had endured the full brunt of Erlebnis’ power within his vault. Under that pressure, he succeeded in both robbing him of the artifacts their group had missed and escaping from that divine realm through the conventional pathway—namely, the point where the mortal realm and Erlebnis’ realm conjoined.

“Erlebnis has been forced to break countless promises, simply because you and Mozzahr caused so much destruction,” Sataistador outlined. “All of his wealth vanished overnight. The web of intrigue that he wove found itself with nothing to cling to but air. He lost informants, valuable contacts, and many allies, and his reputation will be damaged for millennia.”

Argrave smiled joyously. “The bastard went insolvent, huh? That’s tremendous.”

“For me, yes. For you, not so much,” Sataistador shook his head.

Argrave looked to Anneliese, who seemed to wish to speak. She divulged, “Erlebnis sends psychotic infiltrators often. His grudge runs hot, but he’s not truly threatening us actively.”

“Erlebnis doesn’t hold grudges. But he is cornered, and you’ve made it abundantly clear that you are his enemy.” Sataistador crouched in the sand, drawing a diagram in the sand. “He brokered peace with the Qircassian Coalition. The price? Control over the Great Chu.” The god of war fixed Argrave with a smile. “Now, your Blackgard Union faces the Qircassian Coalition, Erlebnis, and the full might of the Great Chu. They unified by circumstance and by shared enmity.”

Argrave’s mind went at once to reports from Elenore that the people of the Chu had been spotted landing on the coast. “But the Great Chu have inherited a vast wealth of artifacts just like the ones we wear,” Argrave protested. “And their knowledge of magic is equal to ours. How could they have succumbed so easily?”

“With Erlebnis divulging all the secrets of their empire to the Qircassian Coalition, their power and his knowledge combined made it break like bamboo,” Sataistador wiped the sand off his hands and rose. “It was a largely bloodless usurpation. The same ruler that sat the throne before still sits upon it now, he merely answers to something greater above him. Not that he knows, of course.”

Argrave put his hands on his hips and stepped about, thinking furiously. This wasn’t what he’d hoped to deal with—though he knew the retaliation from the coalition would come, he had expected his allies to be sufficient deterrent to prevent it from happening immediately. He’d hoped for some time to do proper research.

“I appreciate that you’ve divulged all of this,” Argrave told him. He didn’t need to ask ‘why.’ It was clear that a loner like Sataistador benefitted from chaos—hell, it was one of his three aspects. “But we’ve still yet to touch upon what you want.”

Sataistador ran his thumb along his scimitar once again. “Fighting you, killing you… meager spoils. What would I get? Spirits you’ve torn from gods that were bound to die anyway? Artifacts that won’t suit me? No… if we were to fight, I would get nothing beyond the satisfaction of the duel. Not to mention that your momentum in your endeavors has been tremendous. You have a secret, Argrave. I don’t know what it is, but my instincts forged by war tells me that it is something rather grand. I don’t care to experience that secret firsthand.”

He looked straight up at the two suns in the sky, then raised his huge hand up to cover them both. “What I want is the most glorious war I’ll ever see. I wish to prove to Erlebnis once and for all the uselessness of his scheming before my low cunning. I wish to tear him apart, to reduce his prized emissaries to puddles of gore that fill the rivers of the Chu as I drink him like a bear might honey. He deserves to be reduced to nothing, and now would never be a better time to strike.”

His fist closed together tightly. “And the Qircassian Coalition… I wish to show them, and their ridiculous mortal empire of Chu, the true cruelty of war. All that they own—their purity, their righteousness, their smug sense of invincibility… I want to do whatever I please with them, indulge in the honest debauchery of war, and then consume their bodies to strengthen mine own. I wish to etch my figure in the hearts of men and women all throughout the world.” He looked at Argrave. “Orphans and widows should loathe me with a hatred so strong it persists for centuries. The few men that live should be crippled and broken husks that tremble like newborn kittens when they see red.”

Sataistador turned away, seeming to have some trouble containing himself. He clenched his hands tightly until Argrave heard ominous cracking. He looked back at his companions, and he didn’t need to have Anneliese’s empathy to realize they all thought the same thing: this guy’s a psychopath.

“I can’t do that alone,” Sataistador admitted after a moment, his voice returned to its usual calm. “But from where I stand, neither can you defend against them all. Your conflict with them is inevitable, as they loathe you. But with me aiding in your defense, and then the subsequent counterattack… you and I both can have the most glorious triumph in this world. To kill two elder gods… no war could be sweeter.”

Argrave held his hands out. “The Blackguard Union is a defensive pact by this point. I can’t ensure they would aid us in this, even if I do agree.”

“I’m aware. I speak to you as King Argrave, not as a member of that union,” Sataistador gestured toward them. “If we should cooperate to invade the Chu, you can have whatever information you please. Elsewise, you have nothing that interests me.”

With their gazes locked, Argrave had one question remaining. “You’ll tell us about the first cycle of judgment?”

Sataistador’s serious demeanor broke and he laughed. “Ah. It’s that. I had so many things in my head…” He looked back with a faint smile on his face. “Sure. I can tell you everything that occurred during the first cycle of judgment. In exchange, you’ll help me bring the war to the Chu.”

“Just like that? No special contract to ensure we keep our word?” Melanie looked skeptical.

“That’s burdensome. I did tell you I was a mercenary,” he answered without answering. “I like some room to maneuver. And so would you, I suspect. Now… our business is concluded, I suspect. I will leave. You will see me again when I am ready to discuss more with you, Argrave. And I hope your mind will not have changed since then.”


Chapter 6

“Before you leave, let me give you a definitive answer, so there’s no misunderstanding,” Argrave asked of Sataistador. “After all, I need to hear your information now.”

“Now?” Sataistador repeated, looking somewhat annoyed. “Must it be now?”

“If it’s not now, I can hardly act on it,” Argrave insisted. “Wait a few moments. Let me consult my people.”

“Very well,” Sataistador nodded.

Reality was far too complicated to have everything go perfect one hundred percent of the time. Sataistador stood before them now like a reminder of that fact. Argrave and his companions put some distance between the two. The god of war waited patiently.

He had just spoken about his method of war—brutal, senseless massacres that served no purpose beyond victory. As befit the god of war, he wanted war for nothing more than the sake of itself. He didn’t want land, nor personal wealth—he just wanted to triumph over a foe. That sort of mentality could put even Genghis Khan to shame. And given his talk about ‘indulging in the honest debauchery of war,’ perhaps he intended to hear the lamentations of their goddesses. A grim thought, to be sure.

Argrave and his party stood beneath a ward, talking things over.

“If we take his deal, he’d cause unimaginable damage to the people of the Chu,” Argrave summarized. “He’d target farmlands, pastures, and all that kept their cities fed until the sheer size of the empire caused it to fragment. He basically told us as much.”

“But if we refuse him, he’d likely do the same thing here,” Melanie pointed out.

Durran shook his head. “I doubt it. He’d do damage, sure, but we’d catch up to him, end him. Here, now… this would be the perfect time. We could kill him.”

“He’s not stupid. He’d run,” Argrave mimed the action with his fingers.

“I can run as well, Your Majesty,” Orion pointed out, glaring at the god of war from beyond the ward. Galamon gave a nod of agreement.

The Alchemist reprimanded, “You have Erlebnis, the Qircassian Coalition, the Chu, and even Fellhorn as your enemies, lest you forget. We cannot afford to add one other. Do not forget he’s indicated he’s entirely willing to dishonor the deal. In that case, we ought to prepare to do the same,” he argued prudently. “There should be no discussion. You should take the deal. Use him for as much as he is worth, then toss him aside.”

Anneliese crossed her arms. “I have grown to utterly detest how these elder gods play nations against each other as though lives matter not. Even still, I am inclined to agree with the Alchemist. This god of war will disclose information that may greatly aid your research into Gerechtigkeit, and we need not fret about betraying such a despicable being.”

“Alright. Let me consult the last of us,” Argrave nodded, then grasped at his connection to Elenore inside his head. “Hey, sis. We’ve talked. I’m leaning toward taking the deal, but I’d like to hear your thoughts.”

No reply came in Argrave’s head for some time, then her voice came clear and decisively. “Pragmatically, it’s the best option. I’m furthermore greedy at the prospect of securing good relations with the Chu if we should aid them in overthrowing the yoke of the Qircassian Coalition. I think that’s… overoptimistic. Still, unlike Sataistador’s dreams of our shared glory, an invasion would be impossible on our end. We lack the manpower to occupy a foreign continent, and I’m already overburdened incorporating both the Burnt Desert and the underground dwarven cities into this already ridiculously large nation.”

“An invasion was never in the cards,” Argrave reminded her.

“It would be the best outcome in this situation,” Elenore disagreed. “If we let Sataistador rampage through them, their empire will fragment, and even should Gerechtigkeit be beaten, they will endure countless wars as petty kingdoms vie to reunite the empire for centuries afterward.”

Her words had a great deal of truth to them. In a period of time like this, a centralized state was the best way for progress, and the Chu were even more heavily slanted toward hereditary despots than Vasquer was. The term ‘warring states’ came to mind to summarize the aftermath. But the culture of the Chu was foreign to those of Vasquer, and they would never be welcomed as its true rulers. Their continent was furthermore larger and more densely populated than Berendar.

“We’re debating the fate of an empire we’ve never even seen,” Argrave reminded her.

“Also true. Let us remind ourselves that we don’t know how honest Sataistador was being about their situation. I can make effort to look into it, but it’ll be tremendously hard,” Elenore sighed. “No matter. I’m in favor of taking it. We can always betray him later.”

“The Alchemist thought similarly,” Argrave nodded, then said, “Thanks. I’ve made up my mind. I’ll agree. Even if we betray him, it’s not like anyone is going to think less of us for doing so. He’s a deranged killer.”

“But a cunning one,” Elenore reminded him. “He fights wars like I probably would. Well, would have,” she corrected. “Good luck.”

The connection faded, and Argrave gestured toward the Alchemist to dispel the ward. Argrave walked back up to Sataistador, coming a fair bit closer this time. The giant god knelt in the sand, staring out across the lake.

“We’ll go with your suggestion. When the time comes, we’ll counterattack Erlebnis and the Qircassian Coalition,” Argrave told him.

“Of course. Makes no sense not to—you can just betray me if you change your mind.” He turned his head to Argrave. “I prefer it this way.”

“The idea of an invasion does entice me,” Argrave lied through his teeth. “I very nearly doubled the size of our territory by incorporating the Burnt Desert and the underground. You don’t get to that point without having some appetite for this sort of thing. I just hope you won’t leave me a land of ruins. I need people to build my empire, even if they’re trembling cripples and hateful widows as you’d want.”

Sataistador laughed. “Do you intend to go the route of a god-king? Hmm. I think it’s foolish, but it’s not my place to judge…”

“Now—can you tell me about the first cycle of judgment?” Argrave asked, also gazing out across the lake like the god of war.

“I’ll tell you some. My information will come in waves as we get closer to our goal. I think that’s fair, given how enticed you are about this invasion.” His haunting green gaze landed on Argrave’s face. “You’d certainly never toss me aside before we’ve done our collaboration, yes? So, it shouldn’t matter.”

Argrave chewed at his lip—that was a dangerous proposal. He didn’t care to get this in drops—he needed it all, now. “We’re looking for ways to most efficiently end Gerechtigkeit. If you do that, it’ll be absolutely useless for us. I don’t want to twiddle my thumbs for months while we wait for an invasion.”

“Fine. I suppose that’s fair,” Sataistador nodded. “It’s not as though it’s exceptionally important. It’ll give you no advantage, I don’t think.”

He was elated he managed to dissuade him, but restrained himself from showing that outwardly. “Better understanding our foe is an advantage in itself,” Argrave disagreed calmly. 

Sataistador stroked his long beard, and Argrave saw a huge scar just behind it on his stomach. “There were no gods before Gerechtigkeit descended,” he said with eerie calm. “That is the key detail few of my peers remember, probably because there are no gods as old as I am. Back then we had religions, yet there were no true gods. It was only men, elves, dwarves, subterranean humanoids, and a few types of beast-men. Most of those beasts went extinct… eight or so cycles ago,” he reminisced casually.

“How can you be sure there weren’t other gods? You were mortal, and he may have erased memory of his presence as he had in times past,” the Alchemist pointed out.

“I questioned the same thing. It’s impossible,” Sataistador shook his head. “I was chief of the Drinnic tribe, having united all of our peoples under one banner. And we razed an empire that had existed for two thousand years to the ground,” he recounted somewhat joyfully. “Five years we spent dismantling it. We killed many, but kept virtually the same number as slaves. But when Gerechtigkeit came, no one—not the emperor, whom I’d kept as a pet, nor the various scholars we kept alive knew of this occurrence. The oldest of the elves did not recall a bit of it. There were no gods that descended—instead, each of every one of them was born during this first conflict.”

Argrave was skeptical about the claim of the two-thousand-year empire, yet hearing that no gods had troubled them alleviated some doubt. Provided, of course, that Sataistador was not merely spinning a yarn.

“What was it like?” Argrave asked. “Gerechtigkeit. Everything.”

“Easier,” Sataistador said. “Less competition. For perhaps the first year of it, I thought I was the only god—a chosen, destined to conquer the entire world. When I encountered another, I was the first to kill another and consume them. The day Gerechtigkeit finally came to us, he was desperate, angry, and clumsy. A far easier, and less clever, foe than he has become today. He also had a place that he retreated to, making him less difficult than he is presently. Now, he fights much like me—that is to say, he has become quite the roaming terror.”

“He had a retreat?” Anneliese asked. “Where?”

“Where,” he snorted in mockery. “The terrain has shifted over the years, both by the gods’ whim and the passage of time. It was a place called Sandelabara—a large stone fortification. I couldn’t tell you who constructed it, but it was nothing special. Gerechtigkeit was wounded and he retreated there. Me and some other deities chased him there, put an end to him. I struck the killing blow.”

Argrave was shocked to hear the truth about Sandelabara. That was one of the few words that Argrave knew was tied to Gerechtigkeit. Mial, Mozzahr’s daughter, has confirmed that she had found mention of it as well.

“Other deities?” the Alchemist repeated.

“Yes… everyone from my time is dead now, though. I killed most of them,” Sataistador admitted. “Their names are lost to me. They weren’t memorable kills.”

Argrave leaned down. “But… Sandelabara? It was a real place, a real fortress? And Gerechtigkeit had some attachment to it?”

“Yes. There were traces of him everywhere.” Sataistador looked at him intently, and Argrave leaned in. “After all, he bled all over the place.” He broke off into laughter. “What do you expect of me? At the time, we thought him nothing more than another god like us, set on destroying anything and everything. It was only after he perished and we were cast away to our own realms in the astral planes that we learned he was different. Sandelabara was broken down stone by stone by our aggrieved followers, and then scattered.”

“Was there anything notable about it?” Anneliese inquired, stepping closer and crossing her arms. Argrave didn’t like her so close to the god of war. “Anything you can think of at all?”

Sataistador stroked his beard, eyes distant as he scanned the lake. “A deep hole.”

“That draws your memory, does it?” Argrave pressed.

“It was deep. I threw someone down in it,” Sataistador continued reflecting. “My hearing is exceptional, but… I never heard them hit the bottom.”

Argrave scratched his head, puzzled about what that might mean. They had learned a great deal from this conversation, he felt, but even still, he was hoping for something… more. The conversation wasn’t yet over, and there was much they might inquire yet.

***

Though they spoke to Sataistador for a long while, nothing of great significance was mentioned. By the end of it all, they parted ways just as the god had promised. They kept an eye on the god of war, and though he lingered for a few minutes after their departure, he left much the same way he arrived—that is to say, discretely and rapidly. Apparently he departed to the east, but they lost him at the coast near the old ruins of Foamspire.

They retuned to Blackgard, where they spoke at the parliamentary hall.

“It isn’t much to go on, really,” Argrave said, leaning up against a conference table. “Still, that was an enlightening conversation. We learned that more people than we thought are going to try and kill us. Wonderful.”

“I think it illuminates the importance of the alliance with the dwarves,” Elenore said. “I’m worried. Anneliese was… bold, shall we say, with her negotiating tactics.”

“And prudently so,” Argrave supported her. “I say some things half asleep, and she still remembers them a year later. A conversation with silver-wreathed dwarves was as fruitless as she thought it might be. We need those bearing gold, or gemstones.”

“But what about leads for research?” Elenore pressed. She had the largest stake in this barring Duran—he would die if they could find no way to end the cycle of judgment. Unless, of course, Argrave used the Ravenstone hanging from his neck. If it came to that, he would. But he didn’t want to.

“The Alchemist has gone to the mountains to record what we learned. I think we confirmed a theory—divinity and Gerechtigkeit are fundamentally linked, somehow. One didn’t exist before the other.” Argrave crossed his arms, stepping around. “Other than that… just vagaries. A fortress, and a hole.”

Melanie huffed. “Sounds like a bad joke. But given we’re in talks with people that live in a very deep hole… perhaps there’s more to be progressed there.”

“Definitely. For now…” Argrave closed his eyes as a headache erupted. “Anne, everyone, what do you think?”

“Position ourselves against the Chu, and the gods puppeteering them. Work on the alliance with the dwarves. Follow what leads we have,” Anneliese listed quickly. “These are my thoughts.”

“Perhaps it’s time we asked Patriarch Dras to position himself to aid us,” Galamon suggested.

“Not a bad idea,” Argrave nodded. “There’s a lot to do. Let’s start with the dwarves, first and foremost. I’ve had a month to think about ways to coax them out of their holes…”


Chapter 7

Argrave found himself gaining a difficult to shake habit. Whenever he was thinking, his right hand would wander to the black imprisoning gemstone hanging around his neck—the Ravenstone, as the Alchemist had dubbed it, perhaps in genuine jest. And these weeks upon learning of the coalition allied against them made him reach for the necklace nervously many, many times.

They tried to position themselves to handle the worst of the Chu, alerting the Archduchess of the North and the Bloodwoods both. The continent of the Chu Empire was far to the northeast, and so traditional seafaring techniques rendered it difficult to reach. Still, certain gods of seafaring—and Argrave knew there were some in the Qircassian Coalition—had the ability to lessen that difficulty. Additionally, in terms of seamanship, Vasquer was far behind most others. Most vessels off the coasts were trading vessels.

The only true ‘navy’ that existed was Relize’s fleet—largely trading vessels as well, made for the calm waters of the North Sea and locked within that body of water. The true ocean was miles away from the North Sea, and there were no paths connecting the two. The other naval presence, House Monticci… their fleet had been utterly destroyed two years ago, now.

As for their progress in rebuilding that force, Argrave arranged a meeting with an old friend.

Nikoletta of Monticci walked into the parliamentary hall of Blackgard, looking around at the place in some wonder. Argrave stepped up to meet her with Anneliese at his side, the indomitable pair of Orion and Galamon following along as their escorts.

“Cousin,” Argrave greeted in a polite tone. “Good to see you. Has your father recovered from the whole kidnapping business?”

“Your Majesty,” Nikoletta dipped her head. She’d cut her obsidian-color hair short, and seemed to have kept it that way. “Your Highness. Truth be told, I thought I’d never see my father breathing again, even. But no—he can breathe, walk, talk…” she wiped her face, her pink eyes seeming somewhat tired. “If I’m honest, I don’t think I’ll ever inherit the Dukedom. Mind you, I prefer it that way,” she added quickly, lest she be perceived as callous.

“I’m happy to see you’ve accepted an invitation to the parliament,” Argrave said, cutting straight to business. “It’s long overdue for Monticci to be better represented on the council. There’s much to do, but you’re welcome to join myself and the rest of the family for dinners henceforth. We can discuss that later. How’d your task go?”

Nikoletta put one hand on her hip and nodded. “Right. Business first. House Monticci has prepared perhaps ten ships fit for war. I scouted the other houses, took an account of what they had…” she bit her lip nervously. “Any ‘warships’ they have wouldn’t pass our shipyard’s standards. Bluntly put, our naval power is incredibly meagre. This city here, Blackgard, is the second major port on the ocean throughout the whole kingdom,” she waved backward, where the city waited beyond. “Some minor lords have fortifications along fishing towns and such. I’d estimate there’s well over ten thousand trading vessels sailing the sea—not at one time, mind you, but in total. But there’s never been reason to develop an outstanding navy. Veiden conducted the first naval invasion this continent has ever seen—it’s why it was so successful.”

Anneliese narrowed her eyes. “That is somewhat difficult to believe. By all accounts, your people constantly look for every advantage.”

Nikoletta nodded. “Not wrong, Your Highness. But fighting at the sea has long been viewed an immensely dangerous prospect. If you fall in the water, all manner of foul monsters await you—Irontooth Piranhas, krakens, leviathans. We focused on developing inland combat, and magic.” His cousin sighed and looked at the distant port of Blackgard. “Bluntly put… it would take decades to develop a serious navy. If it’s true that another group of invaders come from overseas, then we are at a massive disadvantage.”

“Alright. I appreciate your candor. I’ll…” Argrave rubbed at his eyes, thinking hard, before he was taken back to reality. “I’ll have some people take you to your room. Grimalt,” he called out, and his royal guardsmen stepped forward to receive his order.

As Nikoletta was escorted away, Argrave lost himself in thought. He’d hoped that he’d be able to ward away the Chu at sea with their own power, but they lacked seafaring knowledge, suitable sailors, and craftsman capable of making decent vessels.

But the Veiden and their longships were not subject to the same limitations. Their navy was large in number, virtually unparalleled in craftsmanship, and their sailors were some of the most experienced in the world. In the end, Galamon’s suggestion became more and more prudent—they would need to involve the snow elves.

After thinking the matter over for some time during the rest of the day’s task, Argrave sat with Anneliese on the opposite side of a table, their plates recently cleared of a hearty meal. Argrave looked outside of their private room, watching the bustling city with a sense of protectiveness.

“If we can’t secure a strong navy, the Chu will find a landing point,” Argrave told Anneliese quietly. “Their ships are more numerous, faster—without seafaring patrols, they’ll find a spot to land, build fortifications, and then all manner of things will make Berendar their home—gods of the Qircassian Coalition, even. I think we can beat them.” He rubbed his hands together. “But I’d prefer not to give them an opportunity. It’ll be like having ants in the house—impossible to get rid of. But Veiden, and their goddess Veid… what would they want if we asked for help? They agreed to help us fight Gerechtigkeit, and nothing else.”

“I believe you know precisely what my people want. They are nothing if not consistent,” Anneliese reminded him with a bitter smile. “Power. They are our allies, and I think things will remain that way, but they seek power enough to dominate rival nations after Gerechtigkeit has been defeated. They still seek to move beyond Veiden.”

“And that’s the last thing I wanted,” Argrave sighed. “But I think you’re right.”

“Fortunately, Dras is no fool. And I think we can rely on him in the present, and perhaps dissuade him in the future.”

“You don’t think he might turn his claws against Vasquer, once Gerechtigkeit passes?” Argrave questioned.

Anneliese smiled. “We have done well in forming a solid relationship with them. Hirnala, my friend, has built up a thriving trade network with the help of her husband Leopold. That trade has brought greater prosperity to Veiden—prosperity that Dras relies on greatly. Veiden imports much of its food from us now, which has freed labor for other tasks.”

Argrave leaned back in his chair. “Good lord. Did you plan that development from the start?”

Anneliese lowered her head bashfully. “Well… I did not anticipate it would go quite as well as it did. But yes, I hoped to tie Veiden and Vasquer closer to avoid war between the two.”

“Hirnala’s expecting a kid soon, right? Hundred years old, and still a horny bastard, Leopold… creeps me out. Still, should send them flowers or something,” Argrave marveled at Anneliese once again. “I forget how genius you are, sometimes. I think you’re just being humb—"

Two heavy feet impacted with stone, and when Argrave turned his head the Alchemist stood there in silken robes of his hair. As he jumped slightly, the twenty-foot-monster declared, “You must ensure this alliance with the dwarves.”

Orion burst through the door, drawing a weapon of divinity and holding it at the ready. Argrave held up his hand and stood, saying loudly, “Stop it, Orion. Just an inconsiderate, emotionally dead guest, not an assassin.” He gestured at the Alchemist. “There are more convenient ways to talk to me, you know.”

“Your sister refuses to extend her blessing of connection to me,” the Alchemist said, watching Orion as he put away the blade of divine bone. “Teleporting to you is the only other fastest method.”

Orion walked out of the door, shutting it. He’d broken the doorknob, so it hung loosely, and Argrave caressed his forehead as he sat back down. “Alright—what’s this about the dwarves?”

“I liquified Felipe’s corpse,” the Alchemist said, and Argrave watched the door to be sure Orion did not burst through the door yet again in wrath. “It was to extract the essence of Gerechtigkeit inside him. I’ve contained it within this.” The ancient being reached inside his body and pulled free a vial that gleamed with malicious black essence. “We need to head into the dwarven cities. If we cannot ally with them, we must infiltrate them—a hard task, given their construction. Dwarven metal can make teleportation with spirits somewhat difficult. And failing infiltration, we should invade them.”

Argrave held both of his hands out. “Ease up. Why are you talking like this? What’s so important about the dwarven cities?”

“Sandelabara,” the Alchemist said as he walked to the table where they sat. “What Sataistador said, about the hole descending deep into the earth… it gave context for other research that I did not know where fit in. There was enough in what he said to indicate that he was not lying about this bottomless pit. And there was enough in the similarly bottomless troves of knowledge that Erlebnis kept about Gerechtigkeit to deduce the importance of this pit.”

Anneliese placed both of her elbows on the table and supported her head. “So, that vial… do you mean to use the essence of Gerechtigkeit to try and locate where Sandelabara might have been? You believe this bottomless pit is pertinent, somehow?”

“Your better half catches on quicker than you—though that implies you would’ve caught on at all,” the Alchemist derided Argrave.

“I’d be more offended if I couldn’t imprison you for all eternity,” Argrave shook his head. “Well… it’s true, the deep dwarven cities are connected in a circle around the planet’s core. Ostensibly, it’d cover everywhere this pit in Sandelabara might’ve led.” He looked right at the Alchemist. “You’re certain this is important enough to risk everything? Even invade an innocent nation?”

“If you don’t aid me, I’ll take matters into my own hands,” said the Alchemist quickly.

Argrave’s hands reached for the Ravenstone once again, fiddling with it. “The second dwarven envoy hasn’t shown up yet.” He looked to Anneliese. “I guess we ought to have an extremely compelling case for him. And you—you’ll have to wait. This will work, but not if you run amok. Give us a few days.”

“Hmm…” the Alchemist groaned in annoyance. “As you wish.”

Argrave removed his hand from the necklace, then planted his hands on the table and rose. “Good. Then, let’s find Galamon. Loathe as I am to do this… we can’t get through this without an alliance with the Veidimen. So, we talk to Veid, and to Dras. And then we prepare to find Sandelabara.”


Chapter 8

Argrave expected to speak to the Patriarch of the Veidimen at their capital, Veiden. They teleported there using [Worldstrider]. Argrave hoped to give Galamon some time to visit with his family. Instead, he was informed that the leader of the snow elves waited at Katla, the portside city that Argrave had first made it to when negotiating with the Veidimen.

Though Argrave was disappointed he could not give one of his close friends the long family visit he deserved, he expected a trip down memory lane might do both him and Anneliese some good. Instead, what he saw was that Blackgard was not the only city that had grown significantly.

Anneliese’s talk about the Veidimen prospering from the trade was not her conjecture. Veidimen vessels were the only to take harbor in these icy waters, and with them alone the oceans were crowded and cluttered. Argrave walked about the docks with a small escort of royal guards bearing divine weapons as they awaited Dras’ arrival.

“King Argrave.” A familiar voice made Argrave turn his head, and he rested his gaze upon Patriarch Dras, flanked by his guards. He was short for a snow elf, dressed in ceremonial white clothes befitting his station, and remained with shaven head and bone white eyes. “And the year-old daughter of mine. In what capacity do you two visit? As family, or as sovereigns?”

“The latter, unfortunately.” Argrave put his hands together as he walked closer. “I have a rather serious proposition to discuss, and little time for anything else.”

“You’ve finally come to the point I have, where time is precious. The missive mentioned you wished Veid to be present as well. Then, come.”

Dras beckoned Argrave onward, leading them through the ever-growing city. The city sprawled wider, and the buildings stood taller. The practical wooden homes had been replaced with stone as though the trappings of man were soon to catch up with them. But the patriarch took them past all of that, into a large new building nestled up beside a tall hill of snow-covered rock. Argrave saw large animal skulls lined up all along it.

“I imagine this will do you little good to prepare you for what questions await...” Dras stepped closer to Argrave. Their honor guards—Argrave’s royal guards and Dras’ personal guard—seemed to be incredibly wary of each other, even though both were Veidimen. “…but Veid has very earnestly wished to speak to you, Argrave. Almost as much as her mortal champion.”

“Alright…” Argrave took little comfort in that. He didn’t think he had done anything especially interesting enough to draw the eye of the goddess of the snow elves. “I’ll be on my best behavior, I suppose, if only because it’d bother Galamon if I weren’t.”

Dras glanced at Argrave. “A little respect can go a long way. A lot of adversity can be avoided.”

“We are well familiar with the value of respect. And this relationship our nations hold is something to be respected. You would agree with this, yes, father?” Anneliese stepped up alongside him.

The word clearly brought him pause, but he accepted it resignedly. “You’re as diplomatic as any daughter I could hope to have. Should I be half as blessed when that day comes…” Dras stopped at a large stone door, and his guards moved to push it open.

They entered inside the building, and as a wide set of stairs descended five steps downward, he realized this place was much more spacious than it appeared from the outside. Veid sat in the back, in all her divine glory. Her chamber was no throne indicating superiority—she lived as her people did, in fur clothes made for warmth, with weapons made to hunt, and with white eyes that seemed to look for any opening.  There were two thrones in their chamber. They were not for king and queen, but rather for god and patriarch.

The patriarch took quicker steps, walking far ahead of Argrave as his guards dispersed to stand by the walls of the room. He sat in the large throne beside Veid, and waited for them patiently. Argrave stepped up with Anneliese and Galamon at his side. His knight-commander didn’t kneel before Veid, but Argrave could almost see his knees begging to do so.

“Hello, Veid. Is this the first time we’ve talked outside the White Planes? I think it is.” Argrave smiled and dipped his head. “It must bust be complicated, this leadership situation between you and Dras.” He stood firm and straight. He liked both of those present, but as he said, he was here as king.

Veid crossed one leg over the other. “My people chose Dras as their leader. It is only by Dras’ grace that I am given this chamber.” She spoke with extreme brevity as she looked between him and Anneliese. “I have other matters I wish to speak of. You stayed my people in their duty to conquer the world. Why?”

She touched on something that Argrave would prefer to leave untouched. Still, he inhaled and answered with as brief an answer as her question. “Correct. As for why, Gerechtigkeit takes precedent.”

Veid stared in silent ponderance for a few moments. “I believe in the idea of dominion over the world under my honorable people. You believe that the conquest itself makes the government dishonorable. This, I do believe: we both want the best for our people. In this way, our perspectives are ice and water; identical in composition, but different in structure.”

Argrave found it difficult, if not impossible, to view invasion in any positive light. But he could not deny that Veid truly believed in what she said. In her world, what she did was best for her people. Argrave fiddled with the Ravenstone, then lowered his hand back to his side. It jingled as he said quietly, “I can agree with that.”

Anneliese took a firmer stance. “Supposing that one is capable of establishing this honorable government without sullying themselves… governments change as constantly as the world around them. What we establish today might not be all there is tomorrow. If I am to speak frankly, I believe an invasion is a terrible foundation for government.”

Veid did not look offended—rather, she accepted Anneliese’s words with a humble nod. Dras watched all parties involved, and spoke only when silence extended between them. “Speaking of the foundation of a government… Galamon informed me that you endeavor to create a government distributing power among different institutions that might check each other. He claimed that you create rules and regulations that themselves will stand as the protector to the people.”

“That’s our intent.” Argrave eyed his knight-commander, standing by his side. He wondered when Galamon had time to talk about such things. It was praise, so he could not be upset, but it was still a breach of information. “I’ve learned the power of the status quo. People fight very desperately to keep it. All we have to do is establish a status quo that serves the people first and foremost.”

“Not untrue.” Veid nodded understandingly. “I’ve spoken long enough. You had something to discuss with Dras?”

Argrave was somewhat puzzled. He’d been told that Veid intended to have a conversation with him, but this felt a little… short. Would their true conversation come later? Argrave couldn’t answer that, but as he lost himself in thought Anneliese spoke first.

“We do.” Anneliese stood just as firm as the goddess herself, both hands behind her back respectfully. “We’d like to discuss the terms to a deeper alliance than what we have now. To put it plainly… we need your naval support. Without it, a coming invasion may threaten us.”

Dras scratched at his cheek. “Not the first time your lack of a navy has hindered your country, is it? There’s a lesson to be learned there.” He tapped the armrest to the throne. “Let us speak of this. The broad strokes.”

***

After a long discussion about what was plaguing the kingdom of Vasquer, Dras sent the king and queen away without an answer under the pretext of referring with his council. He and Veid sat in the audience chamber, both risen from their seat and facing one another.

“Do you have any guidance to give?” Dras spoke to her without the same sort of deference the others might’ve given her. He had to be this way, he felt, to keep his role.

“Would you rule our people without the need for glory, Dras?” Veid walked up to him. “Would you become a footnote in another’s triumph, so long as our people thrived?”

Dras felt reminded from the force of her words that she was divinity for a reason. “I have often asked myself that.”

“As have I, watching you in these years. And now, being here, I can pose that question to you.”

With a slow spin, Dras strolled to collect the answer he’d been lacking for many years. He could hear the footsteps of the god behind him. Perhaps that was metaphor, too—perhaps he’d used Veid as only a cudgel to achieve his own ambitions. But then…

He hadn’t set on this journey from a position of power. He’d been desperate, hungry, and wanted change. And when things got better, survival morphed into forging an opportunity for something better. And that opportunity spiraled until he had unified this continent. The boy he was… he did believe in Veid’s message. He had hope for his people, for their triumph, for their greatness.

Dras had faith in Veid’s vision, whether it meant glory for himself or not.

“Yes.” Dras turned back to Veid quickly. “I could.”

The goddess entwined her hands. “Then I will give you guidance. It may taste like bile, but it’s best for our people… and all people. You will not be forgotten, Dras. If you should heed my advice, you will be overshadowed. You will be a great conqueror just as you wish, and when victory finally greets you, the empire you built will become another’s. They will not honor your memory… but they will build upon what you made, even if they hate it. And they will prosper.”

“What do you mean?”

Veid smiled bitterly. “For now, my only suggestion is this: accept Argrave’s offer. Poise our people well for the repelling of the Chu. And most importantly, integrate with Argrave’s parliament. These should be our conditions.”

The patriarch crossed his arm in thought. “It is much to ask them to allow us a place in their politics. But if we would war for them, we can think for them… fine, then. I will bring this before the council. I appreciate your counsel.”

***

While Argrave wandered the growing city of Katla in nervous anticipation for how Dras and his council might demand of their request for aid, Anneliese had grown particularly pensive. Galamon, meanwhile, had been called away to speak to Veid. Their other royal guards stood vigilant some distance away, both protecting and giving the royal couple space.

As his queen stared out across the white-blue icy ocean beside Katla, Argrave watched her instead. She was a prettier sight than the ocean, by his estimation. And he’d watched her enough to pick up on something.

“What’s bothering you?” He put his hand on her shoulder sincerely.

“Neither Dras nor Veid have wavered slightly on their ambitions.” Anneliese bit at her lip. “And worse yet, I fear that I miss something obvious. What did Veid even ask us? It seemed like nothing of substance.”

“I thought the same.” Argrave sighed deeply. “We need their navy. If they don’t request something reasonable, we just have to offer them something Dras’ council won’t be able to refuse. Still, I don’t want to do heavy-handed politicking. Feels—”

“Another dwarven envoy has entered the territory we control.” Elenore’s voice cut into his thoughts like a hot knife. “Gold-wreaths, both of them. This should please you.”

Anneliese studied his face as Argrave digested Elenore’s message. “Your sister, I presume? She spoke to you?”

“Dwarves are here,” Argrave summarized for her quickly. “And they’re worth negotiating with, this time.”

He turned his focus back to the voice in his head. “Alright. I’ll give word to Dras that we’re heading back. When they have their answer, he can talk to Galamon—we’ll leave him here for now,” Argrave told Elenore, then relayed the same to Anneliese.

“I should warn you… the first word the envoy said was a threat.” Elenore seemed tense with her quiet tone.

“Well…” Argrave cracked his knuckles. “That’s the dwarven way, no?”


Chapter 9

Argrave departed from Veiden, leaving Galamon behind to serve as intermediary when Dras and his council came to a decision about their request for naval support. Anneliese was still uneased, convinced she'd missed something about the scenario. Argrave didn't doubt her, but he also felt that the Veidimen were staunch allies that would not do their nation any harm. Veid herself was part of the Blackgard Union.

And on the matter of that union, they once again put together a collection of envoys that represented each god or goddess that had agreed to the defensive pact. They were a formidable group, but Argrave was receiving some disturbing reports from Elenore.

“They’re really quite undignified.” Elenore walked alongside through the gardens of the parliamentary hall, the rest of their group following shortly behind. “They’ve been behaving in such a way as though to overcompensate for the words that Anneliese gave them last time.”

“A negotiating tactic. I think I know who it is.” He kept a firm eye on the distant door where Elenore said the dwarves were staying. “But they’re also right to be confident. The dwarves have remained untouched underground for so long for good reason. They have a defensive system that most gods could not hope to penetrate. It’s why Mozzahr did not try and make converts of the dwarves. If he had been able to do that, I suspect we’d all be damned.”

Elenore looked somewhat surprised at the unrestrained praise, but she did not have time to press overmuch before Argrave walked up to the double doors leading to the dwarves’ chamber. He pushed them open, and from the sheer mess of the place, he could tell what Elenore meant by ‘undignified.’ Food had been brought to these envoys—food which messily sprawled about everywhere as though it were an unruly child’s playroom.

The dwarves in the room were twins. There were some differences between the two, but they were small enough they might as well be identical. Argrave knew them well—Kostis and Trifon. They were the among the most trusted members of the senate, largely because they possessed a large talent for one thing in particular: hostile negotiations. Extortion, provocation, and no fear of death—these were their talents. It said a lot about the dwarven senate’s intent, but also sparked confusion.

“Ahhh…” Kostis rose up off his chair, planting his small feet firmly on the ground. He was as brawny as his brother, but had a prominent mole on his clean-shaven face where a scar closely overlapped—Argrave knew he’d tried to cut the mole off when he was younger. He wiped his white toga down, clearing crumbs away. “The servants have returned. The food was inadequate, and I expect you will bring us better cuisine.”

“And drink. Don’t forget the drink. Better yet, bring us materials to make our own drink—it’s clear you inferiors have no clue how to brew properly.” Trifon’s voice was deeper, and he possessed more dignity than his oafish brother.

Argrave stepped inside the room, holding both of his arms wide like greeting old friends. “If it isn’t the most brothel-y pair of brothers I know!” He kicked a loaf of bread on the floor at them, and it slid until it hit one’s boot. “Ah, did I say brothel-y? I meant brotherly. Though considering how much time you two spend at brothels, you can forgive the mistake.”

These brothers were well known for having an answer out of their mouth to any insult in seconds, so Argrave savored the taste of outdoing these two bastards. They might’ve handled such an insult from their own kin, but they must’ve known he was the king, and they would never expect him to know even the lowliest gossip in the dwarven senate.

Still, if the dwarven senate sent these two, it meant one simple thing: they did not come here to cooperate. That was a baffling outcome, considering that Anneliese had sent forged dwarven metals back with them. Their people very desperately needed the capability to forge dwarven metal—that need was growing more urgent by the day.

Orion stepped forward from the group behind him as they all filtered in, watching their step so as not to crush the scattered food. “You speak to King Argrave, master of all Vasquer. As envoys, you enjoy our protection. Still, if you wish for respect, you should show it in turn.”

“Oh.” Trifon nodded knowingly, then looked to his brother. “Brother, this is the king.”

“Ah…” Kostis stroked his chin. “I expected more munificence. Magnificence. Instead, the man who should be grandiloquent spews fecal liquid from his lips where there should instead be saliva. Should you tell shit-lips the message, or shall I?”

“I shall begrudgingly surrender to his fecal fury and convey the message, brother,” Trifon bowed low, then reminded his brother, “But I am owed much upon our return. Ahem.” The dwarf cleared his throat as he stepped up to Argrave.

Argrave smiled at their antics, waiting and watching. That they had sent gold-wreathed envoys at all suggested there was still some hope. The messages were mixed, almost—contradictory.

Trifon pointed up at Argrave. “You, the fetid despot, have previously demanded we relinquish our exalted neutrality, cowering behind your titanic elven wife to deliver the message. We extended our hand to you in friendship, but this gesture of pity has been presumed as feebleness! Such sorry suppositions are not sooth, so says I! You may tremble in rage, towering tyrant, yet our infinite pity demands we give warning.” He clenched his fist. “If you should send armies against us, know this; you shall be consumed in the fires of the core.”

“It’s not fire, brother,” Kostis chided him. “It’s—”

“I know what it is. It’s a moat of magma.” Argrave crossed his arms. “You turned the biggest hindrance to proceeding deeper into the planet to your weapon. You command the molten rock of the underground. Even gods have a spot of trouble with magma.” Argrave stepped away. “They protect you from all manner of monsters, divine or otherwise. I don’t doubt that any invaders I might send would be burnt away by the magma of the planet’s core.”

Argrave stepped closer to them, kneeling down. “The feats of your ancestors have lasted a long, long while, enduring against hot magma. But as the time has passed, certain mechanisms have worn down. Eroded. If they aren’t repaired, you could lose entire cities to the molten rock.” He raised one hand up and gestured at them. “My queen offered you a gift—the gift to forge dwarven metals anew. I think that’s reason enough to suffer us.”

The necessity of repairing the dwarven city was how the player was granted access to the dwarven city as a non-dwarf in Heroes of Berendar. Now, Argrave hoped to use that method on a grander scale, earning his nation access.

He expected Trifon and Kostis both to switch from provocation to bartering, but instead Trifon stepped away, laughing. Argrave rose from where he knelt, and Anneliese came to stand by his side. The dwarves exaggeratedly clutched their stomachs and rolled on the floor, and their gold wreaths clattered to the tile. Argrave kept a cool face, but his Brumesingers poked their heads out and growled, betraying some of his annoyance. He was well prepared for their behavior, but even still he’d never heard a more annoying laughter. It was like it had been designed specifically to wear at his patience. Orion was similarly furious… but he bore it well, per Argrave’s instructions.

“Brother, brother…” Kostis stood over Trifon and shook him. “The king actually thinks he has the upper hand in this negotiation! He thinks that we need him!”

They laughed all over again like it was the funniest joke in the world. To distract himself, Argrave tried to delve deeper into the why of these two. It was one thing for the Dwarven Senate to refuse his request—it was another to send two people with express instructions to be utterly insufferable. After all, if the dwarves wanted to remain neutral… there was the simpler response of saying nothing at all. Then, Argrave would be forced to come to them. Once again, this contradictory behavior confused him.

“We don’t need your methods, silly little king. You see, we have a person of our own, and they’ve brought all the methods we could ever need. Fast methods, slow methods, perfect methods, imperfect methods. Well, maybe not the last one.” Trifon waved his hand like he was dismissing a servant. “No, no. The only bit of pity we have left for you… is that we will allow you to beg, and give it to us freely.”

Argrave could not deny that his vision grew a little white when he heard that the dwarves might already have the method. He looked at Anneliese, seeking some reprieve, but he could tell at once that she thought the dwarves were not lying. He didn’t think these provocateurs, even offensive as they were, could fool her empathy. Meaning… someone had played the role of the player, and brought the method to forge dwarven metal to their hands.

“What do you mean, allow us to beg?” Argrave looked down at them, keeping calm despite the fact he felt leverage slipping away from him. “Who’s discovered this method?”

“Ah, tut-tut,” Kostis wagged his thick finger. “There’s no more words to be shared. We dwarves don’t betray our allies—sad to say, that likely won’t be you.”

While Argrave’s mind searched for some hole in their words, Elenore stepped forward. “If that were true… if you truly had no need of us… your people wouldn’t have sent you here.” She studied them closely. “They would not have acquiesced to our requests in the slightest. No—your government did intend for a true negotiation to take place between us.”

“And why would it be a betrayal to disclose who has helped you?” Anneliese’s eyes were sharp as she interrogated them. “Would they not enjoy the fame, the recognition? And that you would call them a person instead of a dwarf…”

The dwarves were both without an answer, and Argrave saw them open their mouths and close it without a response.

“Indeed, you are awfully protective of this person.” Anneliese leaned up against the doorframe. “I wonder if there is more to this.”

“I wonder if your goal in coming here was simply to prevent us from talking with the Dwarven Senate in earnest. Who can say how this third party bribed you?” Elenore crossed her arms. “If we were to beg, and to surrender the method freely, would you even allow that? Or is there someone else who needs the credit?”

“This is an absurdity.” Trifon managed to catch his wind.

“I disagree.” Anneliese stopped leaning against the doorframe. “Rather, it is a certainty. I can see it writ on your face as plain as day. You’ve been bought by another to sabotage this.”

Argrave looked at the two of them. “How the hell did you work that out?” The question came off as a mocking joke just like the two dwarves had done, but he was genuinely baffled they figured it out.

“These two are merely not as good as they think they are.” Anneliese sounded annoyed, as though their mockery had gotten to her. “The question that remains… is how we might expose this corruption in the Dwarven Senate.”

Elenore walked close to the two of them. “Fortunately, there’s two of them. That gives us twice—nay, thousands more options to handle this.”


Chapter 10

Argrave stared at two gargantuan metal slabs, craning his neck to see the totality of them. Something that was made to contain magma certainly couldn’t be humble. Cold air emanated from the two of them, and despite the general heat of their surroundings, these metal parts created a neat atmosphere in their vicinity.

To his left, there was Melanie. She looked quite apprehensive about being here, and she toyed with the pommel of her divine weapon—a black, two-handed blade of chitin that had no point. And to his right was Trifon, looking considerably dejected. He had good reason to be—the dwarf knew that Argrave had unearthed some corruption in their Dwarven Senate. That was a source of great shame for any self-respecting dwarf, and if there was even the vaguest possibility it got back to their governing body… both twins would be ruined, forever. A capital punishment would be a light punishment, most simply.

“What will you tell the senate?” Trifon asked quietly, all of his previous boisterous manner lost.

Argrave turned. He tapped the Resonant Pillar on the ground—a staff that looked to be made of jade, two rings on its points. Though he used it as nothing more than walking stick now, this weapon had helped him beat Mozzahr. “What would you like me to tell them?”

Trifon looked at Argrave as though any of his words might be a test from a god. “Well… we were sent to retrieve two who might convey this method of forging dwarven metal, and bring them back. And seeing as that’s what’s done… maybe we can let bygones be bygones?” The dwarf asked hopefully. “I would never forget the pity shown by His Majesty. I would be your humble slave.”

An idea came to mind, and Argrave looked at his companion. “Melanie, he wants us to let bygones be bygones. What do you think about that?” He talked as though the dwarf wasn’t there, just as the twins had done to him some hours ago.

Melanie caught on, and barely kept her smile at bay as she returned her part of the act. “Bygones? They want us to make both of their illustrious careers in the senate bygones? Was that our plan? I can’t remember, Your Majesty. What did we intend to do with them?”

Argrave smiled at her. It hadn’t been easy to break these two dwarves once the truth was out. They resisted their little psychological game for a long time. But once it became clear the Dwarven Senate expected these two to return with two others at tow, it was as easy enough game to rig. To ensure compliance, Kostis, the most annoying of the two, had been detained. That was not an unusual happening for envoys, and was perhaps why two had been sent in the first place.

“Please,” Trifon pleaded, stepping up before them and kneeling down. “It was a stupid thing we did—unforgivable. But I can be of great help to you! I can make sure that everything goes perfectly. I brought you both, but even still, you are strangers in our strange land.”

“You did bring us. What does that count for, I wonder?” Argrave grabbed the necklace at his neck. But the dwarf was wrong on one account—he didn’t bring both of them. This necklace contained the Alchemist, so he brought all three of them—seven, if one counted his Brumesingers. And of course, he still had his connection with Elenore, making the tally eight.

The moment his finger brushed the pendant, he heard the Alchemist’s voice pervade his mind. “You waste time with this chatter.”

Argrave projected his own voice back into the Ravenstone. “We’re waiting for the magma to clear. You can’t even see anything—why so judgmental?”

Argrave heard no response back from the Alchemist. He was certain the man was still pouting—their plan wasn’t entirely to his satisfaction. Things weren’t to Argrave’s satisfaction, either, but change forced this circumstance. According to the twins, shortly after their victory with the Ebon Cult, someone new had come to the dwarven people, carrying with him the vaguest hint of how to forge dwarven metal, and the promise to complete the rest. The only reason that the dwarves had even considered Argrave’s proposal was because this person had not yet completed his work. They hoped to give Argrave and his kingdom a chance, as the desperate circumstances demanded it. Argrave dreaded this mysterious helper might be Traugott—from description, it was no one he knew, just a man named Dario.

But after learning of the urgency, Argrave brought the Alchemist and Melanie down. He had deliberated between Anneliese and Melanie as his partner, but ultimately the mercenary’s blessing would prove more useful to them in these caverns, and Anneliese had more than proven herself as regent. Argrave had never doubted her to begin with, but he was happy to see her get recognition.

Their purpose was largely to scout for Sandelabara, but Argrave did wish to foster positive relationships with the Dwarven Senate. Their vast tunnels might be instrumental in securing victory against the Chu. Through them, Argrave had some hope of genuinely reaching the continent the Chu resided on. To earn passage for a whole army, though, he’d need one hell of a silver tongue. Maybe more than silver—fragile metals tended to burn in the senate.

A haunting hiss from above disturbed Argrave’s review of his plans, and upon looking up, he saw steam jetting outward. Trifon walked up to the metal slab. “It’s… done, then, Your Majesty. The magma moat will not remain open for any longer than five minutes. I’m sure you’ll have no trouble spanning the distance.”

Argrave smiled at Trifon’s complete turnaround in demeanor. The dwarf almost seemed sweet in these new interactions. “Then open it, please.”

Trifon drew a needle from his pouch and pricked his finger. He splayed blood across the metal slabs, and the hissing intensified. Argrave felt seismic shifts as the colossal thing whirred and whistled, then the metal gate dropped down quickly while gaining momentum. When it hit the bottom, it rang mightily, bouncing up before settling down. They stepped through a metal hallway. At once, Argrave could feel the discomfort of the spirits trapped within him. They detested dwarven metal, perhaps fittingly so—it was partially made of their kin.

But after a time the metal hall ended, and Argrave entered a long road of the purest marble. Triumphal arches lined the elevated bridge ahead, depicting dwarves in all of their exaggerated glory. On either side, two unstoppable masses of magma slowly crawled toward them. It was not merely a flowing stream—it was a titanic wall slowly closing in. It must’ve been a thousand feet tall. Even from here, Argrave could feel its heat. The marble could, too—it hissed, the ice on its surface melting and rising to the air as though adding dramatic effect for the pathway. On the vast, uneven caverns that marked the path of the magma, Argrave could barely eye machinery concealed in dark recesses. They were still dripping with magma as evidence of their recent purge.

“Pretty little road. Could we get one at home, you think?” Melanie asked Argrave as they walked along.

Argrave chuckled in good nature. “I’ll have to ask my sister about that. Might be a little beyond our budget.”

Trifon snuck glances at them as they entered. The wall of magma closing in was an immeasurably intimidating sight. When they finally made it to the other side of the pathway, Argrave heard and felt rumbling. From behind, he watched as the bridge retracted back in. He was baffled that they could so completely hide it away, even having seen it before in the game. It would be kept chilled in preparation for the next passengers. If it weren’t, it would grow so hot so quickly that the marble itself might morph—not to mention their feet.

Argrave passed through another wide metal hallway. At the end, there was another triumphal arch. This one was small, though—too small. Trifon passed underneath without issue, and then Melanie ducked low and passed beyond. Argrave had to crouch very low. He was almost certain he would’ve fallen in the attempt without the strength of the divine artifacts coursing through his veins. Yet passing beyond that archway proved a prudent decision, and at once Argrave’s eyes thanked him for it.

There was a term for Rome. Caput mundi—capital of the world. At one time, perhaps it might’ve been the center of the world. But this city before them truly was the center of this world, built amidst the planet’s core. And Argrave could not deny that it truly fit the title. The orderly beauty to the marble, the impeccable cleanliness, the towering constructions, all illuminated by the magma piping through the city like blood. And in vague recognition of the city it was inspired from, this city was called Mundi. All roads did indeed lead to it.

Argrave knew this city well. For warriors, there was no better place to go seeking weapons and armor save those you might receive from a god. And from a lore perspective, there were few other places like it. Argrave held nothing but reverence for the great dwarven migration, where they reclaimed the land of the planet’s core—their feat was much grander than the typical land reclamation project. This entire city followed the grand design of one genius architect and leader, whose statue stood at the back. His ingenuity allowed his people to live where no people ought to live—and live their best lives doing so.

The name of the city’s founder was Alexander. His statue seemed a far stretch from the dwarves of today—carved of stone, one of his arms held up the great dome around the city, while the other held a round jar on his shoulder from which magma poured constantly. That one source of molten rock provided fuel enough for this entire city, used for countless mechanisms throughout.

“Gods… maybe being short isn’t so bad after all,” Melanie said coyly. “What a view…”

Argrave agreed silently, but his gaze slowly settled on the people gathered far ahead of them. It was a veritable procession of gawkers come to watch, and at their head stood some very important people.

“Please. I was told you to escort you right to the Dwarven Senate, Your Majesty,” Trifon dipped his head to Argrave.

“Let’s go,” Argrave nodded, touching the Ravenstone to tell his trapped compatriot of their arrival.

“We’re here, it seems,” the Alchemist’s voice rung in his head before Argrave could say a word. “We need to hasten. Either ruin things quickly, or do everything perfectly. We have no time to dally. I must search for Sandelabara.”

Argrave took his hand free of the Ravenstone, almost upset he’d touched it. Right, he thought. Just do everything perfectly. Great advice.

Argrave and Melanie followed Trifon into the waiting crowd of dwarven people, where a rather intimidating mission awaited them. And their competition… Argrave didn’t know who this ‘Dario’ might be, but they’d had a long time to weave their web over the dwarves. He only hoped he wasn’t too late.


Chapter 11

“This is His Majesty Argrave.” The dwarf Trifon bowed toward him while introducing him. The dwarf at the head of the crowd wore a gold wreath just the same as Trifon did. Trifon and Kostis were envoys, diplomats of the senate. The man that they introduced him to was not—he was a senator by the name of Karolos.

“Is this another joke of yours, Trifon?” Karolos’s voice was tight and proud-sounding, and he spoke briskly. Though elderly, he maintained the uniformity of dwarven appearance—short, incredibly curly hair, made gray by age, and utterly clean-shaven on all of his body.

“No joke at all. This man is King Argrave,” Trifon gestured toward him. “My brother…” he bit at his lips as though deliberating whether or not to tell the truth. “He enjoyed his time there so much, he elected to stay longer and foster better relations with their people. And now the king has come here personally.”

The muttering crowd muttered all the faster upon this news. The reception was largely distasteful. Melanie’s pinky tapped the executioner’s blade leaning on her shoulder in annoyance when the dwarf didn’t even mention her.

Karolos shifted on his feet as he looked upon Argrave. In his dark black eyes, Argrave could see the wheels of calculation turning and turning. For him, it was a diplomatic situation that had become considerably more complex. But for Argrave, it was Tuesday.

“Well… I’m not sure why my fellow called you King Argrave, but here, there are no lords.” Karolos gave Trifon some serious side-eye. “No one has blood nobler than another, and royalty is a thing of a bygone era. Can you accept that, Argrave?”

Argrave smiled genially. “It’ll be a refreshing thing. Since we’re so equal and all, this is one of my best retainers, Melanie. Don’t be afraid to speak to her. She can represent me in many matters.” Argrave put his hand atop her head and moved about the wide-brimmed tellerbarret she wore, ruffling her hair. “If it helps, think of her red hair as a ruby wreath you senators might wear. She has that level of authority.”

Melanie grabbed Argrave’s wrist and kept it still with the inhuman strength of her artifacts. Karolos’ view of Argrave shifted as he looked upon the two of them—it was like he started to look at them like a bear rather than a wolf. The senator nodded. “I am Senator Karolos. I’ll be guiding you to our senate hall. The Dwarven Senate is already gathered to meet you. Come along.” The senator walked away.

“Why’d you mess with me?” Melanie complained as she removed her hat and fixed her hair.

“Looked tense, that’s all.” Argrave focused on her, giving the dwarf ample time to get ahead—it wasn’t as though he’d have trouble catching up. “Don’t forget—I brought you here because you were the best fit. You’ve proven yourself in diplomacy before. You’re a master of your blessing. Two counts in your favor. Just do your best.” He beckoned her to follow as he moved after the departing Karolos.

Argrave followed the senator through Mundi. Though the city’s architecture was grand, he started to notice metaphorical cracks in the grand image. For one, nothing here was made for people like him. The tallest of the doors only barely allowed his passageway without ducking. There was no flora whatsoever—perhaps not a surprising thing given the fact they were many miles beneath the surface, yet Argrave did not realize how much life simple bushes and ferns added to a place.

The necessity for food demanded some level of life besides dwarves alone—to that end, there were complex food processing facilities masked by grand buildings of marble. Lava was in common use all throughout the city, even for their food. Their people subsisted off creatures that absorbed heat as energy—magical fungi and all manner of livestock, be it mammalian, reptilian, or insectoid. Their diet was diverse, but so far removed from anything those on the surface knew.

“You’re asking very few questions…” Karolos noted as Argrave and Melanie walked along.

“I know what I need to.” Argrave felt no need to waste his words—the senator might pry at his intent for coming here beyond merely delivering the method of forging dwarven metal.

His answer only seemed to worry the senator, but the walk passed by without another word exchanged. Not by them, at least. Argrave felt like some barbaric exhibit for the citizens of this republic to gawk at. He had to admit they were a very dignified people. It was something bred into their culture. Even their way of walking was proper—and rather slow, much to Argrave’s annoyance. He almost stepped on the back of Karolos’ boots countless times.

A tall set of stairs marked the final stretch to the senate. Stairs had always been a problem for Argrave. His feet were huge—if the steps weren’t large enough to accommodate that, he’d have to awkwardly bend them to the side so he could fit. And these steps were particularly tiny. Melanie breezed by him as he took his time, and even taking several steps at a time couldn’t bridge the gap. Fortunately, the dwarf wasn’t much faster than he was.

At the top of the stairs, Karolos called out, “Hold on. Before we enter.” Everyone walked up to him. He held up a white tray. “Wearing footwear is forbidden within the senate. You may keep your blade and your staff, but please, remove your boots.”

“What? That’s a little…” Melanie protested, looking into the building ahead. It was the very picture of a state house. In way of pillars, statues of dwarves held up the sharp roof above. It looked like a state house, a colosseum, and an art museum all in one. There were other entrances higher up accessible by stairways, but their group entered through the bottom doorway. The bottom was guarded closely by fierce-looking dwarves that were even more brawny than the already-brawny race.

“The floors are cleaned every hour, fret not,” Karolos ensured, though Argrave didn’t think that was Melanie’s concern. “And your feet will be washed beforehand.”

Argrave lifted his leg up and took his boots off, balancing on one foot as he did each. Melanie resignedly joined him in this task. “These boots are holy relics. Best not cause a diplomatic incident, now.”

Karolos looked at Argrave’s boots nervously as he set them upon the white tray. They were shortly followed by Trifon’s and Melanie’s. They proceeded into the dwarven senate. The ground was pleasantly warm beneath their feet. Past the doorway, what appeared to be a pool of brine awaited.

“There are creatures within that will clean. Do not be alarmed. They are harmless, and will leave when their task is done.” Karolos set the white tray down beside several others and stepped within the pool.

“Harmless to dwarves. Maybe for us…” Melanie trailed off as Argrave stepped in eagerly, curious to feel this sensation.

He felt small creatures swimming around his feet. It was intensely ticklish, and he felt his skin being gently pulled in half a thousand places at once. He grimaced, doing his best to rein in his discomfort. When there was nothing more to clean, the creatures left him be, and Argrave stepped out, feet dripping. Behind, Melanie gave him hateful eyes as she followed. She let out a faint noise of displeasure that sounded like a hamster’s squeak, but endured. In time, she, too, joined him.

Karolos proceeded onward. Melanie whispered to him, “Watch your step. They might leave poisoned traps on the ground.”

“I can’t be poisoned,” Argrave said in his normal talking tone. “Part of my constitution.”

Melanie looked ahead, nodding bitterly. “Right. Yeah. Great. Thanks.”

“Be vigilant, not paranoid,” Argrave said in a quieter tone. “Not worth losing your hair. Yet.”

Argrave considered ruffling her hair again, but she seemed to anticipate this, grabbing at her hat defensively. The art museum that was the dwarven senate finally finished its tour as they came to a circular room in its center that had no walls, merely pillars holding it up. Beyond, several hundred marble chairs rose upward, all facing inward toward an elevated platform.

Trifon explained in a desperate whisper, “This is the senate hall. We’ll address them in the center, there.” He pointed. “Everyone’s already here, from the sound of it. And, uhh… what do you want me to say?”

“Just…” Argrave scratched at his neck, the gold chain carrying the Ravenstone jingling. “Follow my lead, I suppose.”

“Argrave, Melanie, Trifon,” Karolos stopped just shy of the room. “We’d like you to head to the center. The whole senate will address you.”

Argrave nodded. “Works for me.”

They passed beneath a tight ceiling, and beyond, the sky—or rather, the marble dome acting as their sky—opened up above them. This room had no ceiling. Tiered steps held chairs rising upward in a circle. It accommodated one thousand chairs exactly, by Argrave’s memory. At the last and highest ring of chairs, there was a wall, rising upward until it ended in a railed balcony encircling them. It made this place seem like a pit. And from there… everyone in the entire city of Mundi could gather to watch the session. And dwarves had come in the thousands to watch this momentous meeting. They were completely silent in respect for this hall—and also in respect of the guards standing up there by the dozens.

Karolos stepped up to the elevated platform, turning about as he declared, “The senate welcomes Argrave, King of Vasquer; Melanie, his retainer; and Trifon, envoy sent to Vasquer.”

The walk to the circular platform in the center of this hall was eerily quiet. Argrave looked around at the dwarves as they observed him like a monkey in a zoo. The closest ring of dwarves wore wreaths of diamonds, the next closest rubies, then emeralds, sapphires, and thereafter only gold-wreathed dwarves sat. All were elected to these positions. They wore stately white togas, and the majority of them were very old. Few broke the uniformity of the curly hair, clean-shaven crowd. There were only two women in their thousand.

“As the Head of Senate, I shall direct this conversation,” said one of the younger-looking dwarves in the front row—his hair had not yet gone gray. “I am Alexius. Kostis and Trifon were sent to negotiate the acquisition of the method for forging dwarven metal. We were prepared to offer generous compensation… but if you should come here as the head of your nation, can I presume you intended to correct the words of your queen, who claimed our neutrality would come to a close?”

It was a provocative statement, Argrave knew—it all but said that Anneliese’s words were a mistake.

“Anneliese’s words might as well be my words. Yes—dwarven neutrality is over,” Argrave nodded, turning about as he declared that. “I didn’t come to correct her. I came because this would be easiest.”

The dignity of the senate was such that even Argrave’s bold statement did not break the quiet of the place.

Several of the diamond-wreathed dwarves pulled a lever beside their chairs. A light glowed beneath their feet silently. Alexius pointed out one who’d done so. “Sabbas. You have the right to speak.”

Sabbas pulled back his lever, and the light faded. “Thank you, Head. I believe that a demonstration might be in order for this Kingdom of Vasquer. We should show why our neutrality is something we can, and will, maintain.”

Several dwarves flipped back their own levers—that could mean only that Sabbas had spoken their point for them, and they no longer wished to speak.

As Melanie’s hand clenched tighter around her sword, and Trifon seemed to despair slightly, Argrave rose his hand up.

“The floor may respond,” Alexius gestured toward him.

“I’m going to be rather bold, and cut to the crux of things. I ask that the senate not overreact, but I feel we can resolve this quickest if I take action.” Argrave touched the Ravenstone dangling from his neck, and the dwarves watched him cautiously.

With only a thought from Argrave’s mind, the Alchemist emerged from the Ravenstone and took shape on the circular platform in the center of the senate. This act was finally enough to disturb the order in the Dwarven Senate. Some of the closest, and most skittish, stepped away in fear as a twenty-foot-tall monstrosity wearing black robes of his own fur took shape. Trifon stumbled off the stage and fell on his face as the Alchemist set his obsidian staff down upon the ground and looked around at everyone. The reactions were manifold. In the balconies above, dozens of dwarven guards aimed crossbow-like weapons that contained bolts of magma. The tension rose to its apex at once, and Melanie’s head darted around as she prepared to protect from all directions.

The Alchemist wanted him to ruin things quickly, or do things perfectly. Argrave had decided to take that advice. Now it was time to decide if they would become hunted fugitives, or a reluctant ally in this dwarven nation.


Chapter 12

Upon the reveal of the dreadful Alchemist, Alexius, the Head of Senate, leaned in and placed his hands on his knees. “Argrave. Were my envoys unclear that only two people would be allowed into our nation?”

Even as the others panicked and made for exits, that Alexius could remain so ridiculously calm amidst it all was enough to impress Argrave a great deal. He had known this man was made of stern stuff, but the Alchemist was a terror among terrors whose strength was unknown to the dwarves. Perhaps that calm came from ignorance.

“By bringing another, you’ve demonstrated that you’ve acted in bad faith from the beginning,” Alexius continued. “Please explain.”

“This grotesque mutant thing is not another person. I shudder that you give him the label.” Argrave pointed at him with his thumb, keeping his gaze on Alexius. “He’s my summoned pet. I received no such mention of disallowing pets.” His Brumesingers scampered out of his clothes. “I brought a lot of pets, you see. You might think of me as something of an animal lover.”

The Alchemist turned his head to look at Argrave as he beamed at the senate. Some of them, now that they knew there was no danger, walked out from behind their chairs or picked up wreaths that had fallen from their head during the panic. Melanie, meanwhile, was acutely aware of the dozens of weapons pointing at them from the spectator balconies.

“A pet.” Alexius took a deep breath and sighed. “Regardless of what you call it, it’s the intent behind bringing it here. An intent that doesn’t speak well of you.”

“Would you claim to know my intent before I’ve spoken of it, Alexius?” Argrave spread his arms out.

Alexius raised one hand and pointed firmly. “Willful deception betrays much about your intent.”

Argrave smiled. “A senator who refuses to lie is like a miner who refuses to dig; they won't get very far before they're replaced. Supposing I have willfully deceived you, which I'm not conceding, then half of those present must be enemies of the state.”

His joke did not receive the laughter that he’d been hoping for, but considering Alexius didn’t have an immediate response he thought the intent of the humor was displayed well enough.

"I assure you, I only brought my revolting, gut-wrenchingly hideous pet to elucidate earlier claims. Dwarven neutrality will not end because of Vasquer's intervention, nor the actions of any gods. Instead, circumstance will compel you to act. And with this abominable creature, I will prove that."

Said abominable creature continued to give Argrave the evil eye, and Melanie looked both impressed and severely worried by his continued provocations. Alexius kneaded his forehead and leaned back in his chair as the last of the others took their seats once again. Though panic had met the Alchemist arrival, it unfolded into a gripping curiosity when Argrave explained the purpose. But most importantly… it would be compelling enough to convince some. And that was the beauty of democracy. He was not dealing with Alexius alone: he was dealing with the whole of the senate, who answered first to the people.

As people took their seat, levers turned, and lights indicated that people wished to speak. Alexius, even as the Head of Senate, could not lead a one-sided interrogation. He took note of this, dark eyes scanning the room. “Now that the deviation from normal standards has subsided somewhat, we will resume the normal order. Those with the highest authority shall ask initial questions, and then we shall proceed onward.”

When Argrave turned about the room, studying everyone, he realized every single person that could speak at present wished to. Things were losing tension as the guards on the gallery finally withdrew their magma weapons. A good thing, too—magma weaponry could only persist down here in the planet’s core, but it was among the most potent things in Heroes of Berendar. Using it was the cheesy way to fight Mozzahr. Argrave did not care to be cheesed in kind.

The first dwarven speaker asked, “What can this creature you’ve brought prove to us?”

“He can prove that you have a reason to be proud, for one.” Argrave talked loudly and domineeringly, projecting his voice as much as he could. “You harnessed the power contained within the depths of the earth to create a thriving civilization. With Alexander’s genius, you made this dreamlike city a reality.” Argrave raised one hand up, clenching it into a fist. “But what the wise man does in the beginning, the fool does in the end. Someone else would use the terrible power of the magma encasing Mundi to hurt not only you, but the whole of the world. I believe you know of whom I speak.”

“You?” The speaker followed up.

The question was meant to enflame, but Argrave didn’t miss a beat before he responded. “Would that I could. To tamper with magma is on the level of the divine, and I lack the power of gods. Instead, I must defend my people from them. In particular, the most threatening god of all, whose endless desire for devastation motivated Alexander’s quest to descend deeper into the earth. I speak of Gerechtigkeit. He would upend the whole of your civilization to end all others, bathing the world in flames. Gerechtigkeit intends to use the magma comprising your moat to his own destructive ends.”

As Argrave slipped into his familiar deceitful ways, he thought that perhaps Alexius might’ve been right about him. Gerechtigkeit was not truly harnessing the magma of the planet’s core to end all life. If he possessed that sort of power, things would’ve ended a long time ago. The only bit of effect on that level he had was at Vysenn, where Gerechtigkeit made that volcano erupt.

