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Chapter 1

Melanie, a native of Relize, technical royal auditor for the crown of Vasquer, but definite sword-for-hire walked beneath a fortified archway. The building was wedged firmly in the valley road leading to the newly-born capital of Vasquer named Blackgard. Her long red hair whipped against her neck as her head turned from place to place, taking in the sight. When she left from the southern side of the mountains enclosing Blackgard, this archway hadn’t been here. It hadn’t even been in construction. Now, she suspected it could hold up against a siege of thousands for months.

But Melanie wasn’t alone in coming here. She pulled a handcart carrying a chest, holding the bar in front of her as she trudged along. She had been prepared for a difficult road, but it had been smoothed for wheels and dozens of people with luggage walked alongside her in the advance to this new place. She came near a group, listening in to see what this influx of people might be about.

“Look at this stone. Thick, black, hard. No matter how long you bang against it, it won’t budge. I don’t care if all the dead in the world rise,” an older woman said to a middle-aged man. “If we aren’t safe here, where will we be safe?”

“Dirracha. Mateth. Anywhere, mother,” the man shot back.

“And what, fall on our knees at the gates, live in some hastily-constructed slum outside their walls? The king’s men advised all come here,” the elderly woman rebuked him. “Besides, your brother already came here. Would you split this family up?”

“All I’m saying…” the man trailed off. “We shouldn’t get our hopes up.”

Melanie had heard enough, and so walked alone once more as she thought. Refugees, she thought. Admittedly, this place was extremely defensible… but as for food? It had a small port for fishing, but none of the ground had been farmed whatsoever. She didn’t know much of farming, but land near a river… generally, it was only left untilled if it didn’t grow crops well. Perhaps Argrave intended to sustain the place as Relize had been sustained—importing crops from further along the river. The mountains would make that troublesome.

After a long and tiresome walk, the valley came to an end, closing off into a tight point. There was a large office waiting them, and a man outside loudly directed people inside for processing. Here, people clumped together as they were received group-by-group. Despite the bulk of people, it was quite orderly—Melanie smelled Elenore’s influence here. The princess had always been good at making order out of chaos.

Before long, Melanie was admitted into the office through a wide and tall doorway, still hauling her handcart. There, a tired-looking bureaucrat stood behind a desk. He might’ve seemed a pushover if not for the eight plate-armored guards blocking the other exit.

Melanie came to the desk, and the man said, “Before I can let you in… name, profession, and purpose of visit.”

“Melanie. Royal auditor and parliamentary seat. Business,” she answered each question respectively, retrieving a badge from her pocket.

The man glanced at the badge and straightened his back. “There’s only one check for you, then, ma’am. Please step close to this man, and hold your eyes wide open.”

Melanie was perplexed, but obeyed. The man scrutinized her eyes closely. “They’re green, but not quite blue. It doesn’t match with the color of the shapeshifter. And she has no magic,” he said.

“Go right through, then. No need to hold up a seat in the parliament,” the man behind the desk said loudly, gesturing for the guards to move aside. “But… I’m afraid you’ve missed the parliamentary session scheduled for today, my lady.”

“That’s fine,” Melanie said, hastening. She was eager to see what more had changed. She stepped out of the office, entering Blackgard proper.

The lush wildflower paradise had been fading when Melanie left, but now it near entirely gone. An untouched field of flowers persisted only at the far back of the valley where the mountains met the plain. Once, the parliamentary hall had been the only evidence of new construction here. That space had transformed into a huge complex sprawling out across the valley, and further marked the end of the newly built network of roads.

Farmland spread for miles in either direction. They were divided into neat, though not uniform, plots that already had an elaborate irrigation system funneling water from the rivers. Sprouts grew in several plots, and where nothing was growing, people worked to put seeds in the ground that they might do so in the future. Strangely, each plot of farmland had a unique-looking tree at its center.

Beyond that… there was construction work at the docks, Melanie could see that much. There was temporary housing near as far as the eye could see—tents, makeshift shacks, all the like. But with the roads in place, it seemed like the framework for something very grand. There were markets, too. This place was already blossoming as a hub of trade. Indeed, if Melanie were to describe Blackgard as it was… it was the foundation for a city, with all the resources one needed to build it from bottom to top. But whether it would become the envy of the world, or another failed project of an overpromising monarch…

Well, she supposed all of that would rest on the shoulders of King Argrave.

***

Princess Elenore sat in a cushioned chair at a wide, heavy desk of dark wood, wearing a humble silken green dress. She held her long black hair back while her gray eyes scanned through thousands of papers. It seemed a rather comfortable place to work… but given that it stood at the head of Vasquer’s parliament, with royalty watching from behind and the seats of parliament ahead, one could never rest easy in that chair.

King Argrave stared at his sister, tapping one foot against the ground in absent nervousness. His movements left behind echoes of maroon, making even his act of blatant impatience seem elegant and measured. The nobles looked upon the king nervously, perhaps viewing this act as a message. In reality, the king was nervous as votes were tallied, and had a rare lapse in thought before them all.

When pale fingers settled atop his hand, the king turned his stony gaze away and stopped bouncing his foot. Beside him, Queen Anneliese sat with her long white hair kept in a half-crown braid. Her amber eyes seemed to silently implore him to be patient, and he returned her grip and settled back to look at the rows and rows of seats in this hall.

Vasquer’s parliament had grown a great deal. Where once it had been perhaps a few dozen, now it was well into the hundreds. Representatives from all across the kingdom gathered to act in the interest of their city, of their noble house, of their magical practice, of their merchant empire… though imposing, Argrave felt some sense of pride while looking upon it. Not quite a republic—more an oligarchy—but it was a start.

When Elenore cleared her throat loudly everyone came to focus upon her, sitting straighter and leaning forward.

“The motion for the establishment of the Hall of Enchantment passed,” Elenore declared, gathering papers up. “Artur will assume the role of the tentatively named Hall Director as soon as he is able. Passing alongside this motion is the formal decriminalization of magic practice outside of the Order of the Gray Owl. A tally of votes will be made and distributed to any interested in precise figures.”

Faint yet present muttering spread throughout the hall as people both celebrated and cursed the establishment of the Hall of Enchantment and the abolishment of formal Order magic monopoly. Already, Argrave felt the parliament was showing its use. If this had been a decree passed by him alone, it would sow discontent. If it was fairly voted, however, not even the Magisters could protest. They had their say, after all.

“This session is over,” Elenore said. Even she was unable to prevent some satisfaction from leaking into her voice. “We shall meet again next moon. Aid that was promised in wake of devastation wrought will be delivered shortly, but in the meantime, Blackgard will receive any and all refugees sent its way.”

The parliamentary seats began to filter out of the hall, heading into the wider parliament complex where more politicking surely awaited. Argrave rose from his spot and walked down the stairs, coming to sit atop Elenore’s desk. People showed their respect to him as king as they walked near, then counted the ballots on their own… but the figure was indisputable.

“You ready?” Argrave asked Elenore quietly when no one else was nearby. Anneliese listened intently.

The princess looked up at him. “That’s a question for you. I talked to the architects from Relize, personally—their strike won’t end easily.”

“I’m a union-buster extraordinaire. Worry not, sis,” he finished, rubbing her head.

She frowned at him and fixed her hair while slapping his hand away. “I hope so. This strike is delaying construction. The population is getting ridiculous. I have the city plans, but laying the bricks without magic would take years, not months. They are needed.”

“I’ll get it done. Might make more concessions than you’re happy with, but they’ll be working hard once again,” Argrave nodded. “And after that?”

“It’s the first day of army training. My men tell me your Veidimen officers seem eager.” Elenore looked at him squarely. “I’ve arranged for you to see that.”

“Good. Great.” Argrave nodded slowly.

Elenore tapped her finger on the table. “Then, you have a meeting with those Magisters.”

“…but after?” Argrave pressed hopefully.

Elenore stared at him, then finally nodded with a sigh. “Yes, you have enough free time to travel to Veiden. I’ll need you back by morning, Argrave, regardless of whether you convince Galamon to return. There are restless nobles that need direction, and a kingdom that needs its figurehead.”

Argrave crossed his arms and sighed, looking at Anneliese.

“Argrave, you told me you needed to rule—truly rule. This is what it is.” Elenore rose to her feet. “Shall we go?”

“I didn’t say anything negative,” he protested, coming to stand from her desk.

Elenore looked up at the too-tall king. “You sighed.”

“I exhaled quickly,” he rephrased.

“I think that is the definition of sighing,” Anneliese cut in, and then took Argrave’s arm. “Let us proceed, Elenore.”

Walking arm-in-arm with a quick stride, the three of them left the parliamentary hall. There, Prince Orion of Vasquer awaited to escort them with a squad of twelve human royal guards. Armored in the traditional gold of the royal knights, the prince struck as imposing as figure as he ever did. His long braid of black hair came out of the back of his helmet like a plume, and he played the role of the diligent knight-commander. In time, Argrave would relieve him, having Galamon assume the role once more… but Orion would not soon abandon the title of royal knight, as he had made clear. His presence now brought a sense of security instead of panic.

On the walk out of the parliament, Argrave and Elenore received yet more private petitions—a merchant wished for a bridge to be fixed, a city’s mayor complained of unjust taxes by a local lord… on and on the requests came. Some of them were mundane and easily dismissed, but it was important they be heard before more thorough administration could spread through Vasquer to handle these minor disputes.