The next speaker inquired, “How would your…” the dwarf looked at the Alchemist, choosing his phrasing carefully. At the last moment, he elected to change the phrase entirely. “How would you prove any of what you say is true?”

“That’s very simple. We have a coalescence of Gerechtigkeit’s energy. Show them.” He snapped at the Alchemist. The unamused master spellcaster reached inside himself and produced the vial of black malevolence. Even here, it seemed to radiate with darkness, spewing out tendrils that faded away as though carried by wind. “We would use this to identify Gerechtigkeit’s point of attack. Once found, we would… handle things, neutralizing the agitation he’s caused. This would require access to all of Mundi, however, for our search. And naturally, it comes with the assurance of our aid in fixing your current problems.”

“Current problems?”

“Ah, I’d forgotten we hadn’t yet mentioned that. I know that one section of your magma moat is failing.” Argrave looked up to the dome above them, pointing upward. “The machinery that operates it can no longer effectively pump the molten rock away, and so there is an entire section of the world that is simply cut off to you. For that, you need to relearn the secrets of dwarven metal. I can guarantee it to you… and sooner than this Dario that Trifon spoke of.” Argrave gestured toward the envoy, who was cradling his broken nose after his tumble off to the side.

A quietude took over the hall until the only noise was the scraping of boots on the gallery above. Then, the questions resumed—all varied and nuanced, but the heart of them were clarifications of the answers he’d already given. He elaborated as best he could. At once, a clear rift took shape in the room. There were those that tried to malign his intent, and by extension Vasquer’s intent, as unnecessary influence. Opposing them, there were those that viewed this idea of Gerechtigkeit commandeering magma as the threat it truthfully wasn’t, and attempted to malign their opposition. In the end, there was no common consensus, but Argrave’s intent was solidified.

Now that Argrave's intent had been declared, he felt himself fade into the background as debate about their people’s course of action erupted. He was taken off the central platform to a witness’ bench, where Trifon already sat. Argrave recalled the Alchemist to ease the atmosphere. He'd thought himself somewhat pretentious yet eloquent. In the debate that followed, he felt he was far less of both than he thought.

These dwarves were a little more than mere politicians. Artists, inventors, engineers—they were true philosophers, weaving a narrative and verbal tapestry in the same breath. They related tales about the dangers of allowing those on the surface to persist underground, and their opponents combatted these words with poetic logic about their failing systems, the importance of change, and Mundi’s founder Alexander’s great emphasis of adaptability. It was all done with dignity and decorum. There was no yelling, nor attacks at the opponent’s character rather than their arguments. But this was civil debate—true dwarven debates could get rather nasty, Argrave knew.

And yet… it was all dreadfully slow. Hours passed before every senator in the hall had said their piece, and even that was insufficient to fully cover the issue. Trifon leaned over to Argrave.

“They are attempting to filibuster this, Your Majesty,” he whispered quietly. When Argrave looked down at him, confused, the dwarf continued, “I see concise speakers taking minutes to make a point they should in seconds. They seek to talk about the issue until it dies, and then resume on the morrow. This would enable them an entire day to prepare for things, and prepare a robust counter against your proposal.”

Argrave nodded slowly, concerned. “What can I do about this?”

“Nothing,” Trifon said begrudgingly. “What is important now is securing your mobility. You need to have the right to speak to the senators. As a witness you cannot speak unless called, but I can petition the Head of Senate to give you some temporary status allowing you to speak to senators. He can grant it without senate approval, most importantly. I’ll do it at once, if you can please… be a little forgetful?” He pleaded, referring to accepting payment from Dario.

Argrave didn’t need long to answer, but he took some time to let the gravity sink into Trifon. He nodded. “Alright. Do what you can.”

Trifon changed, then, from a wounded animal to a watching wolf. He watched and waited for his opportunity to pounce. When the debate lulled, he rose from his seat and stepped up to the central platform.

“Senate, as envoy of a recent mission, I would invoke my right to speak.” Trifon flourished and bowed. “Argrave is a most calm and just ruler. It is my opinion that, even if his request is not answered, he might speak and refer to all those here today. There is much wisdom that he can impart.”

Alexius looked at Trifon. “You seek to name him Advocate? This is for notable leaders within the community that have something to contribute to the senate. I don’t see what a king might add.”

“Perhaps he might illuminate some of the trappings of his society, that our own might avoid it.” Trifon’s voice was smooth, but even Argrave found the words lacking.

“Once again—he is the head of his society. If he truly had anything to add, he would institute more voice for his people,” Alexius refuted calmly once again. Argrave sensed no ill intent from him, simply cold reason.

One dwarf flipped a lever loudly, and Alexius looked over. “Therapont. You have something to say?”

Therapont—an old looking dwarf who was one of the few that broke the norm of curly hair and clean shaves, rose. He stroked his long beard as he said, “The king has implemented aspects of dwarven society into his own. My son told me of his parliament, and the increasing delegation of power from the king to its people.” He looked at Argrave firmly. “I disagree with these notions he brings us. But there is no reason he cannot be named Advocate. He has given some voice to his people.”

Alexius looked at Argrave in a different light, then. He gave a slow nod. “Very well. Argrave is named Advocate. He is granted permission to stay for some days, furthermore. Therapont—you will give him lodging, while the senate will provide constant guards to monitor him. Now, back to the matter at hand…”

Trifon walked back to Argrave, pleased as punch. The debate continued in an orderly fashion, though everything was as Trifon suspected—it dragged on and on and on, until the meeting ended. Even despite all of that, Argrave was never once bored. After retrieving his boots and leaving, the senator who’d spoken earlier waited for him at the exit.

“You’re Anestis’ father?” Argrave asked, holding his hand out to shake.

“Regrettably at times, yet proudly at others.” He looked at Argrave’s hand, then shook it with a politeness that betrayed some amount of dislike. “I’m pleased you managed to earn a foothold, naming yourself Advocate. But know that I am completely opposed to allowing you to roam Mundi. I intend to debate you on as much in the next meeting to come.”

“Debate me?” Argrave tilted his head. “Are you serious?”

“There are holes in what you say,” Therapont’s gaze was sharp. “I will make them wider until all see through them. Now, come. Let’s get you settled in.”


Chapter 13

When Argrave touched the Ravenstone where the Alchemist was held, he received no response. That was even more terrifying than barbed words of hatred, and he vaguely feared the next time he would let the raven out of the stone, so to speak. He felt there might be a reckoning in store for using him as a verbal punching bag before thousands.

Therapont, though he had poised himself in opposition to Argrave’s proposal, proved a very hospitable host. Perhaps that was the true reason Alexius had left Argrave and Melanie in his charge. Upon request, the dwarven senator obliged Argrave and gave them a tour of his home. Whether it was his mushroom gardens or his personal study, he showed all of it. This proved to be very contrary to his interests, as when they were finally free of both Therapont’s escorts and the guards assigned by the senate… Melanie could open a portal anywhere in his home, as she had walked through there.

And Therapont, as a hugely influential diamond-wreathed senator, could be the key they needed to break this dwarven puzzle box.

“Yeah, I can hear him,” Melanie told Argrave, standing in this cramped dwarven guest bedroom while he sat on the bed. If Argrave stood, he had to bend his neck slightly to avoid bumping into something. “They took some paranoid measures to keep your hearing out, but I can just make a portal and listen in fine. I think he’s getting some people together to discuss this debate’s strategy.”

“Good. Excellent,” Argrave praised her quickly. “I honestly don’t know how pivotal this debate is going to be, but I want you to listen to everything he’s saying and catch me up when I come back.”

Melanie blinked. “You’re leaving me here?”

“Yeah. I need to find out who precisely this Dario is. I have some suspicions about who it might be, just going off the fact that this person both tried to undermine me and is doing something that a player character commonly does… but I have too little information. I wrote down a little list of people that were advocating for Dario at the meeting. I want to speak to them, with our little dwarven friend’s help—or at the very least, try.”

“Alright. Not very comfortable letting you go out there alone, but I guess you’re not a little kid.” She waved him away. “Well, let me eavesdrop. And be very careful not to make noise when you come back—these portals convey sounds two ways, you know.”

Argrave pointed at her in confirmation as he ducked very low through the door. On the other side, there was a familiar face waiting for him.

“King Argrave…!” greeted Anestis in surprise. “One of our employees said you wished to speak with me. Why in the blazes are you here, sir? Your nation, your country—”

“Can manage without me.” Argrave hushed him with a raised finger as he shut the door to their room behind him. “Forget me—I’m glad you came. Trifon is helpful, yes, but I had something else in mind. Glad I could find you here, of all places.”

“Did you forget Therapont is my father?” He looked down the hallway, where the senate guards stood, but turned back to Argrave. “I told him everything in some hope that he might be your advocate here. Instead… I was just fueling his opposition.” He leaned in close, and Argrave crouched lower to accommodate the shorter man. “My father intends to use your personal character as the crux for much of his arguments. And I’m afraid I told him much, both sordid and superb.”

Argrave considered that in silence for a few moments, then shrugged. “You meant well. But seeing as you’re so grief-stricken, perhaps you can make it up to me. Dario—I need to learn all I can about him, while hopefully dissuading some of the opposition. If you’re a senator’s son, you hopefully have a senator’s connections.”

Anestis bit at his lips and cast glances up at Argrave. “I’m afraid I was more the black sheep of the family than anything, even if I did learn a thing or two… what did you need to get done?”

“Nothing more than an audience.” Argrave smiled.

***

Though Argrave might be stonewalled if he approached the other senators by himself, he had the good fortune of an access card—namely, Anestis. When he approached the other senators, he allowed Anestis to lead the conversation, acting as though their group came here as ‘Therapont’s son’ rather than ‘the foreign Advocate, Argrave.’ All Anestis asked for was a meeting at a popular dwarven restaurant. In this manner, Argrave could arrange a meeting on neutral ground.

It proved a remarkably effective tactic. People that were ostensibly Argrave’s political opposition welcomed Anestis with open arms… even if their faces did turn to stone once Argrave revealed himself. Some of the more uncouth senators simply walked away—that was their right. But those that had a little shame took their seats, and subjected themselves to Argrave’s inquiries. He felt like a muckraker ambushing some CEOs.

After six successful meetings, Argrave managed to extract a great deal about Dario. For one, he did indeed come from Argrave’s continent, Berendar. Two, he was without magic. That ruled a great many of Argrave’s candidates out. Three, he claimed to be a knight serving a higher master. As for his appearance, he was tall, dark, broody, and somewhat temperamental… but he had a true artificer’s quality about him, allegedly, and carried with him several contraptions of his own making. Among them was an arm-mounted crossbow with the power to rival a ballista.

He sounded quite cool, at least by Argrave’s opinion. But one detail, confirmed by all six parties, dashed his hopes against the stones. Dario did not want Argrave or Vasquer to succeed.

It was remarkably disheartening news that did make Argrave go back to his original suspicion—that Dario was Dimocles, the only one of the nine player characters unaccounted for. He had a reason to hate Argrave—not only had Argrave pillaged his collection, he’d ruined his relationship with Erlebnis and then afterward betrayed him by refusing to return the artifacts he’d stolen. It had been scummy, but that sociopath had deserved no less. Certainly, bizarre artifacts like an arm-mounted crossbow sounded like something that deranged collector might get his hand on.

But Argrave’s intuition suggested that it wasn’t Dimocles’ doing—neither as Dario, nor as the person behind him.

Still, after the first six meetings, Anestis couldn’t catfish any bigshots to pay for their dinner at the nice dwarven restaurant again. Their little scheme had been exposed, and word spread to anyone else they might attempt to hook. The operation fell to pieces as quickly as it had been conceived.

“I may have tanked my reputation as someone who cooperates with a surface-dweller,” Anestis mused as he and Argrave finally managed to enjoy the food of the place they’d been meeting for so many hours.

“Don’t worry about it.” Argrave stared down a lump of suspicious looking meat. Apparently the things here grew off of the energy from lava—he wondered what that might do to the taste. He looked up to lock eyes with the dwarf. “If I have my way, everyone in this city will be cooperating with surface dwellers in a little bit.”

“I won’t lie—I’m not optimistic,” Anestis shook his head, pushing away his dish of mushrooms. “My father has had three careers in his lifetime. He was a miner—working long, hard hours, until his joints gave way. Then, he became an engineer and an artificer, working to perfect the various machines that keep this city running. After all of that, he became a politician.” The dwarf raised his big hands. “In every single path, he became a master. He’s one of the oldest senators, true. But in terms of how long he’s been a senator, he also rose up the ranks the fastest.”

“I know. He’s a skilled orator.” Argrave finally cut into the meat, testing it with his tongue. It was oddly fishy. He bit into it slowly.

“He’s the best debater that most dwarves swear they’ve ever seen.” Anestis shook his head. “And we are woefully unprepared.”

Argrave chewed and swallowed, keeping Anestis’ gaze all the while. “Was he in the debate club?”

“The what?” Anestis leaned in.

“I was. For four days. Then I got shamed by another debater and left.” Argrave chuckled. “What I’m saying is—I might as well be a master. Don’t worry about it.”

Argrave’s sarcastic arrogance only belied a mind working very hard to think of how he might touch the hearts of these philosophical and isolationist dwarves. He knew this wasn’t to be easy.

***

Early the next morning—or more simply the next day, given Argrave had no grasp on how much time had actually passed—Argrave was called as an Advocate to stand as head of a debate against Therapont, just as had been spoken of all of yesterday. He and Melanie had thoroughly reviewed Therapont’s strategy. It did honestly surprise Argrave how much the senator knew. Anestis hadn’t been lying in saying he’d disclosed everything to his father. With his strategy at hand thanks to Melanie, the aged debater was an easier opponent. The senator, however, was prone to improvise, as befitted his past as an engineer and inventor.

Argrave and Therapont stood side by side on the central platform, all of the senate surrounding them.

“The matter brought before us is an extraordinary one,” the Head of Senate began. “The proposal by Argrave to break dwarven neutrality will be the prime discussion of today’s meeting. To firmly establish both positions, a debate will occur between Therapont and Argrave. Does our Advocate understand the rules of the debate?”

“We give our opening arguments. Then, we both strive to reach consensus by probing the other’s viewpoints.”

Alexius nodded. “Debates are prone to insults of character. Though senate meetings are civil, official debates are another matter. We dwarves are rather proud of our ability to take and give insults freely, as the ability of public officials to suffer criticism, just or not, can help stabilize our governments and dissuade elitism. If you cannot handle that as king… another might take your place.”

Argrave looked to his opponent. “I’d give the same warning to Therapont, I think.”

Therapont smiled as the whole of the senate hall stayed still. Alexius nodded. “Then, Therapont. You may give your opening. You have five minutes at maximum.”

Therapont cleared his throat, then looked right to Argrave. “I will state only facts, Argrave, for they alone are damning. You are the heir to one of the most monstrous tyrants in all of history. When he ascended to the throne, Vasquer was a kingdom located in the center of the continent, flanked by many other powerful others. He was the spearhead behind countless conquests. He claimed the wetlands, genociding its people to the last. He conquered Atrus, poisoning those he parleyed with to gain advantage and using people as hostages to ensure surrender. On and on his wars of greed went, until he claimed half of the continent of Berendar. His schemes knew no bounds. And you are the perfect heir that he always wished for.”

Argrave listened patiently, despite quite disliking what he was hearing.

“You, Argrave, have continued that norm. In your ascent to the throne, only two of your siblings survived. One serves as the head of your parliament, the other as a royal knight. The others? All dead, dying in impossibly mysterious manners. Your eldest brother you killed personally, slaying him and all his guard in personal combat. The others? One died in his sleep, sharing a camp with you. Another mysteriously fell from a tower during your victorious siege of Dirracha, taking your father alongside him. Though it might be argued that slaying tyrants is the just thing to do… you are but a continuance of his dread legacy.

“In your time, the Kingdom of Vasquer has doubled in size, welcoming the entire Burnt Desert into its fold. The Bloodwoods, too, the only place your father’s conquest failed, have forged a close alliance with your kingdom. Its elven people flock to your capital driven by fears you sowed of Gerechtigkeit. Both the Burnt Desert and the Bloodwoods, you entered posing as an ally. And where you stepped, chaos erupted. In weeks, perhaps months, they fell under your spell… and then were yours. You are your father, Argrave, but your method of conquest is smiles and gifts. And now, you come here bearing the same thing.

“Though some might consider it unjust to focus so closely on Argrave’s character, know this—the monarch is the monarchy. Though Argrave claimed to divest power into his parliament, no decisions he did not wish to pass did. The army, and all of the spellcasters of his kingdom, still heed his words. The nobles are beholden not to his parliament, but to the crown. And this institution, this parliament… it is headed by his own sister, and gives voice largely to nobles who had voice enough. Those few commoners that sit in are either magically powerful or simply those rich enough to have the sway of nobility—they are already lords, though without the title.”

Therapont looked at Argrave firmly. “I say this in closing; Argrave is merely the velvet glove to the iron fist. But should we allow him, he will crush us just as he has all other nations he’s interacted with. Conquest is in his blood—that much I will concede.”

As silence followed, Alexius inquired, “Therapont, have you nothing more to say?”

“I am finished,” Therapont confirmed. He took a canteen of water offered to him by one nearby, and studied Argrave intensely.

“Then, Argrave. You may provide your opening argument.”

His opponent had cut right to the heart of Argrave’s actions. But even in the midst of this slander, Argrave managed a smile. It was his turn to cut deep into Therapont… and he felt his knife was all the sharper, having been honed by these words of attack.


Chapter 14

If Argrave were to return Therapont’s slander with insults of his own, he expected a singular outcome. The dwarves present would view his words not just as an attack against his opponent, but all dwarves. Even if their offense was subconscious rather than conscious, that route was doomed from the beginning, and he would be seen as the malignant attacker that Therapont painted him as.

This was the senator’s trap, and Melanie’s spying had confirmed that. Therapont desperately hoped for Argrave to return slander with slander—whether to attack him, or to attack their government, or to attack their people. It was an infuriatingly effective method, too. Therapont stated facts but left them incomplete and twisted, encouraging Argrave to correct the record and confirm all he’d said.

But then, this was not a rebuttal. This was an opening argument. And Argrave intended to keep it as such.

“I believe a certain level of context is in order, people of the senate. I have a rather singular goal. I’ve been working toward it for some time. It’s not making Vasquer great, nor defeating Gerechtigkeit. I believe many of you today here have already achieved my goal, in fact. My biggest desire is to get very rich, leave a legacy I can be proud of, and then spend the rest of my long days being happy with my family. Because if there’s one thing I hate, that’s worrying.”

Argrave stepped around the central platform. “I didn’t like worrying about how the kingdom would turn out if I didn’t get involved, so I got involved. I didn’t like worrying if the tribals from the Burnt Desert would invade and ruin countless lives I cared for, so I allied with their king at great personal expense. My whole life, shamefully enough, is driven by fear of what might be. I have been terrified every step of the way, but I kept going. The alternative for all of my choices was death. I’m not a victor. I’m just alive. That’s how I ought to be remembered, if the chroniclers are honest.

“The reason I came to you, one retainer at my side, has once again been because of my abject worry. The simple fact is, my generation has been given the burden of deciding whether or not the world is fit to continue existing. Every single day, I question whether my work has been good enough, if my efforts have been sufficient. Because the cost of failure is far bigger than myself. It is all. It is everything.”

Argrave placed his hands to his chest. “What I’m saying, senators, is that I understand your reservations. You have built a life for yourself that I frankly envy, and what I ask may jeopardize that if I am indeed the velvet glove concealing the iron fist. But I fear I alone am not enough for the task. Whether that task is abolishing our centuries-old monarchy, or defeating Gerechtigkeit, I desperately need help.”

He finally looked at Therapont. “If you trust in my generation’s ability to stand against Gerechtigkeit as we are… I’m flattered. I lack your certainty. And with his malignant energy brewing in the magma of the planet core, I am utterly without options to save my people without your assistance. It may be the end of us. And I fear that it will be the end of you, too.”

Argrave’s attack was not a vicious ribbing. It was a stark reminder of the consequences of their action or inaction. It was an utterly disarming conclusion that left them with only one option—to trust Argrave. Either they trusted him to fight Gerechtigkeit as he was, or they trusted Argrave enough to be his ally. Regardless, he felt he had suitably reminded them that they, too, still lived on this planet, even buried in it as they were.

“Does that conclude your opening, Argrave?” Alexius asked.

“It does.”

“Then let your debate begin,” Alexius gestured toward both of them.

Therapont looked up at Argrave, one hand stroking his beard. “I notice you did not refute any of what I said.”

“Filling in the massive holes you left in my actions would’ve taken far longer than five minutes, and I caried a message far more important than my personal honor,” Argrave retorted calmly. “You neglected to mention my father blinded and crippled my sister, for instance. You neglected to mention that the Burnt Desert joined with Vasquer by an alliance of marriage, not a war of conquest. And you neglected to mention the Bloodwoods remain independent, led by their own leaders and gods, as equal allies in the Blackgard Union.”

“Then the king himself denies none of what I said—he accepts that his parliament has never refused him, and that its ranks are filled with people that already had a say in governance.” Therapont spoke to the crowd, yet kept his eyes on Argrave.

“For now, that is true. The dwarves were once unified by a king. Can you recall how that ended?” Argrave held his arms out. “The Miner Revolution. Scholars turned slaves organized a revolt among free dwarven miners and landowners, killing tens of thousands in the process. If I nullified my kingdom, do you think my people, which have lived like this for seven hundred years, would so peaceably accept it? No—Vasquer would fragment into petty kingdoms as a thousand lords vied to retain tradition. It would be as bloody as prospect as expecting this Dwarven Senate to become a monarchy overnight.” He held his hand to his chest. “I cannot let countless die because of impatience. I seek a peaceful change. That is a necessary thing in the face of Gerechtigkeit.”

Therapont scoffed. “And how long will you cling to the notion of monarchy by necessity? Once Gerechtigkeit is beaten, you will claim the monarch needs to rebuild—that the transition to another form of governance in untenable in wake of the chaos wrought. And how long will that take? Ten years? Twenty? Who is to say if the parliament will even exist, in so many years? It is a young institution, with no guarantees.”

“I think coming here, largely unguarded, should aptly demonstrate what I think of my status, of my value as so-called ‘nobility.’ I am a bastard born out of wedlock—by Vasquer law, not royalty. I consider myself nothing more than a soldier fighting an invader—Gerechtigkeit. I think my earnestness is in plain display as I stand here, today, among people who owe me nothing.” Argrave gestured all around at the guards and senators, watching him cautiously.

“Yet you seal alliances with other nations using your blood.” Therapont pointed. “Your wife is daughter to the patriarch of the snow elves. Your sister is wed to the King of the Scorched Sands—my own son bore witness to their union. I ask you—do these seem like the actions of one ready and willing to dismantle the monarchy?! And even if you were, would your allies stand idly by and let it happen? No, I say. Your bloodline has been inextricably entangled with your nation, and to remove it would be to end it.”

Argrave had been awaiting this issue, but Therapont posed his point so cogently that Argrave felt doubt creep in. He did not believe he could convince this crowd that both marriages had been for love. He could explain one out of two, at least.

“Our alliance with the Veidimen—or snow elves, as you called them—existed long before I married Anneliese. She was adopted by Patriarch Dras to justify our marriage of love to the nobles swearing fealty to me.” Argrave dipped as head. “Still, I share your concern, and that is why I seek dwarven aid. I admire the government that Alexander established here in Mundi, and if I could be half so lucky in emulating it on the surface, I would be truly blessed.”

Therapont smiled. “In simpler terms, you have no retort. Your blood is tied with your nation inexorably, sealing alliances and promises. The monarchy is integral to your state.”

“My choice was to sacrifice the happiness of one to earn a powerful ally, or damn thousands to death in brutal war while Gerechtigkeit looms. If you’d choose differently, I would call you a monster.” Argrave let the silence hang for a few seconds, then continued, “But I will admit, it’s not an alliance made in the manner I had hoped. There are far more preferable methods to tie nations together—methods I hope to employ here, calling upon new ideas. Better ideas. Diplomacy should not be a one-time exchange to establish a treaty. Instead, I intend for it to be more. I intend to establish permanent goodwill between our peoples. Let us discuss the specifics of my proposal.”

Therapont did not look content being so deftly diverted away from the matter of bloodlines, and he stroked his beard a little fiercely before asking, “Very well. That is only just.”

“It is my hope that both our nations might establish permanent diplomatic missions. I bid your people to live among ours in an autonomous zone in the capital—an embassy. There, your diplomats may bear witness to and advise the parliament and myself directly. You would be given the opportunity to safeguard the interests of both your nation and the democratic ideas it has fostered.”

“Hah!” Therapont threw back his head and laughed. “And you would expect the same privilege for your people as well, I presume? Planting spies amidst our people? Agents, to plot your conquest?”

“No,” Argrave shook his head. “Though I would give you access to our government, I would not expect it in kind. Trust is to be earned—this I understand. I am prepared to show you the very heart of my state. In time, it is my hope that the trust I display fosters into mutual understanding.”

Therapont shook his head. “You ask for dwarven hostages, not diplomats.”

“I am prepared to make great concessions to earn trust,” Argrave held his hand out. “I know what is at stake—the very world. All I seek is the right to pursue the malignant energy of Gerechtigkeit in the planet’s core. In return, we will defend you and all your people. We will safeguard your rights, and your government, from any and all. Why? Because this is about survival, Therapont. The founder of this city, Alexander, proposed adaptability above all. Now, you’ve built the greatest city in the world. I believe it is time for your people to adapt to that position.”

Therapont looked at Argrave, stroking his beard. He tapped his bare foot against the ground, and then shook his head with a bitter smile. “Head…” he looked to Alexius. “I believe I must recuse myself from this debate.”

Alexius blinked in surprise. “And why is that?”

“I believe I can no longer effectively represent opposition to Argrave’s proposal.”

“You mean… you no longer oppose Argrave’s idea?”

Therapont turned. “That is not what I said.”

But the senator did not deny that was what he meant. And nor could any others, Argrave realized, as he looked upon them. Therapont’s request for recusal was a resounding endorsement for Argrave, larger than any words he might’ve spoken in the debate to follow.

“Well…” Alexius looked upon Therapont, tapping his fingers against the armrest. “Your request for a recusal on grounds of impartiality has been granted. Senate will take a recess to allow time for Argrave’s opposition to find a suitable replacement. Reconvene in ten minutes.”

Though recess was called, Alexius’ words might as well spell victory. All that remained was the senate’s discussion, and a vote. As Argrave looked at Therapont, he realized he’d gained a rather fierce advocate. And more importantly, Argrave defended the path of his nation moving forward.


Chapter 15

“The final tally for the votes is eight thousand seventy-four in favor of the proposal, and five thousand and twenty-three against the proposal.” Alexius set down a piece of thick paper that did not look to be made of any plant he’d ever seen. Argrave was confused by the huge tally before he recalled that senators of greater authority also had more votes.

After Therapont had recused himself from the debate, their replacement was not half so raring to go as Argrave’s former opponent had been. Therapont’s replacement debater repeated points that had already been made, but Argrave went gentle on him. This opponent was clearly one sent to suffer a defeat, nothing more. Argrave would be lying if he said he wasn’t pleased to have persuaded Therapont. Still, the fact of the matter stood that the facts and logic of the situations were behind him. He had won a battle that he should’ve won if he comported himself without fumbling. He was right, and the dwarves were reasonable—it was a winning battle.

Less grand debates erupted in the senate meeting afterward—debates he was called upon to intervene in time to time to set the record straight. It had been an intensely exhausting endeavor. Still, the tally was in. The dwarven senate would pursue an alliance. More specifically, it would seek integration into the Blackgard Union as equal members. He still had to putt the ball into the hole, so to speak, but the largest hurdle was over: willingness. His idea of an embassy received mixed reactions. Some welcomed the idea, but others feared for the safety of the dwarves.

By the end of the exhausting, day-long meeting, the senate was dismissed. Another was to be held the following day, and Argrave was bid to stay near the senate hall to be called upon as an Advocate. The Alchemist spoke again, expressing annoyance that his search for Sandelabara would be delayed yet another day.

Waiting for them out front of the senate hall, Therapont stood, looking at Argrave in something of a different light.

“I expected that no king could keep from growing angry under honest scrutiny of his actions.” Therapont stroked his beard sagely.

“When anger enters, reason leaves,” Argrave flourished slightly. “I had need of reason, so I barred anger from the bounds of my mind. They’re old rivals, you might say. Thank you for your assistance at the end there.”

Therapont’s eyes opened wider. “When anger enters, reason leaves… a brilliant expression. Is it yours?”

“Hah, no.” Argrave shook his head. “If only I could claim it. I picked it up somewhere.”

“It seems like when victory enters, reason leaves as well,” Melanie commented. “To that point, I’d like to ask something of you, Therapont.” Argrave looked at her, puzzled, but did not interrupt. “We’ve earned a foothold, but it’s become very clear to us that Dario, this competitor for helping the dwarves, has a grudge against Argrave. I’d like it very much if you could heighten security. The last thing we’d want is for some kind of incident that raises tensions.”

“Very good point, Melanie,” Argrave said sincerely. “I agree enthusiastically. Considering what he’s already done, causing an incident and framing us is very reasonable. Trite, but reasonable.”

Therapont narrowed his eyes, chewing her words in his mind. He nodded after a while. “I can use some authority to heighten security. There’s no need not to be safer. But security is already on extremely high alert, given that a king, his retainer, and an abomination walk the streets. Plus, that other foreigner, Dario… and speaking of him, you said something.” He pointed at Argrave. “What has he ‘already done?’”

“Well…” Argrave hesitated. Trifon had done him a good turn in the city, and he didn’t want to sell the man out. “I don’t want heads to roll.”

“Heads? Plural?” Therapont was sharp, and he was already catching on to what Argrave barely implied. “Listen—if you’re driving at what I think you are, then let me impart a lesson about government.” He raised a fist. “Corruption is a rot. To court it is to harm yourself… or your allies.”

Argrave bit at his lips—though it irked him somewhat, he could not leave names unspoken for his new benefactor. It was the prudent thing to do. At the very least, he’d soften his words.

“Dario bribed Kostis and Trifon to sabotage their journey. They didn’t sabotage things, evidently, but he paid well for them to.” Argrave rather conveniently left out the fact that they tried very hard to sabotage things, but failed.

“Hah.” Therapont hand clenched tightly around his gray beard, drawing it down and crushing it into one thin gray rope. “Some senators fought very hard to have them, in particular, as our envoys. I figured it was a harmless move by a careerist, requested by those twins. But if this is more… their crime is not reporting that someone attempted to bribe them directly to the senate.” His mind seemed to catch on something, and he looked up at Argrave, pointing one of his thick fingers. “And you kept that secret until now, to have Trifon on your side. Very… senatorial. My son said you had a dwarven mind. That does worry me in some ways, but I still believe what you said back in the hall.”

“I’ll take that as a complement, largely.” Argrave smiled, though he didn’t mean it much inside. The man called his mind short. “But this Dario person remains an enigma. I haven’t been able to learn much about him. I don’t know where he is, or if he’s even still in the city.”

“Unless he found a way to cross the magma moat without speaking to any of the guards, he’s still here. I would’ve gotten word if the gates had been opened for any beside you and Melanie, and they haven’t.”

As Therapont spoke, Argrave received a message from Elenore, her voice ringing in his head. “Argrave, the Veidimen have agreed to the alliance. They’ll build a naval base where you wish. They ask for a great many seats in the parliament, however.”

Argrave had to stop himself from smiling when this good news graced his mind. He didn’t answer her, instead looking down at Therapont to earn some time alone. “It’s been a long time since I slept. Do you think I might turn in for the day?”

Therapont nodded. “Certainly. Tomorrow promises to be just as long as this one.”

***

“I’m in full favor of welcoming the Veidimen to the parliament,” Argrave told Elenore. He sat on a dwarven bed. He didn’t have the occasion to use this last time, but now the necessity for sleep was catching up to him. The thing was ridiculously small. Melanie placed two beds side-by-side. Argrave simply piled sheets on the floor, and intended to sleep there. “But can you smooth all of this over with the nobility?”

“I think so. Your presence may be required. Anneliese has been performing her role as regent well, but I cannot say how well it will be taken if Anneliese welcomes Veidimen on the council while you are absent. I suspect the nobles will think it a coup. Ingrates.”

“Alright then. Agree to the Veidimen’s demands, but stall the integration, I think. Does Anne have any thoughts?” He questioned. He felt like a college student once more, talking to his family on the phone in a cramped dormitory.

“She’s satisfied with it. Though, she complained to me about having too little time together after your reunion.”

Argrave smiled, looking down at his hands. “I feel the same. Now—Dario. Have you gathered information about him?”

“As much as I could. There are four registered people by that name. Of the four, using your description, I narrowed it down to one. He wasn’t born in Vasquer—he entered city records when he was already an adult. He has many feats that can be vaguely attributed to him. He’s killed a lot of undead in recent years—many lords have paid him generously to do so. He’s said to be a master of stealth, and has the hobby of alchemy. There’s one high-profile incident I think I can link to him.”

“Don’t leave me in suspense.” Argrave tensed up, racking his brain to find out who this might be.

“The Iron Giants. Do you remember them? What am I saying—of course you do,” Elenore sighed. “You said they were big golems that needed to be neutralized, as I recall. We sent parties out to do just that. Melanie led them—it was the first mission you sent out.”

“Yeah, I did…” Argrave agreed hesitantly. “I thought that was resolved.”

“It was. The Iron Giants were stripped bare, and rendered inoperable. Gerechtigkeit cannot possess them. Only, rereading the report of my person that went with the party… they had considerable help from someone who was already there. He never gave a name, but from the description, it matches. And he had a rather peculiar description, which is why I remembered it at all. Master of stealth. Skilled alchemist. And given the description of his physical appearance… care to guess who?”

“Dario,” Argrave finished, tapping his foot against the ground as he thought. That alone was invaluable—and indeed, might explain some of the animosity. “That would explain some things. People claimed he was a master artificer, and the Iron Giants were the pinnacle of the subterranean mountain folk’s golems. Autonomous nightmares, meant to conquer but left to languish. If he came from one of the subterranean communes… it explains a lot.”

“Durran claimed he was in contact with some of their tribes,” Elenore reminded him. “I could ask him to follow up. But I think you should talk to Melanie, first.”

Argrave stroked his chin. “If Dario came from the mountain folk… if he’s an artificer of their kind… it would explain how he found the dwarves. But him being with the Iron Giants, and now him being here… awfully coincidental.” He looked to the side, where Melanie rubbed her tired eyes. “I honestly don’t know how you got all that together so quickly. You’re a legend, sis. I’m going to talk to Melanie.”

“Good luck,” Elenore said simply, and then the connection severed.

Argrave rose to walk near Melanie as she laid tiredly. She looked up at him, green eyes focused in half a second when he neared. “What? Is there more to do?”

“Do you remember that mission you got sent on? Involved some golems you needed to disassemble—Iron Giants, they were called?”

Melanie leaned up. “Yeah. That was the first mission I got sent out on. You said it was the most important, as I recall. Trusted me even then.” She gestured around. “Looks like I didn’t let you down, seeing as we’re sharing a room now.”

“Some fellow helped you back then. Never gave his name. Did you do anything to make him hate Vasquer enough to turn the dwarves against us?”

“I certainly don’t think so,” Melanie shook her head. “I mean… I’m nice. Somewhat. Not unpleasant, right?”

“Pleasant enough. But if you are pleasant, I don’t think this is the first time Dario came in close proximity to one of Vasquer’s important objectives. As a matter of fact, he might just be making a habit of it.” He focused on her closely. “Sleep can wait. What can you remember about the man that helped you?”

Melanie’s face grew grave. “You’re joking, right? What are the odds it’s the same person?”

“Between the Iron Giants and the dwarves, if we consider he might’ve been trying to sabotage us for a long time… it’s not unlikely. That task I gave you was of dire importance back then. This, too, is of dire importance,” Argrave pointed at the ground. “Now, what can you remember?”

Melanie removed her hat and tousled her hair. “Well… gods, where to begin?”


Chapter 16

“If the guy who helped us with the Iron Giants and Dario are one in the same… well, I don’t feel as embarrassed as I was for looking for traps in the senate.” Melanie shook her head. “He was a master trapper.”

“That embarrassed you? I thought it was admirable. Sorry if I suggested otherwise.” Argrave shrugged.

Melanie looked back at him, hardly acknowledging his words as she continued. “Ogres occupied the place. These weren’t ordinary ogres, either—they’d been eating the cores of the Iron Giants. Though slower and sluggish than normal, their hides took monstrous strength to pierce, they felt no pain, and in death, they exploded powerfully enough to vaporize a knight in enchanted armor.” She held her gauntleted hand up, then clenched it. “In effect, Dario killed them all with traps. We were just bait to lure them. He snuck through that entire ruin, laying traps as he drafted a comprehensive plan to kill every ogre. Stealth and strategy—it was a peer to any plan I’ve seen.”

Argrave stood and thought, his mind searching for answers as to who this might be. Nothing surfaced. This man, it seemed, was another Titus. But then, he’d known Titus somewhat—the man was a dye merchant. This Dario was a complete unknown. “Enough about his ability. What can you remember of him? Of his character? Hell, what did he want? He shouldn’t have helped you without reason.”

Melanie spread her hands out. “He wanted the same thing we did—destroying the Iron Giants. He did most of the work personally, disassembling them so utterly as to be unusable.” She ran her hand through her hair, thinking. “I thought he had a grudge against ogres. He seemed to enjoy seeing them suffer, like they’d wronged him somehow. Still, I wouldn’t call him sadistic.”

“Does anything else catch your mind?”

Melanie fixed her green eyes on his. “It was a one-day encounter. He was reclusive enough that none of us even learned his name. I think that should tell you everything. Still, from the description and talents… it’s feasible they might be the same person. And your sister knows her stuff.” She looked at him. “She belongs at your side, but me? If I miss something like that, well, I’m hardly… never mind.” Melanie rubbed her eyes. “Just tired. Rambling. We done?”

“Yeah. Lay your weary head to rest, don’t cry no more.” He looked at her. She had dismissed it, but Argrave could tell something was bothering her. He spoke firmly as he said, “Listen. I haven’t known you as long as some of the others. Still, don’t think for a second that you’re not like family. Standing up to Sataistador like you did… refusing the literal godhood he promised… you’d have to brutally murder someone I care about for me to revise that opinion. And depending on who it was, I might let it pass. Maybe Elias,” he joked. “So rest easy. Tomorrow, another senate meeting awaits, and undoubtedly Dario’s intrigues will make themselves known.”

“Gee, dad, that’s just swell. Thanks for vanquishing my insecurities.” Melanie looked away from him. She spoke sarcastically, but Argrave thought he’d said the right things. He wished he could call upon Anneliese in moments like these. Melanie continued, unaware of his thoughts. “The king shouldn’t say those words so casually to his sworn vassal. An ambitious upstart like me might get ideas. Goodnight. Or whatever time it actually is.”

As Melanie moved back to her bed, he decided to let the matter rest and reached for the Ravenstone. He spoke into it, saying, “It’s rather cramped in here, but I need you to watch over us in case of anything untoward occurring. Meanwhile, you can get ready for the search for Sandelabara. I think I’ll spend tomorrow roaming the city before the senate meeting.”

“Very well. It’s taken longer than I’ve liked, but it seems to have gone well. The dwarves may help in the coming war.”

Argrave released the Alchemist. The monstrous figure compacted himself to fit inside their room, clinging to the ceiling like a bat. With a wary glance, Argrave settled down into the sheets on the floor, and made to greet tomorrow. On his mind, looming larger than the Alchemist, was the sinking unpleasantness of a new, foreign name—Dario.

***

Argrave walked through the streets of the dwarven city of Mundi. He thought that being in a foreign place, largely bolstered by democracy, might spare him from the constant shadowing of guards. Instead, they were guards seeking to protect from him, rather than just protect him. The soldiers of the senate watched Argrave’s every move rather carefully, doubly so because of the Alchemist standing at his side. Their weapons of magma were more than enough to hurt him badly.

The Alchemist had his staff of obsidian in his hand. The vial of Gerechtigkeit’s essence condensed from King Felipe’s corpse shone atop it. He was using some sort of magic to make it resonate and reach out to its kind. Now, they wandered, playing one large game of hot and cold.

“What do you think finding Sandelabara will actually tell us about Gerechtigkeit?” Argrave asked as they walked.

“Maybe it’s his home,” Melanie answered, her cheer returned after her dour spell last night. Perhaps she had been merely tired, just as she claimed.

A mouth emerged on the Alchemist’s shoulder as he walked. “The scarred woman is not so far from the truth. The knowledge I obtained from Erlebnis implies that such a place might be greatly important to tethering Gerechtigkeit to this realm, enabling his continual return. The places such a tether might be—if it even existed—were too many. But if Sandelabara is real, I can think of no other place it might be. And even if the tether is not there, we may find further leads to follow within.”

Though the dwarven citizenry gawked at them as they walked, none of their words reached the ears of the public. The Alchemist employed illusion magic to talk peaceably. It did not fool Argrave, being A-rank, nor Melanie, wrapped in divine artifacts, but it did all others. The dwarves were not a magically blessed people, even though spellcasters could exist among their number. Argrave knew for a fact their most powerful spellcaster was at A-rank.

The Alchemist stopped walking and talking at the same time, and Argrave proceeded past him briefly before looking back. “What? Caught a scent, boy?”

“Sometimes I wonder how long you want to live,” said the Alchemist idly. “Follow.”

The Alchemist took off again—faster, with direction, and Argrave followed with long strides. “Slow down, or I might need to call you back. Don’t alarm the guard.”

He paused on the street, looking up. Argrave followed his gaze to a huge facility that he recognized well. It was one of the great stations that kept the city’s gates working, pumping magma in and out. Not only did it allow bridges to the rest of the world, but it also kept the city’s outer dome from melting beneath the intense heat of the molten rock.

“I must enter that. Distract your shadows, or I will dispense of them,” the Alchemist said. With no further courtesy, he left an illusory version of himself standing there, then departed wreathed in invisibility.

“Oh. I see.” Argrave looked back, where the dwarven guards looked at him suspiciously. He walked up, head thinking quickly. “Say, tell me—how many people does it take to maintain that facility?” he questioned, trying to sound as curious as possible.

Argrave engaged the dwarven guards in idle banter as the Alchemist did whatever it was he was doing. He was certain that they suspected he was doing something malicious, but he was also very good at saying a lot without saying anything at all—in a word, he was political. When he feared he was running out of ways to act interested about a glorified pumping station, the Alchemist returned, and his illusory form dissipated. Argrave broke away from the conversation.

“I have unpleasant news.” The Alchemist walked up beside Argrave once they’d resumed walking. “You did the right thing, talking with these dwarves.”

“Of course I did. Glad you noticed. Have you finally recovered basic morality?”

“No. But I followed the trace of Gerechtigkeit’s energy.” The Alchemist was silent for a few moments, and Argrave waited patiently. “The remnant energy is strong. As strong as if Gerechtigkeit himself were here on this realm. I have no doubt that something invaluable lurks in the spot I noticed. Whether it is Sandelabara… I cannot say. But it matches with what I extracted from Felipe.”

“You’ve found it, then? And it’s this close to us, to Berendar? We don’t have to wander the damned tunnels looking for it?” Argrave grew excited.

“You must make the dwarves love you, Argrave. Woo them harder than you wooed your wife. Or enslave all of them so completely that they would surrender everything to you.” He looked at Argrave. “This is not negotiable. We need the dwarves, and their mastery of the pressure and temperature of the deep earth, more than any other.”

Argrave held his hands out, alarmed. “Where is this coming from?”

“From my reasoning. I am many things. I have mastered many magics, and consorted with many gods. But never once have I found any that can persist in a sea of magma. Even gods of fire do not blaze as hot as liquid metal deep within the earth, and they would perish within it. And Sandelabara, or whatever this remnant of Gerechtigkeit is… it lies in a vast ocean of molten rock. Specifically, it lies far below the place known as Vysenn. To reach it, we must travel through miles and miles of molten rock.”


Chapter 17

“What does it actually mean, for Sandelabara—or whatever the hell this energy is—to be below Vysenn?” Argrave asked the Alchemist. They had once again returned to Therapont’s residence, but rather than remain within the cramped room that they had slept, they instead occupied one of the open mushroom gardens in the estate. No sound escaped the ward surrounding them.

The Alchemist gazed out across organized plots of luminous shrooms as a mouth on the back of his head explained, “I can vaguely map what exists beneath the earth with elemental earth magic. With it, I deduced that this energy persists in a chamber deep within a huge sea of magma. It is a giant pocket of superheated metals, of which thin tendrils push against the crust of the earth, rising upward toward Vysenn. In time I suspect it will breach the surface, bathing it in lava.”

Argrave considered this in silence, and Melanie stared at him as though she expected an answer. Vysenn in Heroes of Berendar erupted the very day the calamity set foot on the earth. This was a geological event—even if there were suspicions that Gerechtigkeit had caused it, there was nothing that could be done. The tribes of Vysenn that didn’t perish outright were forcibly expelled out of the hilly region. And Gerechtigkeit’s ‘Sandelabara’ was there.

It was some small mercy that their only lead was so close. But the planet’s heat and pressure was something the dwarves had taken decades to tame—and this was with the coordinated effort of their entire nation. Interference beneath the crust of the earth was not something to be taken lightly. The only option that Argrave saw to reach it without intensive digging was heading through the top—namely, through the sacrificial pit that the tribals used to appease their god the volcano. And it was a sacrificial pit for a reason. A thick layer of molten rock greeted anyone unlucky or foolish enough to head inside.

“You said there’s a chamber there.” Argrave started pacing around the garden as he talked. “That means that something managed to persist there. The question is—what can we do to reach it?”

The Alchemist turned away from the mushrooms. “Send word to your sister. Occupy the volcano. Then, convince the dwarves, one way or another, to mobilize all of their artificers to craft something that can either persist in magma, extract it from the earth, or cool and mine it.”

Melanie whistled. “Given how hard it was to get them to agree to an alliance to fight against the guy that wants to kill us all, I can’t imagine you can coax them from their holes all the way to a nearly-active volcano very easily.”

“Thank you for the encouragement,” Argrave glanced at her harshly, and she laughed. “You’re not wrong though. Good lord… talk about a nightmare.”

“I can help.” The Alchemist stepped up to Argrave. “I’ll capture a dwarf alive, disassemble him, and create chimeras using that knowledge. We can use these chimeras to infiltrate their society in vital places, and when the time comes, they’ll be ready. Invasion or diplomacy, they’ll be ready.”

“What?” Argrave felt extreme whiplash, and even though he knew it was pointless he couldn’t help but look around to be sure that none heard. “Invasion? That’s not even on the table.”

“If Gerechtigkeit perishes before more cycles, the number of lives saved is uncountable. A few along the way matters very little in the grand scheme.”

“Let’s do a hypothetical.” Argrave sat on a short railing just beside another garden patch. “Do you think it’d be more prudent to… one, kill and enslave a lot of people, then extract skilled labor from them, or two, convince them peaceably and bring a massive friendly force over to your side?”

The Alchemist did not seem to take kindly to Argrave’s sarcasm. “I believe you are incapable of convincing at least five hundred senators to commit dozens of their best artificers to work on a project in a foreign land of dubious trustworthiness. On top of that, you ask to employ the secret technology that has allowed them to defend from all invaders for countless millennia. In other words, to help would jeopardize their national defense. You lack the resources and the persuasive ability to earn support for a largescale project like this. I don’t think anyone could—not in the time frame we’re seeking.”

Argrave stewed on his words. He doubted he was capable of doing that, either, but he didn’t like to hear that.

As an idea came, Argrave looked up. “How well can your chimeras learn?”

The Alchemist entwined his huge hands. “As well as any human. And they are of one mind.”

“It might not be feasible to get the dwarves to help us with Vysenn… but if we have one of your chimeras infiltrate them, we can learn their methods, apply them on our lonesome. After all, we don’t lack for labor.” Argrave raised his hands up.

“The big man made a good point, though,” Melanie pointed out. “This is their most valued technology. They aren’t just going to let any dwarf work on it. They’ve got a detailed bureaucracy with records of people, names of every citizen, and now more than ever they’ll be on-edge about their secrets. If this mystery dwarf stitched together with string and venison shows up, there’s no way he’ll be able to keep the mask up long enough to become a trusted engineer in one of those pumping stations. How long do we even have? Certainly not long enough to steal this nation’s secrets.”

“Indeed. We lack the time and ability to replicate this genius feat of artificing. How could you persuade the senate? Will you offer them the cities they abandoned? There are hundreds of thousands of people in this city, Mundi, but its founder Alexander built it to accommodate millions. They do not lack for space, for food, for water… they want for nothing, Argrave. The only reason they agreed to help was to preserve their safety.”

Argrave rubbed his lip, lost in thought. “Maybe I can’t persuade five hundred senators… but I think I can persuade a few hundred thousand people.”

“Wow,” Melanie said sarcastically. “Because these dwarves will love a foreigner agitating their people.”

“Hey. Imagine you’ve been locked up for centuries. Wouldn’t you like to outside, go exploring? All I need to do is give them a little push, give that wanderlust the one spark it needs to become a flame. Fuel’s been building up for years down here.” He smiled, standing up off the rail. “I won’t need to be doing any agitation. These people are elected, Melanie. They have to worry about what people say, what people hear. And there’s a convenient little gallery sitting just above our senate meeting, viewing the spectacle that is me and you.”

The Alchemist looked above at the marble dome, where lava surged from pipes down into facilities throughout the city. “Your confidence borders on delusion, sometimes.”

“Sometimes?” Melanie hefted her black sword.

“Yeah, yeah, laugh it up,” Argrave waved his hand at the two of them. “I’m so confident I’m planning on calling in some cavalry. We’ve earned leeway—now, we get a few more people in.”

“Hiding behind the wife again?” Melanie bantered. Still, she sounded excited. Argrave got the impression she liked Anneliese a good deal.

Argrave was about to answer in the affirmative, but he spotted movement outside the barrier they’d erected for peaceful conversation. With a thought, he undid his ward to allow a messenger to pass by. A servant bid them to join Therapont. He followed, recalling the Alchemist back into his Ravenstone. He and Melanie were led into a room where the dwarven senator stood with several others that Argrave vaguely recognized.

“Good. You’re here,” Therapont waved him in. “I have some very important news. As it turns out, Dario has absolutely coincidentally completed his forging specifications for dwarven metal. He intends to present it to the dwarven senate. In return, he’ll be named our people’s friend, and given the title of Munificent.” He pointed one of his thick fingers at Argrave. “Some people might get cold feet about the alliance. I think we ought to discuss how best we might keep it cohesive. Relations between Vasquer and the senate are, as a point of fact, vitally important. We must preserve them.”

“I’m glad to hear I have your support.” Argrave entered the room, crouching low beneath the doorframe. The dwarven senators that had come to join them looked up at him like he was a strange animal. “You mean to say Dario is actually attending a meeting?”

“So far as we know,” a ruby-wreathed senator confirmed, fixing his white toga.

Argrave’s head worked, confronting holes in this story. Dario ostensibly knew them. They’d come here out of panic, seeking to combat his influence with the method of forging dwarven metal. Now, once they’d arrived, he intended to present a completed version. Was this coincidence, or was Argrave falling into another’s plan?

“It doesn’t seem like this is going to be a timely affair.” Argrave stepped up to the table—for him, it was more like a coffee table.

“Hah. Sometimes I use senate proposals as indicators for ageing my lichenwine,” one of the senators joked. “You should have plenty of time.”

Argrave crouched down before the table, then sat—at the very least, the chairs were wide… if a bit low. “Well then… let’s get ready for Dario. Because I don’t think he’ll come with the recipe for dwarven metal alone. He must have other things in mind.”

It seemed Argrave would finally lay eyes upon the man that had caused him to alter his trajectory so. He almost expected a trap. But would this be a trap of wits, or one of another kind?

***

Though Argrave had worked out a relatively solid course of action with the aid of Therapont, much of that was tossed to the wind the moment that they arrived to the senate hall about an hour early. The reason? A dwarven messenger, sent to speak to Argrave.

The message was exceedingly simple. “Before the senate meeting, Dario would like to speak to you at the public square before the statue of Alexander.”


Chapter 18

Though Argrave was perplexed that Dario had the influence to send messengers in a nation he did not belong, he could not deny that he was intrigued to meet the person behind all of this. He greatly feared the possibility of a trap, but Melanie had the ability to extract them from just about any situation, or defend from any attack that might come their way save a massive explosion. They had endured a meeting with Mozzahr in the heart of his power—Argrave was relatively sure that they could do the same thing here.

About thirty minutes before the senate meeting was scheduled to occur, Argrave and Melanie walked out to the public square. He released the Alchemist from the Ravenstone, though directed the man to stay hidden unless any danger came to light. When they entered, the looming marble statue of Alexander stood strong as it held up the dome above them. They immediately laid eyes upon Dario. He sat on a marble bench just beneath the statue, kneading his hands together in what looked to be anxiety. When he saw them, he rose.

Dario was much as he had been described. He was perhaps six feet tall, had wild dark hair and tan skin, and a lean body. He wore a dark brown cloak over his body, concealing dark armor that had complex machinery attached. Argrave could see the mechanical crossbow on his right arm, strung but unloaded, and saw strange devices on his legs that seemed like braces… or perhaps augmenters. He could see that there was something otherworldly about the metal, but his layman brain couldn’t exactly deduce what they did. He could sense no magic from them. When Dario saw Argrave, he put his hand to his chest and took a deep breath as though preparing himself for this conversation.

“Is that him?” Argrave asked Melanie.

“Yeah.” His retainer nodded slowly, keeping her eyes on the man. “Definitely him. Has a few weird things on his arms and legs I haven’t seen before, but it’s him.”

Argrave felt the need to take a deep breath just as Dario did. “Stay alert, then.”

The two parties slowly bridged the gap to meet one another. Dario didn’t have an escort of guards the same way Argrave did, and both he and Melanie paid close attention to the man and their surroundings to be sure that nothing untoward would occur.

Argrave stopped a healthy distance away from Dario. Now that they were closer, Argrave made out some details. The man looked exhausted—his eyes were sunken and had deep dark circles beneath them, and Argrave spotted dried blood just beneath his nose. To put it simply, he looked ghoulish.

“Hello. You’re either a tall and lanky dwarf, or Dario. I’m Argrave. I believe you’ve already met this lovely lady—Melanie.” As Argrave watched the man, he seemed to have some difficulty meeting Argrave’s eyes. “To be honest, I thought the first thing we’d exchange would be blows, not words. It seems like you’ve been trying to sabotage us. I hope that this has all been a misunderstanding, and we can laugh it up and talk about how best to resolve this. If you need something from the dwarves, maybe we can reach some accommodation. If you have some sort of grudge, I’m happy to hear it.”

Dario met Argrave’s eyes, finally. His were a rich red. That eye color was common in the subterranean mountain people in the caverns beneath the mountains of the Burnt Desert, but his were especially crimson. His voice was firm yet troubled as he said, “I shouldn’t be speaking to you. But I heard your wife was absent, and I hoped that I could get through to you without her… insight.”

“Anneliese?” Argrave finished, but settled into quiet contemplation. He shouldn’t be speaking to me. What does this mean? And Anneliese… he must know about her empathy.

Dario seemed to contemplate his next words carefully, then straightened his back to speak firmly. “I don’t wish for this to be adversarial, but you can’t remain here. Let me help the dwarves. Then, return to Vasquer. Whatever you intend, please do not allow it to bear fruit. Content yourself that you averted what disaster would befall these people.” He looked around at the dwarves, and then up at the great statue of Alexander. “Let them live in peace, as they always have.”

Argrave was surprised by his earnestness. He shifted on his feet, searching for an answer. “I don’t know why you’re advocating for the dwarves so strongly… but I think they have as much duty as anyone else to defend the world from Gerechtigkeit.”

“You’re searching for answers that could upend everything, all life. The number of people you would hurt would be far greater than the Smiling Raven or Gerechtigkeit ever achieved in their existence.” His voice was hard, yet passionate. Argrave understood, now, why he only spoke to Argrave when he knew that Anneliese was absent. And behind all of that, a more shocking revelation—Dario knew precisely what he and the Alchemist had come here for.

“Where does this certainty come from?” Argrave asked, engrossed. “Do you speak for Gerechtigkeit? Or is there another?”

“I speak and act for one who knows,” Dario shook his head, then spread his arms out disarmingly. “And nothing more.”

“Okay…” Argrave accepted that silently, theories forming in his head. “If you’re telling me that the path I’m on—trying to end the cycle of judgment—is wrong, I’m perfectly open to more information. Just help me understand, Dario.”

“I can’t.” Dario lowered his head and shook it slowly.

“You seem to talk fine,” Melanie pointed out.

“The more I divulge, the closer you would get to the truth,” Dario insisted.

Argrave stepped closer, arguing, “Yes, that’s the point. Isn’t the truth what’s convinced you I’m on the wrong path?”

“There is truth. But interpretations of that truth can vary wildly depending on who beholds it. The people in that senate, for instance…” he turned his head toward where the hall lay, and gestured toward it. “They learn the facts, but each of the thousand have different ways to deal with it. And you may look upon the truth differently than I do.”

“Meaning… if I learn the truth behind Gerechtigkeit, I might not agree that it’s as big a problem as you think,” Argrave translated.

“You should probably know that’s a terrible way to dissuade someone,” Melanie pointed out. “You’ve told us two things—that we’re on the right track, and that there is an answer. By being so vague, you just encourage us. Might as well tell the rest.”

“But it isn’t you alone, Argrave. You have others seeking this truth alongside you, and you cannot hide it from them. You are a good man, Argrave. Your struggle against Gerechtigkeit has followed the correct course. But should you continue, you will open a door that has been sealed shut for uncountable years. And the thing I fear above all is that it will not be you alone that enters. You have tall shadows. The Alchemist is one such shadow—and he plots even now to capture me, torture information out of me. Even if you might interpret the truth as I have, you are not alone. I cannot risk this spreading to others. I must ask you to stop. And if I cannot get the answer I seek…”

“Sandelabara is a door? And something beyond there is vital to Gerechtigkeit?” Argrave said, trying to confirm his deductions.

Dario looked greatly pained. “By straying beyond, by vying for more, you endanger so much that it is unquantifiable.” He looked to the side. “I do not speak often. This conversation is the most I have said in years. You will likely best me in the senate easily—I know I am neither compelling or persuasive. I have no true friends, no allies, and I cannot make them easily. I am but a fool trapped in the middle of it all. Still, things are the way they are for a reason. I ask you, with trust in your good nature, to stop.”

“Gerechtigkeit kills hundreds of thousands, if not millions, every time he descends,” Argrave argued. “Could there be anything worse? There has to be a way to end this. To improve this. To go beyond this. My friend and brother-in-law put his life on the line, seeking these answers. I can’t just turn away. You say I’m a good man—then can’t you give me trust enough to trust me with the truth?” Argrave took some few steps closer, and whispered intently, “Forget the Alchemist, forget everyone else—just you and me. Let’s talk. Give me this truth. Help me understand why you’re doing this.”

“I can’t trust you. It’s not the place of one man to judge another, not with so much at stake.” Dario’s red eyes looked strangely sad. “Promise me this, Argrave. If you do not heed my words… if I cannot stop you along this path… I can ask only one thing of you. When you learn the truth, do not judge wrongly. Step away.”

As Argrave stared without a response, he saw magic swirl around Dario. The Alchemist appeared, breaking his invisibility, and attempted to restrain the artificer. Dario rose his left hand up and swiped it through the magic. It somehow dispersed, and the Alchemist curled inward silently as though recoiling. Dario staggered, and some blood dripped down from his nose. Despite his pain, Dario stepped forth with ethereal speed, heading for the leg of the great statue of Alexander. Argrave pursued, but when he caught up to where the artificer had vanished…

Dario was already gone.


Chapter 19

After Dario seemed to vanish, Argrave looked to the Alchemist, hoping the man might have some insight on what had just happened. It seemed that Dario had overpowered the terrifying being, but Argrave needed explanation.

“He used something warped to disrupt my magic. Not just my magic—the ability that Hause bestowed upon me, all those years ago.” The Alchemist held his hand up and clenched it. “I observed him with [Minor Truesight]. The power within him is beyond its scope. Would that Anneliese were here, she might look upon him with the more thorough eyes bestowed by Yinther.”

“Do you think Gerechtigkeit is making his move?” Argrave looked up at him, despite the watching crowd. “Is Dario… someone deluded by him? Tricked?”

The Alchemist retrieved the vial of Gerechtigkeit’s essence extracted from Felipe’s corpse. “This did not react—neither upon seeing him, nor when he called upon whatever power he did. But he is beset by a foreign power, this much I can say for certain.” He looked back to the spot Dario had been standing. “It’s tearing him apart, whatever it is. He’s dying.”

“He started bleeding after he swiped at you,” Melanie reminded them. “Seems like he thinks what he’s doing is worth dying for. Also says a little about who might be standing behind him, if they’re fine allowing their power to whittle him down to dust.”

“I’ll admit…” the Alchemist looked to the senate hall. “I don’t think I can catch him. If he uses that power, I’m powerless before it.” He looked to Melanie. “Your mastery over space might falter, too. And our magic would have no effect. With that strange augmentation on his arms and legs, he would be faster and stronger than all of us. And the more he uses that power, the more he dies—we’d likely be left with a corpse at the end of it all.”

“But it seems he’s going to get in our way.” Argrave grabbed at his chin, frustrated. “He said that he has no wish to fight. There’s a big ‘yet’ that he left unspoken, I think. And I don’t want to fight him.”

Melanie nodded. “The tenor of that conversation was a bit odd. Seemed sympathetic, almost.”

“I’d agree. That’s what’s so damn bothersome about this whole thing.” He shook his head. “We don’t have much time until the senate meeting. Let’s not be late—won’t set a good precedent.”

***

Anneliese watched as Veidimen longships glided atop the surface of the rippling waters of the eastern ocean. Slowly, they took their place at the docks to Blackgard. As they settled, there was a little unease in the dockworkers. They had grown used to Veidimen traders, yet now, true warships took their place in the city. Still, they were here as allies, not as enemies. And perhaps to prove this, Patriarch Dras was the first to step off the ships. He was followed by several hulking guards, wearing thoroughly enchanted armor. They’d wasted no time in integrating that magic into their people, it seemed.

Anneliese walked out to meet him. “Some years ago, the only reason you would have stepped off a longship to these shores was because you were their conqueror.”

“Indeed. And you would’ve been leading our armies, perhaps, in a more foolish, more senseless time.” Dras dipped his head slightly. “I think your current position suits you well.”

Anneliese brushed that off, deciding to delve into the topic at hand. “I thank you for coming. We can’t add the Veidimen to the parliament—not yet, while Argrave is still absent.”

“Absent? You seemed to employ shamanic magic to teleport ably enough.”

“In the city of the dwarves, their metal restricts spirits.” Anneliese crossed her arms. “We welcome you as guests, for now. But you’ve come at an opportune time. Elenore has received word from the distant north. We can show you our enemies.”

Patriarch Dras looked surprised. “By all means.”

Anneliese stepped forth, taking hold of his shoulder. None of the guards reacted—who would dare protest at the patriarch’s adopted daughter touching him? But then they vanished, ferried away by spirits as Anneliese cast [Worldstrider].

Their travel time was long and winding, but Anneliese had a marker. She and the patriarch appeared just beside Onychinusa, who sat on a seaside cliff buried in blankets. Her head stirred when they arrived, but then looked back to her task of watching the ocean.

Dras looked around at the sheer and icy cliffs, peering at the water below. “Where is this? Not Veiden, certainly, but it’s cold enough to be.”

“We’re at the northern edge of all Berendar. This place is cliffside rock and desolate wintry steppes. Nothing grows here, really, and we have no way of defending it adequately. The nearest settlement is many miles away—few people live here.” Anneliese walked to the edge, where the ocean raged against the rocks. “And this place’s lack of settlement is the problem. Look beyond, just near the horizon.”

Dras watched the writhing tides. “I see… square ships. They’ve a sail, and oars… but I can’t see any people.”

“They have roofs. Steel roofs,” Onychinusa commented from down below. “They have a navigator at the front, but otherwise, the whole ship is armored and enclosed. A god aids them, giving them favorable wind and alerting them of treacherous things lurking just beneath the water… glaciers, the like. But even still, that boat is meant to endure.”

“Armored boats?” Dras scratched his face. “It’s a marvel it can float. These are our enemies? The Chu, I believe you called them?”

“Yes. They’re the largest country in the world, both by population and area. And now, they’ve the backing of two very powerful gods, one of whom commands a coalition of lesser deities.” Anneliese crossed her arms and looked at Dras. “This is where we’d like to build your fortress. If you look back, there’s a long ravine—it’s a safe, sheltered pathway we can use to route supplies. But I won’t deny that holding these people back will be difficult.”

“Those ships certainly seem difficult to board.” Dras’ mind already seemed to be planning his battles. “But these are men, yes? No different from those of Vasquer? Then we can win.”

“What you see now are scouting ships. Soon after, transport ships will come, seeking to build a place of safe harbor. And when they encounter opposition, their Imperial Navy will come. Their warships dwarf your longships many times over. And they do not lack for arcane powers, either—expect spellcasters on every boat.”

Dras leaned out dangerously close to the cliff’s edge. His white eyes looked sharp and intrigued. “Yet we have the advantage of defense. And this land… it’s rather like the shores of Veiden. Icy. Treacherous. Tremendous glaciers lie just beneath the surface of the water, threatening to gut ships that lack vision.” Dras traced the distant raging waters with his finger, then nodded. “Yes. We can defend here. It will take our ships some time to arrive if the maps I have of Berendar are accurate. But the Chu will never have the opportunity to land on this soil.”

“I am glad you cooperate so readily. But a part of me wonders if I have been missing something about the why of it,” Anneliese asked, diving for the heart of what weighed at her.

“Veid has insisted I set aside glory. Though I, and other interpreters of her will, judged that her directives were about glory and supremacy for our people… we were wrong. It was not glory, but rather what is best for our people. This is what she wished.” Dras looked at her firmly. “So, I’ve set aside glory. And I do what is best for all people, now.”

“You sound very convicted.” Anneliese couldn’t keep some surprise from leaking into her tone.

“You would know best.” He looked at her. “I’ve seen enough. Come, let’s return to Blackgard. Looking at a map is dull work, but it’ll help coordinate our movement. Even if the agreement to integrate Veiden into your parliament is not made now, we can get to work on our end of the bargain immediately.”

***

Dario barely remembered the senate meeting after he’d met with Argrave. Repelling the Alchemist’s magic and temporarily incapacitating his form had taken a great deal out of him. He’d be feeling the effects in the days that followed. In his haze, Dario had merely presented the method and recipe to forge dwarven metal to the dwarves without ceremony, and then left. He did not wish to linger overlong, lest Argrave or the Alchemist try something aggressive that might force him to worsen his condition.

It wasn’t just the senate where he couldn’t linger, either—he was best served leaving Mundi altogether. Argrave had proven himself a very persuasive person, and given the time, he would allow more to come into this place—likely Anneliese, with both the empathy bestowed by her heritage and the Truesight vested in her by Yinther, god of curiosity. He could not afford to fall under her scrutiny. It was time to leave. The dwarves would certainly allow that much of him, given the service he’d given them.

He travelled through the city, walking in the shadows of buildings and the tops of roofs. He was very certain that none saw him. Finally, he returned to the home of the senator that had graciously allowed him to stay, and entered through the window. He came to the mirror and crouched down to fit within the short dwarven furniture. He gazed at his bloodshot red eyes, pallid skin, and blood-encrusted nose.

Dario couldn’t help but feel pity for himself. He wished for nothing more than to trust Argrave—to take a break, and succumb to the heaviness of the burden crushing him. But that was a luxury that he was not afforded. He fumbled into a satchel beneath his cloak, pulled free a potion, and drank it. As the cool liquid permeated his body, he felt its mysterious alchemy work and dispel many of the ill sensations he felt. A temporary measure, he knew, but it was enough for him to tear away from the mirror.

Dario left his room. The senator, freed from the meeting, returned shortly. Dario waited for him in the living room.

“You left very quickly,” Julius noted as he walked up to greet Dario. “I’m sorry that things couldn’t go our way. But Argrave—”

“Doesn’t matter. I’ve helped.” Dario looked around. “I need to leave. My request?”

Julius looked sad. “Well… are you certain? You seem to grow sicker every day. Given what you’ve done for my household, I could—”

“Please,” Dario interrupted. “No more.”

Julius nodded knowingly, then beckoned Dario down into the basement of the building. There, he retrieved a large box and set it down just before his feet. Dario opened the box, and retrieved something that laid within. It was a spherical thing, with a faint black glass on the outside.

“Can I ask what these are?” Julius asked curiously. “My smith made them according to specification, but…”

“Golem cores.” Dario put the core back in the box. “Legendary golem cores, copied from my people’s prided creations, and improved with dwarven metal.”

“Golem cores?” Julius repeated incredulously. “By the gods… I’ve heard myths of golems, but there must be at least two hundred here. And all of these will be golems?”

Dario put the lid on the box, then picked it up easily. “Thank you, Julius. Goodbye.”


Chapter 20

At the senate meeting, Dario had unilaterally surrendered all knowledge of Dwarven metalworking to the senate. Afterward, he faded into the background. If he was as unsympathetic before an audience as he claimed, that was the best move he could've made. All it did was remove Argrave’s leverage from the table. It also greatly facilitated his next move—a quiet departure while Argrave remained trapped in dialogue with the rest of the senate.

By the time Argrave learned that Dario had departed Mundi, the mysterious artificer was long gone. With the magma moat taking minutes to open and close and his business with the senate unfinished, he abandoned any notion of pursuit at once. The most he did was send word to Elenore, but given the man’s talent at stealth he expected nothing to come of it.

Back at the senate, Therapont had managed to squash the notion of abandoning the alliance before it could gain momentum. Still, long days of negotiation awaited. Argrave requested he return to his kingdom to gather counsel, and was granted permission to bring more people on the condition Melanie remain behind. He agreed.

They returned to Therapont’s residence, where Argrave prepared to depart.

"I appreciate your help, Melanie," Argrave told her earnestly. He wasn't quite comfortable leaving her here, but it was necessary. Tasks awaited him on the surface. “You’ve been every bit as helpful as I thought you’d be.”

She scratched her nose, perhaps to hide some embarrassment at his praise. "You know me. Just a little helper. You can send my payment to Nodremaid. My people will be ready for a few chests of gold."

"While I'm at it, I'll send hazard pay. After all, I need you to do two things. Schmooze with the senators, and investigate everywhere Dario's been. Just don't get caught breaking laws. I think anyone could recognize you."

"Don't get caught?" Melanie repeated.

Argrave smiled. "I'm leaving another friend with you. He might help on that front."

Leaving the Alchemist and Melanie behind, Argrave departed Mundi. His head brewed half a thousand ideas about how he could sway the people of this foreign country beneath the world. Through the senate, through his people, he would endeavor to make sure they cooperated to reach Sandelabara. Because it seemed his monstrous companion once called Raven would accept no other outcome.

The moment he was freed of the confines of dwarven metal, Argrave cast [Worldstrider] to return to Blackgard. Anneliese was absent, so he sought out Elenore first. He opened her door to find her working dutifully in her office. Durran stood behind her, evidently distracting his wife judging from the exasperated joy on her face.

“Argrave.” She rose, her face returning to business at once. “You really should send word before you return.”

“You knew I was coming,” he said dismissively. “And besides, where’s the fun in that?”

Elenore sighed as Durran walked out from behind the desk. “You two can be quite alike, sometimes. No matter.” She gathered her thoughts. “I sent more people to the ruins where the Iron Giants were located. I’ve no doubt Melanie was competent in her disassembly, but perhaps there’s something she might’ve missed. Your queen is out demonstrating to Dras the presence of the Chu, and explaining our defense plan.”

“Meanwhile I, it seems, have been designated to speak to the mountain men beneath the ground.” Durran walked up to Argrave, patting his arm. “We don’t talk enough these days, Argrave.”

“Give it time. We might raid another god’s vault—I’ll need you then,” Argrave jested.

Durran nodded with a smile. “Alright. Do you care to come with and meet my contacts in the Burnt Desert? Rather—beneath the Burnt Desert.”

“They’re your contacts. I think I’d be the third wheel. Besides, I think you’re chasing ghosts,” Argrave told him bluntly, then looked at Elenore and added, “Meaning no disrespect to your thoroughness.”

Elenore shrugged. “I’ve chased enough ghosts in my days to learn they’re not to be left neglected. One might say they can come back to haunt you.”

Argrave laughed, and Elenore hid her pleasure that her joke had landed. “You’ve been a blessing to us all, Elenore. I won’t keep you from your work.” Argrave took Durran’s shoulder, shepherding him out the door. “Let me catch Durran up on Dario while we wait for Anneliese.”

Elenore nodded. “Yes. I’ll scrounge some sort of ceremony up to explain why the Veidimen are joining into our politics.”

***

Argrave spent his time detailing Durran on the man they were looking for. He didn’t expect much from this lead, but he told all in case Elenore was right to be so thorough—it had been known to happen. Thereafter, Anneliese and Dras returned. Argrave gave an affectionate greeting to Anneliese, and a cordial one to Dras. Then, as Elenore worked her magic, they elected to dine.

“If some of these foods are among the supplies sent to the north, my men might well consider this a vacation,” Dras noted, staring at his empty plate.

Argrave pushed away his own empty plate, then rested his arms on the table. “Who are you putting on the parliament?”

Dras leaned back in his chair. “Ah, I was waiting for that question. I was surprised my favorite daughter didn’t ask it, frankly.” He spoke casually and friendly, dropping the demeanor of patriarch here. A sign of trust, perhaps, or genuine affection.

“I believe I have some idea about who would fit the role. I simply cannot guess the names,” Anneliese added, almost defensively. “From what I saw, politics have shifted in Veiden slightly.”

Dras nodded. “With Veid’s aid, I consolidated some tribes, further centralizing things.” He leaned in. “The ones I’m sending to your parliament are loyal chiefs with small tribes beneath them. They’ll be bringing their whole families—I trust this is no issue?”

Argrave answered enthusiastically, “Your people are more than welcome.”

“But Rowe will be leading them all.” Dras smiled widely. “He was quite furious when I told him he’d be living here for some years. Veid calmed him, though. She’s been immeasurably helpful.”

Argrave grew silent at this news, looking to Anneliese for comfort. He hoped she might signal this was some sort of joke, but no such sign came. Dras was deadly serious. Argrave looked back and asked, “You’re sending Rowe. Rowe, called Rowe the Righteous. Rowe, who has a dragon. Are you intending to cause us problems?”

“Have you forgotten they must all obey my daughter absolutely?” Dras pointed both of his hands at her. “They’ll be puppets on your strings. This is meant to help. His dragon, Crystal Wind, will be aiding us in the north, but I’d prefer Rowe here, aiding you. Specifically, I’ve given him a very simple request.” He looked at Anneliese. “He’s come to tutor you.”

Anneliese’s amber eyes widened in surprise. “Rowe himself?” She bit at her lips, deliberating her next words. “Patriarch, I cannot understand why you show us such grace.”

“Nepotism,” Dras declared grandly.

“Argrave and I do not stay in one place for very long,” Anneliese continued. “I cannot guarantee I will be around to receive his tutoring.”

“He will be around for some time.” Dras waved his hand away. “I appreciate that you are not greedy, but this is not your decision. It’s mine. If a father cannot dote upon his daughter whenever he wishes, the world would end overnight. This adoption has been rather to my liking.”

Anneliese looked somewhat frustrated, but Argrave was pleased. He put his hand atop her own. “Looks like you’ll breach S-rank. Always knew you would, but with Rowe’s teachings…”

His words seemed to allow what was to happen to settle in, and Anneliese accepted her good fortune. The meal ended without incident. Just as Dras was rather enjoying adoption, Argrave was rather enjoying this generous father-in-law. How much would he be willing to give to her? He would have to test that theory.

***

Elenore’s handling of the Veidimen integration was very graceful. She invented some justifications, and used some that they already had to explain the presence of the snow elves. She fabricated trade privileges—in essence, she claimed that accepting them into parliament would make the Veidimen take Vasquer as their only trading partner, and would further force them to surrender yet more magic. Both were already happening, but those of the parliament didn’t know that. Secondly, she simply explained that they needed Veiden’s navy to repel coastal invaders. Given that Argrave had not been an alarmist about the threat of the Ebon Cult, the members of parliament felt this notion trustworthy.

In the end, though a vote was not necessary given that the crown itself decided parliamentary seats, a vote was held. It passed by a very thin margin, demonstrating reluctant acceptance by his people. Patriarch Dras returned to Veiden, his duty done here and another beginning elsewhere. It was quite a weight removed to know that a naval invasion was no longer as imminent as it was.

After the meeting, Argrave received a rather surprising guest—Hause. They exchanged brief greetings, but she was quick to get to the point.

“I’ve communicated with the other members of the Blackgard Union,” Hause said. Argrave was tired, and his eyes wandered the elaborate braid containing her blonde hair. “I’ve decided to join, after hearing and mulling over the Alchemist’s words. And more than that, I am debating… employing my ability.”

Argrave’s focus returned at once. “Your ability to unlock one’s potential?”

“What else?” She lowered her head, and jewelry in her braids clattered against each other. “Do not get your hopes up. But I agree that your goal… it might necessitate what I have.” She looked back up at him. “Still, I come bearing other news than my joining of your union. All of the gods of the union have manifested. They seek to establish a presence on this continent.”

Argrave took a deep breath and sighed. “Time moves ever onward… well, I promised them that much. Will Raccomen be occupying the empty stretch of land we promised?”

“He will,” Hause agreed. “They will all send proselytizers soon. If you wish it, I can play the role as mediator between you and them, ensuring a smooth transition. I believe I have a grasp on what you intend for Blackgard, and Elenore and I already work somewhat closely since she helped construct my temple.”

Argrave didn’t need to think long before he nodded. “Thank you. Your mediation would be very helpful. Depending on how quick these missionaries are, I might not be here to welcome them.”

After clarifying some more things with Hause, Argrave got back to his primary task—namely, preparing for the diplomatic conquest of the dwarves. He discussed the idea at length with Anneliese, and they came to a singular conclusion.


Chapter 21

“Here’s my plan, Anneliese.” He sat on their bed, while she laid down with her head atop his legs, watching the ceiling. They were growing numb, but the moment was too serene for him to mind. “I think the youth are the future.”

“That tends to be the way of things,” she answered back tiredly.

“I’m serious. The youth of Mundi going to be the key that we need to convince the senators to lend us aid in extracting the magma from Vysenn.”

Anneliese looked intrigued, and Argrave took that as his signal to continue.

“Where dwarves are shorter, their lives are a little longer. Living to one hundred isn’t uncommon, even without the aid of magic talent. Dwarven society greatly values philosophy, intelligence, experience, and wisdom. Having someone like Alexius, the current Head of Senate, be someone so young is quite the unusual circumstance. And by ‘so young,’ the guy is fifty years old.”

“Then it sounds like youth is quite the opposite of what we need to focus on,” Anneliese noted.

“I think you’ll change your mind soon enough.” Argrave ran his hand through her hair. “I’ll give you that the senate is mostly wizened elders. Most dwarves work until they die. But there’s a large consequence to their aged workforce. Namely, younger people have some difficulty in earning their place in this society. Anestis left Mundi searching for dwarven metal. I imagine if he had a steady job, none of this would’ve happened… but alas, he didn’t. And he’s not a lone wolf.”

Anneliese was starting to put the pieces together, he could tell, but Argrave kept going nonetheless.

“There’s a huge bulk of young dwarves who work at the very bottom rung of craftsman and artificer guilds in apprenticeships, earning the wisdom that their people value very slowly. And an even huger bulk have no work to do at all. The city of Mundi was meant to be populated over a long period of time. There are stretches of the city that are partially built and unclaimed, yet with things as they are the senate finds no need to expand when there’s no demand for land or food. There’s a lot of discontentment that we can use to get our way.”

Anneliese nodded, impressed. “So you intend to call upon this class of people to pressure the senate?”

“Just so,” Argrave nodded. “We have all of the variables for rapid political unity. We have a common enemy—Gerechtigkeit. We have a demographic that wants change—the youth of their society. And we have a foreign element bringing new ideas—us. With it, we can form a faction within their nation that can push for their help in Vysenn.” He tapped her nose. “The unfortunate tragedy of the scenario is that democracy is slow-moving. Say what you will about monarchies, but decisions can be made rapidly and enacted much the same. If you ignore all the bad stuff about dictatorships, they’re not bad.”

“In times like these, I am reminded of where you are from,” Anneliese mused. “But there is one key part of this that you neglect. You need another group that might operate in your stead. Even if by some miracle you manage to convince the dwarven youth that you are one of them, to the rest of the populace, you will be seen as what you are—a busybody, sticking your nose in politics where it does not belong. And this faction of yours would die.”

“There’s always a fly in the ointment.” Argrave peered into her eyes. “Got ideas?”

“No. But I am certain that I will have them, when the time comes.” Anneliese looked deep in concentration. In times like these, alone with her, he was reminded why he fell in love with this woman.

***

Argrave and Anneliese entered the dwarven nation midway through the next day. While en route, he had to veritably tear Anneliese away from the machines operating the magma moat. Even then, her curiosity had been lit, and she bombarded Argrave with half a thousand questions on the walk to join up with Melanie and the Alchemist. They were promptly shadowed by dwarven guards, who had been awaiting their return.

When they did arrive, Melanie was waiting out front to receive them. She’d just returned from a meal with a senator, and when she heard the magma moat operating, elected to wait for them out front of Therapont’s estate.

“Got a little bit of good news for you, and some that might be disastrous,” Melanie said after they exchanged greetings. They hung within the roofed alcove just out front Therapont’s estate, warded to prevent sound from leaking. “The good news is this—the dwarven senate seems to be having difficulty procuring one of the main ingredients of dwarven metal. Namely, spirits. That run I did, scrounging their contraptions that harvested them, turned out to be very beneficial indeed. I don’t think there’s any way they can make enough dwarven metal without relying on us, or fighting a god and extracting it of spirits on their lonesome.” She hefted her black blade. “They’re fresh out of weapons like these, and I’m told their magma weapons only really function down here, in the bowels of the earth. In other words… we’ve a very unwilling trade partner.”

“That is a rush of good fortune,” Anneliese nodded, then looked at Argrave pointedly. “And it might give us a point of attack upon which we can use to create the faction of youths.”

Argrave tried not to slip into joy as he asked, “But the bad news?”

“It’s half bad, half good. Just like you asked—didn’t get caught,” Melanie said subtly. “Went into Julius’ home—he was the one protecting Dario. From all I could learn, Dario quite literally brought the little fellow back from the brink. Solved so many of his problems it’d take a scroll to write it out. Julius is the type that likes to return favors, much to Dario’s fortune. And to our misfortune, I think he’s done something that could be a problem.” She reached into her gauntlet, retrieved a slightly bent paper, and held it out to Argrave.

Argrave took the paper, unfolding it. On it… something was drawn. It was an orb, and had some strange attempts to replicate markings. Or were they pipes? Argrave couldn’t tell.

“That was by the smithy in the basement,” Melanie said direly. “I’m sure you know… this is bad, right?”

“I don’t know what this is,” Argrave confessed plainly. “A circle? It has lines, too. Am I supposed to make sense of this?”

She snatched the paper back. “Don’t joke with me. It’s obviously a golem’s core.” When Argrave exchanged a glance with Anneliese, Melanie defended, “Fine. Maybe it’s not the best. I was wearing gauntlets, damn it, and I couldn’t well steal the original without flags being raised.”

“Hold on,” cut in Argrave as the gravity started to weigh on him. “Golem cores? You’re certain that’s what you saw down there?”

“I saw diagrams for them,” Melanie shook her head. “Believe me—I saw enough of these I could recognize them. And back when we dealt with the Iron Giants, I made absolutely certain that every single one of these was destroyed utterly after we’d disassembled the things. As it turns out, Dario did take something from those ruins. Namely… the knowledge of how these cores work.” She looked down guiltily. “If I’d known…”

“You did nothing wrong,” Anneliese told her at once. “You followed your instructions to the letter. But Argrave—if Dario did have some of these cores made, does that mean he intends to make golems?”

Argrave took the shabby drawing from Melanie’s hand. Now that he knew what it was, he could make some sense of it. He rambled idly, “Even if he’s crafted them, they would have to be powered. In the game, Gerechtigkeit’s essence was their power source. In lore, they were powered by lightning. Once powered… they could make golems, yeah. But I can’t see how Dario, alone, could rebuild the Iron Giants fast enough to matter. Durran’s keeping his eyes on Dario’s kin. And if the man managed to make them, I can almost guarantee Gerechtigkeit would commandeer them. Automatons and necromantic magics are his favorite treat.”

“Dario has been down here only recently. He might’ve built them earlier, and only now has the cores,” Anneliese pointed out. Argrave was silenced by that, and Anneliese slowly pulled the drawing from his hands. “Do these cores have other uses?”

“Bombs. But Dario didn’t seem a terrorist to me.” Argrave paced around in worry, then remembered himself. “Good work, Melanie, finding this stuff.”

“Good work indeed,” Anneliese echoed his sentiment, handing back the drawing. “With Dario absent, all we can do is send this information on to Elenore. Let us speak to Therapont, and see what autonomy we might have. We have to keep moving, no matter what this strange man is planning.”

***

Argrave introduced Anneliese to Therapont. Not much time remained until he returned to the senate to deliberate with the gathering about the alliance, and the dwarven senator took a vested interest in learning about her and his character that he might bring her ideas and character before the senate. It would be some time until the grace period that Argrave had asked for would end, and it seemed the senate wanted to have conversations with the two of them absent for some further days. Fortunately, that lent well into their other goal.

“I was thinking on bring my pet Raven around the city, finally begin the process of finding out where Gerechtigkeit has maligned the magma.” Argrave held out his hands amicably. “So, there’s some questions I had about the city.”

“Ask away,” Therapont directed. “I will be your guide, though I must depart soon.”

“Don’t need guiding,” Argrave assured him. “Just a few questions.”

“Are there any areas we ought to avoid?” Anneliese asked. “Areas that are host to criminal activity? Though we can handle ourselves, we’d like to avoid incident wherever possible.”

Therapont stroked his large beard. “Crime is an extremely rare thing in Mundi. We are one people, one race, with a unified philosophy toward life and most other things. A sole identity creates unbreakable cohesion.”

“Of course,” Argrave agreed. “I don’t doubt that. Still, like I said… we’d just like no trouble at all.”

Therapont sighed. “Well… the only thing I can warn is that you should stay away from the southern tip. It’s near fully-constructed, but the project was called off. Might be unstable in places. It’s one of the few sites that our people ended up abandoning. The construction there has fallen into disarray, and… animals have taken residence. Rather unsavory animals,” Therapont added with some disdain. “If you need go through there, hug the inner wall. That place is safe.”

“Unsavory animals?” Argrave pressed.

“The worst kind of animal. Populists,” the senator said with a slight sneer. “They think the senate is run by some sort of shadowy organization. In truth, many of these squatters are original residents of that region before it was abandoned, and some others are young punks disillusioned by supposed mistreatment. Does this species of animal exist in Vasquer?”

“Given time, I’m sure it will.” Argrave smiled. He didn’t add that there might be some basis to populist theories in Vasquer, given Elenore’s network of information and business. “Thanks for the warning.”

“Of course,” Therapont nodded. “I hope you can find this malignance quickly, however that might be. I’m off.”

Once Therapont had left, Anneliese asked, “Pet Raven?”

“Just a joke,” Argrave assured. “Now… are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“If you’re thinking about heading south,” Anneliese looked at him.

“It’s nice to agree on things.”


Chapter 22

“More fool me…” muttered Durran as he followed in pursuit of a pale-skinned man in a spacious cavern.

“Did you say something?” asked his escort, looking back curiously. He had red eyes and dark hair, marking him as one of the humans in the caverns below the mountains between the Burnt Desert and Vasquer.

Argrave and Durran had both shared similar thoughts about this man, Dario. They’d been under the impression that checking out the subterranean mountain people to look for a lead would be a waste of time. But as it turned out, Elenore had risen to where she was for a reason. There was a lead in these dank caverns—a lead his allies were more than willing to show him.

“After you show me his workshop, is there anyone that knew Dario? Someone I can talk to?” Durran asked, moving a little closer to his lead.

“Well…” the escort, a prominent man in their leadership structure, narrowed his eyes. They lingered on the glaive that he used as a walking stick. “It depends on what you want from this man.”

“I wouldn’t harm my ally’s people, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Durran said with a fatigued shake of his head. “I bring this glaive everywhere. Don’t worry about it. These days, I use this sword,” he said, tapping the blade on his left. “It’s positively divine. And it’ll remain sheathed, no matter who I meet, rest assured.”

“Members of our communes claimed that you used necromancy in removing Fellhorn’s influence from the land,” the escort noted. “We fought together to erase the Vessels, but there’s something to be said about those that would use the dead for their own end.”

Durran nodded. “Those were desperate measures. And I’ve been straying away from those magics, these days…” He focused on the man leading. “But if you’re so defensive about these people, why are you willing to give up Dario?”

“Because he left the communes,” the escort said simply. “He had no one tying him to this place. But one day, he became very… frenetic. Agitated. And after a near-disaster with a rockfall, he left to the mountains. It’s not the first time that cave-ins have dissuaded our people from the deep-dwelling life. But down here is still kinder than the surface. Or was, until the Vessels drained the aquifers. Now that they’re dead, we see little need to engage with others. Still, we owe you some favors.”

The pathway opened up into a mountain commune. Their people were casually relaxing in a serene and beautiful place, where elaborate structures of jade bore pillows. The black-haired, red-eyed people of the mountains lounged lazily while golden golems patrolled the place, both tending to the elaborate farms of edible greenery growing deep beneath the earth, and watching out for any intruders. Durran recalled their golems in battle, resisting the Vessels of Fellhorn to liberate the Burnt Desert. These mountain people each had golems enough to form a true army… but they lived in disparate places they called ‘communes,’ lounging, philosophizing, and using machines of war as common laborers.

According to Argrave, Gerechtigkeit would commandeer these golems at some point. These peaceful, if lazy, people would be torn apart by the creations that were maintaining their lives of calm bliss. They had a great deal of time before that happened, fortunately, and Elenore was well focused on this matter.

“Are you coming?” asked his escort, prompting Durran to follow along into a red building carved out of the rock.

The building that Durran entered finally gave some sign that these people did some labor. But by ‘labor,’ this place was that which built their laborers. In the back, he felt a strong heat. He and the escort neared its source as the pressed inside. A huge furnace billowed smoke, heat, and intense light. It seemed to be idle now, but it was kept warm nonetheless. Several people sat by the furnace, using its light to read books.

Durran saw countless metal casts on the wall. Arms, legs, torso—the golem-making process had been made completely efficient, it seemed. The power that these deep-dwelling people could possess was quite alarming. It had been immensely difficult to persuade them to help Durran against Fellhorn and Titus, though—he couldn’t imagine it’d be easy to get them to do more. Even now, they languished in contentment. Their population was perhaps two thousand, and they did little more than exist. Their creations had earned them that right.

“This side-room here was Dario’s. It doubled as the storeroom for unpowered golems. Dario was assistant to the golem master, helping him pour the metal, make more golems, the works.” the escort explained. “I’ll wait out here. You look for what you need to. I’d say not to break the golems… but I don’t think I need be worried.”

Durran thanked the man and stepped inside. The place was dark, but he used spell light to illuminate the area. The wyvern bone glaive caught the spell, and the blade itself started to glow like a lantern. Huge figures to his left made him flinch, but he quickly relaxed when he realized they were silent and still golems. Long rows of golems stretched out endlessly in this square area. Golden, gleaming, yet ready for use at a moment’s notice… the only bottleneck was powering these things. Apparently, it took many years to generate enough power for some golems.

Was this Dario’s plan? An army of golems? It was powerful, sure, but they were beatable. With the divine armaments from Erlebnis’ vaults, Durran himself might be able to wrestle one. He looked around the warehouse, but there were only golems all to his left. On the right, dangling just beside the walkway, detached golem arms hung in long rows. Durran was going to dismiss their presence before he noticed they were strangely morphed. He held his glowing glaive up to them, where he deduced that their metal had been exposed to extreme heat and partially melted.

Durran tracked the long row of arms lining the side of the room, trying to find some order in the chaos. And he did—each of these arms were made of different material, it looked like. Some were worse melted than others. While following the row, he realized that each of these arms were different trials. Their composition got better and better, and after a long string of failures each hand seemed to be less melted than the others. By the end of it, there was considerably less warping. And for the last few… none at all. He touched an unmorphed one. It was extremely heavy, and Durran looked up at the thick chains keeping it up in the air. If this thing could move and function as a golem… the monstrous creations would be even more powerful.

Where the warehouse ended, Durran saw a well-used cast for a golem’s arm leaned up against an empty frame. The frame was about the size of a body, and though it had nothing inside it, Durran thought it looked like it could hold a suit of armor rather well. Just beside it was a huge golem, hunched over and immobile. Unlike all of the others to his left, this one was a dull green. Durran could tell that this whole thing had endured intense heat. And even from a distance, he could tell it was made of the same dreadfully heavy metal he’d just touched. There was a desk, too, on which documents sprawled ungracefully. Durran stepped closer to get a better view of them.

“I have a weapon trained at your back. It’s meant to kill gods,” said someone from behind. “Turn slowly.”

Durran felt his body seize up, and he turned his head first. In his peripheries, he saw a black-haired man crouching. His right arm was pointed toward him, and atop it an ungainly crossbow aimed right at his back.

Durran did turn slowly, as instructed. “Dario, right? Master of stealth indeed. I like to think I’ve got good hearing, but even in this silence I didn’t hear you.”

“Step to the wall,” Dario said quietly. “Face it, kneel. Place both hands against it.”

“You could’ve just killed me if that weapon’s half of what you say,” Durran pointed out. “But you didn’t. Why?”

“Nothing against you. You helped my people. Don’t want to hurt you. Need you to step away.” His eyes, though bloodshot, were focused intensely.

“Are you an agent of Gerechtigkeit? Are you from another world? Are you blessed by a god?” Durran rattled off questions, hoping to see some reaction that might betray truth.

“Enough!” Dario yelled. “Step away.”

Durran didn’t move. “If you’re telling me to step away, not leave… can I assume I’m near something you need? I got word from Elenore—you were making golem cores down there in the dwarven lands. Did you come here to make the golems you needed… or to tie up another loose end?”

He didn’t miss Dario’s expression shift slightly. “Last warning. Try nothing.”

Durran clenched his glaive, briefly wondering if he should risk it. But he didn’t know what Dario was actually looking for, and more importantly, Argrave had warned that this man was incredibly dangerous. He decided to play along and hopefully spot something that might give him some clue.

As Durran walked to the wall, he kept his eyes on Dario and contacted Elenore through her blessing. “Found Dario down in one of the communes. He came to his old workshop. Looks like he was studying heat-resistance. He’s got me—”

Dario waved his left hand, and the air shifted. Durran felt a twinge of pain in his head as the connection between him and Elenore snapped. He fell to his knees involuntarily rather than as he had been intending. The pain faded quickly, yet the connection with Elenore did not return. More than that—he felt the blessing bestowed upon him by Stout Heart Swan twist and writhe, subdued by a foreign and powerful presence.

He expected Dario to subdue him as he struggled, but instead, the artificer had leaned up against one of the immobile golems. His crossbow still aimed steadily as he bled from his nose and eyes.

“Told you to try nothing.” Dario shook his head, crossbow aimed even as he wiped away blood from his face. He succeeded only in smudging it, and the light from Durran’s glaive cast the man in an eerie light. “You people… seem determined to die.”

“I’ve been known to make a bet or two,” Durran returned, then reached for the divine blade on his waist.

Dario fired a bolt, and Durran put all of the strength he could conjure into his legs to roll away. The bolt, which was about a foot long, pierced into the wall just behind Durran. The whole of it seemed to vanish as it kept travelling through the dense stone. The ground itself rumbled from the tremendous force.

Dario reloaded a new bolt all too quickly, but Durran rushed into the huge array of golems, trying to hide. He chided himself in his head, thinking, Trying to hide? From someone who’s a master of stealth? Gods, Durran…

He kept a mental note of where that desk was. And he knew that he’d need to get to it. Dario had returned here for a reason… and he meant to find out what it was.


Chapter 23

Argrave, Anneliese, and Melanie spent some time lingering exactly near where Therapont had suggested they avoid. The place was as the senator had described—namely, an abandoned construction site. It was something of the darker side of this society that seemed so idyllic. Where once before their society had seemed nearly without flaw, they saw something abandoned, falling apart, and sectioned off. And rather than merely neglected, it was completely abandoned. That illustrated the dwarven tendency toward perfection. Either they did it all the way, or not at all. And in this case, they chose not at all.

Guards issued by the senators were constantly shadowing them, and so it was impossible to approach the people that were squatting in the abandoned sector. They didn’t seem to be especially numerous, but in a society so free of conflict, he’d little doubt that this was a hot-button issue for their people. As much was proven when they asked their guards about the squatters.

“It’s a disaster built by journeymen,” one of the guards said. “It’s better off abandoned.”

Some of the others present bristled at this answer, but Anneliese asked, “Journeymen?”

Argrave was going to explain, but he was beaten by the others present. “Journeymen are those in the crafter’s guilds that’ve completed an apprenticeship, but have not yet been declared a master,” the dwarf explained. “Those out there in the abandoned section are all journeymen, mostly. A fair few years ago, they received approval from the senate to build the next section of the city. The plans were drafted, everything was up to code, and the project was very nearly done. Then, the masters of the guilds had their construction permits and materials revoked after invoking an old privilege they possess before senate.”

A dwarf pointed to the squatter encampment. “Right. Those out there—protestors. The senate had no right to restrict permits. Now, it stands to reason it’ll be years before that section of Mundi is complete. All because the masters couldn’t bear to have their work ‘stolen,’ when they’re the one’s been dragging their feet.”

“How do you mean?” Anneliese kept up her inquiries. “Where is the conflict?”

Argrave expected some reluctance to explain, but it was clear these people weren’t used to be secretive about their politics. “There’s a large glut of journeyman dwarves in the guilds. Most of them are every bit as skilled, if not more so, than the masters above them. But the masters retain certain privileges—among those privileges is the right to anoint new masters. It’s done by popular vote from the current masters—and the current masters aren’t making many new masters. The last thing the majority of them wish to do is create competition for themselves. Generally, only relatives of current masters are getting through. It’s an antiquated, nepotistic system that needs to go.”

Another nodded. “Either journeymen enter into shite contracts for years to become a master, or they stay journeymen. Masters of the guild have a stranglehold on the entire economy—nay, the entire senate.”

“Let’s not be alarmists,” the other dwarves cautioned. “The last thing we’d want is for every single journeyman to be allowed to become a master. The consequences that might have could be devastating.

“What’s alarming is how much influence the masters have come to possess,” another of their guards protested. “My sister showed me the contract she received. It’s no different from the apprenticeship she’s supposedly graduated from. Time was, they promoted merit. Now, they’ve got a grip on money tighter than a vice, and seem to want to be sure none but they and theirs get it.”

Neither Argrave nor Anneliese needed to consult one another—one glance alone was enough for both to recognize that the other was thinking the same thing. This was their lead. This was the way to leverage an active political notion to jumpstart their own needs. It seemed as though everyone agreed there was some problems with the system, but fixing it? That was the matter of contention. And where contention was, opportunity followed.

As Argrave’s brain was working, Elenore’s voice entered his head. Usually she was clear, composed, and calm. Even in this supernatural method of communication, he could hear that she was utterly rattled with one four words.

“Argrave, Durran is gone.”

And when he heard them, he knew why that was the case. He immediately stepped away from the conversation with the guards, responding, “What do you mean?”

“I can’t feel him anymore. His presence, our connection, has severed. The last words I received were that he’d encountered Dario, and now he’s gone, and I…” her voice trailed off.

“Alright,” responded Argrave, distancing himself from the group. He put one hand up against a wall and leaned against it. Melanie asked him if he was sick, but he didn’t answer. “We don’t know what happened yet. Until we do, let’s assume he’s simply cut off for now. Do you remember what I said about this guy?”

“You said Dario had some sort of strange power that can affect magic and blessings,” she replied shakily, then went silent. “If he’s hurt… you know I’ll do whatever it—”

“But you won’t have to do anything, because he’s fine,” Argrave interrupted. “He’s got divine armaments, he’s an S-rank spellcaster thanks to the Alchemist, and he’s been fighting gods for the better part of a year. You need to contact Lira, your patron goddess. She’ll have to know better what happened.”

“You’re right. You’re right.” Though their connection conveyed no such thing, he could practically hear her taking a deep breath. “I need to focus on coordination. I’ll…” she stopped speaking. “Durran said Dario was studying heat resistance. Now, I’m going to…”

Their connection severed, but Argrave could still feel her presence persist in his mind, ready to be opened whenever it was needed. He stepped away from the wall, refocused. Melanie and Anneliese both looked at him expectantly. They were both quick enough to catch on to what made Argrave step away so urgently.

“Durran found someone we know,” Argrave said grimly. “And he’s cut off from Elenore.”

***

Though Durran thought that his mistake had been trying to hide, he’d only been half right. It had been a mistake to run near the golems at all.

With another wave of Dario’s hand, a dozen of the golems closest to him came to life, overflowing with a strange white power that exuded outward from their joints. These golden automatons walked to gleaming him like angelic guardians, making his attempt to hide utterly useless. At first he tried to weave his way through the inert golems as he headed toward the desk, but the others recklessly tossed their machine kin aside and cornered Durran.

Strangely, the golems were fierce and thinking fighters. He’d seen the golems fight against Titus and his men, and he’d fought against those spear-wielding monstrosities on the mountain peak with Argrave—he knew this was not their normal behavior. Whatever Dario had summoned forth to possess these creatures had a will of their own. Durran could sense no necromancy at work, nor did he suspect shamanic magic. This was something different. They herded him, trying to keep him at bay.

With little time to stop Dario from getting what he needed, Durran rushed forth madly. The closest golem lashed out with a deadly kick. Durran went low and caught the golem’s heel with his left hand, pulling it forth with the full strength of the divine armaments empowering him. He cleaved the divine blade through the joint near its hip, and it collapsed with a leg severed. As it lay there, his sword pierced straight through the golden armor on its torso right where its core was. When the core shattered, he was glad to see the thing become useless without it.

The other possessed golems attempted to punish him, but he quickly conjured an S-rank ward, and a globe of golden power exploded outward to protect him. The S-rank ward bent beneath the golem’s punches like soft metal, and finally fractured while scattering oddly morphed magic. It gave Durran time enough to get away… but he’d never been one to retreat. He rushed at one, jumped upward as it bent down to punch at him, and stabbed it straight in the chest. His force sent it tumbling backward, and before it fell, he leapt from it, heading for where Dario stood over his desk, stuffing papers into a bag.

Durran landed behind Dario and ran forth, ignoring the golems behind him. Dario turned, swinging his right arm mounted with the crossbow. The crossbow’s point swung at his head like a warpick, and Durran tried to bat it aside with the flat of his blade. He wasn’t expecting the tremendous power behind the blow. As soon as their weapons met, the powerful impact made the blade vibrate intensely and ring. He felt the sheer force travel through his wrist, and dropped the weapon as it rung like a gong.

Rather than retreat, Durran got closer, trying to wrestle with Dario. He kneed the bag that Dario had been preparing, and some papers scattered everywhere. He got his hands around Dario’s forearms and struggled to overpower him. He heard mechanical creaking as whatever the man had adorned his armor with strained to fight against his divine-empowered strength. Durran grabbed at a mechanical support and attempted to pry it free, but the thing was ridiculously firm. The futile struggle freed up Dario, and he again called upon that strange power of his. This time, it powered the dull green golem standing just beside the desk. Durran disentangled from Dario just as it swung its fist down toward him.

The golem struck his right arm with power utterly incomparable to the gold ones. Pain assailed the whole right side of his body as Durran felt his feet leave the ground. He slammed into an inert golem, tumbling in a heap of broken parts. When he finally recovered, he saw Dario aiming his crossbow. His foe fired.

Durran knew he couldn’t dodge, but he could minimize damage. He twisted his body and the bolt struck him right at the top of his left shoulder. It pierced past the armor far easier than it had any right doing, then continued into the ground with a loud rumble. Durran cried out in pain, yet had sense enough to stagger away back into hiding before another shot came. As Durran watched, healing his wound, Dario fumbled his way over to the green golem. He was looking just as tired as Durran felt. The golem picked both him and his bag up, then ran toward the exit with unnatural speed.

Durran rushed out of cover, heading for the desk while watching for any further attacks. To his joy, Dario had not collected all of the papers that scattered after he’d kneed his bag. He quickly collected them, though did not have the time to survey them all. He gazed at the wound in his left shoulder. Few inches lower… I’d lose an arm. Lower than that, my heart’s a sauce. He looked at his right arm. He was sure he’d broken his shoulder. More than that, his arm was dislocated. He popped it back into place, hissing in pain.

With his arm corrected and his wound healed, Durran studied the papers—seven remained, and one of them had been torn in half. They contained dense letterings. Still, it was something that Dario had thought was important enough to come and deal with personally. Movement from the golem array drew his attention back, where the golden guardians still billowed with Dario’s power.

“Don’t know who you are…” he spoke to the golems, thinking that whatever controlled them might be able to hear him. “But we’ll unravel whatever it is you’re doing. Look forward to it.”

Durran stowed away the papers then made for the exit, leaving the inferior golems in the dust. He picked up his glaive on the way out, then advanced forth cautiously. He had a hell of a lot of explaining to do to his allies, he suspected. And if he knew Elenore, she was frantically sending people out to this location. But he’d gotten something. It was time to get it back to the people who might interpret what it was.

Durran had good senses. And Dario seemed to him to be one of the biggest threats they’d face. He was a man dying for his cause. And every time he’d conjured that power, there had been no hesitation.


Chapter 24

When Durran returned on wyvernback, bearing seven papers that he gave to Elenore with a casual gesture, she was beset by so many emotions they were uncountable. She wanted to hit something very hard, preferably Dario, and perhaps cry a little while doing so. She didn't do that, but it took so much effort to restrain that instinct all she could do was stand in shocked silence while Durran sat on a chair in her office.

"Really don't know what it is with that guy. He'd rather bleed from his eyes than kill me. Can't say I'd make the same decision if I was in his shoes." Durran removed his pauldron, which had been partially wrecked by something. “But he did. So I’m alive. If only the rest of the world worked like he does…”

Elenore walked up to him with steady steps. The panic she'd felt had been so overwhelming. She had resisted the urge to muster an army to stop Dario only just. Now it ended all like this. She reached out a hand and rested it on his head, gently stroking his hair as the others held the papers she’d received.

"Dario... he escaped?" Her voice was quiet.

"He got in undetected. Got out the same way. I had a harder time of things. A little difficult to explain why some of their automatons came to life in my brief little visit. Fortunately for me, his exit did catch some eyes, so I had a decent enough alibi. It was a lot of trouble… but in the end, all worth it." He smiled at her, golden eyes shining in the dark. "Go on. Read the papers."

Elenore felt that was rather the last thing she cared about at present. But seeing his cat-like eyes proud of the prey that he’d caught made it impossible to say no. She continued to stroke his hair as she lifted them up with one hand and read the first of the documents.

“This is about Sandelabara,” Elenore said after a while, looking at Durran intently. She expected him to have already read it all.

“I would say that we got lucky, but the entirety of the documents seemed to be about the place,” Durran nodded proudly. “Whatever entity is standing behind Dario, I think we can safely say two things. One—it wants us to stop Gerechtigkeit. Two—it wants us to keep the cycle going rather than end it, the key to which lies in Sandelabara.” He rose to his feet, setting his pauldron down on a nearby table. “We’re close, Elenore. Closer than I ever thought we’d get.”

He started to walk away, but Elenore grabbed his forearm and kept him there. She didn’t want him to leave—not yet. He’d need to endure a few hours by her side, at the very least. Not for him—for her. And Durran, ever adroit at understanding the emotions she herself did not grasp, smiled quietly and remained at her side.

“There’s two other names in that paper,” Durran told her after a long time. “Mozzahr’s name. Traugott’s name. They’re listed in the same breath as Argrave. Mozzahr for his independent research… and Traugott for his theft of it. These documents keep track of everything that we’ve been doing. They’re almost… omniscient. He’s somehow been monitoring people that are nearing Sandelabara.”

Elenore refocused. “Do you mean to tell me that Dario—or whoever is behind him—considers Mozzahr and Traugott legitimate contenders to reach Sandelabara?”

“He does indeed,” Durran nodded. “I deduced that he was acting alone—at least among mortals. But we can assume that everything we do, even this conversation right now, is being heard by something.” He waved his hand around. “Given the fact Dario seemed to know that we were speaking through a connection, and severed it personally, I don’t think that’s exempt either. I suspect that our listener is whatever entity was possessing those golems.”

Elenore gripped his wrist a little tighter. She didn’t know what he was talking about when he mentioned possessing golems, but there seemed to be more important matters of contention. “What are we dealing with? There’s no way Argrave could be ignorant of something so powerful if it was within his purview.”

“Nothing on those papers told me what I needed to know,” Durran sighed drearily. “They were just tracking our progress. ‘Our’ meaning everyone who’s nearing the truth of the cycle. And all of it confirms that our progress has been entirely on the right track.”

***

When Argrave heard the news that Durran had risked his life to get, he was even further confused by the new information.

Is Gerechtigkeit only an agent of something greater? Argrave considered the question deeply. It held merit—they knew that Gerechtigkeit came from another realm entirely, and they knew he returned after dying. If he was something created and sent out for that purpose, it fit splendidly. Still, Argrave didn’t understand how it all might tie together. He needed to see those documents. If he did, perhaps there was some memory locked away in his head that might unlock when given the right stimulus.

But in the end, another more pressing matter reared its ugly head. They had competitors to find Sandelabara. Apparently the documents that Durran seized were not exceptionally recent—they didn’t detail what Traugott or Mozzahr had been doing recently to discover Sandelabara. But these two were, at the very least, competitors to reach it. And upon hearing the news that Dario had been researching heat-resistance, he could safely assume that Dario himself was attempting to reach Sandelabara, perhaps using golems.

That meant that they were restricted in terms of time. They desperately needed to earn the assistance of the dwarves in clearing Vysenn of any magma before it erupted… and beyond that, they needed to secure the territory itself. He directed Elenore to monitor Vysenn closely, and perhaps even move in to seize the place. He’d never be so imperialistic usually, but their tribes had already shown some hostility, and this was a life-or-death matter for the whole world.

Argrave and his companions stood in the gardens of Therapont’s estate. This was becoming something of a meeting area for them while in Mundi. It was the only place where the Alchemist might speak without drawing the attention of all. The man didn’t speak, though—he stood in the background eerily, watching and listening after Argrave explained what Durran had learned.

“If time is indeed so short, and Dario vies to reach Sandelabara before us…” Anneliese said, half a question and half a statement. When Argrave nodded, she continued. “…then we must take some risk. We do not have the luxury of courting the journeymen slowly and in secrecy, perhaps with Melanie’s aid, to pressure the senate into accepting our proposal.”

“You’re saying we don’t have any options you see,” Melanie ground her black blade against the marble, leaving scuffs. Argrave scowled at her, and she got the message not to deface the walkway. 

“No,” Anneliese shook her head. “I said we must take some risks. Rather than handling everything on our own, we should entreat an ally in this fight.”

“Anestis? Trifon and Kostis, maybe?” Argrave shrugged, then sat down atop one of the railings overlooking a garden plot. “They helped, but I don’t think they’re what we need.”

“Therapont showed that he was willing to listen to reason,” Anneliese pointed out, walking up to him as he sat. “We can persuade him once more. We can have another debate.”

Argrave scoffed. “I won the first debate because the facts were on my side. This alliance is a net benefit for all parties. And hell—the alliance part of this hasn’t even been established yet. This time… how can I possibly make him see things our way? This project to purge Vysenn of magma is predicated on two things—the Alchemist’s word, and my knowledge that the sucker’s going to erupt. They agreed to help us stop Gerechtigkeit. They didn’t agree to trust my word as gospel.”

“Didn’t you use the excuse that Gerechtigkeit was planning to use magma to his own ends?” Melanie pointed out prudently. “I think that issue was muddled because you thought it was a lie… but hasn’t it become true?”

“Well…” Argrave paused, struggling. “I said this event would affect them. But it doesn’t—Vysenn’s eruption only affects Berendar. Ash clouds will block out the sun, causing mass famine and lowering the temperature by several degrees for the whole continent. That is real. What I said to the dwarves was just a white lie, some non-existent issue to force the proposal to pass. But Therapont didn’t rally around that—he rallied around the common-sense idea that the dwarves would be best served preventing Gerechtigkeit from winning, as they might suffer the consequences if we failed.”

“But now you’ve found the truth,” Anneliese reminded him. “And Therapont is someone willing to listen to reason. If you resurface old issues, blending them with what we have learned now, he might be swayed. And if he is swayed, he might join our plan to use the political discontent in the southern section to pressure the senate into enacting change. And unlike us, he can actually succeed in this. He knows these politics.” She kneeled down before him. “Argrave, our plan is hopeless without using insiders. Even as welcoming as these people are, we are complete strangers.”

“So, another debate with the old man,” Argrave summarized, crossing his arms. “And one where the facts aren’t on my side this time.”

“A debate with me on your side,” Anneliese reminded him, touching his knee. “If you think I might help.”

“Of course you’ll help,” Argrave nodded at once, taking her hand with his own. “Well… hell. If you think we should put our cards on the table, then I’ll do it. We need to get to Sandelabara. I’ll send word to Therapont. I’ll ask him to clear a few hours from his schedule for a conversation.”

***

The old dwarf Therapont stepped out from behind his desk, stroking his gray beard. “So, Gerechtigkeit’s malignance in the magma… rather than something that’s near Mundi, where we might build our own technology in our own lands… you’re seeking to build a pumping station atop a volcano on the surface known as Vysenn?”

“That’s right,” Argrave nodded. “And frankly, I don’t think I can even broach such an idea before the senate without being torn to shreds. So I came to you.”

Therapont walked in front of his desk, leaning up against it and facing Anneliese and Argrave, who both sat before him. “Why might it be torn to shreds? Could it be because you’re asking some of our best artisans to abandon Mundi, heading to the surface in the heart of your power? Not to mention how that would deprive us of labor, it would also directly expose our most precious technology to the very heart of your observation. There are so many issues with this I don’t even know where to begin.”

“We came to discuss that,” Anneliese reminded him.

“And we will,” Therapont agreed. “But as it stands, this request sounds like something the conqueror I painted you as might make. And I’m wondering about the viability of the whole alliance, if that truly is the case.” He looked between the two of them. “So, let’s talk. Persuade me.”


Chapter 25

“To begin, we would obviously make whatever concessions necessary to ensure the safety and well-being of your artificers,” Argrave assured Therapont. “If they want no one on the site, they’ll get no one on the site. If they want to keep the land after the pump station is built, they can keep it.”

Therapont crossed his arms. “My opposition thus far was predicated on the idea that you already would institute these things.”

Argrave swallowed and smiled. “Then your predication was correct. I’m going to be blunt with you, Therapont. Both our nations have some degree of leverage over the other.” He leaned forth on the chair. “I very desperately need to have this pumping station built. If I don’t, ash will blot out the suns, famine will wreak the land, and we’ll endure the harshest winter imaginable. But you need spirits for dwarven metal—spirits that we have in abundance.”

“Yet you aren’t our only avenue to reach the surface.” Therapont uncrossed his arms, then jumped up to sit on the front of his desk.

“Yet our established relationship will make us the only easy access to spirits.” Anneliese held out her hand calmly. “We intimately understand your needs. Elsewhere, different nations will be dealing with tremendous turmoil as the cycle of judgment comes to a head. Even supposing they have our capability, will they maintain the same level of cooperation? And even if they would cooperate, what will they expect in return? Something equally as grand, no doubt.”

Therapont ran his hand across his beard. “If you know of this eruption, there are other ways to prevent it. You could rummage together any number of patchwork solutions. You have an abundance of magic-wielders and laborers at your disposal, and seem to have talent enough to muster an unorthodox method. Yet you insist on employing secret dwarven technology.” He looked between the two of them. “Can you see why this draws my concern? It seems unnecessary for you to surrender your leverage for this project before you attempt to solve it yourself. That is why I sense something remains unsaid.”

That Therapont was sharp enough to grasp this fact unsettled Argrave. He was hesitant to bring up their true goal—ending the cycle of judgment permanently. He thought they would think him a lunatic. It was an insane proposition as a mortal to step forth and declare that he would be the one to do what no one else had.

But then… he had connections, didn’t he?

“It’s because I’m not asking as the King of Vasquer. I’m asking as a member of the Blackgard Union, a coalition of divine and mortal forces,” he said. “To tell you honestly, we believe that Gerechtigkeit has something stored down in the magma beneath Vysenn of vital importance.”

Therapont stared for a few moments, then laughed. “A relic of the ancient calamity? Even if that is true, why would my people aid you in acquiring such an evil, foul thing? All of what Gerechtigkeit is, what he does, manifests solely as destruction and death. You would ask my people to aid in you finding such a thing? Do your people not have tales of mortals overstepping their boundaries, damning them and all their allies to misery?”

Argrave hesitated for a moment. If he used his authority as a member of the Blackgard Union and requested the deities vouch for his plan, he would need to involve the gods in their quest to end the cycle of judgment. That harkened back to what Dario said. Dario wasn’t solely worried about Argrave finding the truth about Gerechtigkeit—he was worried about those like the Alchemist finding it. If Argrave involved the gods, could he trust them not to exploit whatever it was they found in Sandelabara? It was a question nuanced enough to make Argrave’s head cave in.

“We’ve been searching for the key to what keeps him alive,” Argrave said, remaining on the subject while not calling upon their godly allies. “And we believe we can find it down there. Ending all of this—the tyranny of the divine every millennium, the wide-spread destruction—is that not something worth fighting for? Does that not open your people to move beyond Mundi, to spread your roots to the whole world?”

“Lunacy,” Therapont shook his head. “Conjecture and lunacy.”

“This is no conjecture,” Anneliese shook her head. “I could take you through all of what we have learned. Every step taken, every word exchanged, can prove it all to be a true lead.”

Therapont stared at her. “Perhaps I misspoke. I don’t doubt that you believe what you say. When two people disagree, it’s not often because one is unreasonable and the other reasonable. It’s because both sides of the argument have merit and strong, logical points supporting them. I know Argrave has a sharp mind, and given the deference he shows to your opinion, miss Anneliese, there must be something of that edge in you.” He stopping sitting on the desk, and walked behind it once more until he sat at his chair. “There is doubtless compelling work behind this path you’ve taken. But it’s a needless risk to many hundreds of people, and I see no need to tolerate it.”

Argrave kept a steady gaze, but leaned back in the too-small chair as though relaxing. “I do find that people tend to become more risk-averse as they get older. I’m almost a little sad to see it’s afflicting you, too.”

Therapont looked as though it was a strange suggestion. “It wouldn’t be me who’d have to deal with the consequences. It’s the generations after me. Should you turn on us, seize our technology, enslave our artificers, that would have disastrous consequences for future generations, not me. At worst I’d be disgraced vouching for you.”

Argrave leaned back in, placing one hand on the desk. “But right now, you have overqualified journeymen squatting in an abandoned district because they want change, Therapont. The younger generation is not happy with the current state of affairs. And you have the opportunity to give them what they want.”

Therapont raised his hand, looking miffed. “Don’t act as though you have a grasp over dwarven politics after a day or two traipsing about the city.”

Despite his words, Argrave looked to Anneliese. She gave him a nod, indicating that he should continue, and Argrave focused back on Therapont. “But you know I’m right, don’t you? People have been maintaining Alexander’s status quo for many millennia, Therapont. They’ve abided by his words like he was a deity, even as time has proven that changes need to be made. You can be the driving force behind true change in the senate. You can fix the antiquated system of the guilds, and provide us with able talent in one fell swoop.”

“Do you think that because they’re journeymen, they’d be less valuable were they lost?” Therapont questioned drolly. “I think you rather missed my point.”

“And do you think that if we only accepted volunteers, we’d return to the surface without anyone to help? I guarantee the dwarves will be willing.” Argrave tapped the desk. “You have thousands of professionals held back by the old system of guilds. Do you think that, if I explained things clearly, offered to pay and support them, we wouldn’t have people lining up to help us? Don’t you think it’s your duty to at least give them that opportunity?”

“They might not understand the risks to safety as well as we senators do,” Therapont dismissed with a shake of his head.

“I think that you’re very wrong,” Argrave disagreed. “Your people are very unified—you’re right. They know the dangers of everything beyond Mundi, and they understand full well how the magma moat protects them. The journeymen would understand more than most. But even now, you have people choosing to live outside it, despite the risks, because they hope for change.” Argrave tapped his chest. “Do you think I can’t recognize a desire for change when I see it, being who I am, having done what I’ve done? It’s all people are talking about. From my dwarven guards, all the way down to you yourself.”

Therapont did hesitate for a few moments. “So, you’d want… journeyman volunteers? Not true masters?”

“Yes. That’s all I dare ask for. Explain to them the risks, and I’ll pitch to them the idea,” Argrave explained with a low voice. “But facilitate true change, and you could harness the zeitgeist of your people for progress both within Mundi and without it. You would be remembered.”

“Remembered as the one responsible for leaking dwarven secrets to the surface?”

Anneliese nodded. “That is the risk. But Argrave and I came here, with little escort, because we believe strongly in these ideas. Our risk was not only our lives, but that our nations be left without a leader. We took on that risk with open eyes. Can that be returned?”

Therapont reached into his desk drawer, then pulled out a small notebook. He flipped it open, grasped the page, then tore it out. He crumpled it up into his hand and threw it off to the side of the room. “It’s not me you have to convince alone, you realize. It’s the entire senate. And all will think as I do.”

Argrave studied the tossed paper. “What was that?”

“My plans for the day,” Therapont said. “I’ve cancelled them. You will, too, if you want my help. Let it not be said I don’t do my background work. This lead of yours—if you want my help, then you must explain exactly how you connected it to Gerechtigkeit. And then, gods forbid it’s convincing, we take it before the senate… and argue like our lives depend on it.”

Argrave smiled broadly. “Therapont—I think you’re going to learn precisely how empowering it is to have all the people at your back.”


Chapter 26

When Dario dreamed, he could see anything that had come to pass.

Dreams were fleeting things, but many months ago, his gained true meaning. He had a dream of shifting rock and collapsing supports when he still lived in the commune, and when he brought a crew to inspect the area, all that he saw in that dream was true. Poor fortune caused it to collapse, and from that day on Dario suspected that something about him had changed. He was proven right, as whatever bestowed these dreams upon him taught him the rules of power and of the past.

He learned countless things in his dreams. He learned the truth of the ancient calamity written of in myth, of Sandelabara and its pivotal importance to this world. He learned of Argrave, of Traugott, and of Mozzahr. He learned what the three of them were careening towards, and what it meant. Argrave’s drive was that of self-serving goodwill, Traugott’s was that of curious chaos, and Mozzahr’s was that of unceasing ambition. But all three of them could shift this world on its head and ruin the balance brought by the cycle of judgment, each in their own way. And to stop that, his dreams had taught him how to utilize the power that was killing him.

He did not know what was giving him these dreams, nor these powers that he harnessed, but there was an intelligent design behind each of them. He called the mysterious silent entity the dream-giver. Countless experiences told him that all of these visions were true and honest. He saw the truth that Sandelabara led to. It was not something that any, be they mortal or god, should ever have the opportunity to interfere with. Few others before had come this close, and dreamers like Dario had ended their journeys.

That these visions came in dreams meant they quickly faded from the mind. It had been for that reason that he’d taken to writing them down to better remember what lessons he learned as he slept. Yet now, the one known as Durran had managed to get his hands on some of his dream journals, revealing that Argrave’s group was on the right path. And he saw the consequences of that night after night when the dreams came.

Dario dreamt of Argrave, Anneliese, and Therapont standing before the senate, pressing for the rights of the journeymen and the request for a pumping station directly above Sandelabara. He saw their machinations in full effect—coercing the masters by threatening their business, weaving grandiloquent speeches to awe the senate and the people, and holding rallies for the dwarven people to make the senators believe their spot in the senate might be in jeopardy if they opposed this motion.

Dario dreamt of Elenore subtly encroaching on the people occupying the volcano named Vysenn, taking steady steps toward the infernal entrance to Sandelabara. She, Durran, and Galamon prepared to use military might and forceful diplomacy to displace the alabaster-skinned tribals occupying the land. In weeks, they positioned themselves to welcome Vysenn as another addition to their kingdom. All they needed was the king’s word, and the tribes of Vysenn would become nothing more than a memory.

They came closer every day. But they were not the only bound for Sandelabara.

Traugott, wielder of the shadows, came ever closer to mastering the portal to the godless Shadowlands. He transformed much of his body and mind, attuning more closely with the tenebrous plane from which the Shadowlanders came. Traugott could walk in that land without suffering attacks, now. And though Dario was not granted access to his thoughts, he could tell that the former Magister planned to reach Sandelabara.

Mozzahr, meanwhile, had long ago returned to the dreary underground. He navigated far more adroitly than Dario had hoped, bridging the gap between one continent and another using the works of ancestors past. Even with his cult disbanded, the man would not relent on his path to usurp Gerechtigkeit. Dario knew that, if he did reach Sandelabara, the true outcome might be worse.

Because of these three and their unrelenting push toward Sandelabara, Dario’s hand was forced. By night he dreamed, but by day he built his forces. He built uncountable golems in a hidden commune beneath the earth. His works were peer to the prided Iron Giants of his people in strength, yet smaller, faster, and capable of enduring even the magma of the planet’s core. To power them, he called upon the ancient energy pervading his body. The dream-giver possessed these golems, then aided him in building more and more. He destroyed his own body to give birth to theirs.

When the time came, Dario would stop them all—Traugott and his Shadowlanders, Argrave and his kingdom, and Mozzahr and his Emptiness. If he were to die doing so, he would be but another dreamer who had given his life to preserve the vital balance of the world. And at the very least, he had to be sure that neither Traugott nor Mozzahr could win. With Argrave, he might see reason once he arrived at the final juncture. With those two… there would surely be only madness.

Yet then, the dreams showed that Argrave faced the most opposition. The Great Chu prepared its imperial navy for a voyage to Berendar. Chu vessels outnumbered the Veidimen allies they’d enlisted four-to-one. And they had the gods of the Qircassian Coalition at their back, with Erlebnis’ knowledge aiding their advance. The wildcard that was Sataistador stood poised to even the tide in Argrave’s favor, yet he could not be trusted to stay faithful.

It was self-evident that this scenario, just as Vysenn, was a turbulent volcano nearing the point to erupt. And like this, the weeks passed ever onward…

***

Argrave received a pen. Most of the pens in Vasquer used a simple fire enchantment to lightly mark paper, yet he felt some nostalgia as he noticed that this one used ink. He lowered it down and wrote his name on the document presented, then handed the pen to Anneliese. She also wrote her name.

Alexius, the Head of Senate, took the paper off the table in front of them. “With this, the alliance between our two nations is sealed.”

The sudden noise of cheers in the gallery above the senate surprised Argrave—they had been deathly silent during all other proceedings. Guards took metal hammers and banged them against gongs, shouting, “Order in the senate!” As the crowd calmed itself—or rather, was forcibly calmed by the guards—Argrave reflected.

With Argrave and Anneliese’s guidance, Therapont had easily harnessed the will of the people to pressure unwilling senators into supporting this expedition to Vysenn. Appealing to the people instead of the senate had come quite naturally to him. They had organized the journeymen as what was effectively a mendicant order. When they heard what Argrave was suggesting, they wandered Mundi spreading the good word of King Argrave and his designs to revamp the system of masters and journeymen.

By pairing the alliance with the proposed changes to the system of the crafter’s guilds, it had been much easier to get the proposal passed. It was a crafty thing, tying the two separate legislations together, and one that Argrave had suggested. One was so vitally important that the questionability of the other could be ignored. It was a common yet scummy tactic that had, thus far, avoided gracing the senate hall. Argrave was glad to have changed that. As for how they’d managed to tie the two together…

“You have the approval to collect volunteers for your project in Vysenn,” Alexius continued when the crowd had calmed, continuing on as though his train of thought hadn’t even been broken. “Henceforth, any journeyman that undergoes a volunteer program organized by the senate and monitored by masters will have the right to advance to that exalted rank. Your project, Argrave, will be the first of these volunteer programs.”

Though the masters of the crafter’s guild retained the right to private enterprise, the senate offered an alternate path to mastership—volunteering for public works projects. It cheapened the senate’s labor costs greatly, gave the journeymen a way out of the pit they found themselves in, and gave the masters some authority as supervisors of the projects. Argrave was, and would remain, ignorant of the finer details. Still, he felt this was a great outcome for all. Mostly him, of course.

But their alliance was forged. And Sandelabara grew closer.

***

With the alliance settled after a process that was far too long, senate was dismissed, and Argrave and Anneliese prepared to return to Vasquer. Therapont was already handling gathering volunteers, and so their sole duty became leaving and preparing Vysenn for this pumping station. As they walked back to Therapont’s estate, they chatted with victory in their minds.

“We still have to handle the tribes and their tephramancers,” Argrave reminded Anneliese. “But… we’ve done it. We’ve earned the support of the dwarves.”

“Would it be strange of me to admit I found this very fun?” Anneliese asked. “You and I, cooperating in this manner not as king and queen but as mere debaters among debaters… it was a welcome reprieve from the things of immense gravity we deal with regularly.”

Argrave shook his head. “I thought the same. Might even be considered a vacation, if not for the terrible beds, short doors, and constant gawkers.”

“I think I can say you’re both just strange,” Melanie told them casually, walking just behind.

“True,” Argrave nodded with a wry smile. “Seems to have worked out well for me. And maybe in the long run, we can make an atmosphere like this. Right?”

“The very long run, perhaps,” Anneliese agreed.

Some silence set over them as they walked through the city. Few dwarves were out—most were sleeping.

“Something’s been bothering me,” Melanie admitted. “But… no, forget it.”

Both Argrave and Anneliese slowed until they stood beside her. Argrave said drolly, “I don’t think you’re allowed to stop there.”

“No, it’s not important,” Melanie shook her head. “Nothing to do with the task at hand. Just my thoughts, my problems.”

“Now you have to say,” Argrave pressed. “Is this why you were acting all weird? Asking questions about Elenore, about family? I’m not as sharp as Anne, but I pick up on things.”

Melanie sighed. “Yeah, I suppose so. Gods… at least promise to keep this quiet.”

“Certainly,” Anneliese promised at once, and Argrave nodded.

Though embarrassed, Melanie put on a brave face and spoke her mind. “From what I see, you two—no, all of you—you know what you want. You’ve got a plan. I do, too, and I can focus on it. We stop Gerechtigkeit.” She hefted the black blade leaning against her shoulder, looking uneasy. “But what the hell do I do after? Why the hell am I doing all of this? I’m a countess, whatever that means. I’ve stockpiled more money than I can spend. Now… I’m struggling to see a good reason to have it. No family. I got friends, or so you two tell me, but all you people don’t seem like someone that would want my money.” She shook her head. “Ah, forget it. Just ignore me. Shouldn’t be thinking of tripe like that during times like this.”

“Nah, don’t say that,” Argrave disagreed. “But even still… these aren’t things either of us can really direct you toward. Fulfillment—you won’t know what it is before you trip over it.”

“Perhaps that search for reason is what your reason can be,” Anneliese posited. “But yes, to Argrave’s point… you stumble into purpose, I think.”

“I see someone like Dario,” Melanie continued, lapsing into her true thoughts now that she felt comfortable. “Killing himself for a cause. What the hell is that all about? What’s going through that sucker’s head? Is it either settling down, or martyring myself? I don’t know. I see bits and pieces of other lives that appeal, but nothing that really fits me.” She sighed once again. “What’s the point of anything if you don’t live to see the results?”

“I suppose you’ll have to ask him,” Argrave said. “Because the way things are going, we’re sure to see Dario at Vysenn. In one way or another.”


Chapter 27

Argrave looked out across the verdant hills just beyond the hills of the Vysenn. It had been some time since he’d seen this place. He had passed through this area after returning from his ‘diplomatic mission’ to the northern part of Vasquer. Back then, he’d been forced to do battle with the people taking residence there because one of their many tribes had invaded at the behest of Georgina.

Now, Argrave looked down at the brunette woman who’d caused all of that trouble. She was chained to a metal stake just before him. Initially he thought that she had done her duties in service of King Felipe, but in truth, she likely hoped to bring his deceased father to Mozzahr, Castellan of the Empty. After their successful subjugation of the cult, Georgina been captured and put under Elenore’s… ‘care.’ She only dodged execution by virtue of being a protagonist of Heroes of Berendar. More specifically, she dodged execution for a day like this one, where she could be useful.

Now, that ‘protagonist’ wore a drab burlap robe no more glamorous than what a beggar might wear, and judging by her gaunt face seemed to have suffered some malnourishment in the dungeon. She had always been a classic beauty, yet time under duress had muted that a great deal. Her hands were chained behind her back, and her palms had been nailed together to prevent her from casting magic.

Argrave knelt down before her and looked back to Anneliese. She gave a him a nod, indicating she was watching and judging all of Georgina’s answers. Argrave looked back at her. She had been very quiet since he’d arrived.

“My sister tells me that you claim to still have some ties to the people in Vysenn,” Argrave began without cordiality. Her actions had caused much death, and he had no desire to be gentle with her. “But the tribe that you sent out to attack us was killed, almost to the last. And I’m questioning her insight because of that. Now—and answer honestly, or this will be the last time that you can see grass—can you talk to some people within Vysenn? Does your word have enough weight to convince them to migrate?”

Georgina bit at her lips. Judging from the blood and the scarring on them, this wasn’t a new thing. When she first opened her mouth to speak, empty air came out as her voice failed her. She swallowed to get it back and then managed hoarsely, “Maybe.”

Argrave stood and repeated disdainfully, “Maybe. That’s your answer?”

Despite freedom dangling before her eyes and the pain undoubtedly wracking her stabbed hands, Georgina maintained her calm and chose her words carefully. It was both somewhat admirable and worrying, by Argrave’s estimation.

“While it’s true that the tribe I associated strongest with was wiped out, I had others that I maintained ties with. Reserves. I couldn’t move freely through their lands without other ties in other tribes. But it’s been a while since I’ve been here. I can’t say how dependable time will have been on those friendships. So, the best I can say is maybe.”

It was a reasonable thing to say, and something that Argrave had been thinking himself. If the Alchemist inside the Ravenstone around Argrave’s neck wasn’t pressuring him to act quickly, he might’ve never considered Georgina as an option. But the dwarven volunteers would be coming quickly, and they would need to prepare Vysenn for use before then.

“Why did you betray your country for the Ebon Cult?” Argrave asked.

She looked up at him with her soft brown eyes, yet there was still some fire within them. “Because my country was torn apart by a civil war with no good outcome, and judgment was coming.” She stewed on her words, then amended, “At least, I thought there would be no good outcome. Mozzahr and his cult were many things, but fractured they were not. Between destroying all or surrendering my homeland to a despot, I thought the latter was better.”

Argrave crossed his arms. “You certainly came up with that quick.”

“I’ve had months staring at iron bars as time to reflect.”

Argrave sighed. He felt brutality was somewhat warranted on a war criminal, but he still didn’t truly have the heart for it. He paced around the grasslands, glancing at Anneliese to see if she had any input. When she offered none, Argrave came to kneel beside Georgina once more.

“You can earn your freedom if you perform well in this task,” Argrave told her. “We need the tribes of Vysenn to vacate their holy temple for some months. No interference, no protests—nothing. We intend to leave them be once we’re done with the area. You’re to be part of the diplomatic party heading into there. It includes the former chieftain of one of their tribes. They’re part of the refugee group.”

Even hearing the potential of freedom, he could see Georgina’s gaunt face gain some of its vigor back. She nodded. “I won’t let you down, Your Majesty. I have nothing to return to, no cause to fight for—I just want freedom,” she said, adding those unnecessary details as some kind of assurance.

Argrave didn’t reply to her words directly. He reached into his coat’s pocket and pulled free a slender shard that looked like obsidian. “This is Ebonice. It hampers magic up to B-rank—in other words, it’ll render you magically impotent. I can’t very well have you appear before the tribes chained, with nails through your palms. But you will stab this into yourself, hiding it completely. Then, one of our mages will heal the wound closed.”

“I…” she stared at the black shard, searching for any way out of this. When she looked up at Argrave, he kept his gaze as cold as the grave. He couldn’t allow to think there was any hope. She seemed to get the message, for she nodded quietly. “Alright.”

Argrave walked around to her chains. He put the key into her cuffs and freed her from the shackles, then grabbed her hands, pulling the iron nails out one by one. When it was done, she stared at her hands for a while before healing herself. Argrave handed her the shard.

“Someone should watch you do it, just to be safe,” Argrave said gruffly. “If you can’t, someone else can.”

He walked back to Anneliese, and she joined them in heading back to the rest of the party as Veidimen royal guards took up the rest of the process. In the distance, a group of bone-white tribals wore clothing Vasquer and chatted in a small party. They centered around one man in particular—a tribal chieftain once known as the Snowrock. Now, he was just Snowrock, former chieftain and citizen of Vasquer. According to Elenore, most of them had joined the army to provide for their families, and consequently they lived a decent life in Blackgard.

But now, he needed them for this diplomatic mission. He was glad they’d integrated with his city, but he hoped their ties to their people remained strong. He and Anneliese walked past them, heading for a tent in the back built in Veidimen style. Argrave pushed the flap aside, and they entered.

Rowe the Righteous, S-rank mage of Veiden, sat on a stool reading. He looked up when they entered.

“Have you got what you needed from my student?” He focused his white eyes on Argrave. “Becoming S-rank takes time. She needs to learn. That is what you want, no?”

“She’s partly yours,” Argrave nodded, walking in. “Are you up for the task of teaching a genius?”

Rowe did not scoff, nor leer, nor even grow indignant, surprising Argrave. “I’ve been preparing her lessons for some time. She will be the future of the Veidimen. I suspect you’ll be well pleased, Argrave.”

Argrave looked at Anneliese with a pleased smile, and even she herself looked surprised. He gave her a quick hug, a quiet ‘good luck,’ and then left her there. She would be receiving daily lessons from Rowe the Righteous henceforth, pushing her toward S-rank. And come tomorrow, they would attempt to peacefully displace the tribes of Vysenn.

***

Emperor Ji Meng sat in his private quarters, where a sumptuous banquet lay untouched next to a cup of liquor unemptied. He was not fond of leaving meals behind like this. He had risen from the squalor of the fields to the grandeur of emperor, and so knew well what it was to starve. But these days, no food held any taste for him. None of the silks, jewels, or gold in his chamber distracted him. No art pleased him. But then, this was his own cause. He had started this invasion, yet remained here to see none of it.

He heard footsteps outside the door long before it was opened. He straightened his slouching back and ensured his purple python robe was suitably dignified, prominently displaying the dragons sewn onto the sleeves. Through the translucent sheets on the sliding door, Ji Meng saw a figure kneel just beyond. He could tell it was a eunuch, and when the door slid aside, that was confirmed. Eunuchs of the palace wore orange robes, unadorned. He recognized Eunuch Hao—though not a senior eunuch, he was prominent in the faction.

“This servant pleads entry, bringing tribute from the lands beyond the southern ocean,” Eunuch Hao said in his soft voice.

“We permit it,” the emperor answered.