Responding to each and every query with care was a mind-straining task, but Argrave and Anneliese were becoming more and more efficient at it. Argrave was good at giving political answers, while Anneliese was more suited for practical solutions. In layman’s terms, Argrave was good at saying nothing while Anneliese was good at saying something. But finally, after the wave of petitions faltered, they exited the parliamentary hall.

Blackgard waited beyond. With roads in place, the people coming en masse, the north and south entrances with fortifications more than able to resist great enemies… the foundation of their resistance had been laid. In the coming months, he needed to make this nation ready for the end times.

“Delivery for the king! Delivery for the king!” a woman shouted, and Argrave lowered his gaze to spot Melanie wheeling a cart through the complex, paying little mind to most of the other parliamentary seats that walked. She came to stand before him. “Got something for you, Your Majesty, Your Highness,” she said provocatively, flashing a white-toothed smile. “Just whaaat could it be…?”

As Melanie delivered her line, she turned back and popped open the chest in a fluid motion. Argrave immediately spotted several relics of value—relics recognizable enough to pinpoint where, exactly, she had been. Her expeditionary team travelled to a cave in the west, at the base of the mountains north of the Tower of the Gray Owl.

Argrave stepped to her cart, parsing through what she had. A lot of the enchantments that might be on these relics were not especially useful to him, but they might be useful on a grander scale—Artur would be the judge of that. As he lifted things, Argrave asked, “Happen to notice anything unusual down in that place?”

“Man-eating bats,” she said at once.

“But I knew those would be there. I mean, anything else?” Argrave scrounged through.

Melanie sounded aggrieved as she responded, “If man-eating bats aren’t unusual, what is?”

Argrave was about to answer her when he spotted something. His hand moved slowly, and then wrapped around a large helmet of unusual make. He lifted it up in the air, and bits of jewelry fell off it ungraciously. Anneliese was watching Argrave, and she grew serious as she watched his face shift in displeasure.

The helmet was made of a dark purplish metal, polished to perfection until it reflected images off its surface. It had a round cap, ear guards, and a face mask that made it resemble the famous Sutton Hoo helmet. Argrave stared down through its eyeholes.

“Where did you find this?” Argrave asked quietly.

“I don’t… on the ground, somewhere, I suppose,” Melanie said, shrugging. “Do you like it, Your Majesty? Or do you recognize it?” Melanie inquired, almost seeking praise.

“I do recognize it,” Argrave nodded slowly. “It’s the work of the Ebon Cult. It’s a helmet for their scouts.”


Chapter 2

Argrave went to deal with his agenda, but as he spoke to the architects of Relize to end their strike, and as he addressed the concerns of Magisters questioning the direction of the expeditionary parties sent out across Vasquer, his mind was elsewhere. His mind was on helmet Melanie had brought back. More specifically, he dreaded the Ebon Cult it heralded.

There was no mistaking the distinctive masked helmet of the Ebon Cult. The ones given to scouts were undetailed and light, as the masks marked their rank in the hierarchy and helped establish a sense of identity for their wearers. That it had been found meant one thing alone: the cult’s scouts had ventured where Melanie had reached. That was the bare minimum it meant—in reality, their members might have discovered a path to the surface long ago. And without Gerechtigkeit’s meddling to hinder their progress significantly… they might have a huge head start on their invasion of Vasquer.

If this had been Gerry’s plan—to have these two potent nations clash just as all the gods descended, weakening both in a major way—then it was working out.

Argrave sat on his bed with Anneliese hovering near him. They had been staying in the parliamentary complex, alongside other parliamentary seats that decided to stay in Blackgard itself. She had a writing implement and paper both prepared, but she did not write. He stared at the helmet in his hands, thinking hard.

“You feel dread.” Anneliese knelt down before him. “Do we cancel our plans to go to Veiden?”

He looked at her, using her question to put his thoughts back on rails. Apparently, half the reason Galamon was convinced to return to Veiden was because there was something related to the Ebon Cult. They might not even be the same organization, but at the same time…

“Before I became king… I had intended to head down into the abandoned dwarven cities.” Argrave set the helmet on his bed. “There, I would learn and make use of shamanic magic, upgrade my arsenal, defeat Mozzahr and his cult alone while the kingdom focused on preparing for the gods unmolested. But events transpired. I dealt with events in the Bloodwoods, not down there.” He fixed her with a gaze as steady as stone. “Now, we need Galamon’s expertise in war more than anything. I can’t fight this as I’d hoped to.”

“That is a sensible point.” Anneliese’s eyes darted back and forth as she was lost in thought. “We waste time. We may be late, already. Let us go visit the first training session of the army.”

Argrave nodded, rising to his feet. As he made for the door back to the outside, he paused, then turned and grabbed the helmet still on their bed.

***

They travelled beneath the tunnel spanning the mountains north of Vasquer. It was a busy road, with refugees still coming in en masse, but they still made it through in decent time. Here, the great fortress erected by the Relizean architects stood strong and tall. Argrave, Anneliese, and Orion scaled the massive fortification, heading for the walls. The stairs felt as though they took an hour to climb, and once they arrived the cold winds of high altitudes battered their face.

Rows and rows of Veidimen-style tents filled the vast plains between Blackgard and Relize. But they were not built by Veidimen—they were built by the men of Argrave’s newly formed standing army. Technically, this force had been in existence for two months. Those two months, however, had been filled by back-breaking training to bring all recruits to a physical standard.

At the Veidimen’s direction, the recruits needed to train before they could learn to fight. They ran dozens of miles with heavy packs, paved the roads between Relize, Blackgard, and Dirracha, collected firewood enough to burn for weeks, and made those wondrously comfortable tents… every single day, for two months. Healing magic made pain nothing more than an inconvenience, and the elves of Veiden took full advantage of that fact.

And so, after those two months… thirty-five thousand, eight hundred and sixteen men were ready down below. That was the number of troops that were to begin proper military training. Argrave remembered the number well, because Elenore had complained countless times about paying this many salaries. Many of these people were working to support their families living within Blackgard, as they earned a generous wage in the army. Many more were without a home to return to. Some were those afflicted by the waxpox, who had been totally cured in Quadreign by the Flame of the Tenebrous Star.

In the far north, spellcasters tempered their magic supply with House Quadreign’s flame. Parliamentary seats belonging to the Order of the Gray Owl were incentivized to teach prospective talents—if they did so, they’d receive benefits from the expeditionary parties scouring ruins across the kingdom. It was causing something of a boom in the world of magic. Argrave heard nothing but positive news from Diana, Archduchess of the North. And as proof of her words, more and more B-rank mages returned from ships to receive more thorough tutelage.

But whether by magic or might, men trained to defend their home and kill their enemies down below. They practiced unit tactics, weapons, discipline… but more than discipline, they had fervor. They prepared for Gerechtigkeit, just as Argrave did. And with the Ebon Cult coming… he would be forced to ask these men to die for him.

“Do you think they joined the army because they were ignorant of what war was?” Anneliese said suddenly, and Argrave turned to her.

“Reading my mind?” Argrave raised a brow.

“I just know how you think,” she shook her head. “After all this time, I do not think I need to see your face to figure out what you think.”

“Then you’ll know I’m realizing I’m not that special,” Argrave stepped closer to the edge of the fortress, bracing against the parapets. “Thought I was a hotshot, putting my life on the line to fight Gerechtigkeit. But there’s thousands of people just like me, getting ready to be just as good as I am, if not better. They’re called soldiers.”

“Keep that connection. Do not forget it.” Anneliese stepped closer. “Feeling connected with one’s men makes a good leader.”

“And you are a good leader, Your Majesty. Rest assured you are worth fighting for.” Orion pounded his fist against his chest, metal colliding with a harsh noise.

“I don’t want people to die for me.” Argrave grabbed the parapet, leaning down as they trained. “If I could… could…”

“These are not drafted soldiers, Argrave.” Anneliese crossed her arms and told him firmly, “Just as you want to shoulder their responsibility, so do they wish to tackle it head on. Every man down there has chosen to fight under your banner. Do not disrespect that decision.”

Argrave tore his gaze away. “I’ll never be at ease with it.” He walked back towards the stairs. “But instead of moping, I’m going to do something about it before we leave for Veiden.” He paused just before descending. “Let’s visit Vasquer. I want to ask for her help with a few things. If we’re lucky, we’ll run into that other resident… but that depends on her mood.”

***

Mountains surrounded the burgeoning city of Blackgard. This made a great natural shield against all comers, funneling would-be-invaders into the two entrances—three, if the river was to be counted. There was little life up high in the mountains. At best, there were birds, goats… but little grew on the slick black rock shielding the valley clearing.

Consequently, it was the perfect housing ground for the ancient serpent Vasquer.

Argrave, Anneliese and Orion hiked up the mountain without delay, travelling paths that Argrave knew well. Elenore travelled them somewhat frequently, asking things of their distant ancestor on a regular basis. Orion would have gone more frequently, but he took his duties as knight-commander seriously.

While keeping a brisk pace, they finally made it to something of a peak. At once, Argrave spotted the golden scales of Argrave’s ancestral serpent shining brightly further back. Vasquer crawled forward, winding around various elevated portions of the mountain with ease. Much of her mobility had been restored in her time free of the underground cavern, and in not a few seconds she was close enough to touch.

“Hey,” Argrave said quietly beneath his breath, reaching his hand out slowly.

When he touched Vasquer, their bond of blood facilitated a mental connection between the two of them. The all too familiar maternal touch of this ancient Gilderwatcher permeated his mind. It was like a calming tide of exuberance, concern, and satisfaction that wrapped around his mind and made him feel at ease. He felt like a long-lost son who’d finally found his way home.

Argrave returned Vasquer’s greeting, though likely not in as intense and earnest a fashion as she had managed. Regardless, his ancestor seemed pleased merely to contact him again. She urged him to ask Orion to come, next, that she might greet him as well. He pulled his hand away and looked back, but what he saw brought him pause for half a second.

Behind Anneliese and Orion, both of whom were utterly focused on Vasquer, black mist swirled and took shape. He saw it coalesce into the shape of a body, and slowly an elven form manifested fully. Onychinusa had long white hair and tan skin, with extremely prominent elven ears… but these were the only features of hers visible, as she wore a uniform that blended with the environment even better than a chameleon could manage. The ancient elf also carried a blanket, strangely enough. When she was finally physical in totality, she sprinted forth, and Argrave figured out what she intended.

Onychinusa tackled Anneliese from behind, and Argrave briefly intervened to stop the two of them from tumbling to the ground in a heap. The blanket was to prevent Anneliese’s A-rank ascension from sapping her magic, but it doubled as a warm embrace for their reunion. Anneliese let out a quick yelp of fear, but quickly got her balance and wits as Onychinusa stood there in silent embrace.

Argrave helped Anneliese get her footing, and she slowly twisted her body around. “Hello, Onychinusa,” she greeted, clearly holding back an exasperated sigh.

“I’m tired of this place,” Onychinusa said, voice muffled from behind the blanket. “Just black. Black, black, black. I tried to teach the snake to write, but it didn’t listen.”

“Well, I cannot stay long… but perhaps we can take some time,” Anneliese suggested gently. “How have you been?”

Onychinusa pulled her head back and looked up. “I’ve been doing that thing you needed. You said it might help, but it didn’t. Didn’t help me, at least. I’m still bored.”

Argrave came to attention. “That thing, would it be…?”

Onychinusa looked at him when he spoke, her amber eyes cold. This ancient elf loved Anneliese, tolerated Argrave, and avoided Orion… but other than that, she refused to visit with anyone, remaining as anti-social as ever. She and Vasquer were the sole residents of this mountain, and perhaps fittingly, they were the only of their race on this continent. Argrave assumed trauma yet lingered in Onychinusa’s mind, but he was pleased enough to have her as a tentative ally despite what transpired in the Bloodwoods.

“Spirits and gods… I know them well,” Onychinusa bragged. “And would you like to know what I’ve done to help you?”

“Onychinusa… let’s leave them with Vasquer,” Anneliese insisted gently, managing to extricate herself. “You can tell me all you’ve done.”

Anneliese and Onychinusa walked off to converse, while Argrave and Orion came together to speak with Vasquer. There was much to say to this ancient snake, pleasant and unpleasant… and meanwhile, Onychinusa would tell Anneliese about the presence of divinity across Berendar.

Whether against the divine, or against the Ebon Cult… what they learned would surely be the foundation of much of what was to come.


Chapter 3

Anneliese and Onychinusa sat on the rocks of the mountain peak. The ancient elf stared at the snow elf.

“Your braid is pretty,” Onychinusa said matter-of-factly. “I tried to copy it, but I couldn’t.”

Anneliese smiled at the sincerity as her fingers brushed the half-crown braid keeping her hair back. She suggested, “The dryads could braid your hair. I know they always miss seeing you.”

“They put wood and stuff in there. Something about dryad wood is special. It makes it harder for the spirits to carry me from place to place.” Onychinusa shook her head, and then looked to where Orion and Argrave conversed with the ancient serpent Vasquer. “Why did they come here?”

“Argrave is going to ask Vasquer to watch the underground near this area. And he has some important questions, too.” Anneliese explained succinctly. “Threats come from below. And on that front… you said you did what we wanted?”

“I’ve been warding all of Vasquer against divinity,” Onychinusa nodded, then rocked back and forth atop her seat. “Blackgard has enough spirits guarding it that divinity cannot enter without a link to the area. If they’re already manifested, they could force their way through. Spirits can’t pass, too, so unwanted people can’t teleport inside the mountains, anymore. Only you, me, and Argrave can. If anyone else tries, either in or out… they end up a few miles underwater. Hopefully, they’ll drown.”

Anneliese smiled broadly. “That is exceptional, Onychinusa.”

Onychinusa seemed to take the praise well as she rocked quicker. “Elsewhere… I made some spirits act as detectors. They’ll roam about the land, and whenever they detect divinity, they’ll return with that knowledge.”

“The spirits can communicate?” Anneliese tilted her head. “Argrave never mentioned that, and I certainly have never read that.”

“…no.” Onychinusa shook her head slowly. “But I make the spirit store the location the divinity was spotted, and then I can teleport to that spot.”

Anneliese exhaled loudly. “Shamanic magic is a wondrous thing. But I suppose that only happened because you were the one using it, right?”

“Erlebnis made these spells, I think. Maybe what I’m doing now was supposed to be my purpose,” Onychinusa suggested. “The emissaries can’t use shamanic magic. Nothing from divine realms can. It would make sense”

“That may be the case,” Anneliese conceded, rising from her seat to come near Onychinusa. “We have had this talk many times before. All I hope is that you are happier and freer, now.”

“Hmm,” came Onychinusa’s only response.

Anneliese looked down the mountain road. “Perhaps… someday, you might consider meeting more than merely us three.”

Onychinusa looked disgusted. “No. I don’t like people.”

“You don’t like people? Why not?” Anneliese inquired.

“I don’t like… their faces,” Onychinusa managed. “And they can talk. And… I don’t like their faces,” she finished, repeating herself.

“How am I different from them?” Anneliese asked.

“I don’t want to do it,” Onychinusa refused firmly. “I can do it. I just don’t want to. Talking to people… makes my head hurt.” She looked up at Anneliese. “Not you, but others. I have to learn their name, listen to what they think… bleh.” She stuck out her tongue.

Anneliese did look minutely disappointed. Still, she looked off elsewhere and said, “Okay. That’s fine.”

Onychinusa looked like a great weight had been taken off her shoulders, and settled back onto the uneven rocks of the mountain with a comfort that did not seem to match. “What are they asking about?” she inquired, her eyes on the distant ancient serpent.

“What else?” Anneliese sat down beside Onychinusa. “The cycle of judgment. More specifically… they hope to gain greater insight into what you’ve been working to prevent.”

***

A remarkably beautiful brunette woman walked down a flight of white stairs, keeping her hand to the tightly closed walls to support herself. When blue light came stronger from ahead, she took her hand off the wall, becoming more confident. Slowly, Georgina’s full figure was illuminated as she pressed down below. She couldn’t help but inhale when she came to the end of the stairs, where the city of the ancient dwarves waited beyond.

The cities of the dwarves were far unlike anything one might find on the surface… and now that it had been claimed by the Ebon Cult, this place’s beauty was amplified. In the vast, quarried cavern, streets of the purest white marble continued for as far as the eye could see. The buildings were massive works of architecture, some standing taller than the walls of Dirracha or Mateth. Magic lamps hung from walls and stood in the streets, but they had long ago dimmed and died. Instead, the whole of the place was kept illuminated by a network of ethereal blue lights that hung in the air like an aurora borealis.

Georgina couldn’t help but smile seeing those lights again. She had carried a cage of them to the surface with her, and in the fight with Durran, the glaive-wielding southern tribal, the manifestation of those lights was the only thing that preserved her life. But even despite the gift of power, she now returned to this place empty-handed. She set off walking through the streets, heading for the back of this city where a palace awaited. It seemed to be the origin of the airborne aurora, as a swirling vortex of blue and teal rose to the sky from the top of a broken marble dome.

She was not alone in the streets. Adherents to the Ebon Cult walked in plain sight, each and all with purple metallic masks over their face. Some were nothing more than metal crudely molded into vague faces, while others were elaborate recreations of demons or angels. And only a few had a mask that bore nothing on it at all. Theirs were merely a blank slate of purplish metal. Georgina felt isolated with a bare face among them all, but she persisted forth nonetheless.

After walking what felt like an eternity, Georgina arrived at the foot of the palace. She stepped up its wide marble stairs, heading for the entrance. She could feel the power of the twisting blue lights above, pushing against her skin as a constant force. She walked through the arched doorway, heading into the palace.

Awaiting her was a huge marble doorway. It had been etched with the blue lights she saw outside in a pattern somewhat like a snowflake. A woman in a purple robe stood in front of the door, her hands placed before her. She had a mask, too, though hers was unlike any others Georgina had seen coming here. It bore the face of an owl in startling clarity despite the uniformity of the purple color.

Georgina kneeled. “I’ve come back.”

“Mozzahr will be pleased,” the woman said.

Georgina fidgeted. “…I think he prefers to have you call him father, Mial.”

“He cannot get everything he wants,” Mial answered. “Rise. Tell me of your journey.”

Georgina rose, coming to stand beside Mial. The two of them took a turn, walking deeper into the palace with all the comfortability of old friends.

“…I came this close to obtaining the king.” Georgina held her fingers thinly apart with a frustrated sadness. “I had him. He was mine. And then…” she sighed, shaking her head. “Madness. Madness and unpredictability. He perished.”