Eunuch Hao rose and walked forward with his head bowed politely. None save his concubines could look him in the eye, by tradition. The emperor stared with some distaste as the eunuch neared. The man looked subtly different—fatter, perhaps. He didn’t like their kind. ‘Men without ambition,’ eunuchs were called, yet the past year as their power in the palace waxed, that was disproven. And this one, Eunuch Hao, underwent castration willingly to enter the palace. He came from a prominent family in the Chu, so he could not be entirely disregarded.

Eunuch Hao kowtowed, then held up a bone-white dagger. “This servant offers a dagger of divine origin, taken from one of the Imperial Navy’s raids of a local castle.”

Ji Meng reached out and took the blade. At once, he felt its familiar power course through him. It was a divine artifact, yet he had never seen its like in the imperial treasury.

“We have received your tribute,” Ji Ming said, placing the dagger on the table. “And our word is without question. We promised to begin the invasion once proof of value was shown. It is time for our decree to reach Admiral Tan Shu. Command her navy to begin the invasion.”

Eunuch Hao tapped his head on the ground. “This servant offers limitless thanks at being allowed to carry the imperial command.”

Emperor Ji Meng studied Eunuch Hao as he continued to kowtow. The man was not normally so quick with things. Flourishes of word, of ceremony… he seemed to revel in both of them. Then, something caught the emperor’s eye when the eunuch dared a glance at his face.

“Eunuch Hao’s eyes… they’re blue.”

The eunuch froze. “This servant humbly confirms.”

“Of the tens of thousands of people in this palace, we have seen that color only once before,” said the emperor. “One of our consorts possesses it. And she was tribute from barbaric lands, where the Chu do not reside.”

“This lowly servant dares not compare himself to one of the great consorts,” Eunuch Hao said, kowtowing once more. “Should it be asked, this servant would bequeath his eyes upon the divine seat gladly. Surely the imperial power of the Chu could find a better use for them than this servant ever dares aspire to.”

Emperor Ji Meng felt some of the old grandiloquent Eunuch Hao return, and turned back to his meal annoyed. “Leave us. We have given our decree. Deliver it.”

Yet even as Eunuch Hao left, Ji Meng’s mind remained on the eyes that they had seen. Blue-green eyes… and almost rippling, moving. Was Eunuch Hao born of a barbarian woman? Had he missed such a detail about that man, or was there something else? He studied the divine dagger that the eunuch had brought as tribute to begin the invasion of the southern land.

Even on the battlefield, his meals had gone down easier. Perhaps it was time for him to return to it after thirty years… after all, any land where this dagger was commonplace could not be so simple. But would the imperial court allow him to lead an army?

Allow me? Ji Meng reflected. I am emperor.


Chapter 28

Argrave had prepared many contingencies for engaging with the tribes of Vysenn. He’d been spending time in the dwarven nation, where the threat of force was about as substantial as cotton candy. But he seemed to have forgotten the fact that on the surface in Berendar, he held many big sticks, and with a few artful applications of soft words to the people that Georgina and Snowrock introduced him to, the tribes ‘agreed’ to leave. The alternative, in their mind, was a very brutal invasion that Argrave had already amply proven he could carry out. If only they knew how big of a softie he was…

With the bulk of the tribes temporarily treated to Vasquer hospitality, he and the Alchemist entered into the holy temple of the tribes of Vysenn and their tephramancers. The Alchemist carried his staff of obsidian and walked forth with a vigor rather unlike his emotionless self. The hallway of black basalt grew hotter as they advanced to the pit in which magma bubbled miles below. The intense heat was a recent phenomenon by some accounts. It was a sign their time to act on the knowledge they’d gained was nearing its end.

Once inside, Argrave looked in the circular pit in the center of the room. He was probably looking for the same thing that the Alchemist was—evidence of Sandelabara. Could this be the same pit that Sataistador, god of war, had claimed was within Sandelabara, or was this some new occurrence of Gerechtigkeit’s design to obscure details about the place? It didn’t look manmade, and decades of occupation by the tribes surely meant that no evidence of other civilization might exist. But by all accounts, this was where they needed to go.

“I will reestablish my abode here,” declared the Alchemist, jamming his staff into the ground. “And meanwhile, clear some area for the dwarves to begin their work.”

“Alright. Excellent. This place is going to be my base for some time, too, but I hope you can forgive me if I don’t want to spend my time in here.”

“The envoys of gods wish to meet you,” the Alchemist noted. “They were delayed by our foray into the dwarven nation, but now their patience nears its limits. You should not meet them here. We cannot allow them any hint of what we hope to achieve, lest they attach themselves like parasites.”

“A fair point,” Argrave conceded. “Well… good luck. If you find something, speak to Galamon if I’m absent. He’ll be hanging out near here, keeping an eye on everything.”

The Alchemist said nothing more, and Argrave departed as he began to work his staff into a home.

After passing through the long hallway leading to the volcanic temple, Galamon stood waiting at the entrance. He removed his helmet, letting his white hair flow as he walked up to Argrave to report. He dipped his head and said, “I have two thousand men keeping an eye on the tribes of Vysenn, Your Majesty. They’re sticking to the designated area and causing no problems. If they do cause problems…” he asked an unspoken question.

“Don’t turn it into a massacre. We have the weapons of the divine, now—there’s no reason we can’t subdue them.” He tapped Galamon’s pauldron. “Elenore’s going to treat them very well while we do some… some home renovations for them. Apparently, they performed very admirably in the army. She’d like some more of them to come to our kingdom.”

“As would I,” agreed Galamon. “Then, I have nothing else, Your Majesty.”

Argrave patted him on the shoulder and said a word of thanks, then departed deeper into the volcanic valley. He pulled free an old tool he hadn’t used in some time—a white Humorless Mask, producing clean air for him to breathe through this volcanic gas leaking everywhere. After a long and solitary trek through familiar territory, he arrived back out into a verdant valley just as the edge of the volcano. His sister stood there, staring out across the horizon with a retinue of Veidimen royal guards.

Argrave joined her, removing the air-filtering mask. She seemed serene, so he didn’t interrupt her.

“Last I was here…” she began, yet paused for a long while. “I got my sight back.”

“And last I was here, I wasn’t king,” Argrave reminisced with her.

“You were coronated. You just hadn’t taken Dirracha,” she said to remind him, then shook her head as though to dispel the memories. “So… Sandelabara. Do you think this place is to be the key to Gerechtigkeit?”

“I certainly hope it will be,” Argrave stretched and yawned. “But something tells me things won’t be that simple. Elsewise, this problem of ours would’ve been solved long ago by people smarter and stronger than I am.”

“And yet Gerechtigkeit expends so much effort to conceal this place,” Elenore pointed out. “For Durran’s sake—no, that’s not honest. For both our sakes, I hope the secret is here, and he can be freed of that contract to the Alchemist. That… that being frightens me, doubly so when I know he has Durran in his snare.”

Argrave touched the Ravenstone at his neck, now empty. “He gave me the key to his existence. Let’s not forget that little detail.”

“And you believed him?” Elenore looked at Argrave somewhat disdainfully. “If he can talk to you and hear all that occurs while being inside it, who knows what else he can do within that stone. Let’s not get ahead of ourself.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I’m being crass. It’s just… when my connection with Durran was severed… it was a reminder that I have things to lose, now. A rather scary reminder. And I’m not exactly timid.”

Argrave ruffled her hair. He was discovering he enjoyed ruining people’s hair, for some reason. “I know. I heard the panic in your voice when that happened. But he’s alive, your connection is restored, and—"

“And that bastard is still out there,” Elenore interrupted. “I’ve assigned Orion and Melanie to dealing with Dario, if he should ever show his face. But I’m not totally sure about how this all ends. He snuck past countless of my troops while using a golem.” Elenore’s voice grew straight and hard as her sentimentality faded. “But I’m lecturing you on things that you understand.

“Let me catch you up to speed. I’m going to be coordinating the work with the dwarves. You, meanwhile, are going to be facilitating the divine members of the Blackgard Union and their arrival into this territory.” She focused on him. “We’ve benefitted immensely from having them as allies. But alliances are two-way streets, as you’ll soon realize. Hause is keeping them at her temple, but you’re still expected. And they’ll be needed when the Qircassian Coalition comes with the Chu.”

Argrave narrowed his eyes. “Two-way street? Where did you pick up that expression? From me, of course, but…” He shook his head, realizing it wasn’t important. “I know the deities might make requests of us. But in truth, they’ve come at rather perfect times. If Dario does raise an army of golems or whatever he seems intent on doing, they’ll be prepared to help us.”

“I certainly hope so.” In a surprising maneuver, Elenore gave him an affectionate hug. “Take care. I’ll ensure things run smoothly here. We’re so close—this can’t be ruined.”

Argrave studied her. He was rather proud of how she was changing. He headed off, prepared to cast [Worldstrider] to return to Blackgard, but a voice entered his ears. It felt like a whisper was piercing his skull.

“Don’t head off yet. I took a lot of time to find you. Spare me some words, little king, while you’re separated from your people.”

Argrave looked around in paranoia, but he had a distinct impression on where the voice came from, and who. With slow and steady steps, he walked toward it. When he passed over a hill, he saw a red-headed giant leaning up against an alcove in the rocks: Sataistador, god of war. With a huge mane of red hair, a long beard, and a giant stature, it was some surprise he could conceal himself so ably. But he did. And his mad green eyes focused on Argrave.

“I thought you’d be bewildered and lost when I ran off so suddenly. But you’ve been busy preparing, I can see that.” Sataistador leaned up against the black rock of these volcanic hills. “Cute sister.”

Argrave felt intense paranoia when he was so suddenly confronted by the god of war, chaos, and ruthless destruction. It made him feel sick to know this bastard had come so close to Elenore without her being aware. Perhaps that had been his intention. And it was a strong illustration of the danger he posed.

After making an agreement to invade the Great Chu after repelling their forces, Sataistador had left. When he left, Sataistador promised they would meet again to coordinate. Argrave had expected it to be on his own terms, with his own people nearby. Now, everyone was spread thin, dealing with half a thousand threats. And his threat, it seemed, was this man. It filled him with dread and fury that Sataistador could show up here, in the heart of Berendar, without a hint getting out to anyone else. He was glad they had remained cordial, if only to spare his people.

“You really do show up anywhere, don’t you?” Argrave walked closer, suppressing his darker thoughts. He wasn’t totally certain about this situation, but he was certain he could hold off this man enough to allow everyone, including himself, to flee. There was a good reason Argrave had confidence enough to walk alone, with divine artifacts empowering him.

“I told you as much. It’s why I’m dangerous,” Sataistador nodded. “I was somewhat skeptical about our plan to counter-invade the Chu. Frankly, I thought you were giving me lip-service. But you’ve built that naval base on the northern front, filled it with snow elves and their longships…” He smiled, showing two large canines. “It seems this may actually happen.”

“You said when next we met, you’d discuss your plans in detail,” Argrave said. “I wish you would’ve given me more notice… but we’re here, now.”

Sataistador’s smiling face grew serious. “The Imperial Navy of the Great Chu is on its way.”

“You’re serious?” Argrave’s eyes widened, but he calmed quickly. “We’re well prepared.”

“We’ll see about that, I suppose,” Sataistador laughed. “Their emperor has caused quite a stir. He called forth his honor guard, got aboard a ship, and intends to come here personally.”

Argrave rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Is this emperor named Ji Meng?”

“Yes.”

Argrave accepted that, straightening his back. “He’s a scary bastard. But it’s nothing that we can’t handle.”

“He revolted against the emperor at age twelve, and has been defeating armies ten times the size of his own for thirty years. But you can handle it, certainly,” he said drolly. “Whatever your thoughts, it’s a very good thing for us. I wanted to talk about our strategy.”

“Let’s talk,” Argrave nodded, though kept a healthy distance away.

“The Qircassian Coalition, Erlebnis—they kept their grip over the empire by systematically influencing most of the administration beneath the emperor. They painted a beautiful picture for him. It was something so absolute that no scrutiny could break the lie. Everyone was part of the conspiracy, and so there was no conspiracy—merely a reality. But now the emperor has done the unexpected, and departed for this land. He’s going to see the land about which the painting was painted… and realize it’s all a fantasy.” Sataistador shook his head. “They can’t feed him lies anymore, not when he’s on the field. Their subtle method loses all power when the emperor takes the reins.”

Though Argrave was constantly surprised by how good Sataistador was at gathering intelligence, this new piece was the most valuable that had been leaked. The emperor was not fully aware of who puppeteered the Great Chu.

Argrave kept his calm and asked, “What do you suggest, then? If all of the emperor’s servants are compromised…”

“The army acts now because the orders come from the emperor. The gods of the coalition cannot well replace every soldier with one of their allegiance, and the current emperor is too effective to be replaced. Instead, they all lied until he did what they wanted without realizing it.” Sataistador stepped forward. “But the army serves the emperor, not his court. If the emperor knows of the treachery, he will war against his empire. I know him well—I enjoyed watching Ji Meng’s wars of conquest more than most. He is especially brutal toward traitors. When chaos erupts, the Qircassian Coalition will writhe and sink its roots deeper… only for the two of us to butcher them all.”

Argrave swallowed. A stroke of whimsy by the emperor was threatening to unravel the whole of the Qircassian Coalition’s scheme, and Sataistador’s proposal capitalized on that with remarkable efficiency. But Argrave saw a light, too—a way to mitigate violence, perhaps, while undoing some of the biggest threats to his kingdom. But was this something that he should risk, at the cusp of Sandelabara?

“Let’s talk details,” Argrave said with a nod.


Chapter 29

Anneliese sat in Rowe the Righteous’ tent. In classical Veidimen style, they were surrounded by woolen walls, and a small fire burned in the center that piped through the small hole in the top that functioned as a chimney. A kettle boiled slowly atop this flame. Indeed—this mighty man was brewing her tea. She herself could scarcely believe it. His whole behavior had been rather unlike his gruff and cynical persona.

The S-rank spellcaster had been asking her many questions before the teaching process began, likely to get a grasp on how much she knew. But the topic of conversation drifted away from magic to the more personal aspects of life. Anneliese knew that Rowe had come here at the behest of both Veid and Dras, and as time went on, she felt she was coming closer to the secret that they’d been hiding in their cooperation.

When the kettle started to boil, Rowe rose from his seat and walked over to it as it whistled. “I had this imported from this land… along with the tea leaves, you see. Castro recommended them to me. Our culture is becoming… well, it’s becoming rather like you.” Rowe took the kettle away, and the whistling died down before fading altogether.

Anneliese stared, puzzled. “Like me how?”

“It hasn’t eluded me that you’ve forsaken the vast majority of our traditions,” Rowe pointed out. Rather than retrieve cups, he melded them out of the earth with versatile magic. “You are not Anneliese of Veiden any longer. You are Anneliese, Queen of Vasquer. And that’s no slight on you. It might be said that this land has treated you altogether better than ours. I met your mother. She’s a twat, if you’ll forgive me for saying so.”

“Your respect makes me uneasy.” Anneliese watched as he poured tea, then conjured a small ice cube for his own cup. She took hers.

“You will grow used to it, I should think.” Rowe sat down opposite the fire so that it rested between them. “You have adapted to this culture easily, and its people have come to welcome you. My point in saying all this being, Argrave has created an apparatus that threatens to subsume our people. Dras and Veid view it as an inevitability. As we experience the fruitfulness of these green lands and the relative fairness we receive in all our dealings here, our people will have far fewer reasons to be as brutal as they currently are. They may come as settlers rather than as raiders or conquerors. Why risk life and limb when we will be welcomed? And as we are welcomed, we will change. We will not be Veidimen. We will be snow elves, living in Vasquer. Names are a very powerful thing. And if things should go on, we will lose ours.”

Anneliese considered that carefully. “Argrave told me…” she trailed off, hesitating to relay his words—they related to Earth, and Veiden’s parallel to a human culture in his world. “…that harsh lands give rise to people like ours. Those who leave, and who settle elsewhere by force. We might leave an impact as we are, but I cannot believe it will be an enduring legacy. I believe our way is better. And I cannot think of any way in which cooperation between our people will be negative.”

Rowe focused on her, white eyes glimmering with the dancing fire. “But you cannot deny that no great empire was ever born without tragedies to help it ascend. Even Argrave enjoys the fruits of his father’s conquests.”

“What are you actually trying to convince me of?” Anneliese pushed to the heart of the matter, not wishing to engage in this topic. “That I should twist my husband to Veiden’s way? Have him author tragedy to build an empire?”

Rowe swirled his cup, the cube already melted into the tea. He sipped it slightly, then set it against his leg to give her a firm stare. “Patriarch Dras intends to name you as his successor.”

It was not the words, but their sincerity that made Anneliese’s breath catch. It was such an overwhelming thing to say, and given the tenor of this conversation, made little sense to her.

“As you know, Dras has never had any children. He has…” Rowe clicked his tongue. “He has some hang-ups about women. Seeing you and Argrave together has only made them worse. There are women that he knows, that he would love to welcome to his bed… but his odd personality, his insistence on perfection… he sabotages himself. He wants the perfect queen. It’s… it’s a very complicated relationship, and he constantly frets about succession, to the point where he’s stagnated into inaction for many years. Rowe shook his head. “I’m tempted to say he’d push away even Veid herself. But your arrival, and your rise to your station, has alleviated all of those problems as adeptly it’s almost as though some divine fate planned it out.”

“How in the world can you think that?” Anneliese said, still somewhat in shock. Her mind worked, leading to conclusions. “Then, this… I can see it as only two things. You intend to force my hand to return to Veiden, or you intend to unite Vasquer and Veiden.”

“The latter,” nodded Rowe. “To be more accurate, your heir would inherit both of our nations. Given that you two are spellcasters, that may be some many hundred years from now, but your child of mixed heritages would be as much a symbolic as a legal heir. A union of Vasquer and Veiden.”

Anneliese had complicated thoughts after hearing that. She and Argrave had discussed children, of course—both agreed they did want to start a large family. Their hope was that, during their reign, the royal family would become a symbolic, if wealthy, family as they ceded more and more power to the parliament. But she dismissed her thoughts, becoming all-too-mired in details.

“…I see no reason to decline. And if Dras and Veid are of one mind about this, I cannot see how there would be much dissent. But I cannot grasp the reasoning behind the decision.” Anneliese finally remembered to drink her tea. Some enlightenment came to her. “Unless… when you spoke of tragedies…”

Rowe nodded. “Yes. You did catch on, good. I’ll get to the point. We’ve been vaguely aware of the Great Chu. Dras dismissed their lands early on because their empire was vast, their people and soldiers more numerous, and the landmass was much further away than Berendar. The voyage would be treacherous—nigh impossible for a large army. Yet the naval base that Argrave has allowed us to build will become the staging grounds for the invasion of their empire. And with Dras and Veid both as our leaders in this war, I cannot see failure as an option. Her divinity is so intrinsically tied to us that we are empowered beyond compare when she descends.”

“I certainly felt no such thing,” Anneliese noted. She had a feeling as soon as she mentioned it that this was the outcome they were leading to, and managed to keep her calm.

“And that is further proof that you are what is needed to transition our people,” Rowe emphasized, taking another sip of his tea. “You and Argrave strive to create a just kingdom. And when the time has come, our people will submit to it, joining the two nations for the best for all in the world. A tragedy will be penned by those willing to pen it, and Vasquer will be the heirs with clean hands able to caress and nurture the next generation.”

“Best for all in the world?” Anneliese decided to simply set the cup down, tired of fussing with the thing. She rose to her feet and stared at Rowe beyond the fire. “This was a matter ended years ago, Rowe. An invasion—”

“It’s different than it was years ago,” Rowe also rose to his feet, smoke from the fire concealing part of his figure. “The Qircassian Coalition, Erlebnis—Vasquer’s enemies have aligned themselves with the Great Chu. We fight to preserve our power for the true enemy. And when opportunity comes, we must seize it.”

Anneliese stepped around the fire. “Why do you insist on doing this? What is so horrible about the present world that you must migrate from Veiden to invade a land of people the same as you or I? Why can we not settle down as traders with Vasquer, and be welcome within this land as we already are?”

“I am neither Veid nor Dras. But I can say that I think the same as them. You are smart—you see it. You see what disunity does to the world. Petty kinglings warring over territory generation after generation. That was Vasquer before Felipe III. That was Veiden before Patriarch Dras. With him at the top, the constant needless wars have faded.” Rowe walked to the side of the tent, and retrieved his cane. He willed magic into it, and a seam appeared on the cane. He pulled the top, and then drew a slender, white blade from it. “Now, with only one more, we can unite both the lands of the Great Chu and Vasquer. One generation will remember us as foul raiders and conquerors. But countless generations will enjoy the peace and justice of the government you build.”

“Felipe III had his mind rotted by Gerechtigkeit’s influence,” Anneliese pointed out, though eyed the cane-sword uneasily.

“Even I know that he began his wars long before that,” Rowe planted the blade in the ground. It hummed with cold. She had become acquainted enough with divine weaponry to recognize that blade as one.

“If you tell me all of this so frankly, I presume you expect I cannot put a stop to it,” Anneliese walked closer. “Why tell me at all? And why draw your blade?”

“So that you might prepare. I did not come as your magic tutor alone—I came to prepare the integration of our nation into yours. I came to ensure this succession would be smooth and bloodless. With this blade, you would be my student. With Dras’ words, you will be his successor. And with Veid’s blessing, your reign will be uncontested.”

“Nothing has happened yet,” Anneliese rebutted.

“What will you do, Anneliese? Will you refuse to be named Dras’ heir? Will you turn against your allies, consigning countless of Vasquer to death in a futile bid to prevent us our fate? Or will you accept the will of the Veidimen, and create a great empire that leads people to peace, prosperity, and justice?”


Chapter 30

After cementing some details with Sataistador, Argrave walked away from the conversation with the feeling of a pyrrhic victory. The brighter side of things was that Sataistador was not intending to rampage wantonly to distract and attrit the armies of the Great Chu. That would limit the damage done to their populace. The pyrrhic part of the victory was that Argrave saw that he did need to play into Sataistador’s plans, even if only somewhat, if he wished to dislodge the Qircassian Coalition and Erlebnis around the heart of the Chu empire.

But the navy was only just disembarking, and it would take some time before they even neared Berendar. During that time, Argrave had several things to attend to. The first of his two urgent matters was receiving the delegates of the Blackgard Union’s deity allies. They waited within Hause’s temple, being entertained by the goddess of potential as they waited for Argrave’s grant of access to proselytize or build temples where they wished.

After delivering details of his conversation with Sataistador to Elenore, and ensuring that stricter watch would be kept for his approach, Argrave returned to Blackgard using [Worldstrider]. Once there, he immediately headed to Hause’s temple to receive the deity’s envoys.

Though most of the delegates were unremarkable, they brought with them a rich tapestry of foreign cultures. These people came from the further continents, and some of them even came from Great Chu itself.  They had a wide range of ethnicities, mannerisms, and clothing. Their only unity was language—a perplexing thing, and one that made Argrave question this world and its creation more and more with every passing day.

Argrave fulfilled promises that he had made. Rook, god of deception and subterfuge, was given a few artifacts from their heist as had been promised. But Argrave was not giving without receiving. These people were mortals, and in their journey brought mortal gifts. Spices, delicacies, works of art—if they were so liberal with gifts, he felt this was the start of a very fruitful relationship. They informed him that, in time, more religious kinds would come to spread word of their god throughout the land. Argrave gave them permission.

But Argrave said that most of the delegates were unremarkable. The one that was truly quite remarkable was the delegate of Raccomen, god of space. Though garbed in a purple silk robe and standing on two legs, his giant reptilian face that was sharp and angular rather like a shark’s assured any onlookers that he was not human. He was one of Raccomen’s divine servants. Even Argrave did not know what they were called—the god of space had been one of the gods positioned far away from the conflict, and so never appeared in Heroes of Berendar.

As Argrave looked upon this delegate, he was somewhat overwhelmed by the mass of magic exuding from his being. He was easily on the level of Rowe or Castro, despite not being of this realm. His shoulders were as broad as he was tall—namely, about seven feet. Argrave could tell that much of it was fat, but he could not deny that this thing would undoubtedly have a certain physical strength to it. 

The remainder of the other deity’s delegates had departed with their promises met and their greetings given. Only Raccomen’s promise remained unfulfilled—indeed, it felt like his delegate was biding his time to even mention the matter. The god of space had been promised an empty stretch of land to the southwest of the Tower of the Gray Owl. The land was a wide-open steppe, both largely inarable and uninhabited, with some nearby mountains packaged into the deal. Raccomen intended to base himself there.

“I’m afraid I never caught a name, back when Hause introduced you,” Argrave said cordially, ready to begin the process now that all others had departed.

“I am Architect Merovin, Architect being my title.” The large lizardman put his hand to his chest. Though Argrave heard his words, his mouth never moved. His voice came from something else—something mystical, perhaps. “If it does not displease you, I must head to the allotted land right away. The power my lord has bestowed upon me is volatile, and I have already waited for some days.”

“Of course,” Argrave nodded his head. “At once, then.”

***

Argrave and Merovin headed out to the empty plains southwest of the Order of the Gray Owl. The boundaries of territory were long-established in advance thanks to Elenore’s shrewd deliberation over this matter, but now it was Argrave’s turn to oversee the process. The Architect Merovin had been walking through the land for a long while in silence, and Argrave was having some trouble discerning what it was he was doing.

“My lord has volunteered something to the others, all of whom have taken advantage of this privilege,” Merovin said, and Argrave listened intently as the lizardman walked. “Considering it involves this matter of His location, He thought it only fitting to disclose what that agreement was to you.”

“I’m listening,” Argrave prompted the Architect.

“Raccomen intends to allow this land to be not merely a base for his followers, but a place to connect all members of the Blackgard Union. Though this is to be a defensive pact, one large issue preventing our prompt aid of another is the time it takes to traverse this massive world. By having this land as a point of contact between all other divine realms, we curb that issue.”

Argrave raised his eyes in surprise. “You intend to make your domain a crossing between all of the other gods? That’s… very noble,” he said, just as he thought something else. Very concerning.

“It’s for everyone’s benefit if aid can come as quickly as possible. You, King Argrave, will not be excluded from this privilege. The others have already received their gateways—though not existing on the mortal realm, it does exist in their divine realm, connecting to Raccomen’s own. This one, meanwhile, is to be the sole gateway to the mortal realm.”

Argrave was in the middle of considering if there was a way this might be used to their advantage in the war against the Great Chu when the lizardman stopped in his tracks and looked at Argrave. “I am to begin,” his voice came, without movement from his mouth once again. “I would advise that you step away.”

Argrave did so. Though he thought he had gone far enough away, the lizardman’s voice came once again. “Farther, please.”

Argrave got far enough away he thought that it was ridiculous, and after a certain point, he heard the far-away call of the Architect telling him to stop. He narrowed his eyes to study things carefully. Merovin opened his mouth wide, then plunged his hand into his mouth rather brutally. His sharp teeth cut against his arm, but he pushed further still until the arm seemed impossibly far into his throat. Then, he started to pull his arm out. When his arm was freed, it clung to a huge block of stone.

Argrave thought this block would soon pop free, but instead, Merovin kept pulling free more and more stone. He planted it firmly in the ground, and began to erect a pillar rising in the sky. Then, the Architect moved his hand to another part of his body, and simply unfolded it. Argrave watched with horror as the lizardman slowly disassembled himself to build this structure.

Brick by brick, Merovin pulled apart his body to construct an archway. In time it became indistinguishable where he began and this structure ended. It rose further as he used his flesh as brick and his blood as mortar. The most terrifying part of it all was that it wasn’t terrifying—rather, it looked supremely artistic and beautiful, even elegant, as the man that Argrave had been speaking to made himself into a building. The archway was gray stone and gothic, seeming to fit perfectly into all other architecture in Vasquer. Argrave wished to approach, but dared not given Merovin’s warning.

After a fascinating time, only one of Merovin’s fingers remained at the top of the archway. It bent, then planted the tip against a flat plaque atop the archway. His finger disintegrated, leaving blood behind as he wrote his name: Merovin. With this last flourish the structure inherited his name, the blood subsumed with the stone, and a portal expanded outward, claiming a perfect circle around itself. Argrave could tell something within that boundary changed. It was now acclimated to the god of space.

But it was within the archway where true and obvious change occurred. Argrave could see countless paths, all occupying the same place yet not simultaneously. All of these paths led to Raccomen’s realm, where endless and empty space stretched out. After a few seconds, someone walked out of the archway, appearing from nowhere. Argrave remained rooted as they walked to him. The new arrival was another lizardman.

“…Merovin?” Argrave asked cautiously. They looked nothing alike, but…

“I can claim no such name,” responded the lizardman, stepping outside the spatial boundary. “This land, henceforth, will be named Merovin. As one of the Lord’s Architects, he exists in this space absolutely as its planner and partial governor. That archway is connected to the Lord’s realms. Inside, other gateways will take us to the other gods’ realms. Through them, we can better fulfill our promises of aid.” The lizardman looked at Argrave. “The Lord gives his thanks. We shall make good use of this land, King Argrave, rest assured.”

Argrave looked upon the archway—this new land named Merovin—with some caution. This place had become a connector between Vasquer and all of the other entities within the Blackgard Union. He couldn’t tell if this would have less-than-benign implications in the future, but the time for protest had long ago passed. He had welcomed the gods to his lands.

As Argrave’s puny brain ran on its hamster wheel, Elenore’s thoughts pierced his head. “Argrave. I have two important bits of information. The first—the initial wave of dwarven craftsman have made their way to the surface. I’m going to begin the process of bringing them over to Vysenn, even if they’re… well, they’re acting rather like tourists. Now that they’re here, we’ll begin supplying the dwarven nation with spirits to help them forge their metal.”

Argrave asked forgiveness from Raccomen’s Architect and stepped away to speak in private. Once he had privacy, he asked, “Is their number sufficient?”

“More than sufficient,” Elenore confirmed. “Another thing. I’ve been… talking with Anneliese. It’s about Rowe, about Dras, about… well, about everything related to Veiden. It’s such big news I don’t think we should speak of it in this fashion.”

“Alright…” Argrave agreed cautiously. “I’ll be over as soon as possible.”

“Please,” said Elenore thankfully. “Argrave, this war… I don’t think it’ll be like any others we’ve endured.”


Chapter 31

Argrave, Anneliese, Elenore, and Galamon sat in a private room within Blackgard. On his way in, Argrave had seen the first arrival of dwarven craftsmen. As Elenore said, they seemed to be taking stock of everything around them. Mostly they were surprised by the sheer space of everything—they stared into the distance as though it wasn’t real, and looked out across the ocean of Blackgard as trading vessels came and went with childlike wonder.

But Argrave was undergoing just as shocking a shift as the dwarves were, potentially. The Veidimen were intending to seize upon this opportunity to invade the lands of the Great Chu. That, in combination with Sataistador’s intent for the region, made a complicated mess that gained new variables and ways it might go wrong by the day.

“Why does everybody have to think like this?” Argrave wondered quietly as his wife and sister both waited for his opinion. He looked at Galamon. “And why did you come here?”

“To explain. To persuade.” Galamon crossed his arms. “Do you not want me here?”

“No, you’re never unwelcome. You’re one of my closest friends. It’s just…” Argrave trailed off, gathering his thoughts. He looked up at Galamon and shook his head, saying, “Dras is a real bastard, isn’t he?”

“…you do not know him as I do,” Galamon defended, though quietly.

Argrave rose to his feet and walked nearer to Galamon. “He’s put Anneliese in an impossible situation. By extension, he’s put all of us in an impossible situation,” Argrave held his hands out, gesturing all around. “He wants us to sit back and allow us to reap the rewards of the dirty work he’s doing. But that doesn’t change the fact that dirty work is being done. He wants us to swallow that.”

“This invasion cannot be called mere ‘dirty work.’ It is the ambition of our people—the goal of several lifetimes,” Galamon declared evenly.

Argrave stared at his unflinching white eyes. He had never challenged his companion’s perspective on his people because it was irrelevant to their goal. Yet now, it had bled into everything.

“I suppose at the very least, Dras convinced me that it’s about more than personal glory. But I think you need perspective. No matter how much Rowe, Dras, or even you say that they do this to establish a unified and peaceful world, can you honestly say every man below you holds that ideal?” Argrave shook his head firmly. “No. For every good man, ten more only want to take, to conquer, to satisfy their baser desires. That’s their motive—Anneliese has confirmed as much with her personal experience. And those rapacious people will cause problems for her even if Dras and Veid both name her as his successor. A people sustained by war will not peacefully transition away from it. Am I wrong?” he demanded.

Galamon looked off to the side for a moment, then looked back. “You’re right. It won’t be perfect. But this greed has existed in people since the dawn of time. We Veidimen have found a way to harness it toward a better purpose. The following generations will benefit.”

Argrave scoffed. “Rowe himself said that his people are transitioning away from that lifestyle. You don’t need rampant war to kill greed. It just stokes the flame, traps them into a cycle that’ll be all the harder to break,” he insisted, growing impassioned when such a dear friend of his said something he found disagreeable.

Galamon’s stoicism wavered, and he closed his eyes to dispel whatever emotions surfaced.

Argrave stepped forth, almost pleading, “You’ve seen war. You’ve told me, personally, that you’ve seen people cry for their mother as they die. You’ve seen the violent rape of innocent populaces by people you had breakfast with the same day. You say it haunts you to this day. Still, you insist on this. Help me understand why.”

Galamon’s silence was deafening, but when he opened his mouth his voice was clear. “Rowe said many things. Among them, a fact: King Felipe III was the instrument that gave you the power you now wield.”

Argrave stood agape. Anneliese stepped up, saying lightly, “Galamon…”

“And what about what you’ve done, yourself?” Galamon said.

Anneliese stepped further forward. “Galamon, do not let anger make you say things I know you do not think. Argrave has fought in war, yes. Yet the civil war was not one he started, the war in the Bloodwoods was to defend their people and his, and the conflict against the Ebon Cult was yet another act of defense. This would be different. You’ve seen war enough to know that.”

“You’re right: I have seen war enough to fill ten lifetimes. But Dras and I… our first war was not one that we began. Nor the second, nor the third. We saw what you described, yes.” He tapped his breastplate. “It was our people suffering. Our tribe. That did not last forever. When we became the victors, our people sought to inflict the same upon our enemies as revenge. It was seeing that cycle of war that gave Dras and I our endless conviction. It was because we saw it that we hoped to end it forevermore. He wished to ensure there was no more ‘our people’ and ‘their people.’ We were all merely ‘Veidimen.’ And he succeeded.”

He put his hand on Argrave’s shoulder. “Now, Dras truly intends to perform that same necessary evil and bequeath it all under your burgeoning banner, your rising sun. I have respect for your hesitation. No good man can meekly stand aside while wars erupt. But both of you… this has to happen. Please. For my son, and perhaps, one day, for your children. The lives surrendered now will give birth to millions in the future.”

“Conquest will never be a noble calling, no matter how you paint it,” Argrave shook his head. “I understand that you and I come from different times. I know these things are common here—even expected. It doesn’t change what will be done. You’ve seen it. War. How many tens of thousands will die this time? How many will need to be butchered before they learn to stop fighting back, accept occupation?”

Argrave stepped away, reining in his emotions. “It’s like I said. Dras gave us no good options. It’s clear we can’t dissuade him. I can’t even change your mind, and you’re someone I trust and respect the most of anyone.”

Galamon closed his eyes and asked quietly. “What will you do?”

“The successorship isn’t my choice. It was offered to Anneliese, and she’ll make the decision.” He looked at her, and she gave him a reassuring, if downcast, look. He looked back to Galamon. “Frankly, I think the choice has already been set in stone. We can’t afford disunity.”

“…that was my opinion,” Elenore contributed quietly.

Argrave nodded somewhat bitterly, then focused back on Galamon. “Promise me something, at least.”

Galamon put his hand to your chest. “I am your servant, still.”

Argrave held his hand out. “I don’t want a servant’s promise, I want a friend’s. If this truly comes to pass, I want you to lead that army, Galamon. I want you to make sure it’s you at the head. And I want you to promise me to keep things under control.”

With a solemn nod, Galamon gave his answer.

“Then, please take that condition to Dras as my answer,” Argrave said. “I want it to be you.”

Galamon bowed his head and walked away, retrieving his helmet on the way out. When the door shut, Argrave looked back to Elenore and Anneliese.

“Sometimes, I think Gerechtigkeit’s greatest power is this. The rifts that he sews.”

“This isn’t set in stone just yet,” Elenore reminded Argrave. “If we manage to work something out with this Emperor Ji Meng, the scene may change. There is still time.”

Argrave heard her words, yet some pessimism inside him seemed to deny them.

***

Argrave and Elenore met with the delegate of dwarves, immersing his mind in thoughts of what to do regarding this problem to distract him from the concession that he’d made. He felt this was the first situation he’d come upon where there really was no right answer. At this critical point, they couldn’t risk anything other than total cooperation from the Veiden. They were their lifeline against the Great Chu’s navy. Anneliese, meanwhile, returned to Rowe to deliver her decision of hesitant acceptance.

The dwarves took some wrangling, and Argrave had to distract them with a veritable breadcrumb trail of dwarven metal leading to Vysenn. First, he demonstrated his army’s weaponry. The dwarves almost seemed appalled that such precious metal was being used as mere weaponry, for it had far better applications as machinery.  When he challenged that assumption, their journey toward Vysenn became these dwarves’ top priority.

Argrave used mass teleportation with [Worldstrider], wowing their people. It consumed enough spirits to make Argrave’s heart ache, but he felt time was urgent enough that it was warranted in this situation. Once on the scene, Argrave was prepared to outfit their band with something to endure the harsh volcanic conditions near the site. The dwarves, however, retrieved their own gear, putting on masks and suits that were more-than-suitable to help them traverse the land.

Once they arrived at the temple—or rather, the former temple, given the Alchemist’s extensive efforts to clear land around it—the dwarves began instituting several provisions that Argrave had promised them. There were five master craftsmen that had been sent to watch over the journeymen’s progress, and they very efficiently set up a site that was to-the-letter what Argrave had promised.

They established a perimeter where guards roamed—guards who were spellcasters, Argrave noticed, even if only at B-rank. All of Argrave’s people were forbidden from entering this place unless they asked for permission far in advance. Argrave only planned for occasional progress checks. Elenore and her people were tasked with supplying the dwarves with the raw material that they needed, something she was well prepared to do.

All in all, the setup process took up the remainder of the day. Construction was to begin tomorrow.  During this whole process, Argrave’s feet itched to head to the north that he might prepare to confront the Imperial Navy headed by Emperor Ji Meng and the fearsome Admiral Tan Shu. She was a woman in military service—rather than demonstrating Chu tolerance, her gender was a testament to her unusual talent. She had risen to her position by extreme merit. With her at sea and the emperor at land, Argrave felt he needed ample preparations.

With the dwarves established in Vysenn, Argrave gave one final visit to ensure that the dwarves were beginning their process. Then, he left, prepared to confront the Imperial Navy heading across the vast ocean between the two nations of Vasquer and the Great Chu.

***

“In this domain, I can see distant objects perfectly,” Argrave declared, calling upon his Domain of Law as a mere telescope. At once his vision bugged out as the sheer disorientation of such a command washed over him.

Argrave stood on the cliffs of northern Vasquer. He was at the highest point in these cliffs to better see what was beyond the horizon. It had been ten days since he came to this land of biting cold. Progress on the pumping station in Vysenn was more or less on schedule, but it would be some days before the pumping process even began.

Artur’s enchantments very nicely kept him warm despite the freezing climate, but the countless Veidimen longships in the ocean beyond did not receive the same luxurious treatment. Nor did the Brumesingers hiding in his pockets, it seemed, for they shivered fiercely. They needed to be here, though, now more than ever.

The ships at the edge of Argrave’s vision would not be free of the cold either. He estimated, this high up, he could see around ten miles away. And that was where the first wave of the Imperial Navy rested, just at the horizon. Their bulky, iron-shielded ships travelled slowly, even with the winds somewhat favorable to them—they moved at perhaps one knot.

But the horizon was jam-packed full of these turtle ships. These heavy vessels, made for use near coastlines, were never made to cross the ocean. But Sataistador had given Argrave reports of three gods accompanying them—triplet brothers, apparently. One of tides, another of winds, and a third for storms. These brothers had been guiding the Imperial Navy impeccably from the shadows.

This battle would be harsh. Their ships were packed with soldiers and spellcasters both—Argrave could see the occasional pulse of magic within their ships. Additionally, they had a more mundane advantage: fire. They had flame-spewing weapons that could cover the surface of the ocean with a foul, reactive liquid mixture and set it aflame. That would be devastating for both sides of the battle. The Great Chu would not hesitate to overwhelm them with sheer numbers of ships.

But at the heart of the fleet, there was another ship. It was titanic, resembling a floating fortress that had been cast into the ocean and somehow managed not to sink. Great Chu imagery decorated the front and back of it. The crescent moon and eastern-style dragons featured most prominently, and its front and back had been decorated to make it appear as a titanic serpentine dragon. It seemed large enough to house ten thousand soldiers. It was the flagship of the Great Chu Imperial Navy, the so-called Sea Dragon. And it was there that Argrave would need to face Emperor Ji Meng and Admiral Tan Shu, alongside the most potent mortal soldiers the world had to offer.

But Argrave would not be alone in this. Already, Veidimen longships lurched in strategic locations, prepared to sail out and push enemy vessels into treacherous, shallow waters that they might be beached. And Argrave would not be assaulting this fortress-ship alone. He looked at the naval base, nestled within a lagoon shielded from sight. There, Crystal Wind, the dragon bonded to Rowe the Righteous, stood prepared to carry Argrave’s retinue. Alongside his companions, all of the Veidimen guard gifted to him by Dras many months ago waited, equipped in the best gear that they’d gathered. Uncountable others lurked elsewhere.

Argrave had wanted peace, and so he had prepared for this war. Such was the tragic way of this world.


Chapter 32

Shortly before the battle between the Imperial Navy of the Great Chu and Argrave’s own forces began, Argrave had word sent off to the delegates of the Blackgard Union—more specifically, to the newly established Merovin. Once word reached the deities, they would be heading to this location. Argrave wanted to deal with the first wave of mortal participants long before they could ever arrive, if only so he could potentially curb the damage the gods might inflict on both sides of the conflict. Sataistador’s report only spoke of sea gods. This attack was meant to establish a foothold—a scouting party, in essence.

When the towering fleet came into sight for these further down, subtle signals spread out across the coastline indicating to Argrave’s allies in hiding that it was their time to get in position. It was evident that the Great Chu navy had scouted some locations that were prime for landing, and so their route was somewhat predictable. Argrave himself descended from the high cliffs and joined up with the towering white dragon, Crystal Wind, and his retinue.

The Great Chu’s Sea Dragon was large enough to accommodate uncountable forces, and among them would be the elite of the elites. They were protecting the life of an emperor reigning over an empire at least a thousand years old. Argrave would ostensibly be assaulting a fortress, and was bringing the people to match.

Argrave and Anneliese were the leaders for this operation. They brought six S-rank spellcasters with them: Rowe the Righteous, Vasilisa of Quadreign, Castro, Onychinusa, and the newly anointed Duchess and Duke of Dirracha, Vera and Hegazar. Alongside their ground troops—elite Veidimen warriors with officers like Grimalt, armed with divine weapons and enchanted gear—it was an incredibly potent force. Argrave wished for Orion and Melanie to come, but he didn’t dare divert them from the protection of Vysenn and Sandelabara. That was just as important as this operation, he felt. Galamon was here, too, and would be taking command of the Veidimen navy.

Argrave walked up to the group of six spellcasters. “Thank you for coming on such short notice.”

“You promised to repair the ruined city,” Vera shook her head, gray hair swaying with the cold northern winds. She fixed her orange eyes on him and continued somewhat accusingly, “I still wonder if you’ve played us. But it’s a weight that was on our shoulders larger than this battle, certainly.”

“And it helps your kingdom as much as it does our economy, I suspect,” Hegazar noted. “We are but humble servants of the king and kingdom.”

Argrave was glad that this greedy couple were cooperative—it was likely because they saw the benefits of being on the king’s good side rather than any genuine altruism, but it had paid out in Argrave’s favor for this battle. With six of the best spellcasters in the kingdom at their side, Argrave felt they could easily match any foreign mages that the Emperor Ji Meng had brought. Importantly, these six were adaptable, and could react to the new styles of their foes well.

“I wasn’t aware that ships that large could even float,” Rowe the Righteous noted, staring out across the ocean past the craggy rocks concealing the naval base. “But my dragon can take us there. And I can help with the rest.”

“I’m glad of that,” Argrave nodded. “Anneliese—everyone is caught up on what to do?”

“Yes.” Her confirmation was confident.

“Alright.” He no longer felt the need to add anything when he saw her confidence, but people looked at him expectantly, perhaps expecting some of his words as a leader. He obliged, continuing, “In the Great Chu, people view their emperor as a literal son of heaven. This battle is to be the most vicious—and most important—part of this confrontation. If you follow everything Anneliese said, I’m confident we can pull this off. Only a few more minutes, and we’ll begin.”

Argrave reached into his pockets and pulled free a Brumesinger. He looked into its golden eyes, pet its black fur, and stashed it back away. “Onychinusa—everyone was immunized to the Brumesingers?”

“I took them to the dryads. If they were stupid enough not to get the blessing, they deserve it,” she shrugged.

“Then we’re all set,” Argrave nodded, ignoring her crassness in light of her necessity.

With that said, Argrave walked over to Galamon. With a word, the two walked away from the crowd. Once they had some distance, he said quietly, “Let’s talk removed from our roles, you and me. You’ll be commanding the Veidimen forces once again… as Veid’s champion, this time.”

Galamon put his fist against his chest. “Our victory will be complete. You need not worry about anything outside of your battle, Your Maj—no, Argrave,” he corrected, remembering Argrave’s request to speak removed from their roles.

Argrave gave his oldest friend a decisive nod. “And what we discussed?”

“…I will lead them even after this battle, as you requested.” Galamon lowered his head respectfully.

Argrave felt there was a lot left unsaid between them, yet they lacked the time to say it. Instead, he left saying, “Be safe, Galamon.”

“You as well, Argrave.”

Walking away from Galamon, Argrave looked to the large white dragon. Once everyone got on, this battle would begin. Nervousness brewed within him, but he pushed it down and walked toward the dragon. He grabbed the horn on its head and lifted himself up, then walked down to take position on its broad back. With a command, everyone followed him up onto its back.

Argrave clung to the dragon’s protruding spine, Anneliese joining him shortly. The Veidimen were the first to join, lining up in organized ranks where they’d long ago been designated. Shortly after the spellcasters came, taking position just behind Argrave and Anneliese. Rowe took his place on the dragon’s head, and it slowly turned its huge body toward the ocean as it prepared to fly. As Argrave gave one last nod to Galamon, Crystal Wind began to beat its giant draconic wings, and they took to the sky. Argrave saw the Great Chu fleet at the edge of the coast, just where the rocks began.

When the giant white dragon Crystal Wind broke above the rocks concealing its form, eight loud horns echoed across the coast. As soon as it was high enough to let the winds carry it, Rowe’s dragon cut through the air, heading toward the Sea Dragon as quickly as its huge frame could manage. Argrave looked side-to-side as Durran and his wyverns burst up into the air, heading to the east and west as though making to avoid the ships. In reality, they were flanking, where they might shepherd the ships into treacherous waters.

Argrave looked around as the dragon passed above the ocean. Longships cut out of hidden crevices in the rocks, jamming their way into strategic areas that they might board their foes easily. Already spellcasters took to battle, where the fastest among them sent fire and wind to create openings for the troops. The battle had begun, and the ambush seemed successful. But Argrave turned his head away, reminding himself that he ought to be focused on only one thing.

Oars pushed out the side of the turtle ships as they turned from relying on sails to relying on the strength of the men within. As the dragon neared, spells rushed at them from subtle compartments. Sheer cold erupted from Crystal Wind’s maw as it passed, stopping lesser spells in their track. Onychinusa, meanwhile, split apart into magic and reformed below the dragon, casting wards to shield from the few that made it past.

Anneliese called out over the wind, “You were right, Argrave! They’re employing shamanic magic!”

From the beginning Anneliese had been assigned to scout with her [Truesight] to confirm the presence of shamanic magic, and so Argrave accepted her words calmly. If their foes were using magic of this nature, likely at Erlebnis’ warning, they possessed ways to counter their strongest spells. [Requite] would be countered.

As they neared the Sea Dragon, ballistae mounted on the floating fortress zipped through the air at Crystal Wind. Rowe’s deft maneuvering avoided the least threatening, while Onychinusa in her impermeable form dealt with all others. As Argrave watched, he saw eight mana ripples spread out from different corners of the ship. It was time for their pivotal role to be acted out in this coup de main.

“Here it is!” Argrave called out, signaling to all others.

Rowe slowed his dragon, suspending it just before the flagship of the Imperial Navy. As Argrave clung to Crystal Wind’s back, the enormity of the fortress dawned at him. This vessel was large enough to be a city. The eight spells completed, finally unleashing their wrath and the signature move of the Sea Dragon.

Spells from the Great Chu had some unique aspects to them—one of the largest was their use of what occurred naturally to achieve greater power. This spell called upon the great ocean beneath the Sea Dragon. From the eight positions where the spells was cast, the vast and turbulent ocean coalesced into eight great eastern dragons. They writhed through the air like the tentacles of a kraken, then surged in on Crystal Wind like biting snakes. Each spell was as large as the dragon. It was almost instinct for Argrave to call upon [Requite] and returns those massive attacks back at their foes, but the enemy possessed shamanic magic and they couldn’t guarantee such a counter would not fail.

All of the spellcasters who’d agreed to come on this assault rushed up the dragon’s back, near its shoulders. It tilted backward and beat its wing to stay in place, and the Veidimen retinue clung to the dragon’s spikes as it tilted dangerously. Atop its head and neck, everyone prepared the most powerful ice magic that they could possibly muster.

As the water dragons neared, a wave of unimaginably powerful ice rocketed forth toward each and every spell. The dragon spewed its breath of sheer cold. Argrave sent the A-rank [Ice Maul] from both hands, imbuing both attacks with blood magic thanks to his perfected [Blood Infusion]. Anneliese, Vera, Vasilisa, Rowe, Castro, and Onychinusa all combatted the seemingly-unstoppable wave of magic. The two forces met, and the sheer pandemonium made it unclear which attack had won out.

Hegazar, meanwhile, master of illusions, conjured an S-rank illusion spell to shield all of them from the sight of the world. Once it had taken hold, Castro conjured a great burst of wind beneath them, sending crystals of ice scattering everywhere as Crystal Wind ascended into the air. To all observers, the ice crystals and fast winds would make this spot appear like nothing more than his namesake. But all the while, they soared above the Sea Dragon, heading for the back while spurred by a tailwind. As they flew, Argrave called upon his blood echoes to make a single [Bloodfeud Bow] as it passed over the fortress.

By the time they reached the back, Argrave’s [Bloodfeud Bow] was completed. With a pointed finger, the maroon bolt spread toward the back deck of the floating fortress. When it neared, a gigantic and awe-inspiring ward shielded the fortress. The bolt hit and pierced, yet even as it fragmented new magic already came to repair the hole. Indeed—the whole of the Sea Dragon was protected by a magic ward.

Crystal Wind swooped down, bunching its wings together to fit through the hole. They fell toward the wooden deck below. Moments before impact its wing spread to stop its descent, and the shift of momentum was enough to force Argrave to his knees. The dragon landed, looking out across the vast deck.

“Get off!” shouted Rowe, looking around frantically. “Don’t care to stick around!”

Argrave looked back to his struggling retinue, then shouted, “Come on! It’s time to go!”

Argrave and his whole force—save Rowe—dismounted Crystal Wind. When their feet were on the deck of the Sea Dragon, his dragon lifted up into the air once more. Above, Rowe called upon [Winter’s Awl] to break the ward once again, and left. His role was to block off any retreat.

Back on the deck, meanwhile, forces already emerged, running up from stairs below deck and taking disciplined positions. Bells and horns echoed out. Having only ever seen it in a distance in Heroes of Berendar, Argrave didn’t know the layout of this ship. It was so giant that working it out might take time. For now, though, they were on a flat deck at the back of the ship. A towering square building awaited them ahead, undoubtedly containing the elite troops of the Great Chu.

And its emperor, of course.


Chapter 33

Emperor Ji Meng waved away the servant that was attempting to help him with his armor, and pulled the strap tight on his own. He walked to the decadent mannequin holding up his armor and pulled the last piece of equipment free—the helmet with its great crescent moon perched atop and his demon-like mask. He fitted the helm over his head, while the mask hung loosely from his left hand. His armor had grown somewhat loose over these years where nothing stimulated his appetite, so he tightened it yet further.

Ji Meng walked to the wall where his formidable dadao hung. Long ago, his court had insisted he discard this ‘peasant weapon.’ In response, he’d had one of the divine weapons of the Great Chu reforged inside it. He felt unfathomable strength surge as he took hold of it. He called upon the vital force within him, feeling it rumble like a storm.

“If the enemy has boarded, I will meet them,” he declared, turning around to where one of his bodyguards stood. “With spell and blade, I will cast their bodies into the sea. I will overturn this ambush, and slay them to the last.” He hefted the large blade over his shoulder and walked to the door. “I will take command. If they came here, they seek to cut off the head. They seek either Admiral Tan Shu or myself. I will have an ambush of my own ready. You—relay my orders,” he pointed to one of his men.

Emperor Ji Meng lifted the mask in his left hand up to his face, and it slotted into the helmet perfectly. The demonic face that it depicted hid something of an eager, if nervous, smile on his face. Even if he himself had not known it, he’d longed for the feeling of being near death once again. He felt fear at the coordination, the ferocity, and the sheer strangeness of his foes.

That fear was turning out to be sweeter than any food in the imperial court, and his hunger was finally roused.

***

The Great Chu had two sorts of spellcaster combatants. There were those who used traditional magic; namely, spells cast from matrixes. And then there were those who used weaponry to manifest the magic within themselves. It was not so dissimilar to enchanted weaponry within Vasquer, yet rather than implant the magic through [Imbuing], each and every combatant imbued the weapon with their own magic to enact the blade’s enchantment—though they called magic ‘vital force.’ In turn, these weapons were not called ‘enchanted.’ They were so common in the Great Chu that they did not have a name at all. It spoke to their power.

The sheer number of troops that ran to confront them when they landed was so overwhelming that Argrave knew any attempts to be mobile initially would be utterly fruitless. Hundreds of archers took their place on elevated positions all around them. Soldiers wearing the lamellar armor of the Great Chu ran up from the deck, forming disciplined ranks. These were no raiders—they would not rush foolhardily, but instead intended to gather their forces in a defensible location before they had forces enough to ensure a rapid and total victory.

But their time to gather played into Argrave’s plans, too. When they landed on the deck the first thing that Argrave did was call upon his Brumesingers. They scrambled from his heavy coat, bounding across the deck while singing their chiming, melodious song. Their barely-perceptible gray mist blessed by the dryads spread out all around them. Everyone in this group had been touched by the dryads, and so this mist would not affect them… yet for all others, it would be a plague unlike any others.

The faint gray wisps of the Brumesingers burst out across the deck. For two years they’d been feasting on the souls of the greatest warriors, and now that gathered power made its grandest entrance yet. The Brumesingers used this fog to protect themselves in the wild, but Argrave had been filling that role for them. As such, they’d built a glut of power within themselves—a glut that Argrave felt was perfect to spend here.

Indeed, the timing was so perfect that out of everyone, these Brumesingers would be most vital for this entire operation. 

The Brumesingers vanished into mist, and yet their song continued deeper, deeper into the fortress. The troops seemed uneasy as the fog fell upon them, but they could not know what it was that seeped into their lungs, their skin, their very soul. This whole ship would, soon. But just as they surrounded their foes with the brume, their foes surrounded Argrave’s group.

With the blow of a horn, the archers began their first barrage at the heart of Argrave’s small party. Each of the archers here possessed the magic capacity of a B-rank spellcaster, and each of their weapons were capable of harnessing magic. In response, Castro cast the S-rank [Cradle of Gods], and an S-rank ward encircled them. 

“In this domain, any attacks made against my allies are greatly weakened!” he shouted, calling upon the Domain of Law. It took shape around them. Argrave knelt to the ground, looking to those around him. “Don’t get distracted for a second. Soon, their spellcasters will come here.”

“Speak for yourself,” Vera responded, paranoidly watching each and every avenue for where an attack might come.

Argrave closed his eyes and held his hand up. He conjured up the A-rank spell [Heart of the Pack]. Argrave’s Brumesingers had always been bound to him by use of the C-rank [Pack Leader]. He’d clung to this method instead of direct control as Anneliese had over her sparrow for this spell in particular.

Argrave felt his soul intertwine with the Brumesingers’ as they spread their influence throughout the Sea Dragon. He was one, and yet he was five—and five were one as a single pack. He became his Brumesingers, experienced all that they did completely. And they became him, knowing and understanding all of his desires and wants so intensely. Argrave knew that he was changed in that moment, and so were they.

Argrave and his four other bodies roamed the vast floating fortress that was the Sea Dragon, spreading the brume everywhere it could reach. He sung the song that he had only before heard, filling barracks, filling dormitories, filling the palatial rooms where the S-rank spellcasters of the Great Chu resided. Argrave could feel the brume. It was not merely a fog to him anymore—it was like a vast network that his brain was attached to. Everywhere it stirred, every figure that walked through it… he knew where they were, what they said. The sensations would’ve overwhelmed his human mind, but the burden was shouldered by the pack. Argrave was merely its heart.

Under ordinary circumstances, perhaps the brume might’ve been cast away by the wind. But the Sea Dragon was encircled by a great ward, keeping projectiles and tempests from ever gracing its deck. What was a marvel of magic engineering became nothing more than the seal to their fate as the barely-discernible mists crept up, down, and all around this mighty flagship.

In time, Argrave discovered a network within his domain of fog. It was commands, orders, all rippling outward from a central point. The imprecision of it and the slow movement of the fog made it incredibly difficult to discern their source… but Argrave pressed ever onward, consuming more of the ship with the aid of his Brumesingers.

A deafening crack broke Argrave’s concentration. Argrave opened his eyes to see the dim afterimage of incredibly powerful lightning. Castro’s ward had shattered, and now Onychinusa created another to hold its place. Even with the brume dampening the power of magic, and with Argrave’s Domain of Law weakening all attacks, S-rank spells were S-rank spells.

“We cannot hold much longer, Argrave,” Anneliese informed him. “Hurry.”

Argrave closed his eyes and lapsed back into the heart of the pack. He desperately listened to all of the words, the commands, as the faint mist crept its way up the giant square building before them. Meanwhile, yet more made its way to the front of the boat. It was coming together—bits and pieces there, a commander here, and Argrave managed to isolate the officers of their command structure.

Just as Argrave’s pack made it to the front of the Sea Dragon, yet another deafening crack disturbed his thoughts. He didn’t open his eyes, but he heard yet more pleading. They could not remain in this location much longer.

Argrave found Admiral Tan Shu. She desperately commanded the navy from the front deck, fighting a losing battle. Argrave seized upon the opportunity and pooled fog in the area. When she began to notice something was amiss, Argrave conjured a single shade from the mist. It was a great Veidimen warrior wielding a maul, and it clubbed her in the back of the head. She slammed against the railing, then tipped over and fell off the side. She wore divine gear and Argrave doubted he’d even knocked her unconscious, but the interruption to their command would be nonetheless devastating.

The incident brought the faintest whisper of suspicion about this mysterious fog. Perhaps all had thought it was merely mist from the ocean. Now, the brightest few had other ideas about what it might be. They said the vital force within them was disturbed. They felt malaise—weakness, failing sight, nausea. They heard the eerie chiming spreading throughout the ship, without an obvious source yet without an obvious end… but even if they knew, it was far too late for that. Perhaps they dismissed it as anxiety. Perhaps adrenaline hid the feelings. If they told their commanders, they would receive no comfort. Those wearing divine armaments were barely affected, and so the commanders would dismiss these claims as the nerves of battle.

But in time, they would know the wrath of the dryads. Argrave and his pack had nearly permeated every part of the ship.

Argrave found the emperor’s room… empty, save his servants huddling in the corner. On and on he tracked the chain of command, searching for its heart. He came upon a room—a vast training hall, where amply used training equipment lay untouched. And there, partially hidden… Argrave spotted Emperor Ji Meng. He heard his command.

“If they would remain in that wide-open deck… we have no reason not to surround them, wear them down.” He hefted his dadao in his hand. As Argrave looked upon that demonic mask and helmet, he knew he’d found the great conqueror Ji Meng. “I will advance closer.”

Another deafening crack burst into Argrave’s ears, and he opened his eyes wide as a ward scattered around him in golden fragments. He stood up. “I’ve found him!”

“About fucking time!” shouted Hegazar.

“I’ll lead!” Argrave continued, stepping ahead of everyone. “Move on up!”

Argrave, his spellcasters, and his Veidimen retinue advanced straight toward the giant square building that was the heart of the Sea Dragon. A thousand troops had massed to block them. Though smaller than the snow elves, these were elite troops, equipped with Great Chu weapons and trained in martial arts for decades.

But the rot had already set in.

As Argrave and his companions dealt with barrage of magic-imbued arrows and spells, the Veidimen confronted the first of the troops. Argrave could see the magic—their ‘vital force’—within, moving slow and sluggish like mud. The first few of them managed to imbue their magic-harnessing weapons with their vital force, and sent forth blades of wind, of fire, and great arcs of electricity… but the Veidimen shrugged these attacks off with deft parries, and then fell upon them.

This elite troop, the emperor’s personal army, had impeccable techniques. Their footwork was coordinated, their attacks were precise and wasted no energy, and they were decade-long veterans of combat with unrivalled adaptability. But their muscles were failing, their eyesight was off, and nothing functioned as it ought to have. It was like a thousand elite five-year-olds. They lacked strength, they lacked coordination—their soul wasn’t aligned with their body.

Argrave’s Veidimen honor guard effortlessly dismantled person after person. One blow was enough to send these hollow shells tumbling. Some of them, once on the ground, couldn’t even stand back up. Argrave wasn’t too confident about his martial prowess, but he felt he could take these people. But even still, he dismissed such arrogant thoughts, keeping the emperor’s location close in his mind.

Leaving behind hundreds, Argrave pressed into the heart of the Sea Dragon.

***

Those beyond the flagship engaged in battle could not help but peer at the Sea Dragon. Following Argrave’s descent, the whole of it had been consumed by an unearthly fog, billowing out ever so slowly before being contained by the ward protecting the ship. It seemed to have become a ghost ship. Those nearest to it would hear faint chiming, like a siren’s song. Before long, it stopped moving entirely.

Just as the heart of their fleet was consumed by a dark fog, so too were all others feeling the fog of war. The wyverns, the longships, and the great ice dragon blocking any hope of retreat… this battle was expertly coordinated. And behind it all, an ill omen brewed. It stood as proof. Proof that mortals alone were not behind this battle.

Far behind the Great Chu’s navy, a great storm took shape far quicker than it had any right to. Powerful winds churned the surface of the ocean—nay, the ocean itself seemed to writhe with a will of its own. And gathering at the heart of both, a storm condensed into a towering hurricane. The skies had been clear not minutes ago, yet now a great tsunami and hurricane both threatened to sweep across this battle, consigning both armies into oblivion.

Sataistador stood at the shore, watching this brewing storm with a wide smile on his face. “The gods behind this voyage finally show themselves…” He savagely licked his teeth with anticipation, then rolled his shoulders. “Such panic… I’ll enjoy you, little triplets of the Qircassian Coalition. You’ll scream louder than your storm.”


Chapter 34

Though Galamon was acutely aware of the massive storm brewing far behind the battlefield, his years of experience in command made him keep focused on the task that had been assigned to him—total subjugation of the invading force. To that end, he enacted an efficient tactic to subdue these turtle ships brought from the north by the Great Chu. This tactic, with Rowe and his dragon hassling their rear, was like the quicksand of the Burnt Desert—the fiercer they thrashed, the more their life was threatened.

Durran’s wyverns circled the edge of the battle, bearing two riders on their backs at all times. One rider guided the wyvern, while the other directed powerful spells at the ships. The flying mounts gave the spellcasters mobility and vantage that was not easily combatted, and the advantage provided ample opportunity for Galamon to enact his plan. Either the enemy devoted spellcasters to combatting the forces in the sky, or they left themselves open to Galamon’s navy. They chose the latter, for at least then it became a contest between navies.

Galamon stayed removed from the battle, more than a dozen birds perched on his crossed arms.

“Relvan, advance and board. Company, disengage and head west. Siren, enemies approach on the east—abandon the grapple, disengage and fall back until you receive further orders.”

These birds on Galamon’s arms were linked to druidic spellcasters. When he gave a command, it could be immediately relayed to all those underneath him. This brutally efficient command structure ensured that they were always a step ahead of their invaders. The tactic that Galamon employed required heavy amounts of coordination. This sort of coordination was necessary against this navy. They fired ranged weapons from covered positions—crossbows and bows, oftentimes magic. The Veidimen had ranged weapons of their own, but the iron plating of the ships that gave these turtle ships their name made ranged retaliation a losing battle.

Veidimen longships operated in pairs for this operation. Though both, in part, were intended to manipulate the opposing ships, one was assigned as the boarder and another as the herder. It was the herder’s duty to attach itself to one of the ships with grappling hooks. From there, the Veidimen would pull the heavy ships by use of their numerous and superior oarsmen. Galamon and every captain had long ago mapped out which parts of the water had dangerous shallow rocks, barely concealed beneath turbulent waters. They pushed these invaders, both by grappling and by reckless ramming, into these shallows. The turtle ships were ridiculously heavy yet sunk deeper into the ocean than Veidimen longships, so it was an easier task than might be expected.

When a turtle ship’s hull was breached by rocks in shallow waters, or when one was more simply separated from their main unit, the longships in reserve would swarm the ship, climbing atop the iron-plated shell protecting the seamen within. With combined might, the Veidimen would pry these iron plates off the ship one by one, then swarm inside to commandeer the vessel. There, the true battle began.

With Veid working through Galamon as Her champion, all these thousands at sea were empowered by Her divinity. They were bolstered by unfaltering courage, limitless stamina, and a total unity with their comrades. Though the ignorant might claim these boons were meager offerings, any who had been to war would see their utility. In battle, hesitation sometimes afflicted even the steel-willed, yet with Veid at their backs that was gone. In battle, hours after hours of rowing oars and hacking with an axe could tire even the hardiest of warriors, but Veid ensured the seventieth blow would be just as fierce as the first. And in battle, the chaos and confusion led to comrades accidently striking one another far too often. That, too, was but a distant memory under Veid’s banner.

With Veid at their backs, the Veidimen became the perfect army. And Galamon championed Her, that Her vision might spread throughout the entire world.

They picked off vessel after vessel, leaving these turtle ships adrift or beached with the corpses of their sailors cast into the waters. Their bloodied bodies sunk into the water lifelessly, carried down by the weight of their armor. Some few abandoned their ships in abject fear—these struggled desperately to stay afloat. Their armor was light enough for them to swim, but not enough to do so in the roughening waters caused by the mounting storm. They were easy pickings for the monstrous Irontooth Piranhas that made their home in the coast of Berendar. The predatory fish ate well today.

Despite initial success, Galamon stayed very alert. He was waiting for a maneuver that Argrave had informed him of long in advance. His wariness proved well justified when he spotted ports open on the front of the ships. A stylized turtle head jutted out, a spout in its mouth. Galamon spoke decisively.

“All ships fall back,” he said loudly, then repeated it once more. “Fall back. The fire comes.”

And like that, the relentless drive forth of the Veidimen shifted. Their oars, once rowing forward, now desperately pressed backward. Though the order was well-timed, Galamon saw for himself the pure destructive might of the liquid fire the Great Chu had devised. The turtle heads in front of the ship spewed out fountains of white sludge. The moment that the first bit of it touched the water, it burst into bloodred flames.

The deluge of bloody flames crept toward the Veidimen longships with terrifying fury, spurred by both their spout’s initial momentum and the winds of the storm ahead. The Veidimen had been prepared for this, but perhaps ten vessels were consumed in the flames at once—those too slow to disengage, or those occupied with boarding. Just as many if not more Great Chu vessels succumbed to the fires as the Imperial Navy consigned their allies to death.

The bloodred fire tore through ships with alarming haste. Veidimen warriors aboard the ships desperately removed their armor before jumping into the water, yet many couldn’t and burned alive screaming. The smell of burnt flesh and wood spread so quickly that Galamon smelled it in seconds, and Argrave saw blood dye the ocean as dead and living both were torn apart by the Irontooth Piranhas.

The retreating longships, meanwhile, retrieved large felt blankets enchanted with humble fire-resistance spells and spread them in the water to cover their retreat. A lumpy and makeshift patch of floating felt blocked the ceaseless advance of this fire. Though crude, it sufficed. Galamon gave a self-satisfied nod as he saw the fire-retardant felt put distance between this fire and his navy. Some flames spilled past even still, but the bulk of their forces were spared the horrors of the heat.

As the fire raged between the two of them, Galamon had time to survey the battle. The nature of the liquid fire ensured that it reached some of their own turtle ships in these tumultuous waters, but by and large, the Imperial Navy had created a temporary stalemate. The Great Chu still outnumbered the Veidimen longships, though now to a lesser degree. Galamon felt that victory was at hand—their opponent had earned themselves a moment of reprise, but in so doing expended their trump card. If all went well, Argrave would subdue the emperor and the admiral, and then end this battle by seizing its leaders.

Galamon stared at the Sea Dragon. So much of it was concealed by fog by this point. Beyond that, however, the mounting storm seemed to shake and tumble, ready to burst forth. With his sharp senses, he spotted someone approaching the heart of this storm. Someone with red hair and a huge physique: namely, Sataistador. And as he entered, storm and wave both trembled as if in fear. There, gods would clash as background to mortal feuds.

***

Though Argrave had hoped to corner Emperor Ji Meng in a tight space and subdue him quickly, his command of his troops was not as sophisticated as his command over his druidic bonds. They did encounter the emperor, coming upon him in one of the lower hallways. He was ignorant of the fact Argrave and his retinue had burst free of their encirclement, but upon their encounter the fierce conqueror’s brain worked without delay.