“Truly?” Mial asked in surprise. “Mozzahr… he never expected you to obtain the king, you realize. It was something he said only as an offhand remark.”

“But I tried. I know the castellan wanted it, even if he’d never expect to actually get it. So I tried. What he’s doing deserves that much.” Georgina sounded utterly frustrated with herself.

Mial nodded, adjusting her owl mask as it tilted slightly. “But this didn’t compromise…?”

“I would never leave the stag alive while I go off to hunt a rabbit. The main mission remained my priority, and I have plenty to offer.” Georgina nodded. “And maybe it’s unwanted… but I can offer intuition, too.”

“Mozzahr may not hear it.” Mial stopped. “But I can, if you wish it.”

Georgina looked at her and smiled. “And say it in my stead? Only if you agree with it, of course.” When Mial waited, saying nothing further, Georgina began, “The king died, as you know. Someone new took his place. And this someone new is someone… compromised.” She placed her hands on her hip and looked off to the side. “I suspect he’s working for Erlebnis, an ancient god of knowledge. And consequently, I suspect he may already know of the castellan’s existence.”

Mial scrutinized Georgina carefully. “On what basis?”

“The completion of his knowledge.” Georgina’s head whipped back. “I thought it might be due to his alliance with someone called the Bat, at first. Their association isn’t public knowledge, but I’ve seen enough to work out that they’re undoubtedly working together. But as I saw and heard more, I came to think it was deeper than that. And what occurred in the Bloodwoods confirmed that for me.”

“What would the implication of that be?” Mial indulged patiently.

“The implication would be that he knows about your forces.” Georgina walked around as she explained. “That he knows about your strengths and weaknesses, that he knows about any avenues of attack you might take when you decide to claim the land on the surface.”

Mial fixed her mask with a tight anger. “That would mean traitors in the cult.”

“Not witting traitors… no, perhaps not traitors at all,” she countered quickly. “Some eyes and ears have been in place long before your arrival. They might as well be the ground and the walls. It cannot be avoided.”

Mial turned away, and Georgina stared at her dark hair. Its color was almost like obsidian. She seemed to be deliberating on something. After a long time, she turned back.

“If he takes the battlefield, Mozzahr cannot be defeated by anyone, divine or mortal. But it is the rest of the cult that worries me.” Mial put a hand to her chin just beneath the owl mask. “My father’s strength must be preserved for his duty. It should not be expended for a minor battle with a minor king. We have been incredibly fortunate that his strength was not wasted by Gerechtigkeit’s meddling, and that trend should not falter now. It is imperative we of the Ebon Cult do more than our part.”

“We?” Georgina repeated.

“Ah.” Mial lowered her hand from her chin. “I spoke before I ought to have. But… yes. Come, Georgina. I believe it time that you join the Castellan of the Empty in his task to change the cycle of judgment forever. I have prepared a mask for you…”


Chapter 4

Argrave felt a brief sense of the totality of Vasquer’s perception extending deep into the mountains and the depths below. He could see the cavern which Anneliese had retrieved her A-rank ascension, and could see the marble city below that. Nothing stirred in their streets, and beyond a certain point, the sense of vision ended. Even as he viewed this for a few moments, his head began to throb.

Argrave pulled his hand away from Vasquer and brought it to his head to tame the pain. This had been his primary purpose in coming here—ensuring that the depths were watched even without active management. Now, if anything were to arise, Vasquer could bring the issue before Elenore and the army mounting outside the city. He intended for Blackgard to be the most well-defended portion of the kingdom.

Beyond that, Argrave had come here with many questions—large questions—but they were questions that no one would truly have the answer to save Gerechtigkeit himself. Just because Vasquer had endured one of the cycles of judgment did not mean that she knew all of the answers. Even Argrave himself only knew so much even with the complete access and repeatability granted by Heroes of Berendar.

Whether he asked where divinity might manifest, or whether Gerechtigkeit himself might manifest where Argrave remembered, Vasquer offered no answer beyond guesswork. Argrave knew where certain gods would appear on the continent… but that had been in Heroes of Berendar, of course. Experience had proven that this logic might be tossed to the wind. Still, the ancient snake’s insights did solidify some of the things Argrave thought to be true.

He was certain that Gerechtigkeit would manifest here. But beyond that, all else of what he knew about the coming troubles could be tossed to the wayside, to be recreated against from the ground up.

Argrave looked at Orion. “Do you want some more time?”

The prince lowered his hand from the snake’s scales and shook his head. “I can move when you wish, Your Majesty.”

Argrave was about to walk away, but he stopped. Some of the things that he’d been grappling with surfaced in his head—the constant drive forward, the confidence, the strange and active person he’d become. Anneliese had been discussing this with him in length, but… he found he sought another’s opinion. One who could see all of what lay inside his head, not some.

With this in mind, Argrave touched Vasquer once again, baring himself utterly. Instead of reassurance and comfort—the constant from this matriarch of theirs—what came to him was amusement. A memory came to him. It was a time in the distant past, when a man with a marked resemblance to Argrave faltered because he felt unfamiliar confidence. Finally, when he embraced it, his failings turned to success. There was a large difference between earned confidence and unearned confidence.

With the comparison made between himself and a hero of legend, Argrave felt strange. He pulled his hand away and turned around.

“I guess it’s time to get going.”

***

Argrave and Anneliese were staring at a mountain of black stone in one moment, and a glacial field in the next. This was the power of shamanic magic—a power undoubtedly to be unleashed on the surface in short order, given they’d found a helmet belonging to the Ebon Cult. As befitted the mid-game magic, it already demonstrated its ability to completely shift the scale of power. 

“Where did you take us?” Argrave questioned, before he answered his own question as he spotted a rather notable landmark.

“Outside the wall of Vei—” Anneliese trailed off, her eyes falling upon something.

Argrave remembered coming to this place. It was the ancient stone city of Veiden, and the whole of it had been shielded by a wall of blue ice that never melted. Far from evoking déjà vu, it evoked shock; half of this seemingly indomitable wall of ice was toppled. Nothing around suggested what might have caused this massive bit of destruction.

“Halt!” someone shouted at them, even when they had been halting for a solid minute by that point.

Spears were readied and arrows of Ebonice took aim at them, but neither moved to strike. There had been a patrol of footmen on the road, and now they attempted to surround Argrave. 

“You’re commanding the patriarch’s daughter,” Argrave said with a small smile, looking upon this force of Veidimen. “A terrible career move, all things considered.”

Once, facing fifty or so Veidimen was the greatest threat he’d endured. Now he felt calm even as one of them raised a horn up to call for reinforcements. He waited for tensions to calm somewhat before speaking… but when his plans were drowned out by a roar loud enough to bleed the eardrums, his calm wavered a bit. He looked up and to the left…

Crystal Wind, a white dragon with blue eyes, clung to the wall, peering down at them. He wasn’t quite sure if he could claim to be calm, anymore.

***

The arrival of Rowe’s dragon, though it made Argrave’s heart beat uncomfortably fast, proved to be a good thing. They were taken inside the city in short order, ignoring most ceremony or security. They entered the ancient stone city of Veiden, the capital of the similarly named nation of the snow elves. Rowe took them right to the palace, that they might speak privately.

“You got lucky.” Rowe the Righteous tapped his staff on the ground, his voice sharp as a whip even after the time that passed. He looked as old as ever—tall, bony, and bald, the S-rank spellcaster was much more wizened than he looked… and he already looked quite old. His floppy lips curled in a smile as he boasted, “The dragon was in a good mood, elsewise you’d be dead or dying.”

Anneliese looked around the old stone palace of the Veidimen where tribal chiefs once met. Now, it was the home to Patriarch Dras. They’d asked, but he wasn’t here—the man liked to travel frequently, touring his vast icy land. This palace was carved stone, all of it, heavy and gray and solemn. Rowe was their sole company.

Finally, Anneliese’s gaze settled upon Rowe. “Your dragon seemed injured.”

“Hmm.” Rowe narrowed his eyes. “Things happened.”

“Things grand enough to break down that wall?” Argrave gestured with his thumb outside.

Rowe groaned in displeasure. “Galamon did that.”

Argrave blinked, thinking he’d misheard. “Galamon? As in, my good friend Galamon? Last I checked he was just a big guy, not an S-rank mage.”

Rowe fixed his white eyes upon Argrave, and they seemed colder than ice. “Do you think an S-rank mage could break that wall? It’s disrespectful to even insinuate that.”

“But it did break. And Galamon broke it?” Anneliese stepped around, alight with curiosity. “What happened here? Where is Galamon?”

“Yes—I wish I could answer that question, too.” Rowe smiled bitterly. “Galamon went on a journey. When he came back, he was fighting this… this bizarre winged frost creature. He fought with more strength than I’ve ever seen anyone possess. In the end, they ended up on the wall. Galamon’s finishing blow put an end to the monster. It also put an end to a fortification that’s guarded this city for as long as we have records,” he spat, then rapped his staff against the ground. “The man’s recovering.”

“Good lord…” Argrave shifted on his feet anxiously. “Where is he? I mean, does he… How is he?”

“He needs to wake up, answer my damned questions.” Rowe shook his head. “You know he’s monstrously strong. He’ll be fine, I suppose, unless that beast put some strange curse on him. Maybe he’s a werewolf this time. Or maybe he’s been possessed,” the S-rank spellcaster said drolly. “Whatever the case—"

“Stop dragging your feet and take us to him,” Anneliese said urgently.

“Who do you think—” Rowe began, but slowly narrowed his eyes just as Argrave prepared to remind him of Anneliese’s rank in the Veidimen’s hierarchy triumphantly. “Ah. I forgot. You know exactly who you are… you’re the patriarch’s adopted daughter. It’s bad enough taking orders from him… but you?” He inhaled and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Fine. Come along then.”

Argrave followed behind Rowe as the old man walked off with surprising agility. He had been looking forward to bragging to the old spellcaster about his A-rank ascension, but upon hearing of Galamon’s plight all of these thoughts vanished to the wind. Many ideas floated through Argrave’s head—had the former vampire been blessed by Veid? But her blessing didn’t grant raw physical strength. The thing he had been fighting sounded like an ice wraith—certainly a midgame enemy, and certainly something that someone might need to destroy a magic wall or two to kill.

Rowe stopped near a doorway, standing just outside and gesturing within. Argrave took slow, tentative steps through. The first person he saw was a small woman—by snow elf standards, at least—sitting in a chair, knitting something. She had shoulder-length bright blonde hair, and when she turned her head, her deep purple eyes widened in surprise.

“You’re… Argrave,” Muriem, Galamon’s wife, said softly.

Argrave’s eyes wandered to who she sat beside. Galamon rested there on the bed, his long white hair splayed over a pillow. His lower body was covered by a blanket, but his upper body was exposed. His broad, powerful chest was disturbed by large gouges and one particularly haunting wound on his shoulder. Seeing this, Argrave stepped deeper in, feeling a rising discomfort in his chest. Seeing him hurt like this pained Argrave.

“I think he’ll be fine,” Muriem said softly, comforting Argrave when she saw his blatant panic. “His wounds… they rejected healing magic, but… even without it, they heal so quickly it’s astonishing. And he woke up for a little while.” She took his huge hand, then leaned in and kissed his cheek.

Argrave stared for a time, unsure of what to say. His eyes wandered elsewhere in the room, until they finally settled upon another person in the room. He lowered his gaze, confused. The man was short, squat, and wore a white robed vestment with short sleeves that revealed powerful arms. It was kept secured by a golden belt, and beneath his curly brown hair, earrings dangled brilliantly.

“Why do you stare at me?” the dwarf said, voice stern and dignified. He crossed his large arms, then said as though aggrieved, “I have explained myself enough to you looming creatures. Wait for the man to awake, and he shall vouch for me.”

Indeed, a dwarf. Not a man with dwarfism, but rather a person of the dwarven race from the cities miles beneath the earth.


Chapter 5

Galamon blinked his eyes open. The whole of him felt heavy, but it was considerably better than the numbing pain that had come after his battle with the demon of ice. That had been one of the fiercest opponents he’d ever faced, beaten only by the Shadowlander in Dirracha. But for foes that he’d fought personally, and killed personally, it took the prize by a large degree.

He felt a slight grip on his hand, and remembered that the last time he’d awakened, his wife had been by his side. He saw her there even still, and felt a sense of peace that he had seldom felt in Berendar during all his years of wandering as a mercenary. But he also saw two others sitting quietly. They wore familiar dusters and a breastplate bearing an indented symbol he’d come to know quite well—the sun-and-snake, Argrave’s personal heraldry.

“I believe he’s awake, king,” Muriem said, grabbing Argrave’s attention.

King Argrave rose from his chair quickly and looked down at him, Queen Anneliese waiting patiently with arms behind her back. The king said, “Galamon. You had me worried there.” He planted his hand on his wrist, then said vigorously, “Getting injured after big battles was my thing. I never wanted you to take up that role. You’re feeling better, I hope?”

Galamon focused, briefly questioning if he was hallucinating. Finally, he said only, “Yes.”

“Anything about these wounds I should know? Is this concerning?” Argrave continued, looking over him.

“No,” Galamon answered. “It’s passed.”

Argrave let out a sigh of relief. “That’s good.”  He sat back down in a chair he’d pulled up. “Provided you’re up to snuff… let’s talk about why there’s a big hole in the city wall, and why this out-of-place fellow is here.”

Galamon looked to his dwarven companion, Anestis. The man gave him very pleading eyes.

“I’m not sure myself.” Galamon rested his head back on his pillow.

***

For the early game of Heroes of Berendar, warriors and rogues had quite the rough go of things. Sure, spellcasters started off very bad—F and D-rank spells could kill people, but generally a warrior or rogue could walk up and cut someone down far faster than a spellcaster might zap someone to death. Magic was a limited resource, too, by and large. Argrave had recklessly met Erlebnis to mitigate that fact, then pranced about avoiding battles when he couldn’t use the ancient god’s blessing.

But by C and B-rank, it was abundantly clear spellcasters had the true damage-dealing ability. The gap could be bridged with enchantments, and the physical classes were generally hardier than mages, but in terms of raw power magic users outclassed warriors and rogues by a good magnitude.

But that couldn’t remain the case forever. Heroes of Berendar was, after all, a game—one class shouldn’t outperform another by an extremely obvious margin for the entire duration. The developers had to create some illusion of balance, even if it might not be totally so. And so by the midgame, options opened up for the mundane classes. Better equipment, godly blessings…

They had seen one such example of a mid to late game warrior—Orion. His strength was unparalleled, and using nothing but his body, he could conjure waves of flames, sparking trails, and walls of ice. This power of his came from blessings. They were a part of his being, however, unable to be taken away by those who granted them. But these were blessings.

A mid-game feature of spellcasters was shamanic magic, which employed spirits to achieve devastating effects. If spirits were only available to spellcasters… players would surely complain.

Argrave and Anneliese sat before Galamon’s bed. The snow elf had sat up, leaning against the back of his bed as he ate a huge bowl of stew. Muriem was returning home to fetch their son that he might speak to his father now that he’d woken up. Argrave was curious about their relationship, but other matters were at hand.

“You described spirits as a sort of currency to me, once.” Anneliese said to Argrave delicately. “Is this what you meant?”

“Not a bit.” Argrave stared at the dwarf on the opposite side of the bed. “As a matter of fact… what happened was wasteful, dangerous, and despicable.”

Anestis was a dwarf. Not someone with dwarfism like Artur, but a racial dwarf born deep, deep within the depths of the earth. Their people persisted even below the Ebon Cult, exposed to extreme pressures and high temperatures at all times of the year. Down there, the Dwarven Senate colonized the underground bit by bit. They sought to avoid the cycle of judgment entirely, leaving the rest of the surface-dwellers to deal with it alone.

If Argrave were to describe their people physically, they dressed like the Greeks of antiquity, and ranged from all skin tones just as humans did. Anestis, though, had rather tan skin that contrasted harshly with the pale Veidimen. The dwarves were extremely isolationist and took many cues from ancient empires like Rome and Imperial China—namely, like those ancient empires, the Dwarven Senate posited that dwarven culture was firmly superior in all respects.

To their credit, the dwarves did lead enviable lives compared to the average human in Vasquer. With a true democracy, quality of living relatively equal across most classes, and safety from war, Argrave might’ve enjoyed waking up there. After so long being seven feet tall, perhaps the other end of the height spectrum might enlighten him somewhat. Even still, as he watched Anestis… perhaps not.

“I saved this entire village, empowering this man as I did,” Anestis defended himself, the disdain on his voice bleeding through. “How was it wasteful?”

Argrave crossed his arms. “Do you still have the device you used to ‘awaken’ Galamon?”

Anestis narrowed his eyes distrustfully. “Why?”

“I’m going to answer for you: no,” Argrave continued. “The device was round, and was made of an orangish dwarven metal, wasn’t it? It had four prongs in particular locations, each of which could be manipulated in specific ways for specific results. And it’s still trapped in the ground, right where you found it.” When Argrave finished, Anestis’ eyes widening showed he was in the money.

Argrave continued, “What you used was a dwarven device that collects spirits. The way that you used it, the spirits were processed and projected into Galamon’s body, where their essence was expended to give him a temporary boost of strength. Mortal bodies weren’t made for divinity, and so it burned through his flesh while granting him tremendous strength.” He turned his head to Galamon. “The only reason he’s alive, probably, is because of his regeneration.”

Galamon held his spoon an inch from his mouth, then lowered it back to his bowl. “I knew the risks.”

At that, Argrave could only sigh and sink back further into his chair. “Yes, well… the milk is spilled, I suppose. I only wish it hadn’t been necessary.”

Argrave didn’t want to come right out and say that it was a waste, but spirits were a commodity. The fact was that the physical classes still got the short end of the stick, somewhat. Using spirits to empower oneself was infinitely less useful than using shamanic magic. On the optimal side of things, one could offer spirits to gods, earning their favor and perhaps a blessing. Most blessings were geared towards the physical classes, anyhow.

Argrave focused on Anestis. He did not know this dwarf. Unlike Veiden, the dwarven realms could be reached in Heroes of Berendar—consequently, he had substantially more knowledge about their cities than he did Veiden.

“Did you come searching for the ways to make dwarven metals once more?” Argrave asked flatly. “I know a lot of your people do just that.”

Anestis clasped his big hands together nervously. By his mannerisms alone, Argrave didn’t deem the dwarf some great person. Then again, judging people like this had failed him in the past. Titus came to mind.