Upon judging the opposition, the emperor prudently left two of his personal guard behind to hold Argrave off, and then fell back to a more favorable position. Indeed, only two—and with these two, their party faced the first real opposition of this assault. The emperor’s personal guard bore divine armaments—thus, they were not as badly affected by the Brumesingers’ attack, if even at all.

The pair that confronted them were deadly warriors. They were garbed in all black, covering even their face, and though small before the Veidimen had an undeniable presence. From the back, one bore a bow firing magic-imbued projectiles. The frontliner had a dagger with a curved hilt meant for catching and disarming foes, and a sword of bone that was undoubtedly divine. These were artifacts of lesser gods, incomparable to that taken from Erlebnis’ vault, yet divine all the same.

Argrave had been leading but fell back, casting spells with his [Blood Echoes]. Despite the fact they were lightning spells, this vanguard warrior caught a dozen C-rank spells imbued with blood with his blade alone, blocking them like attacks as ordinary as any others. The Veidimen swarmed past Argrave to deal with this foe, and he let them.

The first Veidimen to confront the frontliner was drunk on the easy victory against his old foes, and fell upon the emperor’s guard recklessly. He swung his axe in an overhand arc, but the guard caught the blow with his dagger, hooked it with the hilt, and pulled the man forth to stab him with his sword. The Veidimen recovered and tried to slap the blade away with his shield, only barely preserving his life. The guard kicked him away… where a perfectly aimed arrow from the archer pierced through the Veidimen’s helmet, killing him instantly. All of the frontliner’s moves possessed the uncanny grace of a practiced martial art. Argrave, though, kept his eye on the archer. He called upon the Brumesingers, prepared to ambush him with a shade of mist.

Next, three snow elves filled the width of the hall, bearing down on this imperial guard. With dagger and sword, he fended off the probing attacks as the archer behind mercilessly fired upon them. When one of the Veidimen overextended, the guard again hooked an axe with the hilt of his dagger and pulled the towering elf forward in a familiar, practiced gesture. The others rushed to punish the occupied imperial guard, perhaps hoping to save their friend. Rather than defend, he ruthlessly stabbed the man he’d seized, then caught an axe with his shoulder. When the Veidimen tried to pull his axe free, the guard released his dagger and grabbed the axe, pulling with all of his might.

The Veidimen lurched forward, exposed to the archer. Argrave long ago saw the archer pull an arrow back and so conjured a shade. The bowman, though, somehow noticed the attack before it hit, and rolled forth without releasing the bowstring. The archer’s dodge was fast enough he gained stable footing and released the bow, whereupon the arrow pierced the visor of the off-balance Veidimen. With two of his allies dead, the third Veidimen finally cleaved into the frontliner’s skull, ending his defense. He seized the divine armament and then sprinted down the hall, eager to avenge his fallen comrades.

The archer retreated, falling back while firing arrows recklessly. Each came so fast they were forced to slow, but Vera stepped ahead with her right hand sparkling with light.

“Fall back, knight!” Argrave shouted, and the Veidimen, despite the grief of losing two comrades, did obey. He scrambled behind Vera, and the moment he did, a mana ripple spread as she released an S-rank lightning spell, [Smite]. Her A-rank ascension, [Two-Faced], allowed her to imbue elemental spells with another element. A sheer blast of fire and lightning consumed the corridor ahead, converging on this archer. When the light faded, the archer crouched there, bow held before him. His clothes had melted into his skin, but still he stood and turned the corner, fleeing.

“They’re damned monstrous,” said Vasilisa of Quadreign, catching her breath.

“I still sense them. They went to the front deck,” Argrave continued, pushing past their complaints. “The emperor is trying to regroup. I’m going to ensure that his command never reaches where it needs to be. We proceed slowly.”

After the terrifying encounter with only two imperial guards, their party advanced considerably more slowly to where the emperor waited. Argrave used [Heart of the Pack] to its fullest extent. The emperor was trying to signal to the S-rank spellcasters aboard the ship where he was, but Argrave hunted every messenger he sent down, killing or otherwise incapacitating them with the brume that had permeated the whole ship.

They finally came to the front deck, where Emperor Ji Meng and his imperial guard awaited them. Argrave stalled their group at the door, sizing their party up. Admiral Tan Shu had managed to get back aboard the ship after Argrave’s sneak attack, and she waited with the emperor. Two S-rank spellcasters had taken position at the edge of the deck. Fifty imperial guards circled Emperor Ji Meng, who himself was an S-rank spellcaster resplendent in divine armaments.

“My gear,” Argrave looked at Grimalt, who’d been instructed to carry certain items.

Grimalt nodded and retrieved the Resonant Pillar—a staff of jade he’d used to combat Mozzahr—and the Inerrant Cloak, an item that drew upon its wearer’s magic to defend from attacks. Argrave took both in hand, feeling strength surge through him as he wrapped the cloak around himself.

Argrave took a deep breath while his brain worked furiously. He needed to do more than merely beat his opponent—he needed to make the Emperor of the Great Chu his hostage. The plan had already been set in motion long ago, this was merely the final act. With this in mind, Argrave led his retinue into the front deck, where an undefeated conqueror awaited him.

Ahead, surrounded by his personal guard, Emperor Ji Meng stood with his dadao leaning against his shoulder. His stance seemed every bit as uncompromising as the demonic mask that he wore.


Chapter 35

The front deck of the Sea Dragon was shrouded in fog, and as Argrave walked at the head of his people, he reviewed this battleground he’d long ago surveyed. The front deck, unlike the back, was triangular. The emperor and his guards stood in the center of this triangle, and their formation was simple. The vanguard held pavises firm against the ground, the crescent moon of the Great Chu emblazoned proudly in white on their black surface. Just behind, expert archers prepared to fire arrows of great power.

The emperor’s elite archers would undoubtedly make any approach unimaginably difficult, and the cover from the pavises would make retaliation difficult. On top of that, Argrave could see other weapons on their person—once they came close enough, they would surely switch to melee weapons, demonstrating the same devastating prowess that they had in their first encounter.

The position inclined an onlooker toward using devastating spells to break their rank, but that might be a mistake. At the midway point of the triangular front deck, two towers rose up on the left and right sides. It was from there that the S-rank spellcasters had attacked them with water dragons, and it was there two remained, sheltered from attack while within their towers. From its shelter, the powerful spellcasters perched like a hawk watching for prey. With Ji Meng on the battlefield, their role would be solely to protect him completely. They would make casting spells a laborious thing—and even if one slipped past, Emperor Ji Meng himself was an S-rank spellcaster.

It was a deadly formation… but one that Argrave and Anneliese had devised a hastily-conjured counter for. That counter, namely, was themselves.

Rather than the Veidimen or the other spellcasters along with them, Argrave, Anneliese, and Onychinusa walked straight toward the formation. Argrave’s blood echoes spread out in a line, while Anneliese remained just behind him. Onychinusa persisted as displaced magic mist, blending in with the Brumesinger’s fog, yet Argrave knew she was present.

When the first volley of magic-laced arrows came to confront their advance, Anneliese conjured wards with practiced grace. Her wards, empowered by divine creations plundered from Erlebnis’ vault, easily withstood the blow. She and Argrave were protected within, while Argrave’s blood echoes remained without.

On the right and left, the Veidimen took formation centered around their remaining spellcasters. Their task was twofold—deal with the S-rank spellcasters within the towers, and flank the emperor’s guard. Vasilisa and Vera, their two best attackers, countered every spell the S-rank spellcasters in the tower cast, while Castro and Hegazar acted as reserve and rearguard both.

“The two in the towers have some spirits—perhaps a hundred. But Ji Meng has the most,” Anneliese told him, employing her [Truesight] to evaluate these people. “Easily over a thousand.”

Argrave’s party had a straightforward victory condition. They would need to deplete their opponents of spirits using a simple shamanic spell called [Freedom], which required its caster to touch the other party. Once their foes were deprived of their spirits, they became vulnerable to shamanic magic. It was Onychinusa’s duty to then cast the S-rank spell [Subjugate], that they might subdue the emperor without killing him.

Though grateful for the enemy’s spirit count, Argrave did not respond to Anneliese—instead, he unleashed his first counterattack to the imperial guard’s formation, calling upon each of his blood echoes to attack. Argrave saw bright maroon lights before he heard the terrible noise of his attack. Seventy-two sustained bolts of blood-infused lightning came forth from eight blood echoes, casting dreadful lights across the deck. Their sheer power illuminated the fog so completely it seemed that Argrave had cast them into a ring of hell, and the sustained electric arcs emitted an intense noise that sounded like an industrial saw.

This was one of the spells he had designed in seclusion with the Alchemist, experimenting with segmenting and [Blood Infusion]. With segmenting, he turned [Nine-Tailed Bloodbriars] and its bloody whips into [Arc Whips]—a B-rank spell that projected nine deadly electric arcs that spanned the air with lightning’s speed and power. With [Blood Infusion], each of these arcs gained the power of his black blood. He might’ve made the spell A-rank, but B-rank spells were the limit his blood echoes could cast.

The Bloodbriars had already been an unstoppable wave of destruction, yet now that they were formed of electricity while retaining the destructive power of blood magic. Argrave was used to emerging from the gate with an attack so powerful that it forced his foes on the defensive, and this was his most powerful gambit yet.

Even still, the imperial guard responded with infinite composure. Though the lightning was fast enough the first wave struck his foes, the pavise-bearing frontliners imbued their magic into their shields before the second wave came, conjuring a slew of wards from their weapons. The [Arc Whips] melted through lower-ranked wards, true—but dozens stacked together was another matter. Their defense held, and the elite archers changed both their formation and projectile type. When their defense fell, Argrave once again cast [Arc Whips] from his echoes. The archers met this with a wave of water arrows, upon which the arcs faltered. Argrave was shocked they so quickly devised a counter, but also had plenty of tricks in his own bag.

Before Argrave had the chance to change his style of attack, the guards’ formation split. Ji Meng walked forward, running his hand along his dadao. Argrave saw a mana ripple split through the fog, hueing it teal, but no spell came. Instead, Argrave saw all of the emperor’s magic pour into this weapon, and knew what was coming.

“Defend,” Argrave shouted, voice eerily clear in the foggy battle.

When the last of the magic poured into his weapon, Ji Meng raised his dadao into the air and swung it horizontally. A crescent beam of concentrated electricity cut through the air, and Argrave barely conjured an A-rank ward empowered by [Blood Infusion] in time to defend. Though easily equal to any S-rank ward, his defense shattered. Anneliese’s wards next stood in its way, yet they both shattered before its might. Argrave received the blow with the jade Resonant Pillar in his hand. The slash still had tremendous force behind it, and the Inerrant Cloak that Argrave wore drew upon his magic to protect from the remainder. The majority of his personal magic vanished as it drew upon his magic supply to defend him… yet Argrave managed to emerge unharmed.

The emperor’s weapon could absorb any spell that he cast, then concentrate it into a single slash and empower it with divinity. The resulting attack was strong enough to slay even greater gods. He had caught much of that power in the Resonant Pillar, and the weapon now stood poised to deliver a devastating attack whenever he so pleased.

Ji Meng’s face was hidden behind his demonic mask, but Argrave thought he noticed surprise that they’d endured. Argrave held his gaze and calmly unclasped the Inerrant Cloak to hand to Anneliese, whose magic supply could replenish. With Argrave’s magic gone, she was better suited to wear this.

“You take the next hit, if it comes to that. But be careful,” he reminded her.

Argrave had thought Ji Meng merely poked his head out to attack, but no—his guards’ formation shifted. Rather than wait to be flanked, his troops divided into two to confront the coming Veidimen. Like parallels to Argrave and Anneliese, Emperor Ji Meng and Admiral Tan Shu stood adjacent to each other, supported by two archers each. Argrave briefly thought it was pride on the emperor’s part, but no. It was much more difficult for the group as a whole if the imperial guard contested the Veidimen.

To his right and left, battle erupted between the Chu spellcasters, the imperial guard, the Veidimen, and Argrave’s retinue of Order Magisters. The emperor and admiral both stared them down in their lamellar Chu-styled armor, demonic masks betraying no emotion. Admiral Tan Shu was an A-rank spellcaster and bore a divine bident made of bone. They were both intimidating fighters, but Argrave couldn’t hesitate. He advanced, hoping they’d do the same, as he called upon his blood echoes to cast [Arc Whips] yet again.

Ji Meng held his dadao up, imbuing it with a warding spell as Argrave’s onslaught of lightning came. Each of the arcs twisted and battered against the blade as though drawn to it, demonstrating yet another aspect of his terrifying weapon. Argrave turned his attack into a distraction, however—behind, he had his Brumesingers conjure shades of mist to assail the two archers supporting both the admiral and the emperor.

The moment Argrave’s lightning ceased, Admiral Tan Shu threw her bident. It soared through the air whistling, and Argrave conjured his A-rank ward infused with blood magic to block it. The silver bracer on his arm containing his blood essence had drained about half from merely two of these wards. When it struck his ward, the bident suspended in the air. Tan Shu simply appeared where it was, then gripped it tightly and thrust again. His ward shattered, but Argrave knew this attack was coming and sidestepped.

Argrave swung the Resonant Pillar to punish her attempt at a surprise attack, and Tan Shu barely blocked with the haft of her spear. The sheer force contained within the attack lifted her off the ground and sent her flying hundreds of feet away. She threw her bident—not at Argrave, but at the ship. It sunk deep into the deck. As her figure faded away, she once again teleported where it landed. She stumbled, her arms broken—Argrave’s attack had done some damage, even if she had blocked it. Still, it was nothing magic couldn’t heal.

“Another swing!” Anneliese shouted, drawing Argrave’s attention back to the emperor.

Just as Argrave turned his head, Ji Meng had already imbued his weapon with another S-rank spell. Anneliese stepped in front of him and cast two wards just as Ji Meng swung horizontally once more. As his crescent blade of condensed electricity cut through the air with uncanny speed, her wards barely bought Argrave enough time to cast another of his A-rank wards infused with blood magic. Once again, the Inerrant Cloak proved the only thing preventing them from perishing, and Argrave saw Anneliese’s magic drain rapidly as she blocked it with her bare hands.

If I’d known he would be so hard to approach, I’d have brought Melanie for certain, Argrave thought.

He looked to Admiral Tan Shu, considering somehow using her bident to get near. He saw no way to do it without exposing his plan, though—and the admiral wasn’t yet beaten. He needed a way to both approach quickly and distract the emperor simultaneously.

Hell, thought Argrave. Guess it’s time for good ol’ reliable.

“In this domain, any allies inside reach their peak for a short time,” Argrave declared, calling upon the Domain of Law. At once, he felt a tremendous difference. He didn’t look back as he said, “Anneliese, Onychinusa—make sure I can approach him without being intercepted.”

“Understood,” she answered, though he could hear the unease in her voice. Onychinusa did not answer, but Argrave could perceive her everywhere and knew she listened.

Argrave sent out ten blood echoes, straining his mind to its fullest. Two of them used [Arc Whips], blasting at the emperor. It was enough to keep him distracted defending, but also gave Ji Meng the opportunity to step backward and retreat. Argrave felt some panic seeing that, but stuck to his plan. All of the eight other blood echoes conjured [Electric Eels]. Argrave himself, however, cast [Bloodarc Bow], preparing a single mighty attack using the last of the blood essence within his silver bracer.

Argrave watched and waited, eyes fixed on the emperor ahead. He felt the two blood echoes deplete as they cast [Arc Whips], and moments before they finally vanished, Argrave pointed [Bloodarc Bow] into the sky, then shot up the maroon bolt of lightning. It soared toward the heavens, and following just after it was the far-slower [Electric Eels].

Argrave sprinted forth, heading for the emperor. The Admiral Tan Shu tried to intercept him, but Anneliese contested her. Some of the imperial guard broke away to try and fight Argrave, but Onychinusa manifested out of her immaterial magic form and conjured wards to block projectiles they fired.

Emperor Ji Meng saw Argrave’s approach, but rather than flee to safety, he began to once again imbue his dadao with an S-rank spell. Argrave felt rising terror as he realized that this man might intend to clash with Argrave, but it calmed when he saw the man’s neck crane to look at the approaching attack. The arrow of the [Bloodarc Bow] had flown straight upward, and now it came down with a trail of [Electric Eels].

The emperor raised his blade above his head as though to swat away the eels like flies. As the lightning descended upon him with terrifying speed, he swung his weapon and a great burst of electricity neutralized the eels. Then, just as Argrave ran at him, so too did Emperor Ji Meng rush forth to confront Argrave.

Argrave prepared [Freedom] in his left hand, ready to divest the emperor of his spirits to make him vulnerable to [Subjugate]. The emperor savagely swung his huge sword, and though Argrave was the larger man he was near certain he was weaker. All four of his Brumesingers conjured shades to assist him, receiving the blow to weaken it just before Argrave caught it with the Resonant Pillar. Argrave’s arm screamed in pain as he resisted the too-powerful blow.

Ji Meng deftly maneuvered his blade and swung at Argrave’s stomach. Under ordinary circumstances the deft movement would’ve fooled Argrave and he would’ve been gutted then and there. But the effects of the Domain of Law lingered, and Argrave only barely brought the Resonant Pillar in time to parry the blow. The Resonant Pillar returned the attack that Argrave had just received, and in tandem with his own strength, Ji Meng’s blade slipped from his grasp and he was disarmed.

Argrave completed the shamanic spell [Freedom], and thrust his left hand out at Ji Meng. The emperor blocked the attack with his forearm, but the spell did its duty. Spirits exploded outward from his body, and Argrave smiled triumphantly. His smile faded when the emperor grabbed his wrist and slammed his foot into the side of his knee in a practiced move. Argrave kneeled, crying out in pain, and the emperor then jammed his fist into Argrave’s throat.

Yet then, Onychinusa casted [Subjugate].

Wires of malicious black energy exploded outward from Onychinusa’s hands, assaulting all those she deemed in need of subjugation. Emperor Ji Meng recoiled and stepped back, clutching his head and crying out in pain. All of the imperial guard, too, staggered. Their thoughts and memories were directly assaulted, breaking beneath the spell.

Argrave coughed in pain, clutching his neck as the emperor recovered. He couldn’t breathe, and called upon healing magic to restore whatever the man had crushed—his whole throat, maybe. No one had fallen, protected by their divine armaments. In response, Onychinusa merely cast the spell again. The wires of black energy burst outward once again, assailing the guards.

Most enemies present were forced to the ground, incapacitated. Only the emperor stayed standing. Onychinusa cast the spell the third time… and finally, the indomitable Ji Meng fell to one knee. Argrave rose to his feet, neck healed, and walked up to the emperor. Ji Meng stared up at Argrave, his eyes bugging out.

“We’ll talk soon,” Argrave told him. “Sleep well.”

The emperor collapsed to the deck, falling into unconsciousness. Argrave smiled, trying to forget the fact that the man had just nearly killed him with his bare hands, and instead focused on the victory.


Chapter 36

Even though Emperor Ji Meng and his honor guard were beaten, a task of similar difficulty awaited in the next step. Though the head had been cut, the great beast that was the Imperial Navy still writhed in force. Argrave would need to ensure their surrender—or more likely, a simple truce. But Argrave had two things in his possession. One was a door and the other a key, metaphorically speaking.

As Argrave’s Veidimen honor guard secured these newly-acquired prisoners, Argrave walked to the key: Admiral Tan Shu. Anneliese had taken off her helmet and held both her hands to her face. It wasn’t a caring gesture—rather, Anneliese was sapping both Tan Shu’s magic and the effects of [Subjugate] using her A-rank ascension, [Life Cycle].

Ji Meng was bound in cuffs and had a shard of Ebonice embedded into his skin. The two S-rank spellcasters, though their spirits remained, had been subdued in a more mundane way; they merely ran out of magic. They were bound much the same way that Ji Meng was. Only the admiral would remain unbound, at least for now. But each and every defeated combatant was stripped of their divine armaments. It proved a very fruitful battle, but the damage to Argrave’s Veidimen honor guard had not been small. Seventy-two of the three hundred snow elves had perished—one of the worst losses percentage-wise that Argrave had endured.

Putting aside that grim thought, Argrave looked down at the unconscious admiral. Tan Shu looked like a stern woman—with short and wispy black hair, her face showed that she’d endured hardships but hadn’t quite lost her youthful vigor. Argrave looked at Anneliese. “Will it take long for her to awaken?”

“Not very,” Anneliese assured him.

The Brumesingers appeared at Argrave’s feet, manifesting from the mist swirling all around the quiet flagship. Though they had been black before this battle began, now the foxes were snow-white. All of their power was spent, and they heaved in exhaustion as they sought Anneliese for comfort. She looked sorely tempted to remove her hand from the admiral’s face to pet the creatures, but she kept up with her task. They contented themselves by sprawling out across her lap.

After some brief time coordinating things in this ghost ship, all of the prisoners were gathered on the front deck. The rest of the Sea Dragon was dreadfully empty. Argrave’s examination of the ship through his Brumesingers showed perhaps one hundred people that hadn’t succumbed to the fog—most either officers or the six other S-rank spellcasters. The army aboard this ship had been made blind, and the majority of them now struggled on the ground while coughing blood as their insides churned. It was a horrifying sight, and doubly so when Argrave had been the cause.

But they were alive. That, at least, was something.

Argrave ended the tyranny caused by his Brumesingers. The fog slowly faded, revealing the Sea Dragon to the rest of the world once again. Argrave walked to the front deck, peering out to the coast of Veiden. The continent somehow managed to seem small aboard this gigantic ship.

“Tell Galamon to be prepared,” Argrave spoke to Elenore through their connection.

Argrave stared out across the ocean, witnessing the destruction. This had been a terribly ugly battle, but it was clear that the Veidimen had been the victors by and large. Argrave turned and looked back, where a storm waned. He saw tremendous impacts in the water as Sataistador dealt with the three gods facilitating this voyage. The god of war had kept his word, and spared them the wrath of these sea gods.

As Argrave’s thoughts wandered, Admiral Tan Shu awoke. She screamed and struggled only for a few moments before she went eerily quiet. Argrave stepped away from the railings as she thrashed, restrained by two Veidimen and the iron shackles on her wrist. Then she went still, glancing toward her bident. Vera held it. Then, she looked up at Argrave.

“Your emperor and all his guard are beaten.” Argrave gestured toward them, bound, then looked back to Tan Shu. “You came here as invaders, and as such, all your rights are forfeit. Everything that you own belongs to us. The only thing you still possess, currently, is your life. That, too, will be lost if you don’t obey. And not only yours—the emperor’s, and every one of the thousands of men on this vessel.”

Tan Shu met his gaze with her dark brown eyes. Then, she spit at Argrave. He stepped away and dodged her phlegm. Argrave was annoyed and opened his mouth to say something, but one of the Veidimen struck her in the face. Argrave grew furious, and had a reprimand on the tip of his tongue… but these men had lost many of their closest comrades, and he could not afford to appear soft after the threat he’d just made. His command officer, however, was not so merciful. Grimalt ran forward and grabbed the offender, pushing him to the ground.

“Do not act without His Majesty’s command!” Grimalt shouted. “You’ll be dealt with later, Tyrren.”

The one named Tyrren accepted that with a nod. He seemed to project a sad anger.

Argrave knelt before Tan Shu where she had collapsed on the ground with a split lip. Her gaze was still strong, but there was something else in her gaze after she’d heard the words ‘His Majesty.’ Argrave couldn’t tell what she was thinking, but he stated his demands.

“You will command the Imperial Navy to surrender. Then, you will bring this ship to dock at the coast.” He stared for a few moments, then rose. “Grimalt. Unbind her hands.”

Argrave turned and walked away, coming to join Anneliese by the deck’s railing as she held one of his Brumesingers in her hand. He looked out across the ocean somberly, where the last remnants of bloodred fire on the ocean’s surface faded away. When he turned his head to the right, Admiral Tan Shu walked to the edge of the ship, shadowed by Veidimen guards. She stood at the front of the deck for a long while, looking out across the navy. Then, she bitterly gave the signal to surrender.

With that done, she headed for the sole set of stairs in the front deck. There, the complex enchantments that guided the ship forward waited. She and her escort disappeared beneath the deck, and half a minute later, the Sea Dragon began to move toward the coast. It pushed aside the turtle ships, and the Veidimen longships all parted for its advance.

The flagship and pride of the Imperial Navy, the Sea Dragon, landed on the shores of Vasquer not as an invader, but as the defeated.

***

The Sea Dragon was a gigantic ship, and it took a tremendous amount of time to handle all of what laid within it. Its food stores alone were enough to feed a city for a week. They captured prisoners—in total, eleven thousand three hundred and thirty-four. Despite Admiral Tan Shu’s command to surrender, and the capture of the flagship, the Imperial Navy remained at sea. They didn’t attack, but they were at a total loss as to what they should do. Retreat was no option, not with Rowe watching from behind. But in their eyes, surrender might mean death. Argrave was confident he could earn their surrender in time. They couldn’t remain at sea forever.

In addition to the prisoners, the divine armaments pilfered were enough to outfit the whole of the Veidimen honor guard. The majority lacked a unique effect like Argrave’s Resonant Pillar, the Inerrant Cloak, or Melanie’s executioner’s blade, meaning they were of substantially lesser quality than those taken from Erlebnis’ vault. Even still, they provided unmatched strength to those who held them. Most of the divine armaments from Erlebnis’ vault had been given to Durran’s wyvern riders to aid them in hunting lesser gods. Now, Argrave could outfit his Veidimen honor guard. After what they’d endured, they deserved such a reward.

Among this loot was the emperor’s dadao, Admiral Tan Shu’s bident, and some divine armaments that enhanced spellcasting. Anneliese had some of these already, and Argrave’s blood echoes wouldn’t benefit from them, so he distributed them to those who’d come with in this assault. They had all proven to be ready and willing to fight for Vasquer, so Argrave didn’t view it as a loss.

By nightfall, all was prepared. In this desolate north, they didn’t have the space to store a massive amount of prisoners. After some discussion, everyone decided it was prudent to turn the Sea Dragon into a prison. Blind and lame prisoners weren’t much trouble to keep in line, but the officers and the spellcasters presented a serious threat.

Argrave stood with Durran as he walked around the inside of the training hall.

“This damned ship… gods. Imagine the collective work that went into making this thing.” Durran walked up to one of the sconces on the wall containing a magic lamp. Crescent moons jutted out as decoration, and he ran his finger along them. “It’s a shame I couldn’t have come with you during your fight here.”

“You had your own part. And because of it, I was able to do my thing.” Argrave walked closer. He held Emperor Ji Meng’s blade in his hand. It was quite the heavy weapon, and he leaned it against his shoulder. “I have to speak with the emperor, now. But here. This belongs to you, I think.” Argrave hefted it, then held the flat of the blade as he offered it to Durran.

Durran looked at the heavy blade, then at Argrave. “What is it?”

“The emperor’s weapon,” Argrave declared. “Your wyvern bone glaive… it catches spells, yeah? Well—look at this.”

Argrave stepped away, casting a spell into the blade. It lit up as it received his magic. With a swing, a slash of flame roared outward, searing the floor of the training hall.

“I imagine you’ll be able to use it best of everyone here,” Argrave noted, walking up to a wide-eyed Durran. He gave him the weapon and then left. Anneliese waited at the entrance to the training hall, watching the both of them. Even now she held the Brumesingers, spoiling them. They deserved a great deal of spoiling after what they’d achieved here.

“Are you prepared to speak with him?” Anneliese asked, petting one between its ears.

Argrave rubbed at the fox’s neck right alongside her. “I hope he hasn’t recovered all of his memories. If he remembers that he crushed my windpipe, might make the whole tough-guy route a little hard.”

Anneliese looked at his neck in sympathy, then met his gaze with her amber eyes. “I don’t think Ji Meng is a man that can be intimidated.”

Argrave took one of the Brumesingers from her arms. “We’ll see what he is.”

Argrave and Anneliese walked through the Sea Dragon, heading to where the emperor was kept imprisoned. They were shadowed by many Veidimen guards doing their best to keep them safe in this fortress-ship. They kept the emperor imprisoned in his own quarters, heavily guarded yet given some degree of liberty.

Argrave arrived at the sliding doors leading to the emperor’s room and gently pushed them aside. He crouched there, totally divested of magic, of divine armaments, and of all his power. Ji Meng looked forty, though for an S-rank spellcaster that meant little. The days of voyage to Vasquer had given him a small goatee and scruff on his face. He had hard eyes, and now that he was out of his armor, an evidently robust—if quite skinny—physique. He wore a white robe and sat atop a pillow before a low-lying table, legs spread out casually. Four Veidimen guards stood behind him as he drank from a white ceramic cup.

“So comes the cat again, to kill the mouse it’s been toying with,” Ji Meng said, then held up his cup. “This drink… it’s draining our vital force. What is it?”

“Our vital force?” Argrave stepped within the room as Anneliese shut the sliding doors behind.

“…my vital force,” he corrected begrudgingly, dropping the royal we.

“Powdered Ebonice,” explained Argrave as he walked closer. “Rather extravagantly wasteful. But it’ll keep you subdued for a long while. You’ll never regenerate magic so long as it’s in your system.”

Ji Meng pursed his lips, then drained the entire cup and set it down. He sat up on his pillow, corrected his posture, and sat respectfully. “So, emperor of barbarians… what do you seek from me to make such a subdual necessary?”

“Emperor of barbarians…” Argrave sat down at the low-lying table, and then Anneliese joined him. “You invade, then deem us barbarians?”

“Do you seek ransom? You will get none. My imperial court… I reason it is far different from yours. When I was still a lowly peasant tending the rice terraces, nomadic barbarians in the Yue highlands captured an emperor. Within a tenday, the imperial court named another emperor. The Great Chu’s bureaucratic apparatus is as much a slave to the emperor as the other way around, and my sole regret was not dismantling it when I rebelled against the Zhu dynasty.” The emperor sighed in deep lament, then focused on Argrave.

“They will name me dead, and pick and choose among my sons. I left my empire knowing I might never again see my palace.” He jammed his thumb into his palm until it drew blood, then displayed it to Argrave. “And I would sooner disembowel myself than beg to keep my life. Content yourself with the gold on these walls and the blade pried from my hand. You earned it.” He closed his bloody palm into a fist, as though to demonstrate his resolve.

“We understand most of that,” Anneliese nodded. “Argrave has told me about the Great Chu. I am very interested in the eunuchs, but I could find none aboard this ship.”

“So, disembowelment.” Argrave placed both hands on his knees. “Are you thinking you’ll use your bare hands, or am I supposed to get you some kind of knife?”

Emperor Ji Meng did not appreciate being made light of. He stared at Argrave without saying a word.

“What do you think your legacy will be?” Argrave moved on.

Ji Meng brought his hand up and ran his finger atop the short stubble. “I dethroned the treacherous Zhu dynasty, who had lost much of our lands to invaders from the highlands, the steppes, and the jungles. I reclaimed all of what was lost on the field of battle. I restored the administration throughout the vast expanse of the Great Chu, and in so doing ensured decades of prosperity during my reign and those after it. At best, I will be remembered as a great ruler. And at worst, I will be remembered as a conqueror who grew soft from the luxuries of the imperial palace. I am ninety-seven. I have lived well.”

Argrave looked at him, then leaned in slightly. “And what if you are remembered as the feeble-minded warrior who allowed his position to be usurped not by man, but by gods? What if you’re remembered as the last ruler of the Great Chu, who allowed your empire to succumb to divinity while you lost yourself in concubines, lavish food, and mindless battle in lands you couldn’t possibly afford to hold?”

Ji Meng’s attention on Argrave was absolute, and in his mien, the conqueror Argrave had faced earlier today reared its head once again. At the very least, Argrave could say he’d drawn the emperor’s attention.


Chapter 37

After Argrave had done a dressing-down on the imprisoned emperor, a fair bit passed before either party again spoke. The emperor had been kneeling at the low-lying table politely, but he stretched his legs out and sat more comfortably. His indignance at being called a feeble-minded warrior had faded from his face so subtly Argrave wondered if he’d imagined it.

“Legacy… is a fickle thing,” Ji Meng said. His gaze wandered to the ceiling. “The last of the Zhu dynasty… as a baby, they said he was a tiny monster that pulled the wings from flies and then ate them. They claimed that as an infant his mother offered her milk, yet he tore apart her skin and gnawed on her insides instead. And as emperor, he was a man of size, barrel-chested. Any who opposed him would be ashes scattered to the grass.”

Ji Meng looked back at Argrave. “People still remember him like that. But he was a deluded man kept ignorant by his court. The emperor propped upright barely knew of my uprising before I burst into his room and slammed his head upon the wall. He died in less than a second. When I exited the cheers of my army grew loud, and despite the ease he died I raised his body to please the crowd.”

The emperor tapped the table. “That’s as much metaphor as it is a recounting. I raised his body to show those people the dead emperor, and I’ve allowed his legacy to persist because it suited me better than the truth. And until the oceans conquer the land, the surviving imperial court will not allow a single whisper of this conspiracy to leave the palace. Through changing wind and rain, the pigeons of the court fly only with each other.” He pointed a single finger at Argrave. “And you are no pigeon. How is it you, then, claim to know any of how my name will echo, how my court conspires, barbarian emperor?”

Though the question was for Argrave, Anneliese answered first. “I suspect you know Argrave speaks truly. The ignorant emperor in your story—you see yourself in him, now. Perhaps it is why you came here.”

“She’s right. If the imperial court is your country’s heart, it’s strangled tightly by an enemy of mine. And by consequence, you come here—the vanguard for an invasion.” Argrave looked at Anneliese. “You probably came here to verify for yourself what your pigeons were reporting, rather than die ignorant like the one before you. But what I don’t think you anticipated is that your nation had become a proxy for something greater. Something grander.”

“No. I came to ensure no general of mine would emerge victorious, and then return to my empire hesitant to relinquish their armies. Too many great generals have been ousted by the feeble-minded warrior you would decry. Most usurpers are former leaders, and—"

“Yet Admiral Tan Shu was your leader for this expedition,” Argrave interrupted. “You chose her for this task precisely because she doesn’t pose such a threat. A woman can’t challenge your authority the same way a man might.”

“Given that one saved your life and defeated me at the same time, that’s evidently an opinion I need to revise.” He looked at Anneliese. “Not to mention that your favored concubine accompanies you, sitting at equal footing and speaking without deference. Ours are a much different people.”

“She is at equal footing with me,” Argrave explained succinctly. “But I’m glad you admit the reason you came. You didn’t fear being usurped—you feared that you had already been blinded by your court. Am I wrong?”

Ji Meng remained silent, staring out at the windows, then looked at Argrave. “You truly live in this cold land? Then it is no wonder we lost.”

Argrave thought it was an attempt to divert the conversation, so he repeated, “Am I wrong?”

Ji Meng smiled at Argrave’s insistence. “Yes. I sought to totally restructure my court by gaining control of an army, earning their loyalty, and enforcing my decree upon my return. I sought to, once again, take the imperial court from whoever was holding it—and this time, rebuild it precisely as suits me. The eunuchs, the officials, the governor families… I intended to wash them away with my might as I had before until I had a clean slate. When I was done it would be like sand smoothed over with the back of a rake. From there… I might write my own story.” He leaned into the table. “Instead, they sent word of my coming to you. They told you the totality of my forces. Am I wrong?” he repeated back to Argrave.

“Not quite,” Argrave shook his head, glad the emperor was coming clean.

“There’s a lie there, somewhere. You knew me and my forces very well. My blade has not been used frequently. Few in the court even know what it does. Tan Shu’s bident, too, was a well-kept secret. You blocked her ably. You expected my attack, and knew its strength. I’ve fought enough to know these things. And I know that you knew.” He planted his fist on the table and leaned in closer. “Tan Shu tells me your ships knew how to ward our liquid fire. They even knew from whence it poured. Your strategy, from the beginning, knew of the Sea Dragon’s shield. Even once inside, you handled our force in a way that suggests prior knowledge. Someone betrayed the Great Chu.”

Argrave was taken aback by the complete insight into the battle the emperor possessed. The man was not considered a master general for no reason. It wasn’t exactly unsubtle, but few enough that Argrave interacted with had ever called his prior knowledge out so blatantly.

“I suspect that whoever’s leaking this information intends to use me for something.” Ji Meng leaned backward and sat politely on his pillow once more. “You have me here. You’ve isolated me from my power, physically and socially. Now, you have a request to make of me. Perhaps our leak intends to use me to restructure the court precisely as I intended to. They wish to use me as a cudgel for their own ascent.” Ji Meng laughed. “It would be a fitting thing.”

Argrave thought it was somewhat terrifying the man had landed on the right answer even without all the facts at hand, but instead carried on calmly, “Again, not quite. It’s like we told you. This is grander than your imperial court. The puppet masters have strings on their own backs. And the one puppeteering this whole play is my enemy. The Qircassian Coalition.”

“So you claim. Yet for tens of thousands of years, our people have rejected the influence of the gods. We have our own principles, our own power, and our own way to confront the advent of the Test of Heaven. Our government is structured in such a way that the court is utterly free of outside influence. Our bureaucracy has its faults, but it is first and foremost a great wall built around our country to ward away any and all gods.”

“But like any wall, with one hole, an entire army might enter your territory,” Anneliese clasped her hands before her.

Argrave nodded in agreement with her. “You’ve said yourself that I had an insider. I’m telling you who my insider is—one of the divine. And to that end, I’ve taken the liberty of preparing many that might verify what it is I’m saying.”

Ji Meng shook his head. “I cannot trust a man that would ally himself with gods.”

“If that’s true, your empire will become yet another under divinity’s thumb. But if that’s not true, and you can agree to work with us, it’s just a possibility.”

“Speak your intentions frankly.” Ji Meng crossed his arms.

“I want for you to revitalize the vision of the Great Chu you just laid out before me.” Argrave planted his hands on the table. “I want you to turn your people against the gods that’ve parasitized your country. You’ll help me end them, and I’ll help you keep what’s yours.”

JI Meng shook his head. “I’m already noticing a flaw. You defeated me. The men that I came with are either blind, or still out at sea as they witness you humiliate and subjugate the pride of our Imperial Navy—this Sea Dragon that we speak on, even now. I have not earned their respect, and so I cannot expect them to be as loyal as they would be. I am not the returning victorious emperor. I am the one who led them to their deaths. That does not inspire trust.”

“So tell them the truth—or some manner of it,” Argrave suggested.

“Elaborate.” Ji Meng listened intently.

“Tell them that I respected your prowess, and so gave you the truth of the situation: the imperial court sold you out to have you killed in battle. Tell them that you managed to talk me out of having them all executed.” Argrave waved his hand at himself. “Tell them that you earned the favor of this very evidently superior combatant, and he kept you alive to amuse himself.”

Ji Meng, again, did not take kindly to being made light of. He stared for what seemed like an eternity before he asked, “You would let me leave?”

Argrave crossed his arms and stayed silent for a few moments, just as the emperor had. “This ship is mine. All your divine armaments are mine—and I’m keeping your royal guard for myself, as well.”

“And the prisoners you blinded?” Ji Meng’s question was unemotional.

“My responsibility,” Argrave said, tapping his chest.

“Better you than me. But I cannot hope to achieve anything if you should steal all of our weapons,” Ji Meng reasoned. “The imperial court will surely act when I declare them traitors. And by ‘act,’ I mean rebel.”

“I won’t take your enchanted weapons.” Ji Meng looked confused—he didn’t view lesser weapons as ‘enchanted,’ even if they used magic. He rephrased, saying, “I don’t need your mundane arms.”

“Without divine armaments, we would still be an army of peasants before elite soldiers. And that’s if we survived the voyage home.” Ji Meng was uncompromising.

“Army of peasants, is it? Fortunately, you led a peasant rebellion.” Argrave smiled.

Ji Meng adamantly continued, “That means I have experience enough to know this one would fail.”

Argrave looked to Anneliese, seeking her counsel. She gestured to him, pointing outside. Argrave looked at Ji Meng and commanded, “Wait here.”

Argrave and Anneliese walked outside, shutting the sliding door behind them. Despite the door between them, she still conjured a ward.

“I have an idea. Let me say it all before you cut in.”

“Go ahead,” Argrave gestured at her.

Anneliese took a few moments to gather her thoughts. Finally, she looked at him firmly. “Alright. To preface this, I believe he is sincere when he says he would fail without divine armaments. To that end… perhaps we ought to have the Veidimen accompany him,” Anneliese suggested. “Not as invaders, but as his allies. Then, this invasion they seem so hellbent on committing… rather than have them as foreign occupiers, they have a pathway to peacefully cut off the head of the empire, and then take its place.”

Argrave was taken aback, but brightened to the idea at once. Still, he didn’t agree right away. “Ji Meng is sharp—you just heard that conversation, right? And the Veidimen aren’t inclined to lying.”

“Ji Meng has no choice in the matter,” Anneliese insisted. “Despite his composure, I can tell that he desperately wishes to return to his empire. I never saw him happier as when he suggested restructuring the imperial court with his army. He will take any path, even one he knows to be poisoned.”

Argrave looked at the door, then back at her. “The man is every bit as fierce and ruthless as Patriarch Dras. If the Veidimen do go along with this idea—which sounds somewhat dubious—he may have a trap ready and waiting for them. And I’m fairly confident the full might of the Great Chu is superior to that of the Veidimen. Once they arrive not as invaders but as allies, they’ll be thrust into the politics of the imperial court. And if Ji Meng, smart bastard that he is, does something… the whole might of that nation could fall upon them if they cannot muster competition to his intrigue.”

“With Sataistador in the Great Chu… I think that this is something we can genuinely orchestrate,” Anneliese said in a low voice. “For now, I say we take him to meet the Blackgard Union. They’ll be arriving soon as reinforcements—and then, we’ll explain what we know about the Qircassian Coalition. The true assault will be coming soon, if Sataistador wasn’t wrong. And we cannot deal with it alone. Let him see his true enemies.”

“Right,” Argrave nodded. “I do like the idea, Anne. But if Ji Meng actually manages to take control of the Great Chu again, well… you’ve just spoken to the man.”

“I did. Without an ambush, I suspect we would not have beat him. And at the helm of such a great nation, without something like the imperial court to check him… it would not be good.” She looked back at the door. “So long as we stay one step ahead, however… I believe there is definitely a way forward in this tangled mess.”

Argrave nodded in quiet agreement. “But we’re planning months ahead. Right now, we’ve only seen the gods Sataistador fought—three lesser ones, of no consequence. We’ll have to wait longer.”

Anneliese crossed her arms and sighed, as though to dispel her hope. “You’re right. Troubled times approach… and it’s simply too early to tell. But, Argrave. You forget something. We have Ji Meng. And it will matter, one way or another.”


Chapter 38

The dwarves gathered in an enlarged room. Large amounts of the strange dwarven metal lined the wall, containing elaborate pipes and nozzles meant to regulate something or other. They stood around the large circular hole in the center of this place. Once, it had been the house of worship of the tribes of Vysenn. Now, however, much of the more sacrificial elements had been dug away to make way for the pump. And in one corner, a complex machine waited idle and cool.

The dwarves dealt cards, but each and all anxiously glanced at the machine in the corner of the room. Each of them sweated like they were betting their lives on the line in this card game… and perhaps, broadly speaking, their lives were on the line. If this project of theirs failed, they might die—either because of an enraged king, or because they succumbed to magma in their attempts to turn it into lava without disturbing the volcano below.

Footsteps from the hall beyond made them all stop dealing their cards and turn their head. There, a dwarf walked in, panting from running.

“This land… too much of it,” the man heaved, putting his hand on the wall to catch his breath.

“You can rest when you tell us what you heard,” one of the dwarves walked away from the card game.

He took his hand off the wall, then nodded furiously with a grin. “The area is clear. We can begin whenever we’re ready.”

The dwarves burst into cheers, clapping each other’s hands and giving celebratory back pats. But someone broke past all of the cheer—the oldest dwarf in the room.

“You boys can cheer later when that machine is running and working,” the wizened dwarf reminded them. “And the moment that we see magma coursing through those pumps… you will be the first journeymen made into masters via the new volunteer program. I need to bear witness as your supervising master.”

The dwarves were all sobered at this, and their anxiety redoubled at the same time. After they exchanged glances in the silence, they walked to their stations almost as though commanded. They were jittery from the pressure and stress, each and all. The master dwarf walked to the pit, whereupon he looked into its endless depths. The pump extended for miles and miles, partially suppressing the heat of the deep. Now it was time to bring that deep heat up to the surface.

The journeymen dwarves flipped switches, attached bolts, tightened and loosened parts, checked glass gauges… but one by one, they grew still, their tasks completed. They were all like rats frozen before the light of an opened door as they waited for command. Then the master walked to the pumping station, giving it one last examination. He firmly grasped the iron handle in its center, turned it, and then pushed deep. The machine let out a low hiss that rose in volume until it sounded like the tide of the ocean against the coast.

The pumping station’s parts scattered throughout the room came to life. The journeymen monitored their gauges, frantically made sure that all of the moving gears and restraints were working properly. The master craftsman, however, ignored most all of that. He walked back to the hole, gazing down at the pump. He could hear the forces of nature moving within it, toiling at their direction to harness the very fires of the earth itself.

There was a frantic silence in the room as the dwarves awaited the outcome of this project. Their constant review to ensure everything was in place was more to cool their own nerves than genuine doubt this machine would work. The master craftsman waited, watched, and listened. He heard the air within the pump shift, and knew that it had taken hold of something far below. He waited seconds longer, and then…

Heat. Heat rose up from below. A familiar, suppressed heat that any who had toiled long hours in the pumping station would know of. It was the heat that came when magma was being pumped through the pipes. Enough to singe away the hairs on your head, yet after the dreadful cold of the surface, it was a familiar and welcome sensation.

“It’s coming! It’s…!” the master shouted, excited despite himself. Yet then, his heart seized.

The dwarves saw nothing at all. But all of them, deep in their heart, knew there was a black malignance rising from the pit the pump was placed in. It coiled around their hearts, their minds, as it emerged just alongside the magma. Then it released their grip, and each of them looked around in shock.

“What…” one of them rubbed at his chest, lost for words. A subtle creaking drew his attention, and he turned his head. A bolt on one of the pumps slowly unwound, loosening, threatening to unleash the volcanic might of a volcano in this chamber. The dwarf was in shock, but he shouted instinctually, “It’s still here!”

All realized, then, that this presence had not left—it had merely changed targets. The dwarves scrambled furiously, instinct leading them to act before they thought. As one of the pressurized chambers exploded and released hot steam into the air, the dwarves furiously worked to keep together this machine of their construction as the force that came from the deep attempted to unwind it.

The master craftsman, knowing this was no fault of their own, leapt to action. The magma was currently coursing through the pumps even now—he didn’t need to maintain the machines, but rather what kept that molten rock restrained. He furiously tightened the bolts keeping the pipes together, adrenaline giving him strength he’d enjoyed only in his youth.

One by one, he attended to each of the pipes as the others maintained their work on their machine. The magma started to pour through each of the pipes, making the work of repairing them dreadfully dangerous. He could feel the heat radiating out from the dwarven metal which, though supernaturally insulated, would still melt skin to the touch.

Yet when he came to one of the last pipes, raising his tool to tighten the bolt… he saw the last bolt pop away, and the pipe bend downward as it fell. He freed both of his hands and raised them up just as the first pass of magma became lava from the leak. Both of his hands grabbed the red-hot pipe, preventing it from falling further, and he screamed, “Help me! Screw the damn thing back!”

The master felt his hands melt away as the journeymen scrambled all around him. The pain was unimaginable, and the pipe was dreadfully heavy with loads of hot magma pumping through it all. Even with the supernatural insulation offered by dwarven metals, this was far too much for anything living to bear. He felt the metal melt into his bones, and when he dared looked up at his hands he saw only that they were aflame.

“Done! Let go, master!” the dwarves shouted.

The master craftsman fell away, collapsing to the ground. He went unconscious almost immediately while the journeymen wrapped his hands in heat-insulating material. The pipe held, all the bolts resecured. They looked around at the machine… but despite everything, it held. All of it held steady, and whatever force permeated this area had gone.

“What in the name of the core just happened?!” one of them demanded. “Stop crowding him! Go outside, go, go, go, and get a healer!”

One of them ran away as fast as their legs would carry them.

“You all felt that, right?” another of the dwarves said a moment after. “Something… something foul came up along with the magma. And it… it didn’t take kindly to what we did.”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Another shook his head, stepping up to the pump as it worked. “That king… he was right. Gerechtigkeit’s toying with the world, down below. And he intends to go down there and stop that.”

“May the earth preserve us…” one of the dwarves prayed, and he was silently joined by several others.

The volcano of Vysenn was tamed, if only barely. In a day, perhaps two, all of the magma would be pumped up to the surface, providing that there were no more surprises. Once pumped, it would be distributed atop the surface of Vysenn, where it would harden into volcanic rock in the locations that the king’s sister had specified. And then, once it had diminished enough… the king would descend.

As for what he’d find… did anyone know the answer?

***

Sataistador crossed his arms as he looked down at Argrave. His arms bore the evidence of battle, but from Argrave’s view, the wounds seemed to be mostly from hitting rather than getting hit. And the foremost evidence of the battle was the captive lying at his feet.

“This is a god of storms?” Argrave looked upon the man. His body had been pierced by ten knives with red tassels. He was so badly broken that Argrave could discern little about his features save his midnight black hair and pearly skin. Argrave looked back at Sataistador. “What about the other two of these triplets?”

“All defeated. The god of tides was slippery and had the terrain advantage, but once I got my hands on him, I ate him alive, bite by bite, starting at his neck. Then, I—”

“They’re dead, then,” Argrave interrupted, not caring to hear the gory details. “How do you expect the remainder of the Qircassian Coalition will come?”

Sataistador stroked his beard. “They never suspected you to be aware of their attack. It was a detail privy to their highest orders, and to the imperial court, where information seldom leaks. But because of me, you were aware, and they never gained a foothold on this continent. That’s overturned their plans.” Sataistador looked up. “Now that their surprise is lost, they have only one route if they choose to continue their vengeance, which I suspect they will—utterly overwhelming force. And since none of the three lesser gods they sent as help returned… they’ll suspect divine intervention. That’ll lure out the old titans, who seek to feast on spirits. You may see Qircassia again, in all his inhuman glory.” He pointed at Argrave. “Best hope the divine allies you’ve chosen are up to the task.”

“Yes indeed,” Argrave nodded. “And you?”

“I’ll be heading to the Great Chu during this chaos. Gods of Qircassia’s magnitude seldom enter a fight without leaving the opportunity for retreat. If they do indeed rout, I’ll be waiting to catch their retreat. And if your counter-invasion comes, as planned…” He looked down at the broken god of storms. “Their fate will be similar to his kin.”

“You can rest assured it will. The Veidimen will cross the sea. Perhaps at Ji Meng’s side, too, but I can’t say that for certain.” Argrave shook his head.

“Veid’s kin? How amusing,” Sataistador shook his head. “I should leave. Your more steadfast allies than I will arrive, and you’ll be a pariah if I am seen.”

Argrave nodded at him. “I appreciate your help.”

“Help?” Sataistador laughed loudly, hiding his open mouth with his huge hand. Without another word he walked away, fading into the night. At some point Argrave lost track of him.

Once he was gone, Argrave looked down at the god of storms uneasily. He bent down and picked the man up. He was lighter than he expected, and totally broken in ways that churned Argrave’s stomach, but he was alive. And he would be presented before the deities of the Blackgard Union to spur their defensive coalition into action. 

By defending Vasquer they hoped to spread worship into Vasquer’s populace, earning themselves a permanent place for the next cycle. That was undoubtedly their bid. But Argrave hoped to end the cycle altogether, and he was more than happy to make use of them to that end.

Elenore’s voice cut into Argrave’s mind. “Are you awake? If not, wake up. Vysenn has begun draining. The hills are flowing with lava. There was an incident, though. An incident that the Alchemist reported as ‘extremely heartening.’ Something relating to Gerechtigkeit is definitely down there.”

Her voice surprised Argrave, and the words she spoke after even more so. “I’ll wrap things up here as quick as I can,” he said after a few moments of pause. “Remember—Dario, Traugott, and Mozzahr still lurk. I can’t imagine what they’ll pull, so predict they’ll try everything.”

As Argrave walked, rather than his conversation with the gods upcoming on his mind, one word rung. Sandelabara. They had finally found it. What that meant, Argrave did not know. Provided they succeeded, he was sure to find out.


Chapter 39

Argrave and Anneliese stood together flanked by many Veidimen guards. At Argrave’s feet was the broken god of storms, while Ji Meng waited cross-legged in the snowy coast with his hands bound behind his back. Despite the frigid air, he didn’t shiver a bit. And ahead of them, gods walked Vasquer as allies, for perhaps the first time in its history.

“Who are these people?” Ji Meng looked back and up at Argrave.

Argrave stayed silent for a moment as he looked at all who came, and then decided to answer. “The pale-skinned woman in the purple robe with the weird hair that looks like a night sky is Almazora, goddess of magic. The blonde boy walking with her is Yinther, god of exploration, discovery, and curiosity. The man in the luxurious burgundy outfit is Raccomen, god of space. The buff lady with the wolfskin and the body paint is Stout Heart Swan—a hunter, as you might’ve guessed.”

“Hmm.” Ji Meng nodded, his cold eyes watching them dispassionately. “And the one in black?”

Argrave was puzzled for a moment, but Anneliese answered. “That’s Rook, god of deception.”

Argrave only realized after she spoke that Rook was hiding in their number. He blended in far too well.

“And enshrouding them all is Law,” Anneliese finished. Argrave looked at her, confused, and she asked him, “Do you not see him?”

Argrave looked back at the scene of them walking through the snow-ravaged valleys. It was vague… imperceptible, almost, but there seemed to be an aura of gold enshrouding them all. As they drew closer, Argrave felt something tugging at the blessings within him. They were strengthened, magnified. It was quite the empowering feeling.

Argrave rubbed at his chest to dispel the feeling, but his hands met only the ornate breastplate he wore beneath his coat. “The only absentees are Lira and Veid. But Lira’s power isn’t well-suited for combat, and I suspect Veid will be coming along shortly.”

“These are gods?” Ji Meng narrowed his eyes as he watched. “The gods we know are grander, larger. They dominate the battlefield with their sheer size.”

“And these can, too. But just as they can stand above us, so can they walk among us.” Argrave looked down at him. “Perhaps there’s a lesson there. A lesson being taught at your imperial court.”

Their group went silent as the guards came before them. Argrave could hear the noise of the Veidimen entourage behind stiffening, every instinct they had screaming at them that these new arrivals were dangerous people. But Argrave walked forward, falling into Law’s presence. The god Law, like Erlebnis, was formless. His formlessness was somewhat more mystical than the monstrous liquid metal that Argrave had encountered. Regardless, Law, Erlebnis, and Qircassia were ancient gods. Sataistador fit the category too, but his lack of a true divine realm and mortal servants often excluded him from the title.

“I’m glad that all of you were able to come on such short notice,” Argrave held his arms out as he walked up, then bent down to grab the god of storms that the Qircassian Coalition had sent. He dragged the broken man along by one arm, then laid him before his fellow coalitionists. “By luck, we noticed their scouting attempts, and with adequate preparation we were able to beat back the first wave the Qircassian Coalition sent. We thought it was an invasion by the Great Chu alone at first, but… this bastard here should tell you all you need to know.”

As the gods looked among each other, Yinther walked away and touched the body. “Hmm… this is a divine being, but…” his boyish hands paused over a tattoo. It looked Celtic, but the explorer god seemed to recognize it. “Ah. This is Tyx, god of storms. He and his two triplet brothers are former sailors turned into gods. They govern tides, winds, and storms.”

“The other two are dead,” Argrave nodded.

“I know that they certainly serve the coalition. How did you manage to kill them?” Yinther looked at him seriously.

“How else? Allies.” It was the truth, but not the full truth. Argrave put his hands on his hips, and then looked at the huntress Stout Heart Swan. He further misdirected, adding, “Your champion, Durran, was instrumental in this battle, you know. He’s been hunting gods for a while, and it shows.”

Stout Heart Swan seemed the strong and silent type, but she did give a curt nod.

Rook stalked up for the corpse, for the first time sticking out of the crowd. The remainder studied the site of the battle with curiosity as Rook prodded the broken god of storms with his black boot. “Some allies, capturing him alive like this. Must be some knifework that Durran has.” He noted the red tassels on the daggers pierced into Tyx’s immobile body.

He’s on to me, thought Argrave, but he didn’t panic. Overexplaining would only draw attention to his minor deception, and the situation might spiral out of control. “Like I said, we got lucky.” He looked back at Ji Meng. “Doubly so because we’ve caught the Emperor of the Great Chu. And he seems utterly ignorant that the Qircassian Coalition are the ones holding the strings in his nation.”

Raccomen stepped up. His burgundy clothes rattled with gold jewelry, and he carried a peculiar silver walking stick. He studied Ji Meng closely. “The Great Chu have refused my presence for several cycles. They refuse all divinity. And never once has their refusal been the cost of their freedom. It has devastated them, yes, but never broke them.”

Ji Meng stared up into the god of space and his gray, empty eyes. Even the emperor shuddered when he looked into the god’s eyes. There was something in there, and Ji Meng had seen it. It was clear from his face that something could never be unseen.

“Most of the damage done to this one was after the fact, I must admit” Argrave explained, putting his foot on Tyx, god of storms. “I don’t like these sorts of interrogations, but sometimes they’re… needed. I didn’t manage to get much before he became like this, but I got enough. The reason that the Qircassian Coalition was able to pierce the Great Chu was because they’ve allied with Erlebnis. Which means that things are as I feared, and Vasquer will become a battleground in their quest for revenge.”

Argrave walked to stand at an elevated point, staring down at them all. “Anneliese and I speculate on one thing—the second battle might come soon, and now that their bid for a foothold failed, they’ll come in force. I have to do everything I can to prepare my armies and my people for that fact. Can I count on you to do the same?” He looked between them all.

When Argrave finished speaking, the sky lit up with gold. He stepped back in wonder as eight slits cut through the sky. A sword fell down, crashing into the earth all around them in a perfect circle. He smiled as recognition dawned. Metal hands pushed through the small slits, widening them before jumping out. Eight armored knights—featureless, expressionless, and with resplendent white-gold armor, took their gigantic blades and pried them from the earth. Snow burst up everywhere.

These knights were Justiciars, the servants of Law. Each and all were easily equal to the Shadowlander that Argrave had fought in the heart of Dirracha so long ago… and it served as Law’s answer to his question. He would fight. To demonstrate that, his most powerful servants took up their sword.

“I believe Law has answered for us,” Almazora put her hand near her chest, then dipped her head. “You have allowed us to build our churches and spread our faith through your land, king. And now, we will not let down our budding faithful. Let us demonstrate their reverence is not misplaced… and next century, let us reappear here as your guardian deities once again. For your people’s strength is our strength, and we will not mistreat it. It is as precious as it is valuable.”

Argrave smiled as he looked upon his fellow coalitionists. But his mind wandered elsewhere, to the portal in Vysenn. With this settled… it was time to head there.

“Then I will gather my armies. And they will pray your names, I suspect.” Argrave bowed his head in turn.

***

With the matter in the north settled, Argrave left Ji Meng under the scrutiny of all the Veidimen and the gods. Many matters remained unfinished there, but these battles against the Qircassian Coalition were not to be a brief thing. Ji Meng’s fate could not be worked out until the gods had been routed. He did genuinely need to mobilize his army to prepare to protect the populace from waves of hostile divine forces, but looming above all of these tasks was the culmination of so much work.

When Argrave once again teleported to Vysenn using [Worldstrider], the sight he was greeted with immensely different than before. He saw smoke—or perhaps it was steam—rising high up into the air as a marker of what was being done. And not only that, he saw their work. Lava poured out from thick pipes in gooey, honey-like flows of red-hot molten rock. Deeper down, he saw the beginning of its hardening process, and thick sheets of black substance drifted atop it as it traversed the hills of the region.

“By the gods, this is hot…” Anneliese complained, in a rare show.

Argrave put his hand on her shoulder, pulling her forth. “Come on, let’s—”

“Tomorrow.”

Argrave jumped and turned quickly, where the Alchemist stood above them. He watched the lava flow almost hungrily, a great mouth wide open on his chest to speak to them. Argrave stared at sharp teeth as he spoke.

“Tomorrow, enough magma will have been cleared for us to descend. And tomorrow, we will descend. Though our security is ironclad, the lack of trouble from Dario, Traugott, or Mozzahr unsettles me. We cannot be held back when we are at the cusp of true progress—progress that things beyond our comprehension deign to meddle in.”

“Are you serious?” Argrave stepped closer to him. “But the heat—”

“It will be no issue. This was a physical barrier, and now that barrier is being broken before our eyes.” The Alchemist gripped his obsidian staff tightly. “I can taste it. A desire I’ve left unfulfilled for millennia, at the cusp of the first bite. A desire for the truth. A desire for a way out.”

Argrave was worried hearing the Alchemist’s tone, and fumbled for the Ravenstone almost by instinct. He felt it there, protecting him. Hearing the man once known as Raven speak of desire was a disquieting thing that harkened to his past.

“Tomorrow, then.” Argrave released the Ravenstone.

***

Argrave peered down into the endless hole before his eyes. The day had passed far too quickly, and all those necessary for this voyage were assembled. Once, he’d felt heat in this chamber. Now, there was nothing but dim vestiges. Even the machine that’d caused this situation lay disassembled in the corner. It felt like nothing more than a sauna. The Alchemist stood beside Argrave, and he pulled free the vial containing Gerechtigkeit’s energy.

“I can feel its pull,” he noted. Even Argrave saw the mass of energy swirling within. He hid it away within his body, then held his hands out. A mana ripple spread, and Argrave stepped away as the Alchemist completed an S-rank spell. Argrave felt wind encircle him.

“That spell will allow you total freedom of movement,” the Alchemist said. “To all of you. In addition, it will protect you from lingering heat.”

Argrave looked back at his allies. Anneliese, Melanie, Onychinusa, Orion, and Castro… a small party, but their forces were stretched thin. And if what Dario said was true, then whatever was within Sandelabara was something that the immoral might exploit. All these here had proven their trustworthiness for this venture, he felt.

“So… are we just jumping, or?” Melanie asked, holding her black blade nervously.

The Alchemist merely stepped away and fell into the pit, and Argrave let out a small, ‘ah,’ of exclamation when he dropped. Argrave peered down, watching as he fell… and then realized that it was his turn to take the plunge.

Argrave looked down into the endless darkness… and at some point, when courage found him, he fell into it.


Chapter 40

At an unspecified time, Argrave found himself in an unspecified place. Considering he’d jumped into a pit, that was the intended outcome. But this was a little different than falling, he could tell—rather, it was like he fell out of the world they’d been standing atop rather than falling into it. He’d found a tiny crack in the firmament and slipped through like water.

“Parasite.”

Argrave couldn’t look around, not really. But he heard a voice. It came from somewhere in the direction of everything all at once. Or perhaps it was just behind him. The two weren’t mutually exclusive.

Though he tried to speak, he didn’t have a mouth anymore. He didn’t really have anything anymore. It couldn’t be some delusion, either—the Ravenstone was meant to protect him from all mental interference, all the machinations of the psychic and the divine. Yet somehow, the question he’d been intending to ask emerged from somewhere.

“Who’s talking?” Argrave’s tone was a strange combination of the voice he’d become and the voice he’d once had. “What is this?”

“Couldn’t leave well enough alone. Now you come picking at the bone.”

Argrave remained rational enough in this strange trance to puzzle out that whatever he was conversing with was directly related to Sandelabara. And if he hadn’t died following the psychopathic Alchemist into an untested pit, there was knowledge to gain from this encounter. “What exactly am I parasitizing?”

“You’re the first to arrive. Move quickly. If you cannot, more than your light alone shall be snuffed out. It would be better to accept a parasite than fall into a abyssal chasm.”

***

Argrave once again found himself in a specified place at a specified time—namely, falling through the same pit that he’d jumped into moments ago. The wind magic that the Alchemist had cast to shield his body lowered him gently with his will, and finally, this vast pit began to open up into something grander. He looked around at the others floating about him frantically, but could tell at once that this experience was his alone.

“Anneliese,” he called out. “Look at me closely. Do you see anything off with your [Truesight]?”

Anneliese watched him as she descended, catching his unease. She did study him closely, but then shook her head. “What happened? You look pale.”

“Got a message. Just a message, I think,” Argrave looked down below, where the Alchemist continued to descend. “I’ll… I can’t even describe it with words,” he managed, shaking his head. “But there’s something here. Called me a parasite, yet urged me to hurry all the same.”

“Gerechtigkeit?” Master Castro questioned, listening closely as they descended.

“I know what he sounds like, and that wasn’t it. There was always something vaguely mortal about Gerechtigkeit, but this… not a chance,” Argrave shook his head. “I’d only be speculating if I guessed further. That something, whatever it is, knows we’re here. And I’m not entirely sure what that means for us. Considering I’m whole and healthy, maybe it’s nothing more than empty words.”

Without much to go on, all speculation ceased as the widening opening became a vast cavern and stunned them all into quiet observation. Argrave could see isolated pockets of magma still persisting in the drained chamber, but other than that, this vast place had been completely purged of all molten rock. As in the magma moat where the dwarves persisted, miles away magma slowly encroached back to fill this empty cavity. It would take days before it came close enough to threaten them, yet still it came.

This place looked like nothing more than a vast and empty cavern, drained as it was. Argrave couldn’t yet see the floor. Persisting heat warped the air, but Argrave felt no discomfort, likely due to the Alchemist’s intervention. Now, that same spellcaster cast a grand spell that illuminated the entire cavern. Everyone’s eyes were drawn to the same thing. And Argrave was certain most of them thought the same thing: Sandelabara.

Argrave saw a huge crater in the cavern. Looking at it from above, suspending by the Alchemist’s magic, it looked like a portal into another world. An idyllic world, seemingly painted into the floor. Argrave saw a distant city past the grasslands. It could be likened to a portal into one of the gods’ realms—a split in this reality through which the divine and mortal both could travel. Yet there was something off about it. Lingering pools of magma dripped into it, yet the moment they passed the boundary, they vanished as though they never were.

As they descended further, Argrave saw the scene more clearly. It was still as a painting. It looked like a lovely coastal city. Argrave could see seagulls, even, and trees flowing with the light sea winds. But something about the way the seagulls moved was… off, and the trees were odd in much the same way. Argrave couldn’t put his finger on it.

“What are you seeing? Anything unusual, anyone?” Argrave asked, the question largely for Anneliese and the Alchemist.

Silence reigned for a long few moments as they steadily descended.

“…I can’t see anything off,” Anneliese begrudgingly admitted when no one else refused to speak.

“I cannot even tell that it’s a portal,” said the Alchemist. “It’s as though whatever is there occurred naturally.”

Their party slowly descended to the portrait-like scene in the crater. It was vastly disorienting to have one world spread out before you on its side, obeying different gravity entirely. It was like two forms of reality existed. Only the Alchemist was brave enough to approach, and he slowly put his hand out.

Argrave watched as his hand passed the barrier. The Alchemis moved his hand about, then pulled it free, closely scrutinizing his fingers with several dozen eyes. He reported to them calmly, “Gravity changes. And the air pressure, the temperature… it’s impossible to tell this is a portal, and indeed I’m not sure it is one. I sense not magic nor divinity. But it’s certainly a different location.” The Alchemist reached within himself, then pulled free the vial. Argrave could see its dark malignance swirling about like a tempest. “And it’s certainly our objective.”

“So… who goes fir—” Melanie began, cutting herself off when the Alchemist hovered into Sandelabara. Even Argrave’s jaw clenched when he saw the way the light fell upon the giant, as though he’d just walked out beneath the sun.

The Alchemist looked back at them, then stuck his hand out. It reemerged from the portrait-like scene. Soon after, the rest of him came, and he exited calmly. “It seems safe.”

“Very empirical,” Argrave noted, looking at Anneliese to stress caution. But the curiosity had set in on her face, and he knew then that their fate was sealed.

Soon after the Alchemist, all of them went through. Anneliese led the advance, then Argrave. As the giant had said, as soon as they passed the imperceivable threshold, it was as though they moved into another place entirely. A new gravity, new suns, new winds, new temperatures… Argrave judged by the two stars in the sky that this must be somewhere in the world they currently resided, but he could recognize nothing about the city, the countryside, or even the sea. Looking back, Argrave could see the lava cavern still persisting. Now, though, it appeared on its side.

“Let us advance,” dictated the Alchemist, then set off floating wrapped in magic. “Do not touch anything carelessly, even the ground.”

Argrave looked around the verdant countryside for a moment. The bright blue ocean stretched ahead without an end. He could see farms in the distance near the outskirt of the city. The structures weren’t quite primitive, but they lacked the uniformity of something built by magic. They looked to be made of stone, and solely by hand. The style was blocky and rigid—function over form, put simply. And as they proceeded, the strangeness of this land made itself all the more evident.

The seagulls flying above the ocean… they teleported from place to place in their flight path. There were so many it was impossible to determine any reason to it all, but Argrave thought he noticed patterns. The trees, too, though few, snapped from place to place as the wind blew through them. They were teleporting just the same as the seagulls, though to a lesser intensity. It almost seemed like they were skipping.

“I see someone,” declared Orion, watching a tree. “A woman. She’s holding a baby.”

Everyone focused where he did. Argrave could barely see it at first, but as they floated near, he spotted her too. She wore a plain brown dress and a cowl, and rocked the baby. They headed her way as quickly as they could. Her movements were jerky, too, and Argrave thought he might be able to study this phenomenon more closely. Yet then… her head turned as she noticed them. She saw them, and her head pulled back in alarm. She opened her mouth to speak…

And then her head was turned again, and she rocked the baby.

Everyone froze in the air, yet the Alchemist proceeded. She turned her head again as his huge body cast a shadow over her… and like it never moved, her whole body shifted back.

“She’s returning to the same point,” Argrave realized. “Back where she started.” He looked back at the seagulls, and finally found some reason in the madness. Every time they teleported, they returned back to where they began their flight.

Argrave heard a scream, then looked back to see the woman crawling away from the Alchemist with her legs while shielding her baby. She returned once again, screamed once again, crawled once again… and this cycle repeated as he watched, standing above her. Looping infinitely, trapped in time.

Their party came to join the Alchemist as he observed, watching in abject caution. Their arrival made her only more afraid—Argrave supposed from her perspective, a group of freaks came to stand over her as she rocked her baby. Argrave saw things for a picnic—a basket, some food. Beyond the looping time, it all seemed rather ordinary.

“Every five seconds, she returns,” the Alchemist observed. “Five and one twelfth seconds, exactly.”

Anneliese floated near, barely suspended above the woman. She was greeted by a scream. “Can we communicate, do you think?”

Onychinusa scoffed. “Five seconds? What could you get from that?”

Anneliese hesitantly touched the woman’s leg when she returned once, then narrowly avoided a surprised kick. Anneliese floated above the tree, studying the realm around them.

The Alchemist, on her next cycle, ruthlessly slammed his obsidian staff down, killing the woman and her baby instantly.

“What the fuck?!” Argrave shouted.

Then… she returned. She saw them, she screamed, and she backed away, the same as ever. The Alchemist slowly pulled away his staff, studying it. “No blood, no gore. But her reappearance forcibly relocated the staff. Curious.”

“There are non-sentient things you might test that on,” Argrave reminded him, then shook his head with an alarmed sigh.

As everyone looked all around in stunned silence at this place trapped in time, Anneliese hovered back down and tried to communicate. It was pointless—five seconds wasn’t enough to say anything, let alone get a proper and coherent response from a woman frightened by their sudden appearance.

“I can’t make sense of this,” Argrave floated high up into the sky, studying the area. Everything moved for only five seconds before returning to where it came. The smoke from distant chimneys, the tides against the coast, the horses on the meadow, the birds in the sky—they were trapped in a loop, ignorant and immortal.

“Yet we have to,” the Alchemist reminded him. “We know what to be cautious of. Now, let us find where Gerechtigkeit’s energy resonates strongest.”


Chapter 41

As they neared the distant city which Argrave was content calling Sandelabara, the looping effect became all the clearer. The whole world around them seemed to be a malfunctioning tape, lasting for no more than the five seconds it had been allotted. They were constantly frightening people with their sudden appearance, yet it never really mattered enough for anything to happen.

Argrave heard the beginning to the same sentence half a thousand times, or the distant call of a bird greeting another rising in the sky. He saw windmills grinding the same bit of grain countless times. He saw a man drawing from a well again and again, pulling up the rope to retrieve water. He saw a child carrying a burlap sack of various items trip and slam his face against the paved street again and again. Argrave passed through with a deep sense of unease—unease that seemed to be shared by most of his company—as they followed the Alchemist, who used his vial of Gerechtigkeit’s power as a compass.

“Mastery over time itself… I can scarcely think of a power more alarming.” Master Castro travelled along with them, his eyes wandering the area.

“I took interest in magic that affects time,” Onychinusa commented, tone tense. “But I reached a dead end. Erlebnis’ archives had no knowledge of such a thing. Divinity, however, can have some effect on the flow of time. Law has demonstrated some small mastery over the sphere… and in the distant past, an ancient god governed time. He was powerful enough that several gods cooperated to end him, consume him. In the end, all of his powers merely prolonged his death to seventy years of agony.”

Argrave nodded. “But that’s slowing or speeding time up, right? Nothing can truly suspend time, nor… loop it like this.” He spotted a sign above a store, and felt a chill as he read the words, ‘Sandelabara General.’ The location, then, was confirmed.

“It’s clear there’s one exception.” Melanie looked around.

Orion’s steely gray eyes wandered the cityscape from on high. “I’ve been searching for any deviation, any exception… but all I see are trapped. Blissfully trapped, looping into themselves totally ignorant of their condition.”

“I caution us against making assumptions,” Anneliese cut in. “We cannot know if this place is constantly recreating itself anew, if time is rewinding, or if we face an illusion on such a grand scale that even our significant protection cannot ward from it. After all, we are currently excepted from this bizarre happening.”

“As far as we’re aware,” Castro agreed.

The Alchemist stopped his advance and looked back. “It would be best if you ceased speculation altogether.” A hand emerged atop his head, and pointed firmly toward a distant castle. “That is our destination, just beyond this city. We might find answers there.”

Argrave felt a strange sense of nervousness when their destination was highlighted amidst this impossible scenario. It felt like, at any moment, Argrave would find himself looped in a task for all eternity, brought under the thrall of whatever malignance had ensnared this city. Were these people aware of what was happening? Would he be, if he kept going? Death was one thing, but this fate seemed so insidious and devastating. These people, trapped here, unable to act beyond their five seconds of allotted existence…

But they had come far too deep into this eternal city to turn back now. The Alchemist led their now-silent charge, heading for the castle. It was a steep gray structure, blocky and crudely effective as a fortification. It was shaped as a square and had another square-shaped keep inside it. The outer wall possessed four towers on its corners, but the guards within were not free of the influence of this trap in time and their group passed easily. It had no windows, queerly.

Once within they followed the steady advance of the Alchemist, drifting through the castle keep like ghosts as he pursued the source of Gerechtigkeit’s resonance. They passed through the reception hall decorated with decadent velvet, then passed through the kitchen, finally entering the banquet hall.

“King Norman! King Norman! King Norman! King Norman! King Norman!” came a man’s voice again and again, trapped in this loop. He declared this as he pushed open the double doors to the banquet hall and entered, panic in his voice, posture, and demeanor all.

There was a long rectangular table laid out in the banquet hall, yet only two places were occupied. At the head of the table, there was a black-haired man with deep red eyes wearing black velvet. Considering he lifted his head every time his name was called, Argrave presumed him to be King Norman. And just beside him, kicking her legs daintily as she sat on her hands, was a young girl in a red dress. Considering she shared King Norman’s black hair and red eyes, Argrave placed her as his daughter. Neither were exceptions in this loop of time, despite Argrave’s expectations.

“There. Gerechtigkeit’s resonance,” the Alchemist declared, holding the vial. Then the glass began to tremble, and it exploded outward. The Alchemist looked genuinely shocked, and grasped at the energy as it escaped. It was a futile thing, though—Gerechtigkeit’s energy soared through the air, heading for the royal pair.

Argrave watched King Norman with expectation and alarm, yet the energy veered away from him and entered the little girl.

“That glass shouldn’t have broken,” the Alchemist shook his head, watching the scene with some alarm. “It was made to withstand many tons of pressure.”

“Hold on,” Argrave entered deeper into the banquet hall, watching the scene. “The girl is the resonance?”

“Yes,” answered Anneliese, to Argrave’s surprise. When he looked over at her, he could see the tension of her face. “I… I’m starting to make sense of what I see. This isn’t a trap. This is… this is something to preserve her, to contain her. And all of what we see, all of what’s happening around us… they’re merely the bars of the cage.”

Realizing Anneliese must’ve seen something with her [Truesight], Argrave focused closer on the girl. Her skin was strangely pale and immaculate, almost like porcelain. She caught sight of Argrave in one of her loops and looked up at him. He expected something monstrous within those eyes, but all he saw was exactly as was: a young girl. Six, perhaps seven at best.

Argrave looked back at Anneliese. “But what is she? Why would she be locked away like this?”

“She…” Anneliese grasped at words for a few seconds, and everyone, even the Alchemist, awaited her answer. “She is one half of an unfathomable whole.”

***

Far away from the portal chasm leading to the city of Sandelabara, magma slowly encroached back upon the place that had been drained utterly by the dwarven pumps. It was moving slowly, letting out vast amounts of heat and warping the air itself as it travelled. And yet in portions, it seemed especially active.

On the right side, the magma began to move faster, spread out thicker, almost as if something was pushing it from the other side. And when a glowing hand emerged out from the magma, pushing it aside like nothing more than thick sludge, the driving force behind the magma was made clear. Slowly, a golem glowing red hot freed itself of the magma, pushing away thick globs of the stuff that clung to its metal frame. To walk through magma was quite literally to walk through rock, and its state as a liquid did not change the difficulty of such a feat.

Yet the passage of time slowly proved that it was not alone in this tremendously impossible challenge. The tide of magma shifted and turned as yet more of these golems emerged, one by one, and began to fill the cavern. They glowed brightly from the intense heat that they endured, yet their metal bodies did not seem hampered at all by the tremendous burden.

Miles above, in a dark cavern, Dario laid on a dank, hot floor and stared at a rocky ceiling. Compared to his sickly form before, he was now broken. Death looked liable to claim him any second. His breath was a low rattle, drawing what little air found its way into this place far beneath the earth. Yet he kept his bloodshot eyes open, retained his lucidity and focus, and persisted. After all, he was the only thing linking these golems to this realm. If he was too far away, they would falter. And if they faltered, Argrave might unlock the secrets within Sandelabara.

Dario heard a voice. He couldn’t be sure he was hallucinating, yet he understood the intentions behind it all the same.

“We will do our best to stop the parasite, and to stop us from falling into the chaos that curiosity brings. Rest, savior, and let your body be host. You will be remembered by those who matter as a great preserver.”

“I don’t…” Dario breathed. “I don’t wanna die. Why does it have to…?”

The voice, or hallucination, never answered him. But Dario could feel the march of the golems far beneath, entangling and strangling him. He felt a hundred puppets nailed into his soul, tearing him apart. But he wasn’t the puppeteer—he was the tool the puppet master used, and nothing more. Was he right to come here, to come so far? And if he wasn’t… what could be done?

Traugott knew what might happen should Sophia be freed. Yet even still, torn apart like this, he thought as much of Argrave’s hopeful struggle as he did his own duty of preserving the current world. Despite knowing his fate was death, he hoped for something else.


Chapter 42

“Every time the girl moves, I can see the fractures in this perfect recreation.” Anneliese looked around the room carefully, even as the people within reacted to her presence. “All of this, everything around us, is something that responds wholly to her actions and movements. This is built to keep her in check.”

“Recreation? So this isn’t real?” Melanie questioned.

“It’s… difficult for me to even judge.” Anneliese clutched her forehead, looking at things that Argrave couldn’t perceive. He wished for nothing more to see things through her eyes. “When I look at her, I see something impossible for me to make out. And I think that there is much that I miss. She’s halved in more ways than one. She is literally incomplete. Something is missing—something was torn away from her. And on this side, only half of what’s left is here.” She shook her head rapidly. “I apologize. I know that this makes little sense, but it’s what I see.”

“Speak freely, and command us as you will,” the Alchemist directed her. “I possess [Minor Truesight], yet even I cannot see what you do. You are our sole way forward in this scene.”

“Release your spell’s hold, please,” Anneliese commanded without hesitation.

The Alchemist complied, and Anneliese fell free of the encirclement of air that he had created. She landed well, then walked around the banquet table to come and look at the girl. Despite most others being immensely surprised when people suddenly appeared near them, the girl’s reactions seemed rather muted. There was surprise, but it lacked that instinct of self-preservation. Even King Norman showed more shock.

“As far as I can tell, despite the mix of strange energies within her, she’s simply a girl.” Anneliese kneeled down, peering at her. “And this close, I can better see what it is occurring within and around her.”

Anneliese watched for a long, long time as the girl looped in time. At some point Onychinusa got annoyed at the man constantly bursting into the room, so she cast a spell in front of the door to keep it shut. She twitched in annoyance every time the door banged loudly.

“Found you,” Anneliese said triumphantly, rising to her feet and looking all around. She seemed to follow an invisible guideline, and set off in pursuit down the banquet hall. She pushed open a set of double doors and proceeded into the castle’s keep. “Follow me. And watch the door.”

Now that it had been proven they could persist without the Alchemist’s spell, everyone else was released, and then followed as Anneliese instructed. Everyone entered the door one after the other, as none wished to risk it returning to its place as they walked through. Anneliese’s eyes were firmly fixed on something, but Argrave could perceive nothing out of sorts. They walked up a flight of stairs, through a hallway, and into another room, passing by and startling maids and guards all along the path.

The room they entered was a bedroom, lined with red velvets, pink silks, and general decadence. Judging from the things strewn about, it was the little girl’s room. It looked like things were missing, as though they’d been taken away. Argrave saw a spot he was certain a painting had hung not a day ago. While observing, he spotted a peculiar spot in the wall where bricks looked fresher and out of place. He saw glass through a crack in the bricks—the window had been bricked away, evidently.

Anneliese pointed at the false window. “This, here, is the beginning of the formation entrapping this city. And it’s here where new things can enter the place where time is trapped.”

Melanie, who was somewhat near the formation, stepped away rapidly while exclaiming under her breath, “Good gods.”

“I cannot think that the girl herself is behind this strange phenomenon, but it’s most certainly sustained by the energy within her.” Anneliese once again looked around the room, calculating unseen yet arcane things. She looked quite happy, Argrave thought, to be dissecting this mystery. Her curiosity was being fed by something fascinating for the first time in a while.

Yet then her pale face went a little paler, and Argrave saw her retract within herself as she grew nervous. At first, Argrave thought that she’d seen something that had alarmed her. But as time went on, he saw glances sent his way and knew that there was something she was hesitant to say.

“What is it?” Argrave asked after she said nothing for a long period.

“Let me think,” insisted Anneliese, holding up her hand to stop him from questioning further.

Argrave stared at her for a few moments, then took another step toward her. “I know how you look when you’re thinking. And this isn’t it. The thinking’s done, isn’t it? What have you seen?”

Anneliese went quiet for a long time, then looked at Argrave. He could see some fear in her amber eyes, and instinctively raised his hand to grab her wrists. “If I tell you, I know what you’d do,” Anneliese closed her eyes.

“Will you tell me, then?” Argrave asked her quietly.

“This formation…” she slowly looked around again, her eyes perceiving the imperceivable. “It’s unbreakable. Unbreakable from this side alone, at least. And if there was someone on that other side, whose mind could not be interfered with… someone wearing the Ravenstone… I am certain they would retain their memories during every iteration, every reset of the scenario.”

Everyone shifted uneasily, save the Alchemist and Orion.

“From what I can see with Yinther’s blessing, to enter here would be to enter the reality leading up to the loop, not the loop itself. Meaning, the one on the inside might be able to discover and disable the cause before this trap completes itself.”

“I volunteer,” Orion raised his hand. “I have no fear of eternity, Your Highness.”

Anneliese crossed her arms and walked away. “If what was beyond was something that could fight, you would certainly be most suitable. But this problem will require finesse and insight. With my [Truesight], I’m best suited. I should go. Give me the Ravenstone, Argrave.”

“You debate choices without comprehension of the problem. Until Argrave dies, the Ravenstone is tied to him,” the Alchemist said firmly, shaking his head. “My own design, to protect my liberty in case he should be too careless in protecting it.”

“You never told me that,” Argrave looked at him sternly.

“I said that, should you perish, Anneliese or Elenore will inherit it.” The Alchemist returned the look at Argrave without emotion.

“And from that, I’m supposed to extrapolate that it’s tied to me?” Argrave threw his hands in the air. “Whatever. That doesn’t matter anymore. Anneliese—are you certain that this thing could protect me from having my memories wiped every loop if I entered that place?”

Anneliese paced around the room, then looked at a red stuffed bunny at the foot of the bed. “I want to say no. But…”

“But yes, you’re certain,” Argrave guessed. When Anneliese nodded, he put his hand to his face. “And I won’t be locked into five seconds of time?”

“No. I can see beyond the fault,” Anneliese walked up to the bricked off window. “I see the day unfolding. And at some point, like a stick caught in a wheel, it jams. You’d have freedom up until that jamming. And when it does jam, I’m certain you’d merely be taken back to the beginning.”

Tower Master Castro studied the point she claimed to be the sole fault in this illusion. “And he can’t come back?”

Anneliese brightened. “I… did not consider that. It could be possible, but I’m not entirely confident about it. I can see the entrance, but as I cannot view it from the other side…”

Despite that small comfort, Argrave’s headache started to mount. Good lord. I have to enter whatever distortion this is, figure everything out, don’t I? Toying with time… has it ever gone well for anyone, ever? And I could end up like one of those poor saps, repeating five seconds endlessly… but with my memories intact.

The thought made Argrave seize with fear.

“You shouldn’t do it,” Anneliese shook her head firmly. “It’s too dangerous. There’s too much unknown, and too much at stake. I should look around more, look for another answer, look for another—”

“You say that, yet golems have entered Sandelabara,” the Alchemist declared. “I left some druidic bonds near the entrance, and that’s what they see.”

Argrave blinked rapidly, trying to picture what druidic bonds the Alchemist could possibly have. “Golems? Of what kind?”

“They’re hot enough that every step sets the grass aflame,” the Alchemist noted. “They must’ve walked through magma to come here, judging by what evidence I can gather. I can sense in them the strange energy that Dario used against me. This is his move.”

Melanie laughed. “Looks like the bastard kept his word…”

“I will deal with them,” Orion declared, then stormed for the door. “Think freely, please, in my absence.”

“Hold on,” Argrave held him back. “One of these golems manhandled Durran with divine armaments. We can’t afford to split up right now—those things could rip a lone person to shreds, even you.” He looked at Anneliese. “And it seems like we don’t have much time to look.”

“If we can beat them—” Anneliese began, but Argrave raised a finger to her lips.

“If,” Argrave repeated. “But we’re very deep now, very close. So, here’s what we should do. I’ll take the Alchemist inside the Ravenstone. Then, we’ll—”

“I will not enter such a thing foolhardily,” the Alchemist shook his head. “But I will bestow upon you this, should you decide to advance.”

Argrave’s surge of confidence died in infancy as the Alchemist declared that he was foolhardy. But the giant pulled one of his eyes out of his head, cut into it, and pulled free a lens. After cleaning it, he handed it to Argrave.

“This lens will extend [Minor Truesight] upon you when imbued with magic and peered through. It took me many centuries to craft, so do not break it.”

“If I do, won’t it be repaired anyhow?” Argrave smiled, but took it. It did frustrate him that the Alchemist had been keeping such an item hidden, but Argrave supposed he had no right to demand the man relinquish all of his secrets. Argrave thought it might function as a monocle, but then it occurred to him he had no idea how people even wore those antiquated things. “How do I wear…?”

“Fit it between your cheekbone and brow bone, or hold it,” the Alchemist directed. “Alternatively, I can put it inside your—”

“No, that’ll work.” Argrave put it up as instructed. It fit rather snugly beneath his brow and cheekbone, just as he’d been told. He briefly tested it out, and cocked his head back when he saw the blessings within each of his companions. He quickly stopped, lest the visions overwhelm his mind, and removed it while rubbing his eye. “Good lord. That’ll take some getting used to.”

“You can’t seriously be thinking of doing this,” Onychinusa walked up to Argrave, perplexed. “All of this is so sudden. We should take more time.”

“I trust, even if this is truly a mistake, everyone here can fix it,” Argrave shrugged. “And Anneliese doesn’t say things without certainty. What she saw… I don’t doubt it for a second. There’s something on the other side that will help us complete the picture.”

“You’ll walk into death because she said so?” Onychinusa looked at him like he was stupid.

“She’d never ask me to die,” Argrave shook his head. “Alright, Anne. What, do I just walk in?”

Anneliese bit her lip looking at him, and hesitated greatly about whether or not to even expose this matter. After lowering her head in what might’ve been shame, she looked back up, then walked. “Walk in… at this angle,” she demonstrated, stopping a fair bit short.

Argrave took position in front of her, took a deep breath as though there might not be air on the other side, and then walked inside. Past a certain point, he felt the bond between him and his Brumesingers waver—they were safe at Blackgard, yet even here he could feel their presence. He felt their panic, and before it could mirror his own, he continued into the distortion.

***

“He actually did it,” Melanie sounded flabbergasted while she stared at the wall. She took a deep breath and exhaled. “Guess I—”

“Sweet baby Jesus, you’re actually here!”

Everyone whipped their head to the sudden voice, where Argrave rose up from out of the corner. He looked like a mad dog.

“You guys have no idea the day I—”

Argrave vanished before his words could finish, but then another voice appeared elsewhere. Argrave held a paper in the corner of the room, and read from it frantically.

“Listen close,” he said quickly. “Every three hours, I get five seconds I can talk to you at the end of each cycle. Now I—”

Argrave vanished again, appearing in a similar location with the same paper.

“I need you to do several things for me in a very tight time frame. If you do it right, I think that you can prolong things for—”

Argrave vanished, then reappeared.

“Prolong things a couple minutes. I’m figuring out what resets the world. The girl’s name is Sophia, and she has something—"

As Argrave vanished again, everyone began to realize what was happening. For them, twenty seconds would have passed. But for Argrave, he’d have been in there for twelve hours. And if they were to look outside… Argrave’s presence was throwing this static world into a vast array of possibilities, where everyone from the birds to the people behaved a little differently in the wake of this new added variable.


Chapter 43

“Who are you?”

These were the first words to greet Argrave when he passed through the boundary between the looping Sandelabara and the one within the distortion. When he turned his head to the voice, which he realized belatedly was small and young, he laid eyes upon the small girl that’d been sitting in the hall with King Norman.

The girl wore the same red velvet dress he’d seen earlier, but she sat on the floor while clutching a doll close to her chest. The doll was that of a knight. She didn’t seem afraid of Argrave—defensive, maybe, but not afraid. Her red eyes, pale skin, and dark hair made her seem somewhat vampiric, but simultaneously strangely innocent. Her question made Argrave panic slightly.

“Me?” Argrave put his hand to his chest. “Well, I’m… I’m a… a friend,” he managed, doing his best to appear non-threatening.

She blinked at him a few times, while Argrave stayed as still as a cat. After a while, she slowly relaxed somewhat and began playing with another doll. The other of her two dolls seemed made in her image, but she seemed far more interested in the knight, and positioned herself protectively around it. Though she remained cautious, she did nothing more. Argrave thought her response was rather fortunate, yet… strange. Argrave thought himself rather large and threatening—in a child’s eye, at least—and feared that the girl might do something, call someone. He took the reprieve gratefully, looking around.

Argrave’s connection with Elenore was severed. He couldn’t feel it within his mind. He retained his magic, however, and so activated the lens that the Alchemist had lent him and peered around the room. Immediately, he saw countless things in great clarity. There were crimson distortions in the air, like thick strands of silk, all leading to the small girl. Their source was elsewhere. He saw nothing of the boundary back to where Anneliese and the rest might wait, but the strands did intrigue him. He wanted to follow it, but he thought it’d be best to remain cautious for now.

Argrave kneeled a comfortable distance away from the girl. “Now that you’ve asked me… can I ask who you are?”

The girl looked at him, and her neck stiffened. She practically scrambled to her feet, and as she did an elegant curtsy, and said very deliberately, “I am Princess Sophia Normansdottir.”

Argrave was taken aback by her movements, but said, “It’s very nice to meet you, Sophia. I’m Argrave.”

Sophia grew deathly still, and bit at her lips. “Did I… do it wrong?” He could hear some fear on her voice.

“What?” Argrave tilted her head, and seeing as she looked like she was about to cry, quickly added, “You didn’t do anything wrong, Sophia.”

She let out a big sigh of relief and seemed to swallow tears. “Okay.”

Why did that distress her? Argrave’s thoughts wandered, but he asked, “How old are you?”

“I am seven years old, sir Argwave—Argrave,” she answered, but looked at the ground immediately when she stumbled over the ‘r’ in his name.

She’s just a kid, Argrave thought, smiling at her mistake. He was about to ask more questions when a knock at the door made him flinch. He didn’t flinch as hard as Sophia, though—she stood quickly, grabbed the knight doll, and rushed to a nearby dresser. She hid it away, covering it with clothes and socks. As she did so, Argrave quickly cast an A-rank illusion spell: [Chameleon]. He became invisible.

Sophia was bewildered when he vanished, but became stiff when a maid entered the room and looked about suspiciously. Perhaps she’d heard them speaking. In the end, finding nothing, the maid fixed her eyes upon Sophia. “Princess Sophia. Your father has commanded that you can no longer remain in your room. You are to join him for lunch in two hours.”

Sophia nodded and stared at the ground. The maid knelt, grabbed her hand rather forcefully, and slapped her knuckles with a wooden stick.

“No. A child of King Norman does not stare at the ground,” the maid said, and even as Argrave’s anger rose, things fell into place. He was getting a very solid picture of why Sophia seemed liable to cry whenever she made a mistake. “Now, come. Your hair is a mess. You cannot show any mistakes during your lunch.”

The maid lifted Sophia rather unkindly by her arms. Argrave found himself considering violence, but his pragmatism won out. If he messed up now, this whole thing could fall apart. He triggered the lens of [Minor Truesight], and decided to follow the strands of red silken magic encircling the young princess while he gathered information. He left through the open door that the maid had left.

The web of power woven throughout this castle was infinitely complex. It seemed as though a million spiders had come through this area, using the people of the castle as their building posts. Perhaps Argrave was being naïve, and the young girl was truly behind all of this, but his instinct told him that wasn’t the case. He didn’t rule out the possibility as he wandered invisibly, and along his route he extracted a great deal of information.

This area was indeed called Sandelabara, and all of the people both in the city and in the castle simply called the place ‘Norman’s Castle.’ Though there were people with magic in them, there were no magic users. This city was the capital of the kingdom, and the king was a greatly feared figure. Argrave ran across him a few times. He had a substantial amount of inborn magic, but more notably, his prowess made Orion look like a seven-year-old.

There was something unnaturally powerful within the king—something that Argrave hadn’t noticed on the king in the other side of the boundary, where Anneliese and the rest remained. Argrave tried to see if he was deeply connected to this tapestry of power woven throughout the region, but as far as he could tell, the king was but another person caught up in things.

Princess Sophia was King Norman’s only child. There was something fishy about that, though—people’s words lingered around that term, as though it was wrong to call her that. Argrave suspected an illegitimate child, but he wasn’t entirely certain. Argrave had missed this detail earlier, but now realized that all of the windows had been bricked away, not just the one in Sophia’s room. The employees complained in hushed whispers about the lack of natural light.

Argrave walked through the city, and only there was he able to take off his invisibility. The strands of power were so omnipresent here that Argrave was forced to disable the [Minor Truesight] just to walk around the city with vision. There was a pattern to this madness—a source—but it had thus far eluded Argrave’s detection. The people in the inner city largely refused to talk to him. Only those on the countryside proved any help.

One person in particular caught Argrave’s attention—a bitter old woman who invited him into her home, even despite his armor and suspicious size. They enjoyed some conversation, but there was only so much that an old woman on the outskirts of town could know.

“It’s good to see a man who looks like he knows how to take care of himself. Perhaps things will change around here. The king sent those Flayer Knights around, house to house, and intimidated people,” the old woman informed him.

“Flayer Knights?” Argrave asked.

“Aye,” the old woman nodded. “These are the cruel veterans he used to usurp Good King Charles, skin him, and make bedsheets out of what was left.”

“Mother, you can’t call King Charles that,” a younger man insisted, looking at Argrave in paranoia. “Who knows who this man might be? A kingsman, maybe?”

“I’m old enough to speak my mind, consequences be damned,” she dismissed him. “Now, King Norman would have us forget his son, like he never was. The son he proudly paraded. The son he named his heir.” She looked at her kid. “It might’ve been justified in the case of my son, but King Norman…” she shuddered. “I cannot think of what he did to the child.”

“What was the prince’s name?” Argrave leaned in.

The old woman blinked her eyes. Argrave constantly had [Minor Truesight] working, and he flinched when the strand of power connected to her head writhed. Her eyes went rheumy, then gray. She muttered, “I can’t… I cannot… recall…”

Then, she sagged away lifelessly. Argrave stood in shock, but his shock was outweighed only by that of the son. He charged at Argrave, demanding, “What did you do? Mother? Mom?!” The son looked at him in abject fear as he backed away, then collapsed by his mother’s side. “You… You’re a kingsman. My mother, she… she spoke out of turn. You were right to do that. Please. I have children, and I’ll teach them good. Teach them right. We won’t ever defy the king’s word. Bless the Good King Norman. Blessed be his name.”

Argrave could muster no words. He studied the old woman’s corpse, but could see no trace of what had killed her. He slowly made for the door, cast one uneasy glance back at her body, and left. He walked out to the countryside to gather his thoughts, peering at where the portal to the planet’s core had once been. Now, there was only more country, and any evidence of that magma-wrought chamber was but a memory.

He watched the distance for a moment, questioning in fear if he was truly trapped here. He’d made a very terrible first impression on the citizenry were that the case. As he made to turn away, sudden movement caught his eye. He flipped his head back, and his eyes widened as he spotted a veritable army of golems marching out of thin air. He recognized them at once—the golems of the subterranean mountain people. He watched, considered… yet five seconds later…

“Who are you?”

Argrave whipped his head in alarm at the familiar voice. He stood, again, in Sophia’s room. Alarm set in, and he grabbed at his chest and said, “Good lord… just like Anne said.”

Sophia looked scared, and tried to hide the knight doll behind her back. Argrave examined himself—everything, down from his magic supply to his personal stamina, had returned back the way it was. His mind remained sound so far as he could tell, but when he looked around with [Minor Truesight], he saw something new.

He saw a strand of power, attached to himself. He was a part of this vast formation, now.

Argrave disabled the [Minor Truesight], and knelt down before the princess. “Hello again, Sophia. I may be in a little bit of a jam.”

Sophia blinked in confusion. “I’m not supposed t-to let anyone but friends call me Sophia. It has to be Princess Sophia.” She looked around, then whispered, “B-but I won’t tell anyone. Just don’t tell anyone about Mr. Knight.”

Argrave smiled. “Blackmailing this young? Good job, kid.” She looked confused, and so Argrave took a deep breath and said, “I have a feeling we’re going to be seeing a lot of each other. I’m Argrave.”

Sophia rose to her feet again, and gave the same elegant curtsy he’d seen once before. “I am Princess Sophia Normansdottir. Hello, sir Argwave—Argrave.” She looked at the ground and covered her mouth after her mistake, evidently fearing repercussions.

“Perfect job, Sophia.” As Argrave rose to his feet, the princess looked at him in surprise, shock, and relief. “I have to go now. But I’ll be back. Three hours, I think, if I’ve got a good sense of time. And don’t worry. I’ll help you out.”

Argrave cast [Chameleon], and Sophia looked around in bewilderment. He opened the door and left, surprising the maid on the other side. She couldn’t see him, naturally. He quickly shut the door and cast a simple fire spell at her hair. Argrave walked away as it spread, not sparing a glance backward. When she started to panic, plans formed in Argrave’s head.

Priority one—gather information, especially about the missing prince that kills old ladies when they try and remember his name. Priority two—confirm that, at the end of each cycle, I have five seconds to speak to those on the other side. I saw the golems, just as the Alchemist described, but I can’t be sure yet. And priority three—find out whatever the hell is ensnaring this whole place. Argrave paused before walking down the stairs. People stormed up, chasing after the panicked screams coming from the maid.

Argrave briefly reconsidered his priorities, adding an addendum. And priority zero… Sophia Normansdottir. Is she the adorable little girl she looks like, or am I ensnared in this illusion even worse than I thought?


Chapter 44

Though Argrave felt greatly emboldened (and somewhat psychotic) after learning that he was indeed looping through time, he wasn’t quite ready to toss his mortality to the wind quite yet in reckless pursuit of answers. On his second run through things, he checked to be sure some things were really restored. The old woman’s life, for instance—and indeed, when Argrave checked, she was alive again. Argrave could see her soul, still persisting anchored in her body.

Argrave attempted to confirm that anyone trying to speak about the prince and his name died. Nearly all citizens in the city, however, coldly rebuffed him and did not engage. They ignored him, walked past him, and one simply pushed him away. After a time, though, Argrave made headway.

“You mustn’t speak of something that Good King Norman forbade us from speaking of,” a kind market-stall owner informed him. “The curious do not last in Sandelabara.”

“But it’s just you and I,” Argrave leaned over her produce and smiled. “I just need to know some of the situation. No one will know.”

“We’re never alone,” the trader whispered. “A man like you, a foreigner, whispered to my brother, once. ‘The king will never know, he’ll never know,’” she imitated. “He’ll never know… unless you tell him. The walls have ears, and the lampposts’ eyes are all watching us.”

After giving that warning, the woman dismissed Argrave. He uneasily checked the lampposts for signs of life, but thought it a metaphor when he failed to find some. The only person that seemed willing to break this rule of silence was the old woman whose name he had not learned. Knowing her survival seemed guaranteed, he asked her the question again: what was the prince’s name? This iteration, he gave special attention to how she died. He felt rather like a hypocrite after rebuffing the Alchemist for casual murder while now doing the same thing himself. Still, he felt it necessary.

The weaving connection binding all things in this distortion to Sophia acted as the old woman’s killer. It was a wave of pure energy passing through the crimson silk-like strand of power entrapping the world. Her death was eerily quick and haunting. Argrave saw her very soul shatter within her body. He followed the attached strand for a long while afterwards, ignoring the distraught son despite the pangs of guilt he felt doing so. As long as I feel guilty, I’m still human, right? Argrave told himself this again and again as he attempted to follow the power to its source.

‘Attempt’ to follow was the operative word, because Argrave miserably failed in said attempt. The command came too fast, the weave of power was too long and entwined, and Argrave simply lacked the pure mental acuity of someone like the Alchemist. He could not divine a pattern from this network of energy—a network he, himself, was now thoroughly involved in.

As Argrave walked through the city, he overheard a conversation while hidden with [Chameleon].

“—tall, black hair, gray eyes, yessir. Really, very tall. Must’ve been up to here, sir.”

Argrave turned his head when he heard himself being described. There, one of the people he had talked to earlier spoke to an ominous-looking figure in faded red armor.

“And he was asking questions?” the knight asked. “Questions the Good King forbade?”

“Yessir, yes indeed,” the man nodded furiously. “I told him nothing. Everyone else I saw pushed him away.”

“Thank you for your time,” the knight said, then pulled out a scroll to write upon.

“Will… will the Flayer Knights come?” the man asked.

The knight looked over at the man. “Praise the Good King Norman.” It seemed a command as much as a declaration.

The man bowed obsequiously and said, “Praise him.”

One of the feared kingsman, Argrave realized. Did I ever see their like in the castle? I don’t think so…

As the man walked away, Argrave resolved himself to follow this mystery figure. The man headed back to the castle despite Argrave’s expectations, but did not enter inside. Instead, he walked near a grain silo. There, he opened a well-hidden hatch and headed down inside, closing it behind him. Argrave stared at the hatch a long while afterward, fearing to go inside. In the end, he took a deep breath and opened it up. A long ladder awaited him. He headed down.

There was a bittersweet fortune as Argrave climbed down the ladder. The sound of his descent was blocked out by constant whimpering deeper within the cellar. When his foot met the ground once again, he turned and watched what was ahead. It looked like a jail of some kind—perhaps oubliette was the better term, considering most of the cells looked old, forgotten, and helplessly bloody. Argrave followed distant light and sound, still masked by magic. Ahead, a central room awaited him.

“…can’t be a spy. No one would be foolish enough to send a spy with so distinct a figure,” one of the knights discussed, barely audible over the echoing whimpers of pain. Argrave could barely see the cell where they came from, but it was too dark to see within.

“It doesn’t matter. Once we catch him, he’ll tell us all he—”

Argrave entered through the empty doorway at the same time another entered opposite him. King Norman, resplendent in his black velvet outfit, stepped down a staircase into the room. It would seem the place had more than one entrance. The king rolled up his right sleeve.

“Good King Norman,” the two knights kneeled at once in total deference.

“I’ve deigned to eat with my daughter. I’ll need a hearty appetite if I’m to endure the presence of that fragile thing. But what were you speaking of?” He walked closer to them, having just finished rolling his sleeves.

“Nothing, Good King. Merely a rabble rouser, who we’ve decided to subdue. Extremely tall, black of hair, wearing ornate armor and a coat… we peg him as a wandering noble, asking questions without understanding consequences.”

King Norman leaned down and grabbed their shoulders. Argrave saw that strange power within him surge, strengthening his grip. “Even the tallest trees sprout from the smallest seed sewn. Bring him here. I wish for a relaxing night.”

“Praise the Good King,” the two said, then rose and headed for another room off to the side. Half a thousand red-armored knights swarmed out of what must’ve been a barracks, but King Norman ignored them all as he walked toward the cell in the room where the whimpering came with a smile on his face. Soon enough, all of the knights had left, and only Argrave and the king remained in the room. The king pulled open the creaky iron door and entered slowly. The whimpering within grew louder, and Argrave realized he was mistaken about being alone with the king.

This bastard might as well be King Felipe 2.0. Or… Felipe IV, I suppose. Argrave walked up closely, examining the cell. Frankly, it was uncanny how much the two kings resembled one another, all the way down to child abuse. To that end, Argrave tried to get a good view of the person within. Could it be the prince?

“My, my. You’re moving around so much,” the king said. “And look. You’re bleeding. Have my boys already had their fun with you? No, wait—that was from last night,” he said teasingly. “My memory… how could I forget such a precious night?”

Argrave heard flint and steel, and a torch on the wall slowly gained light. The person inside… it certainly wasn’t the king’s son. The wounds were too gruesome to properly identify things, but Argrave saw neither red eyes nor brown hair. Then again, perhaps the prince took after his mother. He’d have to wait and see. Argrave resigned to listen, seeking information.

“My, such gruesome wounds. We had fun, didn’t we? You might bleed out, should things continue. If you’d like…” the king grabbed a chair, slowly scooting it forward as the chained prisoner shrunk away. “I could go to the clock shop, buy you some time. Another day. Another week. We’re born from our history, yet the future’s a mystery.” Argrave could see the king lick his teeth behind the first genuine smile he’d seen on the man. He sat on the chair. “If you please me today, your future doesn’t need to end here.”

“What do you… want from me?” the man croaked. “Good King Norman, please…! Mercy!”

“Mercy? Mercy is a gift you’ll never know. I’ll skin your coat and pick your bones, and then your soul shall grace my stroll. And though I shall again be alone, never a greater gift have I known…” the king sang as he rhymed. He had a melodious, yet terrifying, voice. He lunged forth and grabbed the prisoner’s toe, then squeezed hard enough it popped like a grape.

As the man screamed, Argrave watched uneasily. He’d been hoping for better information just by listening in, but it seemed that he would simply be witness to heinous acts henceforth. No—it was time to become the questioner, it would seem. Argrave positioned himself at the open cell door, then cast [Bloodfeud Bow] by himself and with two echoes. Ten seconds passed as he allowed the spell to accrue power.

“In this domain, I have perfect reactivity,” Argrave whispered to himself, and the king turned his head in some surprise at his whispered voice. Argrave’s Domain of Law took effect even here, and he faced the king squarely while watching for any movement. “Hello, King Norman. I’m King Argrave. I have a few questions for you.”

There was silence as the king scrutinized him for a moment. “My, my,” said King Norman as he rose, the very picture of calm despite the bloodred bow facing him. Fear didn’t seem part of him whatsoever. Argrave was a solid foot taller, yet he felt somewhat small before the man. “You’re that foreigner my boys were describing. King Argrave? A rat who would claim the title of king?” He wiped the blood off on his pant leg, then walked around the cell casually with his eyes fixed ahead. “Are you yet another that hates my golden throne, yet wants it for their own? It seems you’ve mastered this meddlesome maze, and sent my knights away. Very clever.”

“Your throne? No, I’ve got my own land,” Argrave shook his head, staying calm while remaining unblinking. “But see, I’ve some things I’m dying to know. Who’s the prince? Why forbid everyone from speaking of him?”

King Norman smiled. “You really don’t know anything, do you? My, my. I thought you a spy, but you seem a fly, buzz buzzing so. Are you willfully ignorant, or stupidly so? You must know me, know what I’ve done. The babes wept as Charles bled, yet little did they know they’d safe lives ahead. I have kept Sandelabara peaceful. Why does a king protect his people?”

Argrave stared, trying to decipher his speech. “Protect them? So, you know that people die when they talk about the prince?”

“Hmm.” The king looked displeased when Argrave said that. “Who fed you such sugary piss? I suppose that’s for me to know. Well then, rat king… prepare, resist, or tear your heart out in protest.”

Argrave had more questions, but he knew how to read body language well enough to see the king was preparing to attack. It was time to answer another pressing question—just how strong was King Norman, and what exactly was he? As the king lunged, Argrave released the [Bloodfeud Bows].

Argrave’s maroon bolt travelled faster, and things blurred as dust stirred. Argrave took a step away and cast [Chameleon]. When Argrave regained vision, he saw the king’s back against the wall. His clothes were partially destroyed where the bolts of blood magic had touched, yet Argrave could barely see any blood. The king’s hand was bleeding where he’d caught the strongest bolt—Argrave’s own—but elsewise, there was none.

“My…” the king rubbed his hand. “How darling. You’re a darling, a prize to be, plucked from the tree, and bitten by me.”

Argrave quietly retreated while invisible, and the king brushed his clothes off like nothing had even happened. Only a few had withstood Argrave’s [Bloodfeud Bow]. Mozzahr was among them. But none had withstood it was well as King Norman had, suffering only a slight cut to the hand and a minor push. The wall behind him was undamaged, even. He’d been caught off guard, yet all King Norman had suffered was a small cut.

“Darling…” King Norman walked to the edge of the cell, where he peered out into the open room. The energy inside him pulsed inside his body frantically, yet even with [Minor Truesight], Argrave could spot no connection between it and the network of power throughout the place. The king left behind the chained prisoner as he proceeded. “I can hear your breathing, darling. I can taste the scent of the air you left behind. Fear… and desire. You want this as much as I do. Darling, oh darling… find you, I will.” The king walked around the room, listening intently. He inhaled deeply through his nose and called out, “Darling. Darling, oh darling…”

Argrave considered using [Worldstrider] to get away, but he feared to call upon spirits in this strange distortion. Meanwhile, the king seemed to come ever closer to Argrave, perhaps by dumb luck, or perhaps by genuine ability. In the end, Argrave decided to use an illusion to get free. It seemed the king could not resist them.

The moment Argrave cast the spell [Unfathomable Perception], King Norman leapt at him with unnatural speed and reactivity. Argrave tried to reel away, but he felt something hard slam into his chest. The Inerrant Cloak Argrave wore immediately drained him of all magic. The enchantments Artur had spent so much time on barely saved his life as the metal dug into his chest, piercing his lungs. Argrave’s vision whited out and his ears rung, but as he regained sight, he looked up at King Norman standing there, turning his head about in confusion.

“Dahling…?” the king said, muttering in a daze. “Dahling, dahling… find you, I will. Keep you, I must…”

[Unfathomable Perception] robbed the target of all sensations, but Argrave seldom had the opportunity to use such spells given illusion magic didn’t affect spellcasters of sufficient rank. Argrave grabbed at his breastplate, content in the knowledge the king was dazed. He pulled hard, and only when he pried it from his chest did new air enter his lungs. He had to cut a strap free and wrench the breastplate away, then used one of his blood echoes to cast a healing spell.

“Lesson learned… cast that first, you damned idiot,” Argrave muttered as he came to his feet.

He looked at King Norman in his total daze, and felt a need to strike the man. Still, he feared reprisal. He left his breastplate behind and headed for one of the exits, scouting ahead briefly before leaving. He felt he’d sufficiently mucked this timeline up, and doubted he’d be able to gather much more information. That dungeon beneath the silo was a place to revisit, perhaps without the king present. That prisoner had to know something.

In the end, Argrave returned to Sophia’s room. Lacking magic outside his blood echoes, he had to use lower-ranked illusion spells instead of [Chameleon] to sneak by, but he managed all the same. He hoped to confirm his hypothesis—that at the end of each cycle, both sides of the distortion were briefly merged. Sophia was absent, fortunately, and the castle was in turmoil now that the Flayer Knights had been mobilized.

When Argrave began to grow bored waiting…

Anneliese, the Alchemist, Orion, Onychinusa, Melanie, and Castro suddenly appeared, approximately where Argrave remembered them. He was crouching in the corner, and rose, raving, “Sweet baby Jesus, you’re actually here! You guys have no idea the day I—"

Next thing he knew, Argrave stared at a wall, all of his aching gone and his magic restored. Even his breastplate was returned around his body.

“Who are you?”

Argrave slowly turned around, where Sophia sat playing with Mr. Knight once again. He sighed deeply as he accepted that he’d gone back once again. “Hello again, Princess Sophia. I’m rather miffed, thank you for asking. You’re always so nice and polite—it warms my heart. But your dad is insane, and I’m still as lost as a chicken without a head.” He sat on the carpet, while she stared at him in abject confusion. “This time… I’m going to turn things around. I’m at the cusp, I just know it. The prisoner, the king… I’ll figure it all out this time, I’m sure of it.”

“Umm…” she blinked at him. “It… it’s okay?”

Argrave wasn’t sure if she was asking him a question or encouraging him. He just smiled in response.

“Say, princess… you seem to like that doll. It’s very... neat. Why do you hide it from people?” Argrave studied her, trying to appear friendly. He couldn’t forget that this girl was the crux of things. And perhaps his answers still rested here.


Chapter 45

“Mr. Knight is…” Sophia looked at the doll. He saw some tears welling up in those red eyes of hers—and for the first time, Argrave thought it might not be out of simple fear of punishment. “He’s not mine.”

Argrave nodded understandingly. “Then… your brother’s?”

Sophia looked at him in utter fear. “I don’t have a…” she trailed off, her words failing her. Afterward, she became despondent.

“I’ve heard some things that go against that. It’s okay—I’m not like those other people.”

Sophia shook her head quickly. “I don’t… you can’t find out. Mr. Butler, he talked about, and…” she shuddered. “You can’t get hurt. Getting hurt… hurts.”

Looks like King Norman’s rules didn’t exclude the princess. She’s been drilled to forget her brother, no doubt. I shouldn’t be surprised.

Argrave looked around. The things missing—the lighter spot on the wall where a painting might’ve been, the empty side of the open wardrobe, the unused section of the dresser, and Mr. Knight… that little doll must’ve been the only thing that she had managed to keep of her brother’s. It was a small wonder she guarded it so fiercely. If they were sharing a room, they may have been twins. From Argrave’s knowledge, twins were especially attached to one another.

“I have to go, princess,” Argrave said, rising to his feet. “But there’s going to be a maid coming soon. She’ll tell you that you’re to have lunch with your father. Remember to keep your head up no matter how scary she gets, because she’s a really nasty lady. Can you do that for me?”

“Okay,” she nodded.

Argrave cast [Chameleon] and vanished. Sophia’s eyes widened in surprise and she looked around as though her mind was blown. “Sir Ghost? Come back,” she whispered out loud.

When the knock came, Sophia hid Mr. Knight once again, and Argrave slipped out when the maid opened the door.

I’ll be back, Sophia, rest assured. I need to see what happens to you during the loop. But first, I need to figure some things out about your brother.

***

Argrave returned to the underground cellar where the Flayer Knight barracks were. While there, he better explored the place to locate entrances and exits. One led directly into the castle, while a few others appeared throughout the city in various abandoned buildings. The barracks themselves had about five hundred knights. They were quite an impressive force by Argrave’s eyes, but they were nothing compared to the king himself.

Argrave entered the cell containing the whimpering prisoner, then cut off sound with a ward and sight with an illusion spell. He conjured light, frightening the man greatly. Then, he healed what wounds could be healed with magic and revealed himself.

The man, frightened, tried to crawl away from Argrave. “Who are you? What is this? What did you do to me?”

“I healed your wounds,” Argrave explained. He was going to sit in the chair, but feared that might evoke some of the man’s trauma. He sat on the floor instead, ignoring the unpleasant sensation. “I’m a spy from a neighboring region, you see. And my efforts led me to you.”

“A spy?” The man studied his body in total confusion. “Did you drug me? I can’t feel… no. I can feel. I’m not bleeding, anymore,” he said, disbelievingly.

“Would you like to leave this place?” Argrave asked point-blank. “I can help with that. I just need three answers from you.”

“You can’t get me out of here,” the man shook his head. “No one escapes Good King Norman.”

“I did. Once,” Argrave smiled. “Called me his darling, the creepy bastard. Yet here I stand.”

“It’s set in stone. He sang it again and again. The fruits of my labor will offer no savior.”

Argrave frowned. “So you can wait to be tortured, or we can get caught, whereupon you’ll still be tortured. Does that compel anything from you?”

The man managed a huff of laughter. “I’ll be damned… you make a fair point. Alright. Ask.”

“Who are you?”

“The former butler of Norman’s Castle. My sister runs a market stall in the city,” the man answered, but his chains jingled. “My throat… have you any water?’

Argrave held his hand out and conjured water, suspending the ball in the air. The man drank it without delay. “So, you were the butler Sophia mentioned. Why were you imprisoned?” He asked as the man drank.

When finished with the drink, the man exhaled. “You spoke to the princess? By the heavens…” he sighed deeply, hanging his head. “I was trying to explain to my lady why she couldn’t… why she couldn’t speak to the prince, anymore. Why he was gone. One of the servants informed on me.” The man laughed. “That’s the true danger. The doubt the king plants, the mistrust, in all of us.”

Argrave nodded. “And what did happen to the prince?”

“The young lord… he is the spawn of the king. If you’ve met the king, and escaped from him as you claim… you must know the unnatural power within him. He was always powerful, yet never as powerful as he’s become now. And it’s because he sacrificed the prince, put a hex over this whole land. He removed his son from existence. To try and speak his name, to describe him, to get into any specifics beyond naming him ‘the prince,’ is to fall prey to the foul forces that King Norman invited into this land. He's given his son. Now, they’ll come again to claim his daughter. That’s all I know.”

Argrave cradled his hand as he thought. “Alright. I lied—four questions, and then you’re out. If I free you… can you help me investigate what’s ensnaring this land? Can you help me break its hold?”

The butler went silent, staring at the dank dungeon floor. “It seems to me I’m dead no matter what choice I take. So… why not?”

Argrave held his hand to the chain and cut them free with simple wind magic. The butler looked so bewildered, like he’d never seen anything like this.

“Stay close to me, and we’ll get out fine. And… what’s your name?”

“Bogart,” he answered.

That’s a very butler-esque name, Argrave thought.

And so, with no one the wiser, Argrave and Bogart escaped the cellar. The man’s trembling was so severe that Argrave thought the people might hear his teeth chatter. When the man once again saw the suns above and felt the grass beneath his feet, he fell to his knees and seemed liable to praise the sky. A stern reminder that they weren’t exactly safe in the heart of the city was enough to snap him out of it, however, and they headed to the countryside.

***

“Tell me more about this sacrifice,” Argrave asked Bogart.

They found a secluded place in a small grove far from town. Argrave didn’t like being in the open, but Bogart didn’t trust that there was anyone or anywhere they might find within the city that could be of genuine help.

Bogart, however, was busy staring at the city in paranoia. Argrave kicked him lightly, making the man flinch. “Oh, the… that’s right.” He turned around. “I… why don’t we talk more once we return to wherever you’re from? I can… we can procure horses. We can try and get away.”

Argrave crossed his arms. “My time is short. You should know by now that spies, kingsman… we’re really quite similar. I saved you because you can help me. I can return you much the same way if you can’t.”

Bogart lowered his head. “Damn it. Damn it all…” He clutched his head. “But you’ll help me after, right? You will?”

Argrave conjured a bolt of fire near Bogart’s feet, and the man jumped back in fear. “Just talk,” Argrave demanded callously.

“Alright, alright!” the man held out his hands cautiously. “I… the Good King Norman, he was approached by a group of strange people about a year ago. They had gathered up four prominent members of the community—the silver-tongued priestess, Sandelabara’s mayor, the elder, and the queen. He… he butchered his wife for keeping secrets from him, but he listened to the other three. That was all that was public.”

“And what happened?” Argrave pressed.

“I don’t know what they offered the king. But he, and the three still alive, became obsessed with what these foreigners offered. The king was always… somewhat insane, yet unstoppable. Few had the power to disobey him and his knights, yet he jealously acquired more power, more wealth, more soldiers to join his ranks. When he learned of the sacrifice, his sole focus became that, most unusually.”

“What did he think he would get?”

“Immortality. Limitless power. He was never specific.” Bogart shook his head. “But I do remember one thing he kept saying. ‘All they asked for was a bit of time, and the lives of my children.’ He repeated that constantly, like a mantra. I think… I think he still says it. But the death of his son has sated him, somewhat.”

“A bit of time, eh?” Argrave honed in on that, but Bogart couldn’t be aware of the implications of that. “And these foreigners… what did they look like, act like, sound like? Tell me about them.”

“The Heralds, they called themselves. They wore white. Robes, masks, gloves, hair… all white. Despite what they were doing, they were strangely pure people. Charity, acts of kindness, humility… it was a far cry from those that normally associated with the king. He disdained them somewhat, yet never openly disrespected them.”

Argrave crossed his arms. “And they’re gone, I presume?”

“Yes,” Bogart nodded. “Until they return to claim Sophia, I’m sure.”

Argrave had certainly never seen anyone in the city or the castle matching that description. Suddenly, a long horn echoed throughout the empty air. Bogart turned his head in fear.

“By the gods…” he clutched his head tightly. “The horn. They called out the horn. Every citizen in Sandelabara will be called upon to search.”

“Yeah. For you, no doubt.” Argrave scratched his chin. “These other three… the silver-tongued priestess, the mayor, the elder… are they still here?”

“What?” Bogart looked back. “Yes, but… does that matter? We have to go! We have to go very far away!”

“Help me find them,” Argrave commanded.

“Are you out of your—”

Argrave cast a showy, yet harmless spell—[Lightningcatcher]. A gigantic ball of lightning sparked in his hand, casting energy in every direction. It was as big as Argrave’s body himself. To raise his intimidation factor, he sent out a few blood echoes to encircle the former butler.

“I’m not like the king,” Argrave declared, ceasing the spell. “I don’t take things personally. But they did teach me a few tricks in spy school. I can create pain that you can’t imagine, targeting specific nerves with lightning. Or I could use fire. Burn your skin off. Then, heal you, as I did before. Again. Again. And again. Do you want that?”

“You’re crazy…” Bogart whispered.

“Not yet. But I can be, unless you get ready to help me. I still have some other things to do after this, and you’re wasting my very valuable time.” Argrave clapped. “Hut-hut. Let’s find these three.”

Even Argrave surprised himself with that one. It felt like the good old days in Heroes of Berendar, where he could do deranged, utterly psychopathic things and then load a save and act like a good boy just after.

***

Despite some trouble convincing Bogart to be a good sport and play along, he did eventually concede to Argrave’s threats and lead him throughout the city cloaked in magic. They headed first for the most obvious place—the cathedral, where the ‘silver-tongued priestess’ might be waiting. As the owner of the cathedral her position of prominence made her quite easy to find. And the moment Argrave did…

“I believe we’re on to something, Bogart,” he whispered to his unwilling partner-in-crime. “I believe I’ve seen the first light in this dark tunnel.”

“Can we leave now?” Bogart returned.

“I’m gonna go talk to her,” Argrave shook his head. “If you want to stay invisible, you ought to follow.”


Chapter 46

When Argrave looked upon the so-called silver-tongued priestess with the [Minor Truesight] lent by the Alchemist’s lens, pieces fit together in an instant. They were mysteries both within this small distortion, and those without it. The vague, incomprehensible experience that he had falling down into Sandelabara with the voice, the insistence of Dario and the figure behind him… and the Heralds.

The silver-tongued priestess kneeled before a triangular altar that was unadorned. It wasn’t clear what, exactly, she was praying to, if anything at all. Argrave approached her with some caution. If his screaming instincts were correct, and this woman was related to the same being behind Dario, then caution was the proper move. Magic, divinity, all of it was powerless before the power Dario had used. He only hoped that the same was not true here.

Argrave didn’t undo [Chameleon], but instead walked with the utmost quiet through the small prayer hall the woman knelt at. She wore all white and gold with a veil over her face, and clasped her hands before her in a rather traditional fashion.

“You ought to speak your prayers aloud,” Argrave said. “They might be better heard.”

The priestess turned her head, but did not scare as Argrave had expected she might. Instead, she looked about as if in wonder.

“Tell me, priestess. What might’ve possessed you to sacrifice the prince?” Argrave stepped around the room, his voice projecting throughout the stone hall rather wonderfully.

“Who speaks?” she whispered quietly. Her blues eyes wandered where he might’ve been, but found nothing to land upon.

“I believe you know the answer, if you look into your heart,” Argrave returned vaguely, weaving through the pillars of the hall.

The priestess rose to her feet and followed after his trailing voice. “You’re either a fool playing a god, or an answer come too late. What could you seek from me?”

Argrave leaned against the altar. “Was all of this for power, just like the king, or did you seek something more?”

Despite his overt questioning, she did not seem to panic or grow surprised at all. “And what is power? The king thinks it is strength—to grab and hold, to maim and make lame, as he might put it in that rapacious, rhyming tongue of his. For myself, power is faith. In people, in institutions… the things that faith can achieve could make all things pale before its light. The mayor holds high the candle of wealth, affluence, and the elder’s torch of knowledge burns ever brighter day by day. Power, all. Whoever you are, blessed lord or trickster, you don’t seem to know the half of it. And nor did I, praying before this altar, beseeching the masses ignore the insatiable appetite of the tyrant above them.”

“But now you do,” Argrave guessed, moving away as the priestess followed after him yet further. “And what, dare I ask, have you become?”

“A woman far too bored by mundane questions to suffer them much longer. If you are a god, should you not know?”

“I know, even if you don’t,” Argrave said, moving back to the door. “You… are an anchor. One of three, I should suspect.”

Argrave once again triggered [Minor Truesight], and beheld the true face of the silver-tongued priestess.

Within her form, a vast and overpowering figure towered above. It mirrored her movements absolutely, yet staked into its flesh half a thousand times and concealing its true form were thick black spikes with red strands of power attached to the end of them. Argrave was completely certain of one thing—these things, whatever they were, held the denizens of this place captive. Argrave even followed the strand attached to himself, and found it linked here.

He would need to visit the two others involved in this scheme with the Heralds, but Argrave felt that one thing was certain. These people were a key to unravelling this vast mystery. And to discover what, Argrave cast the same spell that had subdued the all-powerful King Norman—[Unfathomable Perception]. The bolt of power travelled out of Argrave’s hand, struck the silver-tongued priestess, and yet did absolutely nothing.

Yeah… just like it was with Dario, Argrave reflected. Meaning, whatever King Norman has inside him is wholly different from the three others that’ve met with the Heralds.

He was somewhat afraid to try and harm this person more. He could easily enough collapse a ceiling, or do something else indirect to end her, but he couldn’t tell what would happen if he did. Perhaps everyone attached would simply die. Perhaps the distortion would end, bringing Argrave’s life along with it. This was a delicate puzzle, and there were many more mysteries ahead.

***

With Bogart’s slight help, Argrave was able to locate the elder and the mayor of Sandelabara. Just as hypothesized, they, too, carried along with them a hulking figure impaled with thousands of spikes attached to people’s existence. The mayor stayed in his oceanside estate, while the elder had a humble home out in the countryside where he maintained a garden.

None of them had seemed implicitly evil—he’d gotten the impression from the priestess she was disillusioned by her faith because of Good King Norman’s terrible rule. The mayor seemed simply to chafe under taxes. The elder sought vengeance for one of his kin that had been slain. One was righteous, one pragmatic, and the last vengeful. But to that end, they had sacrificed the prince in some way or another, and sought to end the rest of the king’s family to finish the job.

With the so-called anchors evaluated, Argrave returned back to the castle. He let Bogart go free, because he couldn’t see much use for the man. Fortunately, the search party sent out to capture him meant the castle was lightly-manned, and from what Argrave gathered, even the meal the king planned with his daughter was cancelled. Sophia was left alone—and that was where Argrave had hoped she might be.

When Argrave found Sophia again, alone in a guest room, he took some time to study her. He estimated he’d spent two hours here during this loop, and yet all of that time, she didn’t seem to have changed in any way. Not in the physical or magical realms, either—his use of [Minor Truesight] revealed the same results as ever.

Sophia sat on a couch with a coffee table in front of it, and another couch mirroring it. It was made for guests to speak with a host. She wasn’t doing anything at all, but she seemed somewhat happy. Argrave took a seat on the couch across from her, and then dispelled [Chameleon]. He’d blocked the room with a ward beforehand in case she’d cry out or something, but Sophia merely widened her eyes and leaned back into the couch.

“Sir Ghost!” she called out, somewhat joyously.

“Hello, Princess Sophia.” Argrave cradled his hands together. He was worried, somewhat—should a child be this incautious? “Good to see you again. It seems we have some time to speak more. Did you do alright? Did anybody hurt you this time around?”

“No,” she shook her head. Her black hair had been done into pigtails, and they shook around fiercely as she did so. “Thanks to Sir Ghost, nothing happened. The maid even said I didn’t have to have a meal with the king!” Her happiness was quite apparent.

“I might have something to do with that,” Argrave nodded. He reached up and removed his monocle. “Say, princess… how would you like to help me solve a mystery?”

“A mystewy…?” she repeated, then covered her mouth when she failed to pronounce the r.

She looked ready to try again, but Argrave smiled and continued, “Young lady, you’re too smart. I didn’t pronounce it right. It’s actually mystewy.”

Her red eyes sparkled and she rocked happily before pausing. “But… what’s a mystewy?”

“It’s something that no one’s figured out,” Argrave said, setting the monocle on the table between them. “Even I’m stumped on this one. And I think that only you can help me solve this mystery.”

“Mystewy,” she corrected.

Argrave laughed a little. “Right. I’m a little slow.” He pointed to the monocle. “I just need to hold that up to your eye, and you tell me what you see.”

“Umm…” she looked at the monocle. “Will it hurt? I’ve been practicing not crying,” she said proudly. “I won’t cry. Promise.”

Argrave’s happiness died with her promise, but he tried to stay smiling. “It won’t hurt at all, Sophia.”

“Okay,” she nodded quickly and happily.

Argrave stood from the couch, grabbed the lens, and kneeled down before Sophia. He held it up to her eye, willing magic into it.

“Woah…” she muttered, looking about everywhere. “Sir Ghost, you’re all glowie! You’ve got a sparkly thing in your chest, and all this black—” she turned her head too fast, pulling away from the lens. When she realized she had to keep looking through the lens, she lowered her head back, then repeated, “Woah…”

“I’d like you to focus on the red strands coming from your body,” Argrave said. “Can you see them? They’re like spiderwebs.”

“Umm… yeah,” she confirmed quietly.

“Alright. Now, if you focus really hard… can you feel them at all?”

Argrave was pressing for information, largely, and he didn’t know what answer he’d get. But when Sophia reached her hands out, she proved unable to interact with them.

“Not with your hands. Like…” Argrave closed his eyes, searching for descriptors. “Treat them like they’re a part of you. Like another hand. Try to move them like you would your arm.”

“Sir Ghost…” she sounded afraid. “Wouldn’t that mean I’m a spider?”

“Of course not,” Argrave laughed. “Hey, look at the back of my head. I’ve got one of these strands, too. But because you’ve got so many, it just means you’re special. So, can you try to feel them for me?”

Sophia seemed to focus really hard. After a while, her eyes opened wide, and she looked at him. “Sir Ghost… I’m a spider person?!”

Argrave found himself smiling again, but asked instead, “Did you feel something?”

Sophia hesitantly nodded, then tried once again the grab the strands of power. “It was… it was just like Sir Ghost said. It was like another hand. I tried to pull it, but it was stuck.”

Argrave pulled the lens away and held it to his own eye. “Do you think you could do it again?”

Sophia nodded, closed her eyes and focused hard. When Argrave saw the power within her shift, he caught sight of volatile energies that he’d never before seen. But looking at him, [Minor Truesight] in his head, he could see them for what they really were. At once, half a thousand things became clear.

Those three… they’re anchors in a sense. But what they’re doing isn’t limited to that alone. They’re unravelling Sophia, bit by bit, until she becomes stretched too thin. After a certain time, she acts by instinct, pulls back her power. Only… her power is so absolute it links everyone, everything. She restores everything back to the way it was, not just herself. And they’ve taken advantage of that to ensure a completely controlled environment. A cage to hold her, using her own power as the bars…

Argrave’s thoughts were largely conjecture, but what he’d just seen when Sophia felt her power was so convincing of that fact he felt hesitant to even call it that. These Heralds, it would seem, had made Sophia unwittingly create this distortion. They had harnessed her ability to make a little pocket of reality where she and all near her existed trapped in eternity—never growing, never changing, never learning. The only imperfection? It was the area they’d come into, where a window of opportunity no longer than five seconds waited.

But now, one who learned did exist. Argrave. He needed to break the anchors, which would allow Sophia to retract her power. Then, this endless loop might finally end. He wasn’t totally sure what that meant… but he had a plan brewing in his mind as to how it might be done.

“Alright, Sophia. I think… I think we’re going to get out of here, soon. I’m going to ask my friends for some help.”


Chapter 47

Argrave felt that he had learned all he could about the time loop itself. The things that he had seen with [Minor Truesight], while lesser than what Anneliese might’ve picked out, still confirmed to him without a shadow of a doubt the truth of this endless repetition. And even more than that, he finally found a path to confirming some hidden things. If Sophia was the cause of the loop, and the Heralds were harnessing her power to kill all those that spoke of the prince, then she, herself, would most likely be untouched by it. In other words, she was his best source of information.

“I have to go now, Sophia.” Argrave took the lens and hid it away in his duster’s inside pocket. “We’ll see each other again. But before I go, can I ask you something?”

“Okay,” she nodded easily.

“You remember Mr. Butler? Bogart?” Argrave put his hands together. “I saved him. He’s the reason why everyone’s panicking, running about everywhere.”

Sophia went through uncountable emotions, and by the end of it all, only watched Argrave with her wide, uncertain red eyes.

“All that’s to say… your father doesn’t have power everywhere. I’m as much a king as he is, and I want to help you. But to do that, I have to understand things. Can you tell me about your brother?”

Sophia blinked her eyes and looked at the ground, then looked up suddenly in what looked like horrified revelation. “Then Sir Ghost… is King Charles? And you… you… came back from the dead to take revenge?”

Argrave smiled at her. “If that’s what you want, Sophia. But most of all… I want to help your brother, if I can—help him as I helped Bogart. And I think you’re the only one who can help me help him. Can you tell me his name? Can you tell me anything at all?”

Sophia played with her hands, and the hem of her red dress for a long time in quiet. Argrave waited patiently. “My big brother’s name is Griffin. He’s one hour older than me. He likes knights, swords, blueberries, and snow. He’s…” After she’d listed the mundane things, Argrave had little doubt that the more emotional memories were surfacing. What they did together, how they lived—their arguments, shared triumphs.

“He stopped daddy and the maids from punishing me when I made a mistake because I’m stupid,” she continued, suppressing her tears with practice a seven-year-old shouldn’t have. “And when daddy took us to the cellar, where those people were…” she started shivering badly. “Griffin did everything daddy wanted me to, because I couldn’t do it, because I’m a baby. Then, to punish me, daddy would leave me in the cells overnight, with all of the…” her eyes went distant, but Argrave got the image. Her father left her among the recently tortured—enduring their resentment, enduring the sight of their misery. To them, she was the daughter of the man that had tortured them. It would’ve been terrifying for anyone, let alone a small girl.

“My brother was going to be the best knight in the whole world, stronger than daddy, and he was going to make sure we never had to do anything we didn’t want to. But then the red knights came, a-a-and…” she trailed off as her shivering became more and more intense.

Argrave walked back over to Sophia and knelt down, tremendous guilt welling up from within for unearthing such memories. “You don’t have to say anymore, Sophia. I’m sorry,” he told her. “Your brother sounds like an amazing person. I’ll do my best to bring him back, just like Bogart. But you’ve got some things wrong.” He shook his head. “You’re not stupid at all. You’re one of the brightest girls I’ve met. And you’re no baby. You’re brave beyond imagining.”

Sophia started to cry, finally. She seemed to be very self-conscious about making any noise. Argrave tried to reach for a pillow on the couch to offer her, but she fell onto his arm. He hesitated for a moment, but he felt if anyone deserved it, Sophia did. He held the broken girl carefully, even as his mind danced with uncertainty.

There’s too many coincidences for me to idly dismiss things. The boundless power within Sophia. The looping of time, reconstructing herself and all else. And the very thing we came here for—Gerechtigkeit—has some connection to Sophia. I can’t very well ask the Heralds how they’re related to Gerechtigkeit, and I doubt Sophia knows anything. As for the Heralds… I don’t know how I’d find them, and given their power, I don’t know how I could compel them to speak. He considered the possibilities. Maybe Griffin became Gerechtigkeit. Maybe the Heralds made him—another endless trap to empower themselves, much like Sophia is. Argrave felt as though he was near the truth, yet not quite grasping it.

But there was another part of Argrave that sang a little louder than his caution. Even before all of this, the Alchemist had confirmed that Sophia and Gerechtigkeit were linked. Argrave saw the path that led to her freedom—all he’d need to do was get his companions on the other side in their proper place, and they could both be freed without a doubt. He wasn’t quite sure what that freedom entailed for this microcosm, but surely anything would be better than this. It was clear that Sophia hadn’t mastered—indeed, she wasn’t even aware—of her powers. If he got her out, they could spend their time answering the harder questions in safer lands, where people like Dario and Traugott couldn’t hope to reach.

Argrave couldn’t deny he’d become somewhat personally attached to the idea. Sophia, though born a princess, never truly had any adult to rely on. To be punished physically for the smallest infractions, to be exposed to the most heinous crimes of humanity, to have her mother killed by her own father… it was a wonder she hadn’t gone insane. He wanted to bring her to safety, to a better life, where they could parse through the truth of it all. 

“S-sir Ghost said that you have to go!” Sophia realized with a start after she’d spent a good deal of time crying. “I’m sorry, Sir Ghost. I-I—" she began to stammer, but Argrave patted her head lightly.

“You’ve done nothing wrong. Never have. I’ve got all the time in the world right now, and I’ll figure things out. So…” Argrave rose to his feet. “Don’t you worry about a thing. Let me take care of it.”

***

After talking with Sophia, Argrave wrote down a detailed list of his plans. It bothered him that he’d need to rewrite this every time he returned to the beginning of the loop, but at the same time, he did truly have all the time in the world. Or at the very least, a great deal of it.