“I would say he did come for precisely that,” Anneliese answered for Anestis.

“Don’t press him too hard. There had been attacks,” Galamon said, putting his bowl aside finally. “People thought it was the Ebon tribe returned. Lot of bodies, and more investigations… but no results. Eventually, I found a lead. It was fading fast, so I took a risk, went into the undergrounds. Went into a dwarven city. Found this man… and the ice abomination shortly after.” He focused on Argrave, his vitality largely returned. “You can guess the rest. The battle spilled out of the dwarven city, came to the surface. Wasn’t intentional.”

“That was no dwarven city,” Anestis protested. “It was the works of our ancestors, thousands of years ago. Our building techniques have evolved immeasurably since then.”

“Yet your people can’t make weapons like you used to,” Argrave said sharply, shutting the dwarf up. He looked back to Galamon and asked in exasperation, “You really went looking for the Ebon Cult?” He stared an unflinching Galamon down, then sighed deeply while rubbing his forehead. “Good lord… I’m glad to see you well, old friend. I’ll leave it at that.”

Galamon grunted in response.

“But what about me?” Anestis cut in. “I can’t stay here. I’ve done my part, used my people’s knowledge against my better judgment… but I have a home, a family.”

“What is your home like?” Anneliese asked curiously.

“My home?” Anestis repeated. “Well…” he began, his tone taking on pride.

Anestis, a classic example of a dwarven citizen, was more than willing to rattle on and on about the dwarves and their culture—how they were better than the Veidimen, how they were more efficient, how their empire had lasted one thousand years without a single civil war, et cetera. Anneliese was more than willing to ask question after question, quietly indulging his nationalism for the sake of her curiosity.

In time, Muriem returned. Argrave thought to see Galamon’s son, but the small snow elf was alone and said, “Rhomaden is coming, honey. He said he was going to bring Baile with him.”

Argrave narrowed his eyes, questioning if the little fellow had a girlfriend at this age. Galamon leaned forward and said, “Baile? Really? My boy… he can’t bring it inside, so…” He threw off his blanket at once, though fortunately he wore cloth pants beneath.

Argrave stared with surprise at the excitement the once-wounded man suddenly displayed. “Who’s Baile?”

Galamon grabbed his boots and said, “Family bear.”

“Fa…” Argrave trailed off. “Family bear?”

Galamon nodded, slipping his boots on. He walked for the door slowly at first, then increased his pace bit by bit until he was gone. Argrave rose to his feet, eager to follow him. Muriem flashed them a smile, silently leading them onwards. Anestis was left sitting on his chair, bewildered.

Anneliese came to Argrave’s side, pulling him to a slower walk. “I have never seen Galamon happier,” she told Argrave quietly.

Argrave looked at her strangely. “What are you saying?”

“Nothing. It just makes me feel nice.” She let out a self-satisfied sigh.

“Well, it makes me feel guilty,” Argrave said, thinking ahead. “We came here to pull him away from all this.”


Chapter 6

Argrave and Anneliese spent the remainder of the day with Galamon and his family. Dras had given him the duty of dealing with the killings in Veiden while he investigated another matter, and with the ice wraith dead, that meant his duties were over. Rhomaden and Galamon were quite similar in appearance… and perhaps in temperament, too, for they played with a bear twice their size and seemed to have a great deal of fun doing so.

Argrave and Anneliese sat on a stone bench while watching father and son play in a field of snow… with a bear. He knew that was Durran’s bear, but it seemed that the southern tribal had given it to Galamon while he went into the Burnt Desert. It was a sensible thing, he supposed, and evidently it seemed to be working out splendidly. Argrave let his Brumesingers join the father-son-bear trio.

Muriem walked up to Argrave carrying a tray. It had hot tea on it, steaming visibly especially in the cold. “Galamon is very grateful to you, King Argrave. As am I, for that matter. Rhomaden kept me going, but I felt empty with my husband’s absence. I don’t really have the words to thank you… but again, we are grateful.”

Argrave looked at her, then smiled as he took the tea. “I’m grateful to Galamon,” he countered as he handed his cup to Anneliese and then grabbed the next. “You know how he is. Absolutely unstoppable. I wouldn’t be alive without him—only fitting I help him get what he wants. He’s given me plenty.”

“Yes,” she smiled brightly. “He works very hard for everyone that isn’t himself. I love him for it. And I do my best to spoil him—Veid knows he won’t do it himself.”

Argrave took a drink of the tea. It was a little bit contrary to his tastes, but in the cold weather he found himself enjoying it nonetheless. “Speaking of work… what has Galamon been doing here?”

Muriem looked back at Galamon and Rhomaden. “The past few months he was very busy. His main task was whipping the army into shape, but he also led them in subjugation expeditions against various things that were troubling us. Problems arose one after the other, and Patriarch Dras needed a surefire victory. Galamon was the only one he felt confident in assigning that task to. Things have quieted down somewhat, but then… well, you saw how he ended up.”

Argrave gripped his cup a little tighter. Hey, Galamon, he thought in his head, playing out the conversation. I know you’ve been going from place-to-place hunting monsters, and you finally have a day off to spend with your family… but I need you to come with me. When? Oh, this morning. And instead of monsters, you’ll be fighting a cult of whackos. How does that sound, Galamon?

As Muriem stared, her smile slowly widened. “I was honestly worried about how Galamon and Rhomaden might interact. My boy can be very gloomy sometimes, and I know Galamon’s absence was...” she trailed off, leaving words unspoken. “But Baile… that bear was the link between the two of them.” She turned her head to Argrave. “Now that they’ve met properly, Rhomaden goes around bragging to his friends about who his father is. It puts my heart at peace.”

Argrave watched Galamon talk to Rhomaden as he sat on the back of the huge black bear. Argrave responded, “Galamon’s son deserves to brag about his father. More than anyone, maybe.”

“Hmm,” Muriem agreed quietly. “Sometimes I feel my husband deserves more than me. A tailor of poor talent.”

“Deserves?” Anneliese cut in. “He loves you, Muriem. That is all there is to it.”

Muriem lowered her head bashfully, almost like a newlywed even after decades. After a time, she focused on the two of them. “Would you like to eat with us? I believe it might be poor fare compared to a king’s diet, but if I might offer hospitality… I have been cooking for quite some time.”

“Of course,” Argrave nodded at once. “That’d be lovely.”

***

Argrave and Anneliese enjoyed a dinner with Galamon’s family… and Anestis, too. Muriem had been right in that it was different from what they normally ate, but what she prepared had a certain quality of home to it that was impossible to reproduce in the finest royal kitchen. Anestis seemed to be the only one who didn’t enjoy the meal, but Galamon’s ice-cold white eyes kept him silent and afraid. Argrave wasn’t sure the dwarf would survive if he complained.

Rhomaden was eager to hear stories about his father, and Argrave was more than happy to oblige, adding grandiose flair to Galamon’s feats. To be fair, he didn’t need to embellish at all—the former vampire had done great things. In the end, the meal extended far past when they finished eating, lasting until well into nightfall.

Argrave and Anneliese decided to take Anestis, the wayward dwarf, off Galamon’s hands. They would be able to both help him and use him far more efficiently than the people in Veiden could. But as for bringing back Galamon…

Argrave stood at the door to Galamon’s house, Anneliese at his side. He stared at the windows, his face scrunched as he thought about what he might do. All that he’d seen… he didn’t want to be responsible for ending it prematurely. Anneliese was more than an able strategist, and Orion was the best bodyguard one could ask for.

But then the door open. An armored knight dwarfing Argrave walked out. His steel plate was cold and gray, lined with fur on the shoulders and the joints. He wore a Viking-like helm with a chain coif that covered his mouth and neck. He had a huge sword strapped to his waist, mirrored on the other side by a black axe of Ebonice. The Giantkillers—blue daggers that could absorb electricity—hung just below the axe.

Galamon shut the door behind him. “Ready,” he said.

“Uhh…” Argrave said dumbly. “What?”

“Do you think I wouldn’t know why you came?” Galamon looked down at Argrave.

“But your family—”

“My family knew this day would come,” Galamon cut him off. “I am ready, Your Majesty. As I promised.”

“And Patriarch Dras, Rowe…” Anneliese pressed for more information.

“I am not so deeply involved that my absence would throw a wrench in things. I always acted with this day in mind, Your Highness,” he dipped his head to the queen. “And so… let me resume my role as your knight-commander, both of you.”

Argrave looked up at his friend, feeling a bittersweet happiness to have this day come. “Good to have you back, Galamon.”

“…I need to say goodbye to Baile before we go,” Galamon declared, walking off.

***

Elenore had committed Argrave to returning by tomorrow morning, and he was glad to be back in Blackgard the night before. He didn’t care to annoy his favorite sister. Anestis was bewildered by the teleportation, but the dwarven man seemed resigned to his fate of being taken from place to place before they could decide what to do with him.

Galamon looked around at the burgeoning city of Blackgard. “This place… is different.”

“Quite so,” Argrave agreed.

Galamon observed his surroundings for a bit, and then focused on Argrave. “You tell me we face the Ebon Cult.”

“We do,” Argrave nodded.

“Then if you hope to choose the front you face them on… I believe I might have a strategy for that.” Galamon looked to Anestis. “This man might help some.”

Argrave looked at the baffled and scared dwarf, then slowly smiled. “Long day, tomorrow. I’ll hear it then.”