Argrave got the first of many messages to his companions. And once he did, he realized the enormity of what he was doing.

The difference in their flow of time was frightening. Time advanced in intervals of five seconds for those he’d left behind, but for Argrave, every loop took three hours. A single minute for them was thirty-six hours for him. An hour was ninety days. Twenty-four hours was nearly six years. He doubted that his companions would be that incompetent to leave him stranded for six years, but at the same time the prospect was so haunting that Argrave didn’t dare calculate beyond the initial figures.

If Argrave harmed Sophia—truly harmed her, with the intent to kill—the loop might reset. But Argrave resolved himself never to do that. It was the least that she deserved, having put up with what she had.

Still, his explanation to them would take, at the bare minimum, sixty seconds. Even if they understood and obeyed him absolutely and immediately, they’d need to find exactly what he asked, and execute it perfectly. Five, ten minutes? Twenty? Either way, he’d undoubtedly be trapped in this little bubble for weeks—and not normal weeks, either, but one where he’d be conscious for all twenty-four hours in its seven days. He’d been fretting about lacking time to gather information, but the reality was that he should’ve been more concerned about how to fill up that time.

On the first couple runs, Argrave did his research. He went to each of the three power-mongers—the elder, the mayor, the silver-tongued priestess, and asked them all the questions he could muster. But the Heralds gave these cudgels of theirs no identity—they merely gave proof of power. They were crucial to the plan, and Argrave learned a great deal about them.

Thereafter, he learned everything about the castle and its denizens extremely intimately. He learned how to make people do what he wanted, or how to make them tick, or what drove them to be as they were. Even the king wasn’t immune to Argrave’s scrutiny. And his scrutiny confirmed something obvious—the king wasn’t mentally well. He made Orion look like the most well-adjusted human in the world, and he was sure Induen himself would’ve been a little taken aback by the depths of Norman’s deranged cruelty.

But after a point, Argrave realized he’d learned everything that he needed. The three power-mongers—he needed to gather them in the castle when the loop ended for his companions to deal with, but that one wasn’t as difficult as it sounded. His intimate grasp of the people within the castle made it all too easy for him to walk around like a second king, ordering people about. They took him for a secret servant of the king, obeying him absolutely. And that was an easy role for him to play.

While Argrave might scour the city, searching for vague answers about the Heralds from each and every ornery citizen… his endless treks through time not only frightened him, but enticed him. He kept his knowledge, his memories, but returned everything back to normal at the end. That was frightening, yes… but also a tremendous opportunity. What for?

Why, experience.

Argrave could practice what Castro had—shortening the casting time of spells. He could create new permutations of spells using segmentation. He had no new spells to learn, but he could simply make them. But most important of all, Argrave could finally deal with a fatal weakness of his—one that’d reared its head in the fight with Emperor Ji Meng.

Argrave stared at the Good King Norman as he walked out into the training hall, looking around curiously. Finally, the red-eyed man settled his gaze on Argrave.

“My servants told me of a man from the Heralds, come bearing a message,” the king said, walking up. “Yet you seem rather far from their kind. Spill your mind, or face a death unkind.”

Argrave smiled. “Congratulations, Good King Norman. You’ve won the lottery.”

The rhyming king didn’t answer right away—even the insane could grow confused. “What?”

“You’re a shitty father, but a good fighter. So, I’m going to kill two birds with one stone, you see. I’m going to fight you, time and time again, until I can put you down with ease.” His heart swirled with chaotic impulsiveness and sheer, unabashed nervousness as he stared this monstrous king down. “And once you die… well, I’d like to see what happens to this place. Maybe the truth will come out. I’m all out of leads, anyhow.”

Argrave was many things, but a fighter he was not. Castro had proven that. Argrave preferred to ambush and destroy in one fell swoop, but failing that, he was just a tall guy with a little too much magic. Things were moving beyond the point where ambushing would suffice. Even Emperor Ji Meng had nearly killed him hand-to-hand, and this was with divine artifacts and the Domain of Law empowering him to be at his peak. Now, however, he had the time to actually learn things. Who better than a terrifying conqueror with strength and skill enough to kill him many times over?

“My, my,” the king said in wonder as he walked in slowly. “I thought today was to be boring… yet it seems today I’ll be scoring. How very darling. Perhaps you’re worthy of adoring…”

Argrave could take one hit thanks to the Inerrant Cloak, and had long ago strengthened himself with the Domain of Law. He had tested shamanic magic, and it still functioned—he could teleport away. But death, torture—he didn’t care to experience either of those. If he did, perhaps he wouldn’t escape from this loop alive. Or sane.

With Good King Norman as his foe, death seemed a very real possibility. And that gave him incentive to give it his all. For the future, for Sophia, for Anneliese and everyone else he held dear—Argrave had to be more.

“This is long overdue. I’ll be putting you in your place, and making me worthy of mine,” Argrave called out.

“I love you more every second, darling.” King Norman smiled wide, and filled his chest with air.


Chapter 48

Things weren’t like the movies. Rocky had people helping with his training, but the best Argrave could muster was a psychopath who wanted to do unspeakable things to him.

Argrave learned within ten seconds that someone trying to kill him was not inclined to help teach him, and Argrave certainly wasn’t a natural combat genius. King Norman rushed, Argrave defended feebly with a ward, and then he got hit when King Norman used two hands instead of one. With that, panic erupted and Argrave teleported away. After all that bluster, confidence, all he amounted to was a slight distraction on the king’s day.

He didn’t give up on the loop, though—he ambushed the king time and time again, and yet at best he scored a hit on the head that made the king bleed a little. After that, Argrave scurried away like a rat the moment that the king made any attempt to subdue him. Argrave reminded himself that he was doing to this to learn, but that was small comfort. What the hell was he actually learning? It was what he’d always done—land a hit, get scared if they ran at him, and then run away when he was actually in danger. Sometimes he’d rely on his Brumesingers, but now they, too, were absent.

After the first loop, the result was clear. Good King Norman had a slight cut on his brow, and Argrave had exhausted all of his resources. He desperately scrambled to get the next part of the message to Anneliese and his people, then entered the next loop.

Norman 1, Argrave 0.

Despite the overwhelming evidence, Argrave tried again on the next loop, and… a few… after it. Surely it couldn’t be this bad, he thought. The reality?

Norman 12, Argrave 0.

The best that Argrave ever managed was cutting King Norman’s throat. But that hadn’t killed the king—it’d only excited him more. He staunched the wound, hunting after Argrave all the while. Somehow, the king’s wound closed before he bled out. Confronting things objectively… Argrave hadn’t done anything different. He’d just gotten lucky. He was learning nothing.

This thirteenth go, Argrave confronted some facts. Fact one: he really had nothing prepared for true combat. [Bloodfeud Bow], [Electric Eel], [Nine-Tailed Bloodbriar]—they were good, hard-hitting spells, and the derivatives he’d made like the [Bloodarc Bow] were all the same. But Norman was faster than he was, stronger than he was. Argrave had no way to dodge besides teleporting with shamanic magic—brutally effective, but it would be a huge mistake to rely on that beyond what was necessary. Spirits were a valuable resource, not to be spent lightly.

Argrave thought about the skilled spellcasters he knew. Three stood out—Rowe, Castro, and the Alchemist. He excluded the third, because the Alchemist used his unique constitution to be a juggernaut every bit as strong as Orion. Argrave, fortunately, never had to face Rowe on the field of battle, but the aged elf had formal sword training and a divine weapon hidden in his cane that was more powerful than most. Castro, however, had beaten Argrave soundly in their spar. And how? Quick-thinking, an adaptable set of spells, and centuries of experience. Two others deserved mention—Onychinusa and Traugott. Their strength came from their A-rank ascension, but even still, they could endure people several magnitudes stronger than them because of their ability to avoid damage.

Each had ways to mitigate their lack of mobility. Castro masterfully used wind magic to dance with the grace of a peregrine falcon. Traugott fell through the Shadowlands to dodge even the strongest people like Orion with ease. Rowe had a dragon, naturally, but he also knew how to fight hand-to-hand as well as any soldier. Onychinusa could dissipate into magic to become immaterial. He didn’t need to throw himself against the wall that was Good King Norman until he succeeded. That was heading nowhere, fast. Argrave needed mobility.

Argrave let loop after loop end, delivering his plan to his companions piecemeal as he practiced shortening the time it took him to cast spells. He followed Castro’s lessons to the letter—complete the spell, waste nothing, and do it again and again while changing spells. All the while, he concocted ideas in his brain.

Argrave could copy Castro—controlled bursts of wind magic to move whichever way he pleased. He could just try and get good at hand-to-hand, like Rowe. But perhaps there was another option—the Traugott option, where he took full advantage of his A-rank ascension. Perhaps his blood echoes could become more than mere repositories for blood and magic.

Once that idea came to him, it took root. If Argrave could tie his movement to his echoes, he could move whatever direction he projected them in. They were intangible, they gave him various options… he felt it was the perfect solution. But experimentation soon proved that it wasn’t half as brilliant as he thought it might be.

Argrave first thought of a blood magic chain connecting himself and his echo. That had been easy enough to devise… yet the moment he tried it, he realized the foolishness of such a thing. He was able to make the blood echo yank the chain attached to his person with a spell. It did pull him away with tremendous force… and that was just the problem. Argrave couldn’t keep his balance, and it hurt like hell. If he didn’t have armor, he was certain it would’ve torn a chunk of his flesh off in the attempt.

After trying countless things and variations—practicing the movement, changing the spell to equally distribute the pull, Argrave realized that it might be feasible… but damned if it wouldn’t be hard to master. And even if he learned how to use it, he’d have to learn how to do so in battle. He wasn’t opposed, but he searched for more options.

Argrave tried something brutal—armor made of blood magic. It could take a hit well enough, but unlike a ward, force transferred through. A punch to the gut still felt like a punch to the gut, simply because of how energy transferred through objects. No matter how many variations it went through, he couldn’t create an absolute defense. Wards, too, were insufficient. If magic armor was possible, Argrave was sure it would have been done by someone smarter than himself in the past.

He didn’t lack for ideas. What he lacked was spells that could accommodate those ideas. He was still limited to segmenting spells—inventing new ones entirely was of yet beyond him. As he lost track of time in his desperate search, he very nearly asked his companions on the other side for help. He managed to reject that foolish notion, and finally managed to deliver his plan in its entirety. They started moving to fulfill his objective. Now, he’d have to watch them enact his plan and critique it in real-time.

But even as Argrave dismissed one foolish notion, another rose up to take its place. Why couldn’t he teleport to fight?

The main barrier was consumption of spirits and magic. [Worldstrider] was an A-rank shamanic spell, abundant both in its use of magic and spirits. Argrave delved into its composition deeply, examining all of the tool’s he’d collected in his arsenal. At first, it felt hopeless. For many loops, Argrave considered it nothing more than a dead end. But when he spotted Onychinusa and remembered her role in their defense against divinity… an idea came to him.

Onychinusa had spread spirits throughout Vasquer. When they detected the presence of divinity, they returned to her—from there, she could teleport to confirm the location, then bring that information back. Argrave had learned that spell while trapped with the Alchemist—the spell was called simply [Spirit Lattice]. And in that spell, Argrave finally found what he needed to tie everything together.

Argrave imbued one of his blood echoes with a single spirit. It took him three loops—nine hours—to figure out how to imbue a spirit into an echo without the thing escaping once it’d left his body. Once he had that, he carefully dissected [Spirit Lattice] and [Worldstrider] both. Argrave already knew where the bulk of the spirit cost for [Worldstrider] came from—translating Argrave’s will into actionable teleportation. With that, he used the location-memory aspect of [Spirit Lattice], tying it to the spirit he’d imbued into his blood echo. He hoped to gut the spell while maintaining utility, and thus create cost-efficient, close-range teleportation.

When Argrave cast the resulting spell, he expected to hit a brick wall as he had countless times in the past. But on his first attempt, Argrave’s vision shifted with the familiar sensation of teleportation, and he felt the echo fade away. For a moment after, Argrave looked around in mute shock… but he couldn’t deny what had happened. His effort paid off. The days of experimentation had born fruit.

Argrave had created his own king’s rook that he could castle with, metaphorically speaking.

Argrave experimented joyously time and time again, projecting his echoes and then taking their place. He could control everything about them, from the position he stood to the direction he faced. Above, below, behind, around… anywhere he sent them, he could be. And most importantly of all, he had shaved away the teleportation cost by a staggering eighty percent, lowering the spell to C-rank and the spirit consumption to something negligible. It was more than amazing—it was combat viable, and the achievement brought with it a sense of pride that was the greatest Argrave had felt since… well, since perhaps ever. He thought of several names—[Echo Location], et cetera, but the one that he liked most was [Echo Step]. And so it was  born. 

Once he felt sufficiently skilled, Argrave returned to training. He didn’t jump into the fire immediately. Instead, he preyed upon the Flayer Knights. He went into that cruel torture cellar, pissed them off royally, and then fought as he dodged all of their attacks. And more than live up to his expectations, it wildly exceeded them. The speed, the adaptability, the surprise factor… Argrave could be a ghost, vanishing at will, appearing in a hidden location, and then beginning his ambush from the beginning.

But after a time, Argrave knew that he’d need to face his fears. Good King Norman awaited.

At the beginning of a new loop, as Argrave’s companions made their way into their designated positions, he again manipulated a meeting with the king at the training hall. He didn’t spare words, didn’t taunt—he merely began the fight, hitting the king hard in the chest with a [Bloodfeud Bow]. As ever, the monster took them as if it were a thrown stone rather than an all-powerful magic projectile.

Argrave had intense focus, practice, and a newfound advantage. Good King Norman’s speed overwhelmed him at first, and Argrave could find no opportunities to attack. He dodged, teleporting about the hall rapidly. The king charged like a bull toward red. Argrave appeared in the corner of the training hall, on the walls overlooking it, or inside the castle doors, King Norman came, using his bare hands like wrecking balls. His fists were far stronger than any weapon of this era could hope to be, anyhow.

But after a while… Argrave had time and composure enough to make one of his blood echoes complete another [Bloodfeud Bow]. He waited, waited, and then struck the king hard in the back of the head. Argrave smiled when he saw blood flowing down the king’s head… but the good king merely touched the wound, and looked at Argrave with a fading smile. Then… it became obvious that Argrave had never been taken seriously—not once.

King Norman changed his strategy. He still rushed, yes, but he calculated more. He wasn’t stupid—he’d seen Argrave’s blood echoes, and tracked their locations with cold red eyes. He implemented projectiles, throwing bricks and rocks like a barbarian. Yet these bricks, travelling hundreds of miles in seconds, could destroy Argrave’s fragile and fleshy skull in an instant.

It was a matter of time before Argrave got hit, hard. All it took was Norman predicting his location once, and a brick came flying at his head like an artillery shell. His Inerrant Cloak protected him from harm by expending his magic, but his composure was lost. Good King Norman came again, faster than the brick he’d thrown, and that feeling of overwhelming power set in moments before Argrave escaped once again, teleporting to a blood echo and then sending others to help him flee as the king pursued.

Argrave travelled far, far away, sitting in a quiet grove many miles from the city with his heart pumping like it never had before. That battle, that concentration—it was enough it felt like his heart would burst. He had been so proud, so confident, and yet when the going got tough, the tough got going. King Norman came alive when the threat became real.

It took an hour for Argrave to calm—and by then, the loop was nearly over. His legs were like jelly, and he let the loop pass by without contacting Anneliese and the rest. Partially out of frustration… and another part out of fear.

Once on the other side, Argrave didn’t let failure haunt him, paralyze him. He calmed his shaky soul by a quick conversation with the adorable Sophia, and then left shortly after. Once gone, he replayed the fight in his head, confronting his failures squarely. The problem… it wasn’t his dodging, no. That was solid. It kept him safe for a very long time against that monster. It was his ability to deal damage, and to retaliate to attacks.

Simply put, spells like [Bloodfeud Bow] wouldn’t work against Good King Norman. Argrave needed more. He needed something better. He had mobility. Now, if he could get attack and defense…

It didn’t take Argrave long to find an answer. He’d found one in Traugott before, and now Castro offered one. In their sparring match, Castro had compressed wards into tiny, yet incredibly powerful, defenses no larger than his hand. With those, the wizened wizard quite literally caught spells. Argrave knew of low-ranking spells that replicated that, somewhat.

In one loop, Argrave scanned through an exceedingly simple yet brutally effective spell its maker had dubbed simply [Burst]. It was nothing more than a hand-originated explosion of fire magic, compressed into a small area. With spell segmentation, Argrave created several different higher-ranked versions of power magnitudes higher, one for each element. It was likely redundant, but he thought each might be useful.

The spell’s power certainly rivalled a [Bloodfeud Bow] cast from a blood echo. With blood imbued into the spell, it exceeded it—and not by a small margin. But only at A-rank was it immensely powerful. His blood echoes could cast it, yet without the same power as the A-rank version. Argrave suspected he could manage only four, personally. Despite these drawbacks, he could use it to deliver a devastating blow at short range, or even deflect a coming attack if he was skilled enough.

Argrave practiced teleporting and casting [Burst] as quickly as he could for six hours, though with a lesser C-rank version to conserve magic. Once again, the Flayer Knights became his test dummies. The spell dismantled them uncomfortably easily, and his dodging became yet more impeccable. Argrave felt a sense of pressure, almost, as his companions neared the positions that he needed them to be in. There wasn’t much time left before the final act.

Finally, Argrave returned to the reigning champion, the undefeated, the 13-0 master… Norman. He felt as insane as Norman actually was, having endured this weeks-long torment without even the vaguest hope of victory. Four uses of [Burst] to defeat this man, ostensibly. And if this didn’t work… his ideas were running as thin as his time.


Chapter 49

Argrave changed nothing about this new battle with Norman. The battlefield was the same, the time, the odds—the only thing that’d truly changed was himself, this time. He felt sharp, composed, and reinvigorated on this new day. And like all attempts before this one, Argrave felt fear. Good King Norman walked as boldly as ever, wearing his black velvet proudly as his cold red eyes wandered the training hall before settling on Argrave. He was undefeated, unchallenged, and had the bearing to match. His walk was long and lean, and his spirit hard and mean.

“My, my…” said the king, standing at the doorway to the training hall. He seemed blissfully unaware that, in Argrave’s mind, the battle had already begun. A blood echo slowly crept up behind the king. With a perfect view of it all, Argrave got it into the perfect position, and a mana ripple spread out from his right hand as he prepared a [Burst] of blood magic.

Argrave swapped places with the blood echo moments before the [Burst] completed. He appeared crouching behind Good King Norman, his hand outstretched toward the back of his knee. A blast of pure power infused with his black blood erupted before Argrave, unleashing unimaginable force. The doorway around Argrave crumbled from the resounding power, and he could feel the tremors in the ground ahead. He eyed the silver bracer on his arm that stored some of his blood magic—half empty from one attack, it looked like. Then, he refocused on his fierce opponent.

There was a huge gouge in the training hall before Argrave’s person. It was shaped in a cone. Far, far away from it, King Norman laid face down in the sands of the arena. He scrambled up, unkillable as a cockroach, yet his right leg failed him. Norman looked at his wound in ecstatic shock. Argrave had hoped to badly injure his knee, crippling his mobility. Instead, much of his calf had been blasted away to the bone. Its power was far beyond Argrave’s expectations—if things were this way, a blow to the head would’ve been the better option to start all of this.

Yet then, the good king’s resilience revealed itself in earnest. Though blood poured from the hideous wound, the roiling black power within him that gave him his strength soon replaced that gory drip. Argrave triggered [Minor Truesight] in the lens still socketed in his eye, observing, only to see black hands reaching out and gripping the king’s lower leg. Were he a normal human, Norman might not have even been conscious after such a gruesome blow, and his leg would forever be useless. But Norman proved he was more than a man as he rose to both feet, jutting out his barrel chest and licking his teeth in glee as flesh grew back.

But Argrave had yet more plans. To his right and left, lurking in the corners, two blood echoes prepared [Bloodfeud Bow]. Both fired at the king, where Argrave hoped to catch him unaware. The king saw them coming and threw his arms out with all the ease of swatting aside eager puppies. Both bolts dissipated, and the moment they did he lunged at Argrave in one smooth motion. In response Argrave teleported with a blood echo positioned on the wall overlooking the training hall.

The distance gave Argrave time, and he projected his echoes out as the king searched for him wildly. When the king’s gaze found him, Argrave felt conditioned fear beaten into him by countless failures before. The king did not rush—he was calm and serious, and observed Argrave’s echoes even as he maneuvered them around the hall. Argrave felt exposed and uneasy. The king headed to a nearby weapon rack and acquired a wooden sword, hefting it in his hand easily before facing Argrave once again. His mad dash began as though his leg hadn’t even been wounded.

Though nervous, Argrave stuck to his plan. The ambush had done some damage—now, it was time to truly fight. King Norman’s charge was half-hearted, and Argrave looked at one of his blood echoes in obvious betrayal of where he intended to teleport, then did so. As he predicted, Norman caught on to his trick after no more than two clashes. The king jammed the wooden sword into the ground to slow his run, then threw the shoddy training weapon at Argrave with reckless abandon.

Argrave side-stepped the spinning wooden sword handily, and even before Norman began his bull’s rush, Argrave was preparing [Burst]. In less than half a second after the weapon was thrown the king came near, lunging for Argrave’s throat with an outstretched hand. Argrave’s casting time practice had not been in vain. A blood-infused [Burst] unleashed its terrible power right into the king’s outstretched palm. The king’s arm contorted grotesquely as the skin and tendons on his hands were blown away by the fell power of his spell. He took it head-on with brutal tenacity, digging his feet into the ground. When the spell ended, Good King Norman did not fall back, did not reassess. He merely swung his other hand.

Argrave, by instinct alone, did what he’d done against the Flayer Knights. When they swung their swords, he countered it with a C-rank [Burst] of wind. It had been repeated so many times it was habitual—and perhaps that was why soldiers drilled. He did the same here as Norman swung. Before the king’s fist connected with Argrave’s jaw, he cast the wind elemental version of [Burst] to counter the blow. His humble magic rebounded an attack that had, many times before, ended the fight immediately. King Norman’s hand rocketed backward by the force of his magic.

King Norman, ever unphased, turned his failed punch into a tackle. As the king’s badly-bleeding shoulder impacted with Argrave’s chest, he remembered this time to [Echo Step] with one of his echoes. Heart beating fast, Argrave watched from the center of the hall as Norman tackled air onto the floor. His right arm had become a husk—broken bone and torn flesh, unable to grip or move at all—and yet still the king stood, turning his head to look at Argrave with the same deranged tenacity as ever. Blood had dyed his black velvet wholly red.

Norman walked over, studying his ruined arm and leg. “You came to me as if in a dream, darling. How I want to seize you, freeze you… but you move so fast I can’t even see you. You’re like breath on a mirror.” The king took steady steps back to where the wooden sword he’d thrown fell, and picked it up. Though it had broken, he held it before him and walked toward Argrave steadily.

Rather than insane brutality, the king now held his sword like a seasoned knight. At once, Argrave knew what he was doing—playing defensively, biding his time, licking his wounds. He studied Argrave’s moves and his blood echoes, like a hawk watching for prey. Argrave tried to pressure him with [Bloodfeud Bow], yet the wary king easily dodged the bolts of power. Argrave tried less damaging spells like [Nine-Tailed Bloodbriars], yet they were as effective as bramble bushes. All the while, the bone exposed on Norman’s leg faded away, the malignance within him stitching his wounds together.

You know what will hurt him, Argrave reasoned in his head. You only need to do it.

Swallowing his fear like bitter medicine, Argrave walked toward Good King Norman in long strides. The king backed away, holding the wooden sword’s point in front of him—it had very nearly become a dagger by this point, and had a huge fracture down the center, yet that broken wood could split him in half all the same if he was incautious.

Argrave sent his blood echoes to surround the king, then slowed his advance to a snail’s pace. As he crept, so did his echoes. The king watched each in paranoia, yet Argrave merely made his bloody reflections dance about in a circle as though he’d become a sacrifice to some dark ritual. And eventually… Argrave did teleport. Good King Norman reacted quickly, performing a wild spinning sweep to hit all targets.

But Argrave teleported far away, where he could observe from afar. And when Norman paused his rampage, Argrave called upon a blood-infused [Burst] once again, and then teleported once more—closer, this time. He saw Norman’s wide red eyes for less than half a second before the power of the spell struck him squarely in the face. Argrave’s supply of blood in the silver bracer had diminished, and so the spell hit Argrave just the same time it hit the good king. Norman flew backward, hit squarely, while Argrave crouched down in pain. A-rank blood magic was incomparably painful to use.

When the pain faded, Argrave looked up, weak and drained. There was a hole in the wall of the training hall where Norman had landed, and Argrave walked toward it like an old lady with a bent back. He spotted the king’s black boots, and then his leg. He stepped atop some rubble, peering down upon Good King Norman. The left half of his face had been blown away from the attack, exposing a bloody and shattered jaw. Argrave breathed a sigh of relief, yet the sound caused Norman’s right eye to open.

“Dahling…” the good king muttered, his tongue flopping free of his shattered jaw. Argrave was horrified he could even get words out. As the king reached out with his good arm to help himself up, Argrave called upon one of his blood echoes to create a greatsword out of blood magic. He gripped it firmly, then raised it into the air.

Argrave hammered crude blows with the blade upon Norman’s body—face, chest, legs, arms, everywhere. Pure willpower drove him; fear, anger, and righteous punishment of a wicked bastard. After many minutes, he paused to catch a breath for half a moment. Good King Norman looked like little more than meat. Argrave raised the greatsword of blood up once more, then jammed it where he thought Norman’s brain would be.

Drained physically, magically, and mentally, Argrave collapsed to the floor. He looked at Norman with the lens lent by the Alchemist. That black power within Good King Norman had come to a stop, like liquid finally dried underneath the sun. Only then did Argrave relax somewhat, looking at his handiwork with battered triumph.

“What made something like you?” Argrave asked the corpse.

Good King Norman the Dead gave no answer.

***

Argrave brought King Norman’s corpse to Sandelabara—half to confirm his death, and half to announce it to all the others. He dragged it through the castle, indirectly telling the whole staff. And when he dragged it into the city square, and loudly shouted, ‘the king is dead,’ pandemonium consumed the streets at once. Cheering, crying, fearing, all of it erupted bound so tightly that it became indistinguishable from each other. Leaving them to their thoughts, Argrave headed back to King Norman’s castle, where news had permeated the castle.

Argrave asked about Norman. They told him what he knew—the man was a devil in human skin, a warrior without peer, a killer and a cynic… but Argrave wished for more. He asked about King Norman’s mother, his father. The answers he received were dead-eyed stares of confusion, from the butlers to the leaderless Flayer Knights now without cause or master. In the end, the words of one of the Flayers was the only true answer Argrave got.

“King Norman was not a man. He simply was,” the knight said, as emotionless as a puppet cut from strings.

With all of that done, Argrave waited for time to pass, his mind distant and hollow. He wanted to go before Sophia, to tell her that her father was dead. But he knew she would not celebrate it as he did. She was a girl—battered, innocent, and broken. She didn’t need vengeance. She needed something else. A better life.

When the loop came to its end, Argrave saw his companions, perfectly in their places. He had told them their task, and they knew it well. All that remained, now, was ensuring this final loop proceeded without flaw. And with this in mind, Argrave perked his ears for a familiar voice.

“Who are you?”

Argrave turned around slowly, looking down at Sophia as she clutched Griffin’s doll, Mr. Knight. He walked to her steadily, then kneeled down. He studied the little girl. Despite everything he’d endured just far, he felt a little nervous. He could kill the king… but could he help Sophia? Was he someone that she could actually rely on?

All Argrave knew was that he had to try.

“Hi, Sophia,” Argrave greeted her quietly and gently. “We’re meeting for the last time, it looks like. I don’t know what happens after, really, but I do know this. I want to lend you a hand. Would you like some help?”

Sophia blinked at him, then tilted her head. “Help?”

“I want to help you to make sure you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.” Argrave pointed at the doll. “Just like Mr. Knight, there. And… just like your brother intended to do.” Sophia started shaking a little, and her eyes grew wide and teary. Argrave offered his hand out. “How does that sound?”

Sophia’s eyes went between Mr. Knight and Argrave’s face. “Do you mean it?”

“Of course.”

“You won’t make me go to the cellar anymore?”

“Never,” Argrave vowed.

“You won’t take Mr. Knight away?”

“You can bring him everywhere you want,” Argrave confirmed. “But for that to happen… I have to help you. If you’d like that, please. Take my hand.”

She looked at his hand cautiously… then reached out slowly, grasping his hand.

“Alright.” Argrave smiled. “I’m Argrave.”

Sophia looked prepared to give her elegant curtsy, but the knock at the door drew her attention. She looked panicked, but for the first time, she was too slow to hide the doll. The maid opened the door, and Argrave rose to his feet.

“Princess Sophia! Is—” the maid began at once upon spotting her, but paused when she saw the towering Argrave. “Who are you?”

“Cynthia. Twenty-nine,” Argrave narrated as he walked closer. “Your father is a baker, and your mother passed away. You can tell the king that he won’t be having lunch with Sophia.” She stepped away as he walked closer, and Argrave leaned in, adding in a low whisper, “The time has come for the other half to be collected, you see. Tell the king I’ll see him shortly. And if you don’t do it now… perhaps Ermengarde will meet an early grave.”

The maid Cynthia trembled fiercely, not daring to look up at him. Then, she nodded frantically, babbling, “R-r-right away, sir… sir Herald, sir.”

With that, she ran away, forgetting to shut the door. He shut it behind her, and when he looked back, Sophia stood with Mr. Knight in her hands.

“What was that?” she asked, confused.

“Nothing important,” Argrave shook his head, then looked around until he spotted a bag. “Okay, Sophia. I’m going to be gone for a little bit. We’re… going on a journey, far away from the people here. They won’t be able to punish you—not even your father. So, I need you to pack this bag with anything that you want to bring with you. Alright?”

“A journey?” Sophia repeated.

“That’s right,” Argrave crouched down. “You, me, and a few good friends of mine. We’ll keep you safe—you won’t even get a scratch on your hands. You won’t have to worry about anything.”

“Anything?” Sophia repeated.

“That’s right, anything.” Argrave placed the bag before her.

“Even…” she swayed her arms from side to side. “Even daddy?”

“Especially your father,” Argrave nodded seriously. “So… stay here for a little bit. I’m going to make a magic bubble that can protect you. While it’s there, no one can touch you, so don’t be afraid. Is that alright with you?”

Sophia nodded seriously, and so Argrave stood and left behind a ward encircling the room. Sophia stared at him mutely as he left, and he waved her goodbye.

It was time for the final three hours.


Chapter 50

Argrave walked into the personal office of Good King Norman. It was strange to look upon the man that he’d just killed, sitting behind his desk in that pristine black velvet. Less than an hour ago, he’d been ribbons. Now, the black energy within him once again raged like an ocean, and the king’s red eyes fixed him with an uncomfortably salacious stare.

“You’re the one? Garbed in black, a breastplate bearing the sun, and the faintest echo that smells of blood…” he narrated as he studied Argrave. “You’re a far cry from the drab white I’ve aligned with your kind.”

“I was the one before you,” Argrave stated vaguely, stopping before the king’s desk. “I’ve come to collect. Sophia will be coming with me. I shall gather the three others, and we’ll reconvene in your castle’s courtyard in two and a half hours. Then, we’ll put an end to things.”

The king nodded, but kept his dead-eyed gaze fixed on Argrave as he ran his thumb across his chin. After a time, he pointed his finger lazily. “You’re picturing me dead. I can see it in your eyes.”

Argrave stayed stone-faced. He had done this before, practicing for the final loop. Never before had the king said this.

“Many people wish me dead. Despite that, I’ve kept my head. But you…” he leaned in and set his elbows upon the desk. “You seem to know how you’d do it. It’s no mere desire; you know how it’d transpire.”

Argrave took a deep, calming breath. “I’ll have to call you a liar.”

The king smiled broadly at his continuation. “You’re darling.”

Argrave suppressed a small shiver, picturing that half-shattered jaw flapping with its loose tongue as the king muttered that last word. In his experience, that word meant the king was interested in him. The last thing that Argrave needed was the king’s interest. He could survive any ambush thanks to the Inerrant Cloak, but that didn’t mean he’d like to suffer any. He wanted this to be clean.

Feeling frustrated, Argrave decided to diverge further from the norm. At worst, he could redo things, making his companions wait five seconds.

“Were you always this strange?”

“Strange?” The king leaned back in his chair. “A king is a unique existence.”

“You weren’t always a king.”

“I was,” King Norman shook his head. “People never called me so, but it was fated, just like my meeting with your organization.”

“Were your parents like you?” Argrave sat on the desk, eyeing the king closely.

“You try and pry, but I am rather shy.” Norman’s attitude was cold, despite his nearly demure words. “Retrieve my daughter, and the others.”

“We have time,” Argrave refused. “You must’ve thought a lot about this. Why would we Heralds come to you, of all people? Why were your children our asking price? I ask again, if only for your own benefit… were your parents like you?”

“Of course not.” King Norman’s fist slammed upon his desk, cracking its hard wood. “No one is like me. I am not a man—I simply am. All the rest are lambs to be damned—my son, my daughter. And they will scream my name until they die.”

Argrave laughed a little. The man was comically evil. He’d hoped there was some source, some genesis… and perhaps there was. But did the ‘why’ of it matter, anyway? He could get no answers from this man who would fight until he became a corpse. Argrave’s focus was better put elsewhere. It was better to right a wrong than spend hours discovering why it came to be, surely.

“Two and a half hours. Remember it.” Argrave said, then left without looking back.

***

When Argrave arrived back to Sophia’s room, people crowded around the ward that he’d made. They seemed to be testing it. Once Argrave approached, they all backed away in stunned silence. Argrave dispelled the ward. Within, Sophia waited, her bag neatly packed. She kneeled there respectfully. When Argrave arrived, she rose up with wide eyes, and grabbed her the bag as though to haul it on her own.

Argrave grabbed her bag and hefted it over his shoulder, then knelt down before Sophia. “We’re going to be walking all around the city. Could be a couple of hours. Do you want me to carry you?”

“I can walk, sir Argwa—Argrave,” she shook her head.

“But do you want me to?” Argrave held his hand up. “I’m rather tall. You can see the whole city like I do.”

Sophia looked between the servants and Argrave’s smiling face… then gave a slow nod. Argrave had some cousins, so he was used to carrying smaller children. She was old enough to walk about on her own, but he didn’t trust the people at his castle. He lifted her up delicately, then walked through the castle with his head held high. He could tell Sophia was nervous, but she seemed more concerned with making sure she wasn’t a burden than with being comfortable. 

It was only once they walked free of the castle that Sophia finally looked around in wonder with her wide red eyes. With all of the windows in the castle blocked off, he wondered how long it’d been since Sophia had actually seen the outside. He was glad to show it to her.

“You excited to see the city?” Argrave questioned as he walked around.

“Umm…” Sophia fidgeted. “It has… a lot of people, doesn’t it?”

“It does.” Argrave looked at her. “But if you want, I can make sure none of them see you.”

Sophia looked at him, curiosity brimming. “How?”

“Watch.” Argrave stood still and cast a simple C-rank [Invisibility], and his body disappeared from sight. Sophia’s eyes widened and she waved her arms wildly as she thought she was going to fall, but she ended up hitting Argrave in the face. “Ow. You hit my tooth,” he complained, despite feeling no pain.

“Argwave? I-I-I’m sorry,” she stuttered nervously. “Where… what happened to you?”

Argrave started walking again, and the moment he did, the spell broke. “I’m still here. I just went invisible.” Her eyes widened adorably, and Argrave couldn’t help but laugh as they carried on into the city.

“Can you make me… invisible?” she said, pronouncing the word very deliberately so as not to mess it up.

“I can. But you won’t be able to see yourself, too. Is that okay? It might be scary.”

Sophia nodded eagerly—fear was not even entering her mind, it seemed.

“Alright. If you move around too quickly, it’ll break, so be careful,” Argrave instructed her, then cast [Invisibility]. Sophia vanished, and Argrave walked around slowly to let her take in the sights without people staring.

Argrave headed for the first of the stops he needed to make, but Sophia stayed quiet enough Argrave would’ve thought she’d truly vanished if he didn’t feel her weight on his arm. Argrave headed for the elder, first, as he was the farthest away. Once the exited the city, and they entered a long stretch of countryside, Argrave took the initiative.

“Do you have any questions, Sophia?”

“About what?” she responded.

“Anything at all.”

“…where are we…” she mumbled.

“Where are we going?” Argrave guessed—she seemed afraid to ask questions of this nature, so he thought to encourage her. “First, I have to settle things here. Then, we’re going very far away to my home. It’s called Blackgard. It’s a big city just like this one, but it’s surrounded by mountains, and all of the people speak freely and happily.”

As Argrave thought about it, he realized they didn’t really have a proper house. Argrave and Anneliese just stayed in one of the quarters made for the members of parliament—they didn’t have a proper palace. It was hardly fit for Sophia to stay, too. For once, he regretted his frugality, and debated building a proper estate.

“…who are your friends?” Sophia asked faintly.

“Ah, them,” Argrave said enthusiastically. “I could talk about them for a while. Right now, they must be…”

***

Though the instructions that Argrave gave came in no less than two minutes, Anneliese grasped at once the magnitude of his situation. The rapid changes in his demeanor, state—he was experiencing time on a wholly different level than they were. And she knew the moment his orders were given that they needed to execute them at once, lest he be trapped for weeks on end.

And so, the whole of them sprinted throughout the castle, heeding Argrave’s directions. They were clear and precise, and everyone had listened intently, yet even still he gave commentary to each and all. He guided them like a friendly spirit. Their destination? The castle courtyard.

While they ran, the world around them morphed and changed drastically. Obstacles came and went, people both dead and alive blocked their path, and all too often they felt the terrible power of something reverberating through the castle. It was all too powerful, whatever it was.

When they finally burst through the large doors into the castle courtyard, Argrave already awaited them. “Melanie, there,” he instructed, pointing quickly. “Orion, there, facing the door. Alchemist, there.”

He was gone again, and they scrambled to get where he’d gone. Melanie cursed beneath her breath, but heeded his words all the same. Orion was the same loyalist he ever was. The Alchemist took his place, and everyone waited with heavy breaths.

“Alright, everyone. The last loop. I don’t know what’s going to happen, but do your job and be ready.”

Everyone waited with bated breath. Then, just as Argrave had promised, three figures appeared in the courtyard, kneeling down. Orion kicked the richly-dressed man’s head in. The Alchemist bashed the white-garbed priestess. Melanie cleaved her black blade straight through a humbly-dressed old man’s head. The three bodies crumpled.

“Just like we talked about, Sophia,” Argrave said quietly, in the center of all this mayhem.

Anneliese, with her [Truesight], saw it all. Three figures rose up from the bodies, half a thousand stakes embedded into their body. And with a pull, all of the stakes whipped out, and anguished cries erupted from the already-dead corpses. The figures revealed seemed divine—resplendent and white, like angels burst free from a mortal shell. Tendrils of crimson power returned to Sophia, entering and empowering her body yet further.

Anneliese studied Argrave closely. She counted the seconds with shaky eyes… yet five finally became six, and he stood there holding the red-dressed girl with a bag by his feet.

“Did… did I do it, Argwave?” the girl asked quietly. Anneliese noticed she was wearing a blindfold.

“Yep. You did great, Sophia. But don’t look around quite yet. Things are a little messy.”

Anneliese started to walk over to Argrave, cautiously watching the girl brimming with an unknown power. But then a voice rang out over their group.

“You don’t have a clue what you’ve done,” the voice said. “But congratulations are in order. You are damned. Doomed, and damned.”

The three floating figures swirled away, and Anneliese watched them cautiously as she came to stand next to her husband. She asked firmly, “Argrave, are you okay?”

Before he could answer, they were yet again accosted by a voice. This one was sickeningly sweet, and Anneliese’s stomach churned just from hearing it.

“My, my.”

Her eyes darted up to the looming castle. King Norman stood on the edge of the wall, his foot planted on one of the parapets as he leered at them. “I wasn’t late. I’m right on time. Sublime.”

Anneliese saw Sophia shiver. But the girl wasn’t alone in being afraid—Argrave, too, exuded fear. When she looked at the king on his castle again, she saw an evil malignance that hadn’t been there before… and those three white figures swirled around him, guarding him.

“My darling has brought guests,” the king declared, staring down at Argrave. “I think introductions are in order.”

Argrave set Sophia down, whispering some instructions in her ear. Then, he created a ward around her and faced King Norman once again.

“Damn,” Argrave shook his head. “Sorry, folks. If I’d known those Heralds would head to him after, I might’ve found a better way. But there was no way I could’ve made them come if Good King Norman wasn’t guaranteeing their safety.” He looked around. “Don’t worry. He’s not nasty—he’s incredibly nasty. But I’ve done this all before, and now I have some help. So… let’s get it done.”


Chapter 51

“While you were gone, a development arose,” the Alchemist explained to Argrave as he stared up at King Norman, watching for any movement. “Your enemy took some inspiration from you. They’ve created a network of spirits around the exit of Sandelabara. We won’t be able to teleport outside without first dismantling it… or more simply moving past it.”

“I made that defensive network—not Argrave,” Onychinusa spoke up, annoyed. “But he’s right. If we teleport beyond Sandelabara, we’ll be whisked away to precisely where they want us to be. I have no doubt an ambush is in wait.”

“We can maneuver within the bounds of this plane,” Castro interjected. “I believe that gives us ample opportunity to escape.”

“All of you should take Sophia, get to a safe location. But I’m not leaving until this man is dead in the ground. Orion—you’ll stay here with me, we’ll fight together. Anneliese—you have to take Sophia. Alchemist—give Orion a divine weapon, and then protect Sophia like your life depends on it.”

The Alchemist reached into himself, producing a club of bone shaped like a crescent moon. He tossed it at Orion.

“There would be no greater honor than to fight at your side, Your Majesty.” Orion said smoothly as he caught the divine weapon, holding it in hand.

Anneliese called out, “Argrave, this is—"

King Norman’s patience grew thin. He dropped off the side of the castle, braced his feet against the wall, and then leapt for them with terrifying speed. But long before Norman came, Argrave had already teleported away to stand by Sophia incased in the ward.

“I’m back, Sophia. A few problems have come up. I’m going to need to give you to someone else. I trust these people with my life—they’ll keep you safe.”

Castro and Onychinusa cast powerful magic, lighting and fire respectively, yet both forces vanished when they came in contact with the white figures protecting Norman. Argrave shook his head upon seeing that. It would seem the king had inherited the magic immunity bestowed by the Heralds. 

“My daddy’s trying to stop you,” Sophia stated matter-of-factly, voice trembling. She hadn’t taken off the blindfold, just as Argrave instructed.

As Argrave watched, Orion rushed at King Norman. He tried to tackle the man, and looked stunned when Norman resisted heartily with a smile on the face. He saw Norman speak when Orion stepped away. He was somewhat grateful Norman like to play with his food, if only because it gave Argrave time.

Argrave clenched his fist and said, “…yes, that’s right. But you don’t need to be worried about that anymore.”

Sophia fumbled out blindly and grabbed his leg. “I don’t want you to die, Argwave.”

“Hey…” Argrave patted her head. “I’ll be fine. I’m most worried about you. I can do anything, but you’re just a little girl. I’ll be giving you to my wife—she’ll take great care of you until I get back.”

“Nobody thinks they’ll die,” Sophia insisted, removing the blindfold as she teared up. “But they always do. Even Gwiffin. Mister Argwave… run away. I’ll stop him.”

“Sorry to break it to you, kid, but your dad isn’t so tough.” Argrave lifted up Sophia, dispelling the ward. “I could take care of him by myself. Anne,” he called out. “Keep her safe. I’ll come find you—don’t come find me.”

Anneliese walked up to Argrave and received Sophia carefully. He looked into her amber eyes—there was concern, yes, but resolve and trust as strong as he’d ever seen. King Norman was blissfully unaware of what would happen next, evidently. Anneliese, Melanie, Castro, Onychinusa, and the Alchemist teleported away using [Worldstrider], heading into Sandelabara for safety.

“Alright, Orion. It’s you and me.” Argrave studied the floating white figures around Norman. He was relieved to see they faded by the second—they weren’t properly tethered to Norman. The first bit would be an endurance game until magic could again harm him. But past experience told him one thing—they weren’t immune to illusion magic. That silver-tongued priestess hadn’t seen through his invisibility.

“They’re gone,” Norman said as Orion backed up to stand side-by-side with Argrave. “Our company left subtly. Luckily, my gluttony is uppity. To try this… to take my spawn from under my nose… my, my. One by one, you’ll come under my thumb. I’ll skin you all for a meal worth its weight in gold.”

“Illusion magic on something other than him works on fine,” Argrave conveyed, ignoring his mad ramblings. “I’ll cast a spell on you, then distract—you ambush. Be aware—he’s about as strong as Mozzahr was, maybe a little more. Aim for the eyes. Anything else is a waste of a hit.”

Argrave cast a B-rank illusion spell with one of his blood echoes—[Unknowable]. It wasn’t quite as sophisticated as the A-rank [Chameleon], but it was a partial invisibility he was sure would work on Norman that allowed for freedom of movement. And more importantly, the non-magical Orion would still be able to see his limbs.

As Norman studied where Orion had been in wonder, Argrave walked closer until he was about five feet away from the king. “Thanks for letting us plan. Very gracious of you.”

Norman tilted his head like Argrave was adorable. “Plan away. It’s never changed anything before.”

Argrave laughed. “It has. You just don’t know about it.”

Norman narrowed his eyes. Then, even to Argrave’s surprise, Orion lunged forth and slammed Norman’s face with the club. The king was caught off guard and staggered backward, but the moment he got his footing, gave one look at Argrave and charged.

An all-too-familiar dance began. Argrave teleported about the courtyard, dodging the king with the use of his blood echoes. It was infinitely easier with Orion’s presence. The man was a trained fighter veritably strong enough to compress coal into diamonds with his bare hands. He scored three incredibly solid blows to Norman’s face, but the king endured them incredibly well. His broken nose quickly corrected, his crushed eye reformed enough for him to regain sight… it was clear Argrave would need to use [Burst], but that was prevented by the white figures protecting him. They faded away second by second, to Argrave’s glee, and he felt the time was fast-approaching for Good King Norman to bite the dust once more.

Then, the white figures changed their strategy. Rather than defend Good King Norman, two of them left his side. Argrave watched as one approached Orion—another headed for one of his blood echoes. Orion’s invisibility faded immediately, and Argrave felt his blood echo’s presence immediately vanish the moment the white figure came near it.

“Ah… I see it now,” the king shouted joyfully. “You never truly ran!”

Norman rushed at Orion, swinging his fist in a backhand. Orion barely dodged the first, yet the king threw a straight jab just after. Reeling backward, Orion slammed the crescent-moon club into the king’s punch. Blood burst out—but blood was never anything to stop King Norman. He swatted the club aside, and it flew out into the courtyard. Norman grabbed Orion’s head with both hands, and his indomitable brother actually grimaced in pain as the king squeezed. Orion slammed his fist into Norman’s face countless times, bloodying it—but no injury could make Norman yield.

Argrave’s instinct kicked in. Though the white figure was attempting to erase Argrave’s blood echoes, he deftly maneuvered them with a concentrated mind. He placed one near Norman, and the other near the discarded club. He teleported near, seized the club, then teleported to Norman. He swung the club as hard as he could slammed it upon Norman’s head. Norman released one hand from Orion, grasping for Argrave, but Argrave teleported no more than a half foot backward. Norman grasped air, and Argrave again slammed the club into his face. Orion planted both feet against Norman and kicked as hard as he could, freeing himself from the tyrant’s grasp.

Argrave grabbed Orion’s hand and used [Worldstrider]. It was costly, but only with [Worldstrider] could Argrave teleport more than just himself. The two of them came to stand far away from Norman on the opposite side of the courtyard. The king jaunted forth merrily, arms held wide. Argrave studied him, keeping [Minor Truesight] alive and alert.

“Where is that plan helping you now?” The king smiled broadly. “You cannot injure perfection. You may be someone where you came from—but here, in Good King Norman’s domain, you are a pebble, not a rebel.”

“I’m really scared,” Argrave said, holding Orion from moving. “What are you planning to do to me?”

“Ah…” Norman walked closer slowly. “I could talk about it for hours, my little jezebel, my sweet darling.”

“Please do,” Argrave nodded, restraining Orion even as he wished desperately to advance. “What terrible fate awaits me?”

“Sophia, who you sought to save, shall watch it all,” Norman declared. “As a matter of fact… I do believe you’ll be her first kill. I will maim you, day by day, hour by hour… and your only option for freedom shall be by her hands. You will beg for death. And sweet, fragile Sophia will be the only one I will allow to grant it to you. She won’t kill you. For days, weeks, months, years, she’ll refuse. And when you still live, your very life itself turned to pain unending, you will see why I hate her innocence.”

Argrave sighed and shook his head. “I really do know you too well.”

As Norman had been talking, Argrave watched the white figures protecting him finally dissipated to nothing. Argrave sent out a blood echo, its palm outstretched, and cast [Burst] moments before teleporting to the spot. Norman wasn’t used to such ambushes from Argrave, and so did not defend as ably as he should have. A blood-infused [Burst] wracked Good King Norman right in the face, and he flew backwards.

When the aftermath of the blast faded, Argrave saw the king lying there. He was every bit as damaged as Argrave recalled him being from the first attack of that kind. Argrave clenched the club tightly in hand, walking close with the resolve to do as he’d done once before. He would bludgeon Good King Norman to death himself. Sophia was owed that much, especially after hearing that sickening plan the king had in mind for her.

“A splendid display, King Argrave.”

Argrave whipped his head around to where the voice came from. He saw a head sticking up out of the shadows. The man had dark skin, and braided hair that flowed like inky darkness. Argrave placed a name at once—Traugott. Argrave didn’t hesitate to cast the lightning-fast [Arc Whips]. A sound like a buzzsaw filled the courtyard as arcs of electricity buffeted the spot Traugott was, but when the spell faded, Argrave saw no corpse.

“You’re a little more like Orion that I thought. He’d also prefer to hit me than first talk to me.”

Argrave turned his head again. Traugott crouched beside Good King Norman, who was barely moving with most of his face gone.

“I’ve heard you’re generous, Argrave. Could I please have this man Norman, and his daughter Sophia?” Traugott tilted his head. “These people interest me a great deal, you understand. I’d like to research them.”

“Who said I was generous? Norman’s a dead man. Sophia’s under my protection.” Argrave stepped forward steadily. “Back away.”

“I’m sorry, but I’d like him alive,” Traugott shook his head. “And I need Sophia. She’s even more paramount for me. So… I’m afraid we’ll have to come to arms. I consider myself a pacifist, but sometimes people just won’t give me what I want without violence. It’s rather saddening. I hoped we could talk, as fellow scholars.”

Argrave watched as Traugott’s shadow danced around him, growing larger. Recognizing what he intended, Argrave sent out his blood echo and teleported forth. Traugott was able to move away deeper into the Shadowlands and avoid his grasp, but then Argrave hadn’t intended to target Traugott to begin with. He cast [Burst] once again into Good King Norman’s face.

“No!” Traugott shouted. “Such a waste wi—"

Argrave saw an explosion of gore just as the two faded into the Shadowlands. Argrave rose to his feet, bitter triumph in his heart. Good King Norman the Dead lived up to his title, once again. Argrave was certain he saw his head cave in, his soft brain exposed to the full brunt of a blood-infused [Burst]. Norman was dead, despite Traugott’s efforts to preserve his life.

Argrave slammed the club he still held into the now-empty ground, muttering, “How’s that, you twat?”

“Your Majesty…” Orion said, staring at Argrave with some degree of awe writ on his face. “He did have a point.”

“And what point was that?” Argrave asked incredulously.

“That was a splendid display. You fought well enough that the pathetic god of war Sataistador must be trembling in his boots.” He pounded his chest. “You saved my worthless life, Your Majesty.”

“You’re not worthless. And you’ve saved mine enough,” Argrave said dismissively. “Let’s save the talk. Norman’s dead. Not even he can survive with soup for brains, I think. But Traugott and Dario’s golems both are going to be coming after Sophia, and if I were to guess… Traugott’s going to unleash Shadowlanders upon Sandelabara. He’ll try and seize Sophia in the chaos.” Argrave held out the club to Orion.

Orion took the club from Argrave. “Shadowlanders… meaning more of that thing we faced at Dirracha, Your Majesty?”

Argrave nodded. “We have the small fortune of our primary objective being escape. But make no mistake—we’re on an anvil, with a hammer crashing down from above.”


Chapter 52

It wasn’t too much trouble to find Anneliese and all with her after taking care of Good King Norman. Despite the barriers in their way, Argrave was again connected to Elenore. That enabled their speedy communication and reunition. They were holed up in a grove far outside of town, likely because it was far away from the army of golems blocking the exit to Sandelabara.

As Orion and Argrave travelled, a haunting call echoed throughout the city. It was soon followed by the screams of crowds as all hell broke loose. When Argrave looked over, he saw one of the dreaded Shadowlanders emerge from a gaping abyss above the town. It looked like a whale that had been blacked out entirely, yet it had an elongated obese human face lined with rows of teeth where a beard might’ve been. Uncountable mouths hidden in that jungle of teeth created a choir of voices singing joyously as they descended upon the city. It confirmed what Argrave had feared—Traugott’s time had been dedicated on perfecting the trouble that he’d caused on Dirracha. This portal, it seemed, was larger and more stable than the brief foray in Dirracha.

But Argrave and Orion could not waste time focusing on that. They found Anneliese and the rest soon enough in a low-lying grove, precisely as had been conveyed to Elenore.

“Alright. I found them, sis. Thanks,” Argrave communicated back home.

“Be safe. I don’t ever want to feel you go dark like that again,” Elenore told him, moments before their communication ended.

The Alchemist had long ago spotted Argrave’s return, and told the others. They waited on him as they passed into the place.

Anneliese still held Sophia, precisely as Argrave had asked her to do. Anneliese got the young girl’s attention, and when her red eyes fell upon Argrave, they widened in disbelief. “What did I tell you?” Anneliese said to the princess.

The Alchemist held out his hand as Argrave walked up. “My lens.”

Argrave had intended to say something to Sophia, but he begrudgingly pulled it free from beneath his eye and flicked it like a coin. The glass faded into the Alchemist’s flesh, and Argrave’s eyes flickered between him and Sophia. He had hoped the item in Sandelabara related to Gerechtigkeit might be… well, an item, and not a person. Having Sophia here would be a burden, regardless of his feelings on the matter. He put his hand on her head while she stared at him in total shock.

“Told you I’d be back, Sophia. These are the friends I told you about. We’re here to get you to safety—and that means we can’t talk much right now. Is that alright?”

Sophia nodded, and Anneliese gently set her down. The princess walked up to his leg at once, touching him to be sure he was real before standing behind him, sheltered from all the others. It was awkward at first, but Argrave adjusted. She didn’t seem to want to say anything at all.

After a time, Anneliese whispered, “I… don’t think she processes things like a normal girl does. She doesn’t fear for herself. She was more scared for you—and she trusts only you.”

Argrave heard and absorbed her words, but more pressing matters deserved his attention. “I certainly hope we’ve come up with something while I was busy risking my life. Melanie, your portals, maybe?”

The Alchemist answered in all their stead. “The golems Dario—or more accurately, the being working through Dario—sent are capable of neutralizing all supernatural energies, be it magic or divine blessing. I detected the same energy coming from the ones protecting Good King Norman. Did you find a way to bypass their nullification?”

“No,” Argrave shook his head. “But it looks like they were attached to a specific host. Those people we got rid of—when they bit the dust, they started to disappear on their own. I was able to…” he looked down at Sophia, not wishing to admit he’d killed her father. He said instead, “Norman won’t trouble us ever again.”

“So, whatever empowers the golems is likely anchored similarly to Dario. That’s a lead, at the very least.” The tower master Castro looked to be deep in thought.

“But an easy way out seems off the table.” Argrave looked at his party. Onychinusa, Castro, Anneliese, himself, and the Alchemist—these golems were perfect counters to their magic. And from what Durran said of his fight against the creature, they weren’t exactly easy pickings physically, either. They were hardy enough to walk through liquified rock. That took tremendous power and durability.

“I’m sure you’ve seen the Shadowlander problem.” Argrave turned, and Sophia clung to his leg anxiously. “As much as I love playing my enemies against each other, I suspect the Shadowlanders will come without an end. Thousands of creatures the likes of which could have levelled Dirracha will spread out across this land, until Traugott finally sees the opportunity he’s been looking for.” He put his hand on Sophia’s head, almost to assure himself that she was still here. “The longer we wait, the worse the problem will get. So, I’m not sure we can afford to do something like that.”

“The Shadowlanders are not Traugott’s puppets. He’s merely letting loose wild animals to take advantage of the chaos. Only Traugott himself that will come for us. That gives us some leeway in dealing with them.” Anneliese’s reminder was neutral, but did brighten some faces.

“Why don’t we get the gods to come down here, get their hands dirty?” Melanie asked. “Better than dying.”

“If they know about this place, they might learn about Sophia.” She looked up at him when her name was called. “I can’t predict what they’ll try and do with her. No—we can’t involve them.”

Anneliese stepped away to the top of the hill shielding the grove, watching the distant golems. “The thread connecting these golems… it is quite thin. Stretched.” She turned back to them. “I suspect it’s a matter of distance. This is only my conjecture, but I don’t believe magic and divine nullification will be as absolute as it was in your initial encounters with Dario. And the reason why the golems are lingering near the entrance isn’t because they want to catch us as we leave. No—they likely can’t advance further without breaking their connection.”

“I fail to see how we might take advantage of that, Your Highness,” Orion said politely. “The golems will stand watch, but the Shadowlanders will flush us out, like water slowly filling a cellar we’re trapped inside.”

Anneliese paused at that, lowering her head in deeper contemplation. Castro, however, raised a finger.

“Argrave—you’ve learned this land intimately. Is there any way one could approach either the Shadowlanders or the golems quickly and covertly?”

Argrave didn’t need to think for very long. “Sure. There’s a huge network of tunnels underneath most of the city for the kingsmen and the king himself to show up throughout town. But given how dangerous the Shadowlanders are—given they might cause the whole thing to collapse at any time—I wouldn’t recommend it.”

Castro closed his eyes and contemplated something deeply. Argrave watched him with bright eyes, hoping that there was something that the wise old man would think of in this dark hour. After a time, a smile fell across Castro’s face and he opened his eyes with a laughing sigh.

“I will punch a hole through the Shadowlanders and the golems both. And through that hole, you all shall leave.”

“No, you won’t,” Argrave shot down his idea at once.

“Time wastes as we—” Castro continued, but Argrave interrupted him again.

“No, you won’t, because I know exactly what you’re thinking. You’ll use your A-rank ascension, and you’ll tear through them all like a knife through butter. But I won’t let you, because I know how that ends. And it ends pretty badly for you.”

“I have a robust succession plan, Argrave,” Castro assured him. “My position in the Order has basically already been delegated to those who will take my place. And I assure you, they are as steadfastly loyal to you as I am.”

“I’ve never had to do what you’re talking about before. I don’t want to start now,” Argrave shook his head.

“Maybe I want it,” Castro mused. “I am many things, but famous? I think not. Over three hundred years of living, and I can still walk through the streets of any city without so much as a widened eye in recognition. Make sure the historians write about me, maybe hire a minstrel or two… and this old man can breathe his last.”

Argrave looked at him with a terrible feeling swirling in his chest. He couldn’t conjure words, and that only made the feeling worse.

“If you want to save all, I could consume this city,” the Alchemist said, looking about. “They are people lost in time, and already being massacred by the Shadowlanders. I could once again call upon potentiation. Those from the Shadowlands will fuel my endless appetite. I will chase them into their own realm. And then, when all our enemies are subsumed into my flesh…” he pointed at the black stone hanging around Argrave’s neck. “You put the Smiling Raven inside there.”

Argrave looked between them. “What is with you two?”

“I dare not test my might against those golems while the Shadowlanders swarm down without end. Furthermore, I know you dislike the idea of me having some say in Sophia’s fate.” The Alchemist looked at Argrave squarely. “Dario’s words stuck with you. And they stuck with me, too. I am not ignorant I am inhuman. Whatever she represents, perhaps I deserve no say in the fate of the world. Becoming the Smiling Raven would allay your fears more permanently. And you gain a weapon to use however you will.”

Argrave looked around at everyone. He already saw in their faces something of what he felt in his heart—a lack of other choices.

“Whatever plan you decide on, decide upon it quickly,” Onychinusa reminded Argrave. “Elsewise, I’ll just go home without you. More of those disgusting Shadowlanders are coming from their portals. Soon, this whole city will be lost to them.”

“I’m, uhh… of a like mind,” Melanie admitted quietly, though with a degree more empathy than the ancient elf. “So, Argrave?”

Ask an old man to die, or ask an older man to turn into an abomination that destroyed a continent millennia ago. If the Alchemist became the Smiling Raven, they would lose his tremendous capability of research, his vast trove of knowledge, and all things related to the direction of researching Gerechtigkeit. Castro, meanwhile, would undoubtedly pass on if he did as he proposed. His A-rank ascension all but guaranteed such a fate.

Argrave looked down at Sophia—innocent, confused, and hiding behind his leg for protection. Though he knew the answer, he hesitated to speak it. He found his resolve in her trembling figure. Argrave lifted his head up, took a deep breath, and prepared to damn an ally with his next utterance.


Chapter 53

Tower Master Castro of the Order of the Gray Owl had not been wrong when he told Argrave that he was not famous. He endeavored a great deal to ensure that was not the case, because he much preferred a calm life beneath the shade than one where he was cooked by the scrutiny of the sun. His A-rank ascension was not known even among the upper echelons of the Order. Castro had never needed to—and never dared to—call upon it against his foes. He had considered offering to use it for Mozzahr, but in the end, he knew Argrave would refuse. Now, times were different, and Castro’s conviction was stronger.

After living for well over three hundred years, Castro had left his mark in magic, in his apprentice Ingo, and now hoped to leave his last mark here in defense of a rising sun.

When Argrave’s eyes again fell upon Castro after a long period of silent contemplation, he knew that the decision had been made. He was proud of the young king for making the choice he viewed as most pragmatic, if a bit guilty that his death would weigh on the young man’s conscience. He had tried to impart some lessons of leadership onto Argrave, and there was some irony that those selfsame lessons would lead to his death in this moment. It was for the best.

The plan was made, but Castro didn’t need to pay much attention. His role was exceedingly simple, and so it needed no special attention. He was reminded of a conversation that he’d had with Rowe the Righteous, strangely enough.

Castro remembered sitting in his office in the tower, staring at that arrogant and tall wizard from Veiden. Then, he proposed a game for each to guess the other’s A-rank ascension.

“We’ll play word games, like proper old men. I can give you a one-word riddle. You’ll give me one in turn. We’ll guess.”

“Interesting. Go ahead,” Rowe leaned back in his chair.

Castro thought on it for a long time, then said deliberately, “Age.”

“Hmm…” Rowe tilted his head. “Limits.”

He didn’t think either of them had ever came near discovering the other’s secret, but that didn’t matter overmuch. Neither had the intention to tell the other, anyhow.

Once the plan was delivered, Castro and Argrave set off alone through the tunnels that Argrave had explored thoroughly. They headed for the heart of the city, where the Shadowlanders appeared most densely. Argrave showed him an exit, leading up into a bakery that was partially destroyed. Castro could hear the chaos and screams above, but Argrave stopped him.

“Castro. Maybe… maybe we’re being hasty,” the young king said, no confidence in his tone. “Sophia’s shown to have the power to restore things, to revert them. If we could make the Alchemist turn into the Smiling Raven, and then turn him back with her power… all of this could be avoided.”

Castro put his hand on Argrave’s shoulder. “Are you sure it’ll work? And can you bear the consequences if you tamper with things beyond their ken, only for all to go awry?” When Argrave couldn’t answer, Castro took his hand away, his point proven. “To allow the hope of beating Gerechtigkeit forevermore roam free, to save a child that the world itself has deigned to doom… I cannot think of a more fitting end. I will join with my wife and child in the afterlife, if there is one. And if not, this was still a life well lived.”

He couldn’t tell exactly what Argrave was thinking, but he knew that the young king would not soon forgive himself. Still, Castro felt a little glad to be taking this next step. He knew there was always more to do in life… but at the same time, he felt he had done enough. That was the crux of his power. And so he ascended the ladder.

***

Argrave returned through the tunnels beneath the city as fast as he could, fearing that they would cave in on him at any moment. He rejoined the rest of his party just outside of the grain silo in the countryside, where Sophia again broke off from Anneliese to come join him anxiously.

He picked her up and looked back toward the city. “We’ll be moving a bit quickly, Sophia, once Castro does his part. I’ll need you to hang onto me tightly.”

Sophia nodded intently, then stared at Argrave. “I’m sorry.”

Argrave looked into her eyes. He could see guilt written as clear as day as she teared up. She was clearly a clever child, but they hadn’t been unsubtle about things. “It isn’t your fault. It’s mine.”

“No! If I didn’t exist, mister Castro wouldn’t have to...” Sophia laid her head against Argrave’s shoulder, shivering.

“You deserve to exist, Sophia. Don’t ever think otherwise,” Argrave said, practically by instinct. Still, hearing her guilt allowed Argrave to confront his own squarely. He comforted her quietly, but couldn’t muster words that felt like a lie even to himself. Anneliese joined Argrave, hovering close by as silent support. Onychinusa, meanwhile, walked to the other side of Argrave.

“Are you so certain that the old man can even do it?” the ancient elf asked. “I mean… things are getting bad out there. And he’s not that tough. I’ve seen him fight.”

Argrave cast a simple illusion to suppress sound—something he wish he’d done earlier, if only to preserve Sophia’s already battered mind—then nodded at Onychinusa. “Yeah. The Shadowlanders, the golems… when Castro is done, we’ll have our opening.”

“Why are you so certain?” Onychinusa looked at Argrave squarely.

“Because Castro’s lived a long life. And a life that long and bright, finally burning out, there’s no other term more fitting than ‘supernova.’ Or… maybe there is a more fitting term. Castro knows it well. It’s what his ascension is named, after all.”

***

When Castro developed his A-rank ascension, the only thing that allowed him to break through that barrier was one of the worst years of his life. It was the year his son perished from an incurable withering illness, and his wife killed herself not long after. His magical advancement had stalled for a long, long while after this occurrence. Confronting it squarely decades after it happened proved to be the catalyst. In his contemplations into life, death, and the meaning of existence, Castro found an answer of sorts.

Castro had long lamented the life he might’ve had if things had gone differently. If he had been kinder to sweet Hazel after their child passed away, perhaps she might’ve had willpower enough to carry on. Perhaps more children would’ve followed, and perhaps Castro’s life would have been more fulfilling. Or perhaps if his son had not been afflicted with the withering disease to begin with, things would’ve been so inconceivably different that his life would be impossible to recognize to the Castro of today.

In a word, Castro lamented lost potential. His ascension was that potential, bundled inside of him as an energy kept dormant for hundreds of years. It embodied the whole age of his existence, both present and future. Focusing on what was lost… too often, it led only to pain. Castro intended to unleash that pain. His A-rank ascension was an idea, a concept, made manifest: [Arete].

Castro walked out of the basement not with a hunched back but a posture proud and rigid. People took shelter here in this city, and he walked toward the closest Shadowlander. His body was filling with every bit of strength that he could possess for the rest of his life. The black humanoid creature seemed totally ignorant of him, the tentacles hanging from its mouth consuming people of the city indiscriminately. Castro held his hand out and prepared a spell. It was an F-rank spell called [Flare] that merely conjured a small spark of flame.

A raging inferno burst out from Castro’s hand—a spark of compressed fire so intense that, in less than half a second, the Shadowlander was only ash, and all the stone around it had been turned to liquid. Every [Flare] that Castro could ever cast for the rest of his life manifested in that one moment. Thus, Castro lost [Flare]. He could never again use the spell, and a small portion of his [Arete] was consumed to fulfill this mandate. When all of the energy of his [Arete] was expended, his potential would be fulfilled and he would perish.

Castro jumped up into the air, rising dozens of miles above. He could see all of the Shadowlanders, all of the golems, and he knew his duty. [Arete] fueled his righteous purpose. He had intended to use his ability in the crusade against Gerechtigkeit… but this was a far nobler purpose, he felt.

“A B-rank spell should suffice, I think…” Castro looked back. “So long as it doesn’t kill them.”

***

To call Castro’s final feat a supernova was no exaggeration. Argrave had seen gods fight, and it seemed like one had descended among them. Raging tornados of fire rose up hundreds of miles into the sky. His lightning disintegrated Shadowlanders seconds after touching them. Even miles away, the winds were strong enough to push Argrave back. The ward that he conjured to block the gusts shattered in a few moments beneath the sheer intensity of this man’s [Arete].

The ground beneath them shook and split, Castro’s power transforming the land itself. All were relatively well-prepared for this, having been amply warned by Castro himself, but few genuinely expected the mayhem to reach them miles away. The demons had been screaming in joy, yet now there was only a singular droning howl of destruction. The golems, too, despite their immunity to magic, could not fully be spared the tremendous impact of Castro’s power.

Argrave felt a strange tension in his chest, as though his body was being stretched and pulled. Then, a final, tremendous force slammed down upon not just Sandelabara, but the whole of this pocket realm. Argrave fell to his knees, and barely managed to keep his head up. When he raised his eyes… the entire city was shattered, turned to mountains and valleys. Argrave saw not a soul—not a human, not a Shadowlander, not a golem.

But not Castro, either. Argrave accepted that the tower master—that indomitable, assuring presence—was gone.

Argrave looked at Sophia briefly as she clung to him, trembling, and didn’t waste time in declaring to everyone else, “We move!”
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Traugott watched Argrave and his companions walk over the broken husk of this realm from a distance. He had to admit—he wasn’t expecting such a display of potency from Castro. As it turned out, a cornered rat was much as likely to fight twice as hard as it was to make a mistake. He’d spread a net of spirits outside this strange pocket realm to block their flight, but it was all turning to naught.