***

Elenore awoke Argrave quite early. He and Anneliese slept in one of the chambers reserved for parliament seats in the complex around the hall, as he didn’t intend to live in some palace. After getting dressed, the both of them stepped aside to meet her.

“Thought you might not be here,” Elenore began, her tone quiet. She looked to the man by the door. Galamon stood there, his head held high. “And I see your knight-commander is back. You must be pleased. And what of Orion?”

“He and Galamon are going to switch off,” Argrave explained. “It’s certainly easier to sleep with both of them as guards, and I can guarantee Galamon will be of vital importance to the war against the Ebon Cult.” He shifted on his feet, eager to dive into that task. Something else remained, however. “So… a meeting with nobles today. Is that all I need to do?”

“Yes. It’s the last urgent thing on your schedule—once resolved, you’ll have freedom to act once again. They’re a delegation from the south,” Elenore looked off to the room where the guests were likely waiting. “And hearing what they say, it’s much more serious that I thought it would be.” She looked around for a moment, then confided, “The Duke of Birall came all the way from Lasthold. He represents them. Apparently, southern tribals have been poking around southern fortresses.”

“Southern…?” Argrave began, perplexed. He cast a glance to Anneliese. “You said Lasthold? Not the Lionsun Castle? Southern tribals have been seen on our side of the mountain?”

“Correct,” Elenore crossed her arms. “That’s all I know for now. A huge mountain range divides the Burnt Desert from Vasquer, so it’s difficult for me to get spies there. I don’t have more information for you.”

“Well, this mountain range also protects Lasthold. House Parbon’s Lionsun Castle should be the only point of entrance…” Argrave shook his head. “I have a lot of questions. Let’s meet them.”

***

Duke Reichard of Birall was a small man, and rather unassuming. He shaved his hair and kept a trimmed white beard, and looked perhaps fifty. Of every noble, Reichard was probably Argrave’s favorite—the man liked to stay at home, read, and govern his people justly. That was it. He and his children lived long, boring lives, but his boring life seemed a good one. His territory was nestled into mountains, with the Order of the Gray Owl to the north of it. It was as safe as safe could be.

“So, these men that came to you…” Anneliese continued her inquiry. “You said they came at the behest of the King of the Scorched Sands?”

“Yes.” Reichard nodded, then said, “They repeated it again and again—the King of the Scorched Sands is coming.”

“Did you get a name?” Anneliese leaned in further.

“No, Your Highness.” Reichard shook his head. “Perhaps they were alarmed by our numbers, but they caused no serious damage. A cow was slain and eaten, but beyond that…” he leaned back in his chair. “Frankly, I would not have deemed this worth seeking an audience for, Your Majesty. We’ve been assaulted by the undead, and that is our more pressing issue. But they mentioned you by name. And their warning was… it made me uneasy.”

“Really now?” Argrave crossed his arms.

“They said the King of the Scorched Sands would come to settle the score. That he hasn’t forgotten the humiliation at Sethia. He would come to enact tribute, and you would need to surrender something very valuable, perhaps even your blood, lest all your lands be razed.” Reichard rubbed his hands together. “I apologize, Your Majesty, but I’m only repeating what they said.”

Argrave closed his eyes and sighed deeply. It was a sigh of exasperation.

“Do you have some idea who it might be?” Reichard inquired curiously. “Will they be back in greater numbers?”

Argrave nodded slowly, grinding his teeth as he smiled bitterly. “I have some infinitesimally small idea who it might be. What about you, Anne? Do you have some little niggling inkling? It seems this person wants to scare us very badly using such a terrifying title.”

Anneliese returned him a near-identical smile of exasperation. As she watched, the Brumesingers poked out of Argrave’s pockets, perhaps knowing that it might be time to return to their homeland.


Chapter 7

Margrave Reinhardt of House Parbon was diligently reading through all of the reports that he’d gotten this morning. Undead attacks had become more prevalent, and so he was much more proactive in looking for anomalies. Abominations from the Order of the Rose were more common everywhere, and the nearby Low Way of the Rose was proving particularly problematic. Indeed, he had a meeting with someone from the Stonepetal Sentinels today.

A knock disturbed him from his reading, and the margrave looked up. His aide entered, and he fixed his ruby eyes on the man.

“Eh… margrave, there’s…” the man began hesitantly. “The king, queen, and princess are here. Their knight-commander Galamon acts as escort.”

Margrave Reinhardt leaned back in his chair, flabbergasted. “You mean… they’re coming here, soon,” he sought to confirm.

“No, sir. They’re here,” the aide insisted. “I… have them in a guest room, but…”

The margrave ran his hand through his rich, red hair, completely caught off balance. “I’ll…” he set down his papers. “I suppose I have to… greet them, then.” He shook his head, trying to dispel the daze. “Are you certain this is…? Never mind,” he dismissed before his aide could answer. He rose to his feet, preparing to head out to entertain the royalty’s whim.

***

Argrave looked at all of the members of House Parbon, three of whom sat on a couch while the last stood behind. There was Reinhardt—he was brawny, and had red hair and eyes. There was Elias just beside him. The man looked like a younger version of his father, and had two working eyes—that hadn’t always been the case. Elias sat with a young woman that had gray hair and dark orange eyes: his wife, Ridia of Parbon, née Jast.

And standing behind them all was Rose of Parbon. Indeed, standing: her legs had been fully healed.

House Parbon had once been rather earnest in their animosity toward Argrave. Margrave Reinhardt had kidnapped him on sight. But despite a few… unwanted borrowings… he’d helped them at many turns. He’d aided them politically in both Jast and the civil war, and he’d supported them physically by curing their ails. Now, their earnest animosity had become earnest devotion.

“How long will you be staying, Your Majesty?” Margrave Reinhardt asked after they’d exchanged greetings. “I can prepare the best room in my castle immediately. And whatever it is you need help with, I’m sure that I can provide. You need only ask.”

“Not sure how long I’ll be staying. Ideally it won’t be long, but… a certain situation has come up,” he smiled bitterly. “Just need to check things out, do a survey. If I’m right, everything will fall into place rather quickly.” He looked between them. “But enough about me: how’s the whole family?”

“Without your forewarning, we would’ve been hit hard, Your Majesty,” Elias nodded his head. “The undead attacks have been brutal, but we’ve had rapid responses ready. Lost a lot of good men, but much less than we would have.”

“And… Your Majesty, I can never thank you enough,” Rose of Parbon said, walking out from behind the couch. “You… you don’t know what it means to me. Being able to walk again…”

“Just fixing a problem I caused,” Argrave dismissed.

“No. It was much more than that,” Rose disagreed, smiling widely. She wiped at her eyes as tears came. “I feel like I have my life back in my hands. And my family remains whole because of your actions. So… thank you, Your Majesty.”

Argrave turned his gaze away from Rose, but found Elias. The once-dour man beamed at Argrave and said, “She speaks truly. What you did for my sister alone was more than I ever hoped, but… even for me, and my eye.” He turned his head to the right. “And you helped me find love.”

Argrave squirmed in his seat a little as Elias and Ridia held hands. The shy girl said nothing, but he could tell she agreed with the sentiment.

“Hey, you did all the hard work,” Argrave dismissed. “But besides all of that… anything interesting going on?”

“Searching for something, Your Majesty?” Reinhardt leaned in, concerned.

Argrave shrugged. “No, just… catching up.”

“Nothing too urgent,” Reinhardt assured. “Just remaining vigilant, as you directed. I suppose there is a meeting with one of the Stonepetal Sentinels later today, but…”

“The Stonepetal Sentinels?” Argrave repeated. “Ah… now that does sound interesting.” He looked off to the side, then focused back on Reinhardt. “Listen—I’m going to be spending time on the walls, mostly. When this meeting with the sentinel happens… please, come get me.” He smiled. “I think it’ll be fun, catching up with the Stonepetal Sentinels. And I might have something for them to do. They’re well accustomed to dank underground caverns, after all…”

***

After a quick walk through the familiar layout of the Lionsun Castle, Argrave stood on the walls of the massive fortification, peering out at the endless expanse of black sand in the Burnt Desert. Ever since Anneliese had learned the shamanic spell [Worldstrider], the whole world seemed to have opened up to them. Nothing felt out of reach. Perhaps that was why it earned that name. Though the spell consumed more magic than it did spirits, Anneliese had still expended fifty percent of what she’d gained from Chiteng’s sacrifice. It was a testament to how much that they traveled.

Elenore was looking out across the land just beside Argrave. She said quietly, “In times like this, when I see something new and beautiful with my own two eyes, I always think about what you did for me.”

Argrave nodded and said, “Good. That’s why I did it. I wanted to get you indebted, make you like me.”

Elenore laughed at his cocksureness, while Anneliese defended him, explaining, “Argrave is merely embarrassed, Elenore. He has a great deal of difficulty accepting it when people say he’s a good person too many times, and after the meeting with Parbon, you get statements like that.”

Elenore settled down, then squinted her eyes to stare out at the distance. “Do you really think he’ll come?”

“Without a doubt,” Argrave answered without hesitating a beat. “Because I already see him.”

Elenore blinked in confusion, then stared at the ground with greater intensity. “Is he joking again, Anneliese? All I see is black. The three of you really crossed that hellscape?” She glanced between Galamon, Anneliese, and him.