He lamented that he’d not had the time to study this realm in greater detail, after both Argrave’s severance of the loop and Castro’s levelling of the city. They preached of preservation, but they had put an end to an invaluable heritage in one fell swoop. He hoped to claim Sophia, but Argrave’s desperate thrashing had thoroughly trounced that idea. And moreover… it had put an end to another mysterious variable. The one called Norman, father of Sophia.

“Still… not all is lost,” Traugott whispered, laying his hand upon the corpse. He looked at the black ring in his hand. It stored Norman’s soul. It was no undying soul, but even still, Traugott was certain simply by the strange power still coursing through it that it would have something to say when he pried it open. What remained of King Norman would experience only agony until Traugott extracted the answers he sought.

There is a reason Norman was so freakishly powerful. And lurking in that reason is why Gerechtigkeit’s malignance led back to Sophia. Traugott thumbed the ring, smiling. Despite everything, he would get the answers he sought. Let Argrave enjoy his prize.

***

Argrave walked along with Anneliese, supporting Sophia through the carnage left in Castro’s wake. The howling portal into the Shadowlands was vacant after Castro’s final act. It seemed that things died not only on this side, but in that abyssal plane as well. There were neither gods nor masters in the place called the Shadowlands, but Argrave did wonder if they had provoked something. It wouldn’t be the first time.

As they advanced near the end of their long journey through Sandelabara, a metal arm burst free of rubble, swiping at Argrave. He stepped away by instinct, then readied himself to fight. As rubble fell away from the golem, he saw that it only had one arm remaining. He expected mindless resistance as it was an automaton, but instead its arm settled limply. Its core was exposed, where white energy slowly seeped out. Argrave swore he saw an eye peer at him from within that core. He looked around to be sure there was no danger, and then dared a question.

“You said we were damned and doomed. That was you, wasn’t it?” Argrave stared at the white eye. He didn’t know whether or not to expect an answer.

Seconds passed with no response. Argrave was prepared to move on, as time was precious and they couldn’t know when the Shadowlanders would return. As he began to walk, a voice pierced his head. It was so fabulous as to be unknowable, yet so plain as to be mundane simultaneously.

“It wasn’t me who said you were damned. But it’s an accurate sentiment, whoever said it.”

Argrave looked around at everyone else. They heard the voice, too.

“How are we damned?” Argrave looked back at the golem, though remained cautious that this thing was trying to keep him in one place to set him up.

“Gerechtigkeit will come again, as he always has. This time, however, he will not need to build his power from the beginning. He will regain the might that he had during every cycle, all at once.”

Argrave’s blood ran a little cold as he contemplated what that meant, but he still sought further explanation. “Regain his might, meaning…?”

“Sophia, his anchor, is no longer stretched thin. He will be the strongest that he’s ever been. All of his power, typically scattered cycle-by-cycle, will instead coalesce all at once. He will be as strong as every iteration combined. And all because of you, parasite. You simply had to be the one to decide for the world. The world made its choice in generations past—who are you to decide against that choice?”

Argrave couldn’t tell if the being speaking to him was being truthful, so he spat back, “Who are you to choose for us?”

“Do you think I’m obligated to answer simply because you won?” Hearing the being say that, Argrave shifted on his feet. “Yes, I admit it. You won a battle in our war. Now, you’ll perish to Gerechtigkeit, and we will clean up your mess.”

“And if we don’t? If we overcome the odds—what then?”

“Find out on your own.”

The white eye faded away from the golem core. Argrave hesitated to move.

“It left,” Anneliese confirmed. “Others remain, but I can guide us around them.”

“We waste time,” the Alchemist derided. “I hear the distant calls of the Shadowlanders—they come for their portal, yet again. We have only a while yet before freedom. I will again bestow my magic upon you to ward from the heat and grant freedom of movement.”

“During that conversation… I think I saw where the being’s source was. It was linked to Dario, so…” Anneliese trailed off, then raised her head with resolve. “I believe we have one more priority. We must track Dario. If he’s still alive, the information we get from him might be far more than what that possessed golem was willing to divulge.”

“That’s good thinking.” Argrave nodded at her. “I’ll leave that to you. I think Onychinusa would be perfect to help you out, there. The Alchemist and I will return to Blackgard with Sophia.”

“I’ll help Anne,” Melanie nodded. “I owe it. Felt like I just stood around, then cut off a head, then followed everybody else. I’ve still got the energy to help.”

“And I—” Orion began, but Argrave cut him off.

“Need you with us, Orion. Sophia’s safety is a large priority. I don’t know what’ll happen after we leave this portal, let alone Vysenn.”

“Of course, Your Majesty.”

Argrave turned his head when the first call of new Shadowlanders filled the air. It was disconcerting thinking that these creatures would persist below Vysenn, but soon enough magma would flow over this place. With Sophia’s power over the land gone, perhaps it would be immersed entirely in liquid rock and metal.

Argrave held Sophia closely. “Let’s go home.”

***

“You needn’t follow me out of guilt alone,” Anneliese told Melanie. “You could not have known Dario was who he was when you first met him.”

“Who says that it’s that?” Melanie protested, even though Anneliese did poke at the heart of the matter.

Melanie followed Anneliese and Onychinusa into some caverns at the roof of the vast magma lake beneath Vysenn. This deep, pressure and heat both were intense, so they stayed wrapped in the Alchemist’s shield of air as they searched. Despite her protests, she did feel guilty that Dario—a man she’d met first, and failed to sus out he was suspicious—had led to the death of Castro. That man… he had that kind of power, and Melanie’s failings had caused his death. She had to do more, be more, if she was to make up for that.

“Honestly…” Melanie continued when the silence stretched, drifting through the hot caverns where Dario likely hid. “I’m coming half because I have questions I need answered. About Dario. About what he did, and why.”

It was honest, and that seemed to convince Anneliese somewhat.

“I have been known to indulge my curiosity now and again,” Anneliese nodded. “I can relate. But none of that matters if he slips away, so let us work hard.”

“Right,” Melanie nodded. “Given how good the man is at hiding, I think we’ll have some trouble. But I know a few of his tricks, and have some of my own beside…”

***

Dario no longer had the strength to stand. He could crawl, however, and that was proving enough to avoid the gaze of his pursuers. The key to stealth was not blending in with the environment, nor moving quietly. Dario did have all those things, but they were not key elements of successful stealth. Instead, it was all positioning. Knowing where the enemy was and would be, knowing where one could move to escape sight, and knowing the layout of the area made avoiding detection an easier task.

Dario waited in recesses that they would not logically check. He dragged his broken body through places they had already been before, and would not come again. He looped and winded around this twisted volcanic tunnel, sweating from the heat even as his broken body felt cold as the grave he would soon find himself in. Despite knowing that death would be the better choice in this scenario, he could not embrace it. He wanted to live, despite everything he’d given for his cause.

He wound around this twisted cave, avoiding Anneliese’s party as he headed for the exit second by second. He had studied this place for a long, long while. Multiple exits, winding pathways that all seemed the same… it was the perfect place for an escape. They found evidence of his presence, but their ever-frantic searches only made them all the more predictable.

Just as Dario felt he was falling into a loop, getting the better of them… he heard the scrape of a boot, and then felt something sharp and slick at his neck. He looked back, and spotted red hair. He recognized the woman. Melanie. She held her black blade at his throat.

He let out a long sigh—half relief, half defeat—then relaxed his whole body. All the artificing in the world meant nothing if he could barely move his body. “Where did I err?” he asked.

“Just hid an open portal beneath the rocks, then stared through it. Couldn’t hear you coming. Almost couldn’t see you, either. But… I did, evidently. Just remembered how you used to be, back when we were hunting those ogres.”

Dario finally rested his body, planting his head against stone. “Best kill me now. My guide—your true target, doubtless—is gone. I broke myself, and no torture can break me further. I am a dead end in your search.”

“A good man died because of you,” Melanie stated matter-of-factly.

“Who?” Dario looked back.

“Tower Master Castro.”

“He…” Dario settled his head against the stone. “He was a good man. I understand why he aided Argrave. I… I am sorry, you know, hollow as it may ring. But all of you are poking holes in a dam just to find out what’s on the other side. I had to do this.”

Melanie stared down at him in silence for a long while, then shook her head with a sigh. “No one knows I’ve found you. Maybe in time they will, but until then, I’m going to ask you some things. Not their questions, but mine.” She pulled the blade away, then walked around to sit on a rock. She studied the artifice work bracing his body, then fixed her green eyes upon him. “Do you feel good, having destroyed yourself for a cause? Are you fulfilled?”

Dario huffed through his nose. “Building rapport? Ineffective.”

“Not a tactic. Just a question, from me to you, as someone trying to figure out this life we have. Because… up ‘til now, wasn’t really in the position to look for a life worth living. Now, my head’s spinning trying to figure out what there really is. So, let me ask again, in simpler terms. Was it worth it?”
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“Sometimes, you learn just enough to entice you. Then, you push a little deeper, not knowing what you’ll find. It’s a treacherous journey, the unknown. You either find nothing… or you find misery.” Dario managed to look up at Melanie. “You learn a little too much, and the façade starts to fade away. All your happiness is flavored with bile, because it all feels so small in comparison to the grandeur of what you’ve learned.”

Melanie shook her head. “That doesn’t answer my question.”

“You asked me if it was worth it, what I’ve done.” Dario exhaled. “It was never about it being ‘worth it.’ I knew the truth, and all the misery it brought. Things fell apart around me, and all my joy died. It was a buzzing in the back of my mind. It was as though I knew a poisonous spider lurked near my bed, yet not where. I had to act.”

“I suppose I know what you mean.” Melanie kept her eyes focused on Dario—even with him broken and battered, she didn’t underestimate this man for a second. “Knew a happy couple, married for twenty years. Then, the husband confessed he cheated when they were engaged. Twenty years of a good bond fell apart all because someone learned something they couldn’t forget. I always did wonder if ignorance would’ve served that woman best.”

“Hm. Hard to say.”

A silence stretched out between the two of them. Melanie sighed after a while. “You’re a lot like Argrave, in a way. Lots of self-importance.”

“Self-importance?”

“Well, yeah. Thinking that you’re the only one who can save the world, that sort of thing. You both have your reasons, I guess, but you took drastically different paths with your savior complex. Difference between you… Argrave has people backing him up. Your only ally abandoned you the moment it became problematic for them. Castro trusted Argrave enough to give his life for his cause. Do you see the difference?”

Dario didn’t dispute that.

“If know them, here’s what’ll happen. Argrave and Anneliese will try and convince you to come to their side, spill the beans. I’d advise that you do. If you’re honest, if you try and turn a new leaf… if you rely on someone besides some bastards that’d ruin your life and then abandon you, the royal couple might have your back, too,” Melanie ended hopefully.

“If not?”

“If not, I’m pretty sure they’ll give you to the Alchemist.” Melanie crossed her legs as the idea made her uncomfortable. “He’ll think of half a thousand measures to get what he needs from you. Even if they don’t work like you seem to think, I can guarantee they’ll be a lot worse than whatever secrets made you depressed enough to hurt yourself this badly.”

“I would never—”

“We’ve got Sophia. I’m not entirely sure what that means, but given the lengths you went through to stop that, it has to mean something. You want to know why your patron—if you can call them that—walked away? Because it doesn’t matter even if you don’t stay silent. We’re near the truth. If you’re so tickled about the fate of the universe, or whatever stupid reason you’d hurt yourself like this, then work with us!” Melanie’s last words were emotional, causing Dario to lift his head to look her in the eyes.

They had a long stare-off—her green eyes meeting his bloodshot red. Dario was the first to break his gaze to lay his head upon the cavern floor, and Melanie shook her head in disappointment. Then, his voice came again, muffled.

“Mostly right, but wrong in one pivotal point. I was abandoned to divide your forces. They suspected Anneliese, or perhaps the Alchemist, would chase after me while Argrave returned as quickly as he could. And now that you’re divided, Mozzahr is going to try something.”

“Mozzahr?” Melanie looked at Dario with focus. “What are you talking about?”

“We know Blackgard is your sanctuary. Mozzahr… they had me talk to him days prior, give him some information to position himself to take Sophia upon Argrave’s return with her in tow. The ordeal still sickens me, but their judgment was that it would be easier to recover Sophia from Mozzahr than it would Argrave, regardless of how many people that lunatic would kill.”

“I’m sure Argrave will be pretty flattered they thought him tougher than Mozzahr,” Melanie said, urgency making her speak quickly. “Please, give me more information. Everything you know.”

Dario opened his eyes again, fixed Melanie with eyes filled with bitter resolve. “Listen closely. I can’t say if we’re too late.”

***

Argrave walked with Sophia beneath the underground tunnel leading to Blackgard. He could’ve teleported straight to the parliament hall to speak with Elenore, but he wanted to show Sophia the city as anyone else might’ve entered it. He held her hand as they walked. Here, at least, he was certain the people could be trusted. He sent Orion ahead to speak to Elenore, and the Alchemist had returned to his abode atop the mountain. It was them alone.

As sunlight came into sight, Sophia seemed to hasten a little. They came out of the tunnel, and Sophia looked around at the city in wonder.

“Here we are, Sophia. Home. New for the both of us.”

Her reaction was muted, but her eyes did wander curiously. He could not blame her for not possessing the carefree inquisitiveness of children. She had endured Good King Norman’s tyrannical dictation over his household and kingdom. That sort of scar, made so young, was likely to leave its mark on her for a long while yet… if not her whole life. And that was not even mentioning the traumatic flight she’d just had to endure. Argrave wished that he could show her nothing but kindness henceforth, but the dark shadow of what she really was hung over that. Hers had not been a normal childhood, and given her connection to Gerechtigkeit, Argrave could not promise to give one to her now. This would be complicated.

“No one will hurt you here again. You have my word on that. We can work out all the details later,” Argrave told her, half to suppress his own thoughts and half to assure her.

“What about other people?” Sophia asked. “I don’t want anybody to get hurt.”

Normally, he’d just agree to that and move on, but that little thing that made people feel bad about lying pricked at Argrave—he thought it was called a ‘conscience,’ but he was certain he’d killed that a long time ago. In the time loop, he’d been a lying machine. Now, perhaps he was over-adjusting after having returned to reality where consequences were actually consequences.

“Nobody is going to get hurt because of you,” Argrave answered as they walked across the bridge spanning the river.

“Mister Castro did,” Sophia countered meekly and sadly.

“Castro…” Argrave paused, then sighed. “Until the end, he never got hurt, Sophia. What he did, he did because he wanted to. And he actually went to a better place.”

“Daddy said… daddy said there’s nothing after death. That you die, and you get buried, and then worms eat your face.”

“How would Norman know?” Argrave asked. “Has he ever died? Well, before he said that,” he added, then looked at the girl a little guiltily. The fact remained he had killed her father, despite everything.

Sophia looked up at Argrave, deep in thought, and then shook her head. To his relief, she didn’t seem to take his words badly.

“Me, I’ve died.” Argrave nodded. “I could tell you exactly what happens.”

“But dead people can’t talk. I’ve seen them.”

Argrave paused in the middle of the bridge and kneeled down. “When you die, you wake up in someone else’s body. It might seem a little bad at first, but in time, you help a lot of people, you make a lot of friends, and you realize that it might just be the best thing that could’ve happened to you.” Argrave tousled her hair. “After all, because I died, I saved you.”

“Mister Castro…” she grappled with the idea of reincarnation, but her clever mind grasped it quickly. “…is gonna wake up as somebody else?”

“That’s right. He’ll be…” Argrave’s creative mind worked hard. “He’ll wake up as a handsome guy, just like me. And just like me, he’ll be able to save just about anybody. He’ll meet a nice lady who makes him smile, and then he’ll go around saving people, making them happy. It might be that he saves someone just like you. And then, knowing Castro, he’ll make that person’s life a whole lot better. He’ll make them happy, just like you’ll be.”

Sophia smiled brightly for perhaps the first time Argrave had seen. Tears were in her eyes as she asked, “Really?”

“Really, really.” Argrave returned her smile, then stood with her hand held in his own. “So, don’t worry, Sophia.”

Argrave walked with a significantly more heartened Sophia. She looked up at him and said optimistically, “Dying sounds awesome.”

Argrave’s panic flared, and he looked down at a bright-eyed Sophia. Oh, hell… did I oversell it? He was pleased to see some of that sadness and guilt gone, but now there was a different problem. What if she goes around saying, ‘I want to die?’ People are going to look at me like I’m a monster. Good lord, I need Anneliese here…

“Argrave,” Elenore’s voice cut into Argrave’s head. “I need you to listen to me without overreacting. Give no strong indicators to anyone who might be watching.”

By instinct, Argrave picked up Sophia. She calmy accepted this.

“I’m listening,” Argrave responded to Elenore. “Go.”

“The Castellan of the Empty is in the city,” Elenore said simply. “I don’t know where. But I do know Mozzahr is after Sophia.”

“Are you alright?” He inquired at once.

“I’m fine. Orion is with me. I’ve informed all others. But this is a very delicate situation, not just for you, but for the whole city. We must behave surgically.”

A swell of nervousness consumed Argrave, yet it was soon drowned by a newfound confidence… and something else. A fierce protectiveness. Mozzahr wanted Sophia? He made a mental note in his mind: Mozzahr would lose some limbs, today, if not his whole life.

“Quite the coincidence,” Argrave answered Elenore with a furious calm. “I’ve just had a great deal of practice fighting against monstrous psychopaths with strength enough to crush my skull with their fingers.”


Chapter 56

Argrave stood on the bridge leading to Blackgard, holding Sophia as he stared down the valley where the river rapids clashed against the rocks below. He felt that his mind was moving much quicker than its waters, at present. They weren’t in Sandelabara any longer, where its citizens lived in some sort of strange limbo. This was Blackgard, with people he’d pledged to defend walking the streets with trust in him. They had tremendous defenses here, but somehow Mozzahr had managed to breach them all, and now lied in wait.

Mozzahr was clever, and it was prudent to assume he had learned a great deal about Argrave’s character. The former cult leader would surely try and use either the people close to him, or the people that he’d sworn to protect, as a tool to force Argrave’s hand. If Argrave entered the city proper where the population was dense, Mozzahr could use and abuse that fact. Even if Argrave avoided the city, Mozzahr might cause mayhem just for the sake of forcing Argrave’s hand.

“Is something wrong, Argwave?” Sophia asked.

Yes, Argrave thought.

“No,” Argrave said. “I’m just thinking about what needs to be done in the immediate future. I want to make sure you live comfortably here, Sophia. You don’t have anyone you know.”

“I know… I know you. Do you have a home?” she asked.

Her words gave Argrave an idea, and he asked Elenore through their mental connection, “Could I lure Mozzahr to the parliamentary hall? Who’s there?”

“Me and—”

“If you’re there, forget it,” Argrave interrupted her.

“Just as well. Even barring me, we have some members of parliament here.”

With another option written off, Argrave had time enough to speak to Sophia. “I have quite a few homes, but I’m not sure which one would fit you best. Do you like the city? Do you like the countryside?”

“I… just want windows,” Sophia said. “That’s all.”

Places without windows… there’s not many here. Just a few, and they’re all built into the mountain—Artur’s Hall of Enchantment, Hause’s… Argrave’s thoughts jammed. That’s right. Hause’s temple. It’s separated from the rest of the city, it has a goddess protecting it, and has only one entrance or exit. Even if she’s not as strong as she once was, she can be counted on to defend Sophia. If Mozzahr pursues me inside, we’d have him trapped. If he tries to flee, he’ll have to use spirits to warp away, which would cause Onychinusa’s spirits to intercept and transfer him to the deep ocean. And above all, I think I can head there without rising any suspicion, should he be watching.

“Let everyone know,” he informed Elenore. “I’ll be taking Sophia to Hause’s temple. She owes me her life, and I’m certain I can trust her with this. Besides, I’m certain we’ll need her help with Sophia, long-term. Don’t spook Mozzahr. I’ll tell you when everyone else can rush in.”

“Hause’s temple?” There was a silence as Elenore calculated things in her mind. “That is isolated enough, but you’ll be trapped with Mozzahr. I can’t communicate with Hause—she might not be ready to protect you. You could well die, Argrave.”

“No,” Argrave refuted Elenore’s worry, adjusting his hold over Sophia. “I won’t be trapped with him. He’ll be trapped with me. Ah—always wanted to say that.”

“Did you lose your wits?” Elenore asked incredulously. “I distinctly remember you telling me you nearly died last time you engaged him.”

“Trust me. It’ll be fine.”

“…alright. But I’m heading to Vasquer. With her perception, I can locate Mozzahr.”

“What? No!” Argrave protested. “What if Mozzahr is lurk—”

“I have Orion to protect me, and Durran is already frothing at the mouth, begging to teleport here to come to my rescue. I will go, Argrave. This is me telling you what I’m doing, not asking you if I can.”

“If you get hurt… I don’t know what I’d do. Just be extremely careful,” he commanded. “Contact me when you can.”

Argrave stopped conversing with Elenore, turning his attention back to Sophia. “I’m sorry, Sophia, but we do have to head to a place without windows for a little bit. We won’t be staying there very long, but there’s someone I need to introduce you to. Her name is Hause. She has a very special ability, you see. She can see someone’s potential. Do you know what that means?”

Argrave set off along the trail, alert as ever. Every walking figure in the distance might be the Castellan of the Empty, ready to make mayhem.

“Uh-huh,” Sophia nodded. “Daddy always said I had no potential.”

“Sounds like Norman talked a lot without knowing anything,” Argrave shook his head. “Hause’s the only person in the whole wide world that can see someone’s potential. And considering how special you are, I’m absolutely positive that she’s going to see something.”

“But…” Sophia tensed up. “What if she sees that I’m useless?”

“Honestly… that might be the most shocking result of all.” Argrave looked around, trying to act natural. “As a matter of fact, I can pretty much guarantee she won’t say that.”

“But what if?” Sophia insisted, a little fearful.

“Nothing will change. I’ll still be there, no matter the outcome. Don’t worry about that.” Argrave examined the silver bracer on his wrist. After the fight with Norman, it had no blood left. If he was going to use [Burst], he’d need to call upon his own blood. A less desirable outcome.

“What if I’m even worse than useless?” Sophia continued.

“Hey… are you saying I can’t see something precious? I say you’re precious. Do you think the great me could be wrong?”

Now that Argrave had involved himself, she was caught in a deep mental puzzle as her meek good nature battled against her low self-confidence. It gave Argrave precious time to indulge his paranoia, eyes flitting from the city sprawl to his right to the mountains on his left as he edged along the verdant meadows in pursuit of Hause’s temple. He saw neither hide nor hair of the former cult leader.

In the end, he made it to the building. Through constructed into the mountains, it still had some beauty to it. Since Argrave had last seen it, a grand arrangement of vines growing fruits, trees rising from the ground, and flowers decorating the path bloomed at its entrance. Raven’s ex-girlfriend of a few millennia was an avid gardener and had been bestowed with supernatural ability to weave plant life. It seemed Sonia had not been idle. Sophia seemed to like the entrance.

Argrave entered inside. He noticed a few citizens wandering about, and entered in calmly. The place was twice as beautiful within as it was without—a little garden, blocked off from the sun yet with all of nature’s bounty blooming all the same. Sonia received a few prospective worshippers, but the moment she spotted Argrave, broke away to greet him.

“Your Majesty. What brings you here?” Sonia greeted him distantly and politely. They had no special relation.

“I’d like to speak to Hause,” Argrave answered just as cordially. “Can that be arranged quickly?”

“Certainly. I will get her at once,” she bowed.

As Sonia walked away, Argrave contacted Elenore again. “Are you there yet?”

“Nearly. Half a minute more.”

Argrave looked about the verdant temple, trying not to tap his foot nervously. The place was beautiful, sure, but he felt that Mozzahr might be lurking behind one of the many trees or giant flowery bushes. The worshippers within recognized him, pointing and referring to him with some degree of reverence. After a time, Argrave saw Sonia return. Following after her was Hause, garbed in pink and with an elaborate headpiece keeping her blonde hair braided upward.

“Your Majesty. I wasn’t expecting—” Hause began, but paused when her eyes locked upon Sophia. The goddess was quite reticent, usually, but he knew sheer terror when he saw it. She raised a hand up to cover her mouth, and began to tremble.

Argrave walked closer, and said in a low tone to the trembling goddess, “Be kind. She’s still a child.”

Hause glanced at Argrave and nodded. She took some time to compose herself, lowering her trembling hand and trying to avert her eyes from Sophia. He couldn’t be sure what it was she’d seen, but he knew it was obviously quite terrifying.

“I’m connected with…” Elenore’s voice cut into Argrave’s mind as Hause searched for words. She sounded pained and troubled. “…connected with Vasquer. She’s surveying the city. Gods, this is just as overwhelming as I remember…”

“Find him,” Argrave insisted urgently, feeling on-edge.

Hause looked at Sophia without greeting Argrave—she seemed too overwhelmed to remember courtesy. He dipped her head and said, “H-hello, young lady. Who might you be?”

“I am Princess Sophia Normansdottir,” she said with practiced elegance.

“I see. I mean… I hear. I-I am Hause.” She put her hand near her chest, still shaking. “Argrave—might I ask… might I…?”

Argrave didn’t let her babble further. “Before we begin, I need two things from you. I need you to treat Sophia very gently, and I need you to promise you’ll protect her.”

“I…” Hause looked at Argrave with wide eyes. After a few moment, she gave rapid nods. “Yes. Yes, I can.”

“Good.” Argrave lowered Sophia, setting her down upon the temple floor. She seemed hesitant to let go of him, but eventually came to stand on her own.

Hause continued to say something, but Argrave was waiting for word from Elenore. Then, it came, sharp as a hot knife and urgent as she’d ever been.

“Above, Argrave! He’s burrowing through the earth using magic!”

Just as she said that, Argrave looked up to see the ceiling split apart without so much as a sound. The white-haired elf Mozzahr leapt at Argrave with terrifying speed, silent fury warping his face.


Chapter 57

Argrave conjured a wave of flames to meet Mozzahr as he crashed down at him with all the speed and strength of a meteor. He didn’t think it would do much damage—rather, he hoped to obscure visibility as he dodged so as not to betray his newfound ability, [Echo Step]. He warped near Sophia as he felt the tremendous impact shake the temple grounds, then scooped her up and watched Mozzahr warily as the Castellan of the Empty rose to face Argrave.

“Hause—fulfill your promise,” he directed the goddess. “Keep Sophia safe, just for a little bit.”

Hause, though overwhelmed by Sophia, still had many more years of experience with battle than he did. She took Sophia, then directed Sonia, “Evacuate the citizens, then rally the faithful. I shall fall back deeper.”

“Mister…!” Sophia called out, reaching for him.

“Sorry to show you an unpleasant sight. But I need you to behave, if only for a little bit,” Argrave told her.

Sophia went mute and nodded, and Argrave placed himself between Hause and Mozzahr as she headed deeper into her temple. Mozzahr looked at Argrave and shook his head.

“Thinking I’ll go for the girl? No. The tables have turned, King Argrave. Once, you attacked me in the heart of my power, to end me as a threat to your kingdom. Now, the roles have swapped. I hope not to underestimate you.”

“If you’re talking, you’re already doing that,” Argrave pointed out, studying Mozzahr as his blood echoes spread throughout the indoor garden in Hause’s temple.

Argrave could see the Castellan of the Empty bursting with his mysterious Emptiness. It emerged from his left eye, a faint teal energy that hued his face subtly in the dim light of this temple. Now, though, Mozzahr was better armored. He had armored himself in the faintly purple dwarven metal, which somewhat mitigated magic and the influence of spirits. Argrave saw he had a rapier made of a sharpened horn strapped to his left leg, and recognized it as a divine weapon.

Mozzahr drew the rapier. “You humbled me. It lowered me back to a time long before I had any power. My family were the descendants of slaves kept by the dwarves. Smithing slaves, specifically. Despite this servitude, they passed down the method to work with dwarven metal like they were proud of it. I thought it disgraceful. I never taught it to my daughter for this reason.” He took a deep breath, then held the rapier out. “It seems, however, that I must teach her our history. It may break her faith in me. But I will not abandon the path to become the arbiter, despite any disgrace I endure. You are no different.”

Argrave was mildly impressed, and a little concerned, that Mozzahr had forged armor of dwarven metal to fight against Argrave. It wouldn’t be a life-or-death difference, but it was symbolic more than it was practical. And the moment Mozzahr charged again, Argrave could tell the difference in the way he fought.

Mozzahr had grown much weaker since Argrave had last fought him. His Emptiness was his strength. It had grown over centuries to its apex, but the more of it he used in combat, the weaker he’d become overall until it was replenished. Mozzahr had fought against Argrave, then Erlebnis, and endured whatever else it had taken to return here. But a few thousand tons of water pumped from the ocean didn’t change the fact that it was still the ocean. And now, the force of that ocean had caution, respect, and deadly efficiency.

The deadly-sharp tip of that rapier sung toward Argrave’s neck like a bullet, yet Argrave swapped places with one of his blood echoes and used others to cast a simple, probing [Arc Whips] infused with blood essence. The coiling red arcs of electricity struck Mozzahr’s back for but a few seconds before he leapt away to avoid them. When he looked back at Argrave, electricity danced up his neck before it was suppressed by his surging energy.

“Everyone is outside, Argrave, but I’ve not given them the order to advance,” Elenore said, some shock in her voice. With Vasquer connecting her mind to his sister, she could likely see this fight clearly.

“And don’t,” Argrave responded, watching Mozzahr cautiously. “They should wait outside. If he leaves, have them prepared to hit hard and fast. But if I give the order, I need the Alchemist to bring everyone at once and finish things.”

Mozzahr gathered his Emptiness in his palm, walking cautiously forward, then lobbed it at Argrave at a speed too fast to simply side-step. He’s testing how I’m dodging. Argrave realized he could hide the secret no longer, so he swapped places with a nearby echo. Mozzahr’s purple eyes glinted when he figured things out, and then he gathered power in his hand once again while making a note of where each echo was. They were roughly in a circle around.

Argrave, meanwhile, discreetly maneuvered one well hidden from sight. As Mozzahr’s Emptiness coalesced in his left, he leapt forward, thrusting with his rapier while stopping short of any rapid reprisal. Argrave swapped places again, and when he did, Mozzahr unleashed a fell pulse of energy. It sheared through bushes, trees, and all the greenery in the garden until all was decimated. Argrave, however, sought refuge in the crawlspace that the elf had made. He commanded his blood echoes to mindlessly attack what remained with [Nine-Tailed Bloodbriars], and heard a thousand cracking whips in the space left behind.

He peeked from the crawlspace to view the scene. Everything beautiful about the temple had been ruined with their one exchange. To Argrave’s immense surprise Mozzahr spotted him in an instant and threw his rapier with tremendous grace. As it pierced the stone beneath him, Argrave conjured a ward with the ring on his finger by a long-instilled instinct. The sheening enchantment stopped the blade inches away from his gut, but Mozzahr gathered yet more Emptiness in his hand for a follow-up attack. Argrave frantically projected his echoes back into the room as Mozzahr cast a simple [Wind Lance] and imbued it with his teal energy.

Moments after Argrave teleported away, a devastating blast blew away great portions of the ceiling. Argrave retreated far. As thousands of pounds of dust, debris, and carnage fell, Mozzahr rushed into it all at Argrave with the same silent fury he’d had since the beginning. Argrave watched, wide-eyed, as it seemed to bury the Castellan of the Empty. Moments later he was denied rest as the elf emerged from out of sight, having somehow retrieved his rapier from the chaos of the collapse.

The Castellan of the Empty swung that deadly-sharp point with his cold fury. Argrave could only teleport short distances away time and time again, the sheer speed and unrelenting of Mozzahr’s assault providing no room for rest. He alternated between waves of power and swings of his weapon, testing Argrave’s limits with every passing second.

“You’ve improved,” he noted, not even breathless as he swung. “It’s a real fight. Not borrowed power, anymore. Your own. Your casting speed, this new ability…”

Argrave felt a familiar feeling—a rut. Noticing this, he changed his style immediately. Rather than projecting echoes behind and backstepping, he projected two forward and prepared a spell in his left hand. Mozzahr caught on immediately and stopped his assault to prepare for Argrave’s next move. Mozzahr was correct to do so.

But it was as Mozzahr said—this was his own power, and it was certainly powerful.

Argrave teleported close to Mozzahr, and the rapier already sang toward his head. Argrave cast his spell in fearless defiance, an A-rank [Burst] infused with his own blood. Pain roared through his body as his very essence coursed into the spell, yet it empowered a deafening burst that intercepted the rapier and Mozzahr. His foe was ready to defend, however, and the powerful warrior took the blow extremely well. Argrave saw his armor shear away and his wrist break… but Mozzahr got distance and healed the wound with magic until it seemed to have never been.

Even as pain assailed Argave, he felt he’d seen a light. He should not be the one running—not anymore. The arsenal he’d created lent him infinitely more opportunities that that. As the rubble from the partial collapse finally calmed, Argrave straightened his back and sent blood echoes chasing after Mozzahr. Having seen what they were capable of, the former cult leader avoided them cautiously. Argrave, meanwhile, used an echo nearby to create a B-rank weapon formed of blood magic. He gripped a greataxe in hand, hefting the thing. A big axe suited Argrave well. Sharp, yet without the need for much skill to deal good damage.

“In this domain, my foes are much weaker, and I am much—”

Argrave positioned one of the echoes to raise both its hands above, just near Mozzahr, and then swapped places with it.

“—stronger!” Argrave swung the axe down upon Mozzahr with all the expertise of a brute.

The Domain of Law took effect. The effects it could provide were not limitless. Mozzahr would be weakened somewhat, and Argrave would be strengthened somewhat. But in a fight, moving half a second too slow while your opponent moved half a second too fast… well, it could prove all the difference.

Mozzahr thrust his rapier at Argrave’s head. But his stab was half a second too slow, and Argrave’s swing was half a second too fast. He attempted to correct his mistake by turning a thrust into a parry, but the mistake had been made. Argrave’s axe of blood danced past the rapier and slammed into Mozzahr’s shoulder. Teal energy danced out of the wound, and Mozzahr’s left arm fell limp. He dropped the rapier and held his hand out, where a mana ripple spread. He was casting a spell of A-rank or higher.

Yet Argrave released the greataxe and cast an A-rank [Burst] again, calling upon his blood. He’d practiced the speed of his spells countless times in the past weeks trapped in that loop, and it did not lose out to Mozzahr. Tremendous force tore through the Castellan of the Empty and sent him flying backward until he hit a wall, while the tremendous cost of casting a blood-infused [Burst] left Argrave hunched over in agony.

“Elenore!” he contacted her through their connection. “Send them, now!”

He received her reply in the form of the blur of figures appearing as he fell to one knee. The Alchemist, Anneliese, Melanie, Durran, Orion, Onychinusa, and even Galamon appeared all at once, arrayed before Mozzahr after he’d been hit tremendously hard. This was the furthest they’d pushed the Castellan of the Empty. Argrave could tell that the fight in those eyes of his had not dimmed as the monstrous fighter pulled the axe from his shoulder and rose, spitting blood.


Chapter 58

Argrave could barely think above the loud rumbling of pain that swept his body. It felt like cords sewn into his body had been ripped free of the muscle and skin surrounding them. The whole of him felt raw and battered, but he rose much the same as Mozzahr. Both of them were tensed like wounded animals, ready to bite the hand that came no matter its intent.

Mozzahr didn’t bother healing the wound on his shoulder, nor the huge crater just by his heart caused by Argrave’s [Burst]. Instead, both dire injuries were covered by his Emptiness, staunching the bleeding and ensuring functionality. His limp left arm regained movement just as Orion headed the charge to end Mozzahr. He swatted aside a coming punch, yet Orion’s speed and size continued and slammed Mozzahr back against the wall.

The two struggled to grapple as Melanie subtly crept forward. She used the ability of her black executioner’s blade made of chitin, and a tremendous blast of energy emerged from its blunt tip and thrust right through his abdomen and into the wall behind. Mozzahr yelled in pain, yet his right arm prepared a spell that glowed teal as he prepared to put power behind it.

The Alchemist stepped forward, hundreds of hands bursting from his body to layer dozens of wards atop each other. When Mozzahr’s spell finished, the Alchemist’s excessive defense proved entirely reasonable as a wave of sheer power raged against the wards. When its energy faded, icy crystals imbued with teal power had frozen everything in front of Mozzahr. Orion, still grappling with the castellan, seemed badly hurt by the frost, and Mozzahr pushed him away with ease. It was barely in time to defend from the Alchemist, who dismissed his wards and slammed down his obsidian staff upon Mozzahr.

Mozzahr narrowly caught the Alchemist’s blow before it struck his head. He was panting heavily, yet gripped the staff with both hands tightly and pulled the staff forward. The Alchemist very literally grew roots embedded in the stone to resist the strength of Mozzahr’s pull, but it was insufficient, and the Alchemist lurched forth. When Mozzahr conjured more power in his hands to deal damage, an arrow struck him in the eye and he staggered backward, hitting the wall once more. Galamon, who’d fired the arrow, was already drawing the next back.

Argrave could see faint black mist dancing in the air moments before Onychinusa manifested above Mozzahr. A mana ripple spread as she completed her spell. Ice condensed into a thick spear that jutted forward tremendously quickly as it spiraled. [Winter’s Awl] slammed into Mozzahr just behind his head, forcing him to the ground as it rapidly spun and dug into his flesh. He was on his hands and knees, as though groveling before them.

His screams were haunting, and Argrave thought he was near done. Anneliese stepped forward, and Argrave watched her rush up and touch both Orion and Onychinusa. She didn’t attack—instead, she teleported the three of them away, then shouted, “Get back!”

People heeded her words moments before Mozzahr recklessly discharged his energy in a great pulse. It spouted from his wounds, his eyes, his mouth, and his ears in an unprecedented show of power and wrath. It tore through the carved mountainside and the floor with relative ease, and even Argrave was forced to retreat as his terrible power ate through the world.

When it was said and done, so much of the mountain Hause’s temple had been carved from had been torn away that light filtered through the now-missing roof. It fell upon Mozzahr as he crouched there. His reckless discharge of power had made his wounds bleed anew. He covered them with his power once again, but the damage had been done. He tried to rise, but the small puddle of blood that had formed made him slip. He tumbled into the crater he’d just made, but managed to land on his feet. He stared up at Argrave, his eyes firm, as he bent down to pick up his rapier. He held it up.

“I won’t run,” he said, voice steady. “I’ll never run.”

Argrave heard the twang of a bow practically the same instant he saw Galamon’s arrow pierce through Mozzahr’s ear. He had spent enough of his Emptiness that it would no longer shield him from such mundane weapons. The Castellan of the Empty staggered on his feet as though he was merely drunk, then collapsed to the side. His energy started to drift upwards out of his body like smoke from a spent candle. Rocks as they continued to settle, but they were the only noise for a long while after Mozzahr’s death.

The Alchemist looked at Galamon. “We could have captured him.”

“We didn’t,” Galamon answered back.

Argrave felt a little worse than hell itself, but he walked into the crater. Everyone watched him go without doing anything. He turned Mozzahr’s body to face the front. The left side of his chest had been torn away from Argrave’s [Burst], while his left arm hung limply, nearly severed from the blow from Argrave’s axe. His guts were showing from Melanie’s stab, and his right arm looked popped out of place and broken from Orion’s tackle.

Argrave kneeled. “You should have run a long time ago.”

***

“You should really rest,” Anneliese told Argrave as she looked at him.

“I told Sophia I’d just be a little bit. It’s been an hour already.” Argrave shook his head, then held out his arms. “Do I look like I just fought Mozzahr?”

Anneliese crossed her arms. “You did just fight Mozzahr. And so you should rest, instead of fretting over your appearance.”

Argrave sighed, then walked ahead of Anneliese. Without adrenaline helping him keep steady, he needed her support to walk without looking like an old man. “Let’s go. I don’t want Hause to say something strange to the girl. We need to get Sophia settled in, and then I need a right proper reward for Melanie. Then… Castro’s business. Good lord… the hell can I say to Ingo?”

Argrave walked unsteadily, but stopped when Anneliese didn’t follow. He looked back, then walked up to her. “Was I, uhh… a little callous there? I’m sorry if I was dismissive. But Sophia, she’s… she deserves a good turn, I think. And if she is Satan in child form or something like that, maybe a little bit of kindness can turn that around.”

Anneliese looked at him. “You changed.”

Argrave grew serious. “Are you saying—”

“No, not in a negative way. I still love every second I’m with you. It’s just…” Anneliese searched for words. “Feels like you’ve adapted to your position. Feels like you’re pulling ahead of everyone else.”

Argrave furrowed his brows. “Don’t really know what to say to that. I was away for a couple weeks, trapped in Groundhog Hour.”

“I always told you that you were wonderful.” She stepped up to him, then kissed him. “I’m glad to see you’ve finally realized it, too.” Argrave laughed, at a loss for words, then Anneliese took his arm. “Fine. I concede, Argrave. Let’s see Sophia.”

Anneliese helped Argrave along silently as they proceeded through the now-ruined temple of Hause. This incident would have large implications for the future. He’d built up Blackgard as this safe haven, but now there was an incident within its borders. More than that, he loathed that Sophia had endured such an unpleasant scenario in the place he’d hoped she would feel totally safe at.

Argrave entered into Hause’s personal chamber, passing by Sonia and some of the other devotees of the goddess. The blonde-haired woman sat by Sophia on the bed. She looked like she had her employer next to her rather than a seven-year-old child, sitting rigidly and almost visibly sweating. Both Sophia and Hause looked at Argrave like he was their personal savior.

“Mister Argwave!” Sophia hopped off the bed and ran up to him. He kneeled down to receive her, and her red eyes studied him nervously. “That man… he was here for me, wasn’t he?”

Argrave looked up at Anneliese, and she also came to kneel alongside him. She spoke first, consoling, “He was here for many reasons. He had a daughter too, you know. And the only person who could help him with his daughter was Argrave.”

Argrave looked at her in surprise. She didn’t seem to be lying. Anneliese must’ve read something in Mozzahr that Argrave missed.

“The man just has an unusual way of asking for help, you see,” Argrave played along, then tousled Sophia’s hair. “Are you okay, Sophia? Hause didn’t say anything strange to you?”

Hause’s voice was polite and panicky as she said, “What kind of fool do you take me for, Your Majesty?”

Sophia looked back as she fixed her ruffled hair. “Miss Hause just stared at me and made some tea. It was very sweet. I liked it a lot.”

Hause looked relieved that she was vindicated. Argrave offered his hand to Sophia. “Well, I’m very glad. I can get you some of that tea every day, if you want. Right now, though… what would say to going to meet my sister? What would you say to going to our home?”

“Mister has a sister?”

“Mister does have a sister. And a brother,” Argrave nodded, then looked to the side. “Anne, could you…?”

Anneliese was smiling at the two of them subtly, but came to attention when he said her name. “Yes. I’ll speak to Hause, hear what she has to say.”

“Miss Hause?” Sophia looked back. “But… but I want to hear what she says.”

“No, these things take time. There’s a lot of numbers to go through, a lot of things that need to be written down… it could take several hours. Anneliese is also an expert at this stuff, so she’ll stay to help,” Argrave lied boldfaced, then led Sophia away. “What do you say… I show you teleportation again?”

***

Once Argrave and Sophia had well and truly left, Anneliese looked at Hause, who breathed a deep sigh of relief. “That child… I could barely breathe.”

Anneliese walked closer. “Is she truly that overwhelming?”

Hause gestured. “Yinther gave you [Truesight], did he not? Then you have to see it, at least in part, don’t you?”

“I see that she’s one half of something much bigger than herself. But this whole is large enough I cannot begin to comprehend it.”

Hause stroked her forehead. “Perhaps you should be grateful you cannot see the full picture. So… this is where the search to end the cycle of judgment led you? That girl?”

“Yes. She was trapped in time—a prison of her unwitting making. She just seems like a compassionate girl, whatever inhabits her. But what do you see?”

Hause sat in her bed. “I’ll tell you. But if this knowledge spreads beyond your inner circle, the whole world itself will give anything to take her away from here.”


Chapter 59

Argrave stood at the barrier of a doorway, peering in at Sophia. His Brumesingers nestled up against her in small balls of white fur, and she held one of them in her arms as she laid beneath the bedsheet. He heard quiet footsteps and turned his head to see Anneliese walking through the parliament hall’s courtyard. She looked tired.

“Hey,” he greeted her in a low whisper, then gestured inside. “Sleeping.”

Anneliese walked as quietly as she could to the door, peered in, then looked at Argrave. She took him by the sleeve, and together, they both walked to a nearby rock and sat. Argrave cast a ward, lest Sophia overhear their conversation, and then Anneliese began. “Hause had much to say. And I had many questions to ask.”

“It seems that way. Took her hours to fall asleep. Had to bring out my pets, then stand by the doorway.” Argrave looked at her, waiting for her answer.

“Argrave, it…” she looked at the doorway. “I think I have some inkling that you care for Sophia.”

“What gave it away, the huge time commitment? I’ve been awake for thousands of hours, you know, seeing this girl endure the same torment time and time again. Elenore likes her, and you know she’s hard to please. I think you do, too. I mean, how could you not? Sophia’s just a kid, and she’s been treated worse than anyone ever has.”

Anneliese crossed her arms. “Do you intend to raise her?”

Argrave sighed. “Yeah. Elenore had some ideas. Introduce her as another of Felipe’s kids, or maybe tie her to one of his brothers—she’d be a niece. We can keep her close, justify the special attention we place on her.”

“But you would almost have to entirely ignore the reason that she needed to be brought here in the first place.”

Argrave had been dreading answering that question, and so lashed out, “Could you stop beating around the bush and just tell me what Hause said, please?”

“Sophia is exactly what we need to end the cycle of judgment. With her, it’s possible.” Anneliese paused to take a deep breath, and Argrave beckoned her to continue. “This is just my conjecture based off Hause’s vision, but I believe Sophia is what keeps the cycle acting as a cycle. She provides the means for the circle to keep spinning.”

“Meaning…”

“Meaning, since she’s no longer trapped, I suspect this cycle will become a do-or-die moment. A huge climax, as all the powers of the world converge to decide its fate. Only, Sophia is the keyhole. Without her, no one has any say. With her, someone has all the say.”

Argrave tried to wrap his head around that, then looked at Anneliese plainly. “Why the hell was Hause so jittery? Can you tell me that?”

“Sophia… her ability, whatever it is, isn’t related to time. It’s quite literally creation. What we saw back there, that place, Sandelabara… most likely, Sophia didn’t rewind things. She quite literally recreated them. And moreover, the things that you saw, they’re likely something conjured from Sophia’s mind. Norman probably wasn’t truly that powerful. And you…”

Argrave stood up. “Hold on, hold on. But my memories… me, I’m all the same. I’m all put together. Sophia didn’t know me, but I stayed the same.”

Anneliese looked equally as confused as Argrave as she shook her head. “I know. I’ve yet to make sense of the idea myself. Perhaps the Ravenstone did protect you from her interfering with your mind. Perhaps, because you were new, you weren’t as mutable. Or perhaps Sophia rebuilt you to be her protector. To be strong enough to kill Norman. To be… emotionally attached to her,” she said gently.

“She’s seven,” Argrave disagreed. “No one is that conniving at seven.”

“I’m not saying it was something she did wittingly. You said yourself she was being torn apart by those Heralds.” Anneliese gestured. “And we don’t have an understanding of what occurred in that loop. Perhaps she changed you to like her, to protect her.”

Argrave dangled the necklace with the black stone on his neck. “You said you were certain I wouldn’t be affected because of the Ravenstone.”

“I was,” Anneliese nodded. “I am. I can see it shielding you, even now, and I was positive that it would work within the bounds of her loop. Her power is so far beyond anything Hause has ever seen, however. It might be possible, that…”

“You’re saying I might’ve become the Ship of Theseus?” Argrave walked back up to her.

Anneliese blinked. “I’m not sure… what that means.”

“Forget about it. Forget it,” Argrave waved his hand. “I’m me. I know I’m me. You know I’m me, right?”

“You never fool me, no matter how hard you try,” Anneliese said in sarcastic assurance.

“If I think about it for too long, my head is going to burst, so we’re going to put the whole notion of who I am aside.” Argrave stroked his forehead. “But how does Sophia’s power being that of creation have any impact on what Gerechtigkeit? How is she the keyhole? Is it because… they’re opposites, somehow? Destruction, creation?” Argrave pointed his finger as something came to him. “Twin brother, twin sister?”

Anneliese furrowed her brows. “I cannot speak to that comment. But Sophia is likely what allows Gerechtigkeit to manifest. She’s also likely what allows him to survive after death. And, most relevant to our endeavors… she is the only one that can allow us to pursue Gerechtigkeit beyond the pale, and end the cycle. I told you that she was one half of an unimaginable whole.” Anneliese lowered her head. “Well, Sophia is one half of the cycle of judgment. The other half? Gerechtigkeit. Or so Hause claims.”

Argrave gripped his forehead now as his headache mounted. He hadn’t wanted it to be true, but it seemed his thoughts about this whole endeavor might prove to be all too sadly true. Was Griffin actually Gerechtigkeit? Were these twins of opposing polarities the cycle? There was only circumstantial evidence for it, but it was almost storybook in how much sense it made.

Anneliese’s steady voice interrupted his whirling mind. “Do you know why Mozzahr really came here?”

Argrave looked at her. “Why’s that important now? Because he came here at the word of the Heralds? We’ll talk to Dario, believe me. I got Melanie and half the nation looking after him, while the other half is watching Sophia.”

“No,” Anneliese shook her head. “I attempt to illustrate something.”

“Then paint the picture,” Argrave indulged patiently.

“I think he came because of Mial,” Anneliese said simply. “He came to free his daughter. He came to defeat you and make or break the delusion he’d been festering for years. He’d either prove to her, once and for all, that he was a god worthy of worship… or shatter that notion utterly. But in either case, he just wanted to free her.”

Argrave shook his head. “Are you sure? He’s not the type.”

“People change,” Anneliese nodded. “And if you’ve changed, if that small child in there became like a daughter to you, one way or the other…”

Anneliese didn’t finish speaking, but her point was only made all the clearer by that fact.

“Is parenthood really that complicated? Good lord…” Argrave stroked his head.

“Whatever path you walk, I’ll be with you,” Anneliese assured. “I’ve said it before, but I’ll say it again. Come wind or rain, you and I will walk our path ‘til it ends.”

“Our path won’t end,” Argrave told her with a shake of his head. “Still, I appreciate your candor.”

“Sophia roused, by the way,” Anneliese tilted her head. “She’s trying to act like she’s sleeping, but she’s not.”

Argrave held his hand out to her. “Let’s go talk her back to sleep.”

“It’s a long day tomorrow,” Anneliese cautioned.

“I’ve already been awake a few thousand hours. What’s a few more?”

As Argrave and Anneliese walked to speak to Sophia, a thought did linger on his mind. Had Sophia changed him? Since he first remembered entering that place, he’d always been a little sympathetic to her situation. But why? Was it just a human thing, or was it something deeper? And even if Argrave could cut past the situation to think objectively, would he care to? Looking at his fennec fox, snug in Sophia’s arms as she tried to act asleep, doubt bubbled.

***

“He’s in here?” Argrave looked at Melanie. “Awake?”

She stood there with arms crossed, peering into the cell. “Yeah. Took off all that artificing stuff, put it where he couldn’t get it unless he was some kind of freak. But Dario… he’s mighty ruined.”

“Can he talk?” Anneliese peered into the dark room.

“He talked long enough to spill about Mozzahr. After that… quiet. I think he still can, but it’s a matter of ‘will.’”

“How’d you get him to talk before?” He studied her.

“Must be my irresistible charm.” Melanie shrugged.

Argrave gestured inside. “Got any left?”

Melanie rolled her shoulders. “I mean… I suppose I can try.”

“By the way… you might’ve saved thousands of lives, getting Dario to confess. And mine, on top of all of that.” Argrave pointed his finger. “I haven’t forgotten that. Won’t forget it, not for a second.”

Melanie shook her head. “It’s fine. I don’t want anything.”

She entered into the room where Dario awaited. Argrave sat there blinking, and looked at Anneliese. She seemed just as surprised. The two of them gathered themselves, then followed after her to get answers from Dario.


Chapter 60

Melanie had said that Dario was ‘mighty ruined.’ Upon visiting him in the mountain prison cells guarded by far too many people, Argrave thought the description apt. They hadn’t treated him too poorly on account of the fact that he had alerted them about Mozzahr, nor had they been overkind. Ultimately, he was behind Castro’s death. That wasn’t something that could soon be forgotten, nor forgiven.

Bloodshot eyes, emaciated skin, an inability to even prop himself upright, cracked skin… he looked like a drug addict of thirty years, not someone who had been walking and talking down in the dwarven city of Mundi not too long ago. He had been laid out across a bed, bound by chains even with his battered body. Despite his state, his eyes appeared sharp and intelligent. Argrave held his red-eyed gaze, still thinking about Sophia. Were the subterranean mountain tribes related to her, somehow? He doubted it.

“You stare any longer, he might get the wrong idea,” Melanie commented. She leaned up against the side of the cell, arms crossed.

Argrave drew himself from his moment of scrutiny, grabbed a chair, and pulled it up alongside the bed. Anneliese did the same, the iron legs letting out an unpleasant screech against the stone.

Argrave hunched over, watching. “To be honest, I thought you’d have chosen death before prison.”

Dario closed his eyes to look at the shame he kept hidden in his mind. “Thought the same. Easy to talk, to think. Wasn’t the pain that stopped me. Dying turned out to be the hard part.”

“We have Sophia,” Anneliese was the first to break the silence.

“You do.”

“Hause has already revealed much of what she is,” she continued.

Dario turned his head to look at her. “She has.”

“Argrave told me that you were worried about the state the world would end up in should this come to pass.” Anneliese stood, and put one hand on the end of the iron bedpost. “If that truly is the case, I think you would be best served working with us, cooperating with us. If you represent yourself and your ideas well enough… Argrave is not unreasonable. He is not apathetic, nor uncompassionate. We intend to find the answers, one way or another.”

“I chose not to die because of fear. I didn’t know what came after.” Dario shifted his head to look up at the ceiling. “So why would you people do all of this—pulling apart the world we know by the seams, not knowing what’s waiting on the other side? No matter how bad things are, they could always be worse.”

Melanie scoffed. “They could also be better, you colossally moronic mummy.”

“No more metaphors, allegories. You’ve cooperated partly. Now, give us the information we need.” Argrave leaned close, cutting past the preamble. “What are the Heralds?”

“Heralds?”

“The thing that was working through you,” Argrave pointed.

“Mmm.” Dario thought for a moment. “Whatever it was, it came to me through dreams. Dreams at night, daydreams during the day that alerted me to things I couldn’t see. Never got a name. Heard its voice a few times, but it was never that significant. It showed me different lives, different scenes. Anything that had ever happened, they could show me.”

Argrave was already vaguely aware of that given Dario’s letters, but he sought to confirm things. “They showed you us? Traugott? Mozzahr? Not just informed, but showed?”

“Yes. All of you.”

Argrave bit his lip—the Heralds’ omniscience was confirmed. “How long has this been happening?”

Dario thought. “Don’t know. A year, maybe more. Don’t have much grasp of time. Just… duty. They can’t interfere directly. They have to act through another, or they dissipate. Without a willing host, the most they can do is nullify certain abilities—magic, divinity.”

“Why?” Anneliese asked.

“Because…” Dario thought. “Because they’re not inside this realm, not really. They’re outsiders.”

Melanie walked away from the wall she leaned against, then peered down at Dario. “And what was it that they showed you to convince you to tear yourself apart just to force Castro to do the unthinkable?”

“They showed me things I’m told Argrave can understand very personally.” Dario wrenched his gaze away, unable to hold hers. “This place isn’t all there is.”

Argrave nodded. “You’re right. I’m not from here. Is that why they called me a parasite?”

“Yes. You slipped past things, wormed yourself into this place, and now gorge yourself on the fruits of others. That’s their perspective.” Dario sighed deeply. “More than Traugott, more than Mozzahr, it was you they feared. Someone that doesn’t belong. Someone that sees like they do, even if in a stranger way. This cycle of judgment, terrible as it is, is far less costly than the alternatives they showed me. The alternatives that you careen toward headlong, seeking the source of Gerechtigkeit. I’ll tell you why I did what I did.

“I did it because you could cause the end of all divinity, the end of their servants. You could bring about the total eradication of magic and all creations it sustains. That's what could happen here, in this realm, alone. Beyond? A central pillar of existence would cease to be. Billions would be violently displaced as the natural order of things crumbles.” Dario closed his eyes. “Like it or not, this world we live in sustains billions of lives outside it.”

“But it didn't always. Gerechtigkeit is a fabrication, a construction by other minds unconcerned with this realm and its fate.” Argrave tapped his temple. “I went, Dario. I saw. And I think I know how this nightmare began.”

“What was, wasn't what is,” Dario rebuked. “Many millennia have passed since that scene you saw, that child’s memory of events millennia past. It was time enough for lives, the same as yours and mine, to be built upon this edifice of our tragedy. We should not tear it down and condemn them billions ignorant of us.”

“Are you telling us that Gerechtigkeit sustains other places?” Anneliese looked fascinated.

Dario nodded. “Yes. Precisely.”

“So, what, the Heralds are innocent land developers, and we're the poor natives that have to die so that luxury homes can fill the universe? We're supposed to endure an endless cycle of judgment so those people can live happy lives? Is that what you’re conveying to me?” Argrave pointed between himself and Dario.

“No. This isn’t some enterprise by the… the Heralds, as you call them. This world, and all others similar to it, are not their manufactured design. These billions are living their lives just as you or me—they were born not knowing why, wandering through life seeking purpose and survival. But all of that could cease to be if Gerechtigkeit is thwarted. You could condemn them all, Argrave. If the cycle of judgment ends, you, yourself, would be casting judgment on billions you’ve not met. It could be a place just like the one you came from.”

Argrave took a deep breath, then exhaled. “Could.” He leaned in closer. “Have you ever thought that the Heralds aren’t showing you the whole story?” Dario closed his eyes, and Argrave continued. “Oh, I bet it’s crossed your mind once or twice. They only show you the bad, while there’s a whole world of good out there just ripe for the picking. Only… it doesn’t align with their interests. So they kept it hidden, kept it quiet.”

Dario opened his eyes and focused upon Argrave. “Perhaps that’s true. But if there was a way someone could kill tens of billions with some dim possibility of a better outcome, would you let them take that risk? Could you gamble the lives of billions on a hope?”

Melanie walked to the foot of the bed. “Do you think Gerechtigkeit hasn’t killed billions, directly or indirectly, with the chaos he’s caused? And do you think he won’t in the future?”

“But that’s just it, isn’t it?” Dario looked between the three of them in the room. “It’s as I told you back then. People come to different definitions of ‘good’ based on their interpretation. I do… regret the damage I caused. But I won’t renounce the reason I caused it. I tell you now only because I hope that you, too, will see and understand.”

“All predicated on the word of people that’d wither you away?” Melanie pointed out. “This is what you base your decisions on? You’re a fool. People tell you one lie, and you—"

“Argrave.” Dario looked at him intently. “You understand, don’t you? Would you destroy the world you left behind for this one? Would you? Because that could well happen, if you don’t do the right thing when the time comes.”

Argrave gave no answers, but the question stuck with him as he crossed his arms. “What actually are the Heralds?”

Dario settled back into his bed, all vigor in him dissipating. “I don’t know. Even that name is new to me.”

“Is there anything more you can tell us?” Anneliese insisted.

“No. They kept me on a need-to-know basis, perhaps expecting such an eventuality.” He swallowed dryly. “If I dip into conjecture… I think they’re as mortal as you or I. Because before my guide left me, I felt anger. Anger, and fear.”

Anneliese studied him for a long moment, and then rose to her feet. “You’ve been remarkably honest with us.”

“Well, I told him who comes in here if he doesn’t.” Melanie continued to stare hard.

“If?” Dario looked around. “Despite your compassion, I think you’re a pragmatist, Argrave. There’s no good reason not to give me to the Alchemist. All I ask is for… something quick, quiet, and painless. Don’t make it painful.”

“Come on, now, stop with the doom and gloom,” Melanie shook her head, then looked to Argrave. She looked to have more to say, but trailed off when she saw the look in Argrave’s eye.

Argrave stared long and hard at Dario, asking himself a harder question than he’d thought. The Alchemist could certainly get the best results if death and an autopsy were on the table. And Castro had died because of this man.


Chapter 61

“I won’t tolerate you being ungentle with Sophia.” Argrave crossed his arms as he stood before the Alchemist. “You need to be as kind as you know how before I ever bring her around here.”

Argrave and the Alchemist stood on the mountainside where he’d chosen to set up shop. It was far removed from any prying eyes, and the only people that hung around here were ostensibly the great big snake Vasquer and Onychinusa, the unsociable recluse.

The Alchemist looked down upon Argrave with his cold gray eyes, and Argrave suspected that if he had nostrils, they’d be flaring in annoyance. “If you were going to be so sentimental, why did you send Castro to perish instead of myself?”

Argrave felt like he’d taken a punch to the gut after hearing the truth laid out so plainly. “I don’t want to relive what was going through my head. Suffice it to say that it was an impossible situation to be put in, and I’m never going to forget what Castro did.”

The Alchemist turned away and started walking. “I’m sure he’d weep with joy.”

Argrave glared up at him. “Why are you making this more difficult than it is? Do you think I chose wrong, is that what you’re trying to convey? You think it’d be better for you to become the Smiling Raven?”

The Alchemist stopped walking and looked back, returning a question with one of his own. “Why do you think I offered?”

“You’re angry at me? I thought that was beyond you.” Argrave walked closer. “The simple fact is, we never would have gotten this far without you. And I don’t think we’ll get much further if you were some mindless abomination trapped in this gemstone.” Argrave held up the gleaming black Ravenstone, and it dangling from its chain.

“And yet you treat the thing we retrieved with undeniable ties to Gerechtigkeit like a princess, giving her a bed and a home, whispering sweet words, introducing her to your family, fabricating excuses as to why you should welcome her as family.” The Alchemist leaned down. “You cannot be pragmatic only when it suits your whimsy.”

Argrave grabbed his head. “I know. Damn you, I know. Hause claims… claims that I might’ve been changed by her. Sophia is one half of the cycle of judgment. She’s creation itself. I can’t explain why I like the kid beyond weak platitudes like ‘it’s the right thing to do,’ and ‘she’s just a little girl.’ It makes sense in my head, but… what if it doesn’t?”

The Alchemist studied Argrave intently in silence. Countless eyes opened all on his body to better survey him. “She is creation?”

“That’s right,” Argrave nodded.

The Alchemist looked up at the sky, and the thousand eyes faded. “That does make sense.”

Argrave raised his brows. “It does?”

“Yes, it does.” The Alchemist looked to be parsing through half a thousand thoughts, but then he refocused on Argrave. “This Sophia thing being unimaginably powerful and being a young girl are not mutually exclusive concepts. You managed to make the dwarves suffer you. If you cannot do the same for a seven-year-old child, that would be unimaginably disgraceful. So, I concede. I will not be ‘ungentle.’ But you need to harden yourself to something.”

“What’s that?” Argrave tilted his head.

“Hause claimed Sophia was one half of the cycle of judgment,” the Alchemist said.

“Correct.”

“Our goal is to end the cycle of judgment.”

Argrave held his arms out. “And?”

“Are you being deliberately obtuse?” The Alchemist walked closer, some annoyance on his tone, then paused. “Hmm… I don’t think you are.” Instead of making new eyes, the Alchemist leaned down until the solemn pupils on his face were just before Argrave’s.

“What I mean, Argrave, is that you should come to terms that she may need to be destroyed. If she is half of the whole, her death may be the only thing to bring about the cessation of the cycle of judgment. It’s far too early to say. Can something ever truly be destroyed if half of it remains?”

***

Still rattled from the Alchemist’s claim that Sophia might need to perish, Argrave felt himself calming second by second as he sat with all of his most trusted companions. These were the people that he’d been honest to without reservations. Anneliese, Elenore, Galamon, Orion, Durran, and Melanie. These people were the core of the kingdom, now, without much exaggeration. There was no one else he would rather consult for advice.

This group sat in a small meeting chamber in the parliamentary hall. Here, they’d received dwarves in months past. Now it was only them, sitting around this table with a finished meal before them.

“What we’ve done… it’s changed the landscape of the fight going forth,” Argrave explained to them. “Gerechtigkeit will be so much greater than he was before, provided our opponent isn’t lying to us. We’ve opened up Pandora’s Box.”

“He means that we unleashed chaos that cannot be restrained, for those confused,” Anneliese explained the meaning of his reference, and Melanie nodded in agreement.

Argrave took her explanation in stride, continuing, “But it seems that greater challenges bring greater rewards. We’ve set on the path to untying the noose that’s been strangling this world for the countless years behind us. I felt as if we were amply prepared with the Blackgard Union, and the measures we’ve taken here in Vasquer. Now… now, I’m not so sure.

“The battle with the Qircassian Coalition is coming, as is the counter invasion of the Great Chu headed by you, Galaman.” Argrave looked at Galamon, and his somber friend only nodded. “Now, more than ever, it’s important our victory be decisive and beneficial. We cannot afford the internecine conflicts of cycles past. With the dwarves and the Veidimen as our allies and no serious internal problems plaguing this nation… we have the opportunity to jump off a springboard that leads to a global alliance. And given the magnitude of what we’re facing, I think that’s necessary.”

Melanie leaned into the table. “On that note, I’ve been giving some thought about Dario’s situation. He’s an artificer. We can employ him to—”

Argrave raised his hand. “Relax, Melanie. I’ve decided to let Dario be.”

Melanie blinked her green eyes a few times in surprise, but quickly said, “I was only speaking pragmatically. Imagine if all of our soldiers could be armed like him.”

“True. As for you being only pragmatic, well… Anneliese said some different things.” He looked to his side, and Anneliese affirmed it with a nod.

Melanie looked sorely aggrieved. “’Some different things?’ Did you honestly just say something that vague in front of everyone? Is she implying I want to shag that mummy without the bandages? That idiot with the vacant stare and the constant complaints about how it’s so hard to be a good person?” Melanie seemed to realize only belatedly the difference in their station, and appended, “Respectfully intended, Your Highness, of c—”

Elenore and Durran both hid her amusement like children laughing in class when they shouldn’t, while Anneliese assured, “I know. You feel pity and morbid curiosity. And you do raise a good point—he can still be made use of. If he can employ those metal frames he used on his own body without the help of a Herald, it could be wondrous indeed.”

Melanie finally relaxed in front of them, and even Argrave could tell something finally set in for her. She was welcome here, no matter what she said or asked for. And given all she’d done, he was glad of it.

“Mighty glad we set the record straight,” Melanie said, then joined Durran and Elenore in some mirth with a shake of her head.

Argrave waited until things had slowed somewhat, then said in a low voice, “We’ll have to inform the Order of the Gray Owl about Castro’s death, soon.”

Elenore looked at Argrave. “Have you a successor in mind? If so, I can pull some strings.”

“Castro did,” Argrave told her. “And I trust him.”

“I see.” Elenore nodded. “So—the war. That will consume the bulk of your attention. But I assume the arrival of this young girl has other implications.”

“Yes,” Argrave placed his elbows on the table, nodding. “Officially, she’ll be my niece. Unofficially, she is the most important person here moving forward. We have to make her walk a path of flowers while we try and figure out how she factors into everything. Chances are, her role won’t come to play until Gerechtigkeit surfaces.”

Orion broke his silence, asking, “Which will be in…?”

“One year, two months,” Elenore answered. “Isn’t that right?”

“Right again. But that’s only my memory, so we should be well prepared long before then in case the worst happens and our friend actually happens to arrive early. But people never actually arrive early, so we’re worrying over nothing,” Argrave waved his hand dismissively.

“It seems we have no time for repose.” Orion settled his arms on the table. “I had hoped for some time to visit with my mother. I believe her clarity is returning, day by day, as she wears that artifact we scavenged from Erlebnis’ vault.”

Argrave looked at him. “No time for repose, indeed. Orion—you’re going to teach me how to fight.”

Anneliese and Orion said simultaneously, “What?”

“You’ve seen me fight, haven’t you? I can swap places with my blood echoes using something I’ve named [Echo Step]. You’ve seen it, I assume. Regardless, it allows me to travel around the battlefield instantaneously. And that is an unprecedented advantage in a fight. I’m wearing all these divine armaments, but I don’t really know how to use the strength they give me. So, Orion—as a strong person who’s been trained to fight, I’m thinking you should teach me.” He pointed at Galamon. “I’d ask him, but he’s busy in the north.”

“I would be… immeasurably honored, Your Majesty.” Orion put a trembling hand to his chest.

“Good. It’s decided.” Looking around, Argrave could tell Anneliese had more to say later, but she didn’t voice these thoughts. “It’s going to be a long, long year, folks. Things are going to converge on us in ways you can’t imagine. And we have to be ready for it. I’m going to be asking a lot from each of you. But the reason why you’re all here is because I know you can, and will, handle it.

“We’re going beyond Berendar. We’re going beyond the world I knew. We’re going beyond the realm of possibilities I had conceived in my head when I set out along this path well over two years ago.” Argrave set his arms upon the table, and the plates clattered. “You’re family, all of you. And I’m a massive nepotist, apparently, so you guys will do great.”


End

So concludes volume 9. I quite enjoyed the idea of some sort of classical Greek dwarven culture. While we explored it somewhat here, I definitely think that the idea has  merit for something with a great deal more... depth. 

The next volume will be edited after its stay on Royal Road and Patreon, and be coming to Amazon in roundabout six weeks. 

Stayed tuned, and don't die.




cover.jpeg
JACKAL

NEMOROSUS





OEBPS/image_rsrc3JP.jpg
ARGHDUKE’s PALACE

BERENDAR WETLANDS

WHITBFI-ELDS
©






page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