“Yeah, we did,” Argrave answered her, then turned his head to watch her struggle to spot Durran. “Let me help you see.” he said in annoyance, then placed his hand atop her head and attempted to orient her vision. She tensed up at first, but gradually surrendered. He placed her head so that it was looking out across the sky.

“This is astronomically unhelp—” Elenore began, though trailed off after a few seconds.

Far above the miles and miles of black sand dunes, numerous figures flew. With nothing to give them scale, one might think they were small. As they grew closer, however, it became abundantly clear that they were rather the opposite. They were wyverns. Adult wyverns, all of them.

In time, all of House Parbon’s guardsmen on the castle wall came to attention. A loud horn was blown, and knights swarmed up to the gates. It seemed a confrontation was inevitable, but the relentless push forward by the wyverns stopped at a distance close enough to cause concern, but too far for arrows or magic to reach effectively. Something seemed off about the flying pack—Argrave couldn’t count them for some reason, no matter how hard he tried. They seemed to be one thousand or ten.

Margrave Parbon stepped up to the castle walls, looking out with caution. He’d already put on his armor, and seemed prepared for battle. “Your Majesty, did you predict…?”

“No. Well, yes and no,” Argrave shook his head. “I think they’re going to call for a parley.”

“Parley?” Reinhardt looked at him funnily. “In all my days fighting these barbarians, I’ve never—”

As they watched, one of the riders waved a giant white flag. Muttering spread among the guardsmen present. Just as the margrave had never seen this happen, neither had they.

“Your banner is white,” Argrave told him. “Might as well wave that back.”

“Do you really… intend to meet them, Your Majesty?” Reinhardt looked up at Argrave with concern.

“One of them,” Anneliese answered on his behalf.

Though the margrave hesitated for a brief moment, he eventually gave the command to signal them in turn. With parley promised, a lone rider broke off from the flying horde of wyverns. The rest of them took to the ground, that they might ease tensions and rest their beasts while the parley happened. The messenger, a huge gray wyvern, came closer second by second. Its flight path seemed wrong, warped.

“Make room,” Argrave called out, and this order was echoed by the margrave. In time, a space was cleared. It was fortunate that it had been, too, as the great winged reptile landed as the last of the men came away from the wall. Argrave realized why he’d been struggling to make out the count—this wyvern wore armor etched with the illusory enchantments of the southron elves.

People seemed hesitant to leave their weapons in their scabbards, but Argrave was sure the rider wouldn’t mind either which way. The man atop the wyvern’s neck wore gray wyvern scale armor, and hefted a glaive as he dismounted nimbly. As Argrave studied the man’s magic, he was surprised to see the sheer depth of his magic. He had more magic than Anneliese, even. He might even be at S-rank. Argrave questioned briefly if his judgment about this person’s identity had been wrong.

But the way he walked, his height, and even the glaive in his hand… Argrave scrutinized the man as he came closer. He couldn’t see any features beyond the helmet, but he was quite familiar.

“Is this a hospitable parley…” the man began. “Or do you view me as an enemy before I say a word?”

“I’d like it to be hospitable,” Argrave answered back. “But this isn’t my house.”

The wyvern rider and Argrave both looked to Reinhardt, who eventually gave a nod. “I’ll prepare a meal.”

***

Argrave sat at a table, staring at the wyvern rider intently. Slowly food was placed out, and everyone took their seats. The man raised his hand up, taking his helm off…

And Durran was there, smiling. He was a man with tan skin, golden eyes, and tattoos of the same color all about his body, most of which remained hidden. A few scars were visible on his face, and he seemed to have gained more in the time they’d been apart.

“Hahah!” Argrave pointed at him. “Had me going there for a bit, I won’t lie to you, damned prick.”

“Oh!” Durran spread his arms wide, dropping the helmet on the floor. “Who do you think you’re talking to? I’m the King of the Scorched Sands! Show some respect!”

They exchanged greetings for a bit. His friendship with Durran was much different than with Galamon. He appreciated both of them, but after everyone was taking their time telling him how cool he was, how he saved their lives, et cetera… it was nice to have the cynical bastard back, he had to admit. Anneliese and Elenore watched their exchange quietly.

“Now…” Argrave sat back in the chair, looking at Durran hard. “What in the hell have you done? Who is this man I’m looking at, and why did he bring wyverns with armor made by southron elves?”

Durran planted a fork into a roasted chicken, chuckling lightly. “Well… those are my men. We’ve become some like nomads, you see. Just so happens I’m their leader. We’ve got about thirty villages under our protection, and we’re looking to expand that number. Desert’s not like Vasquer—it’s been taking some time.”

“Nomads?” Argrave repeated. “So, what, you wander around doing…?”

“More things that I can tell you,” Durran shook his head. “Fact is, though, we’ve been improving the Burnt Desert more than I thought possible. I’ve been finishing what Titus started—killing Vessels of Fellhorn, restoring water to the region. We’re getting ready for Gerechtigkeit, friend, and you better believe that.”

“I believe you should tell me more,” Elenore looked at Durran intently.

“Oh, I’m hoping for a long conversation,” Durran looked at her and smiled. “A lot has changed, Elenore.”

“And your magic—what happened there?" Anneliese inquired curiously as Elenore put some food in her mouth, growing a little red.

Some of Durran’s cheer waned. “Well… it might be that I made a large bet with someone.” He scratched his cheek quietly. “And that someone might be a certain Alchemist.”

“The Alchemist?” Argrave’s face grew somber. “Durran… you didn’t…?”

“But, uh, we can get to that later,” Durran waved his hands away. “Let’s talk, let’s catch up! How has everyone been?”


Chapter 8

Argrave stared at Durran as he very obviously tried to avoid the subject. Thinking back… he remembered Durran asking questions about the Alchemist. Anneliese had inadvertently taught him to be well-used to indulging idle curiosity, and he trusted Durran enough to blab about the Alchemist without second thought. And because of that…

“Galamon, grab him.” Argrave rose to his feet and pointed.

His knight-commander moved without second thought. Durran rose to his feet quickly, but before Galamon his resistance proved futile. In seconds, Galamon had him on the floor. While they struggled, Argrave walked up to Durran and knelt down.

“Gods, man! Whatever happened to a parley? Unacceptable! Unacceptable!” Durran shouted, half-aggrieved and half-joking.

“Argrave, is this necessary?” Elenore, too, probed uneasily.

Argrave brushed back the prone man’s hair behind his neck, revealing his tan skin and a rather peculiar mark just between some of his golden tattoos. The shape was a simple spiral, but it didn’t seem to be either a tattoo or a scar. It had unnatural depth.

“Durran…” Argrave slowly leaned back until he sat on the floor. “You utter idiot.”

“I know what you’re thinking,” Durran said, his cheek to the ground even still. “But just calm down, yeah? I’ve got everything under control, I promise. And maybe if you can ask Galamon to get his knee out of my ribs…” the man shifted. “I can get to work explaining myself.”

Argrave sighed deeply. “Let him up.”

Galamon rose to his feet and took position beside Argrave. Durran, too, shakily stood.

“What was that?” Elenore crossed her arms, her eyes looking between the two of them with unease. “Why did you feel that necessary?”

Durran began to speak, but Argrave interrupted. “Durran has a mark from the Alchemist on his body. It’s a symbol of a vow—promise a favor, make a bet, and he’ll put one of those on you to make sure your words are more than just words.” Argrave pointed at Durran with his thumb. “If activated, it can immediately liquify your brain and destroy your soul. You become empty—a husk. Brain’s bad enough, but the soul? No death is more certain.”

Anneliese closed her eyes and shook her head, while Elenore seemed to grow dizzy. She grabbed the chair she’d been sitting on for support, slowly lowering herself back into it.

“I know what you all think.” Durran put his hand on his table, rising up to his feet. “You think I’m in over my head. But damn it all, I had to watch day by day as my people withered away under the tyranny of the Vessels of Fellhorn. And when I finally had the chance to make that right, to do something good, that bottom feeder Titus ripped it all away.” Durran slammed his fist down on the table, making plates jump. “I did what I had to help free my people. I didn’t have the power I needed, but I had a way to get it. The Alchemist gave me what I needed, even if I put my life on the line. And I’ll keep my people free—from Fellhorn, from Gerechtigkeit, from all, no matter how this ends. I’ve ensured I can do that much, at least, no matter how this gamble plays out.”

Elenore looked at him coldly. “So, you’ll burn the candle at both ends, is that it? Until you vanish into smoke.”

Durran’s eyes softened somewhat. “Elenore, this is something—”

“Fine,” she interrupted loudly. “If you want to die so badly, then die.”

The princess rose to her feet and stormed out of the room, her eyes watery.

“Elenore…!” Durran called out, moving after her.

Argrave seized his arm, holding him in place. “Don’t make it worse. Tell me what you’ve done.”

Durran was focused on the empty doorway for a while, struggling against Argrave’s grip.

“Tell me!” Argrave yelled and gripped tighter, concern making him impatient. “This is no joke, Durran. This is no joke.”

His voice seemed to hit home with Durran, and the man finally resigned and settled down. “I saw a way to get what I wanted, without compromise. That’s what you’ve been doing this whole time, isn’t it?”

“That’s not…!” Argrave began, but breathed a sigh of disappointment. “Just… tell me what you’ve done. What are you in for?”

Durran looked off to the side, unable to meet Argrave’s eyes. “…I gave him your origin, damn it. Earth. In return, he told me what he sought. From there, I used it to make the bet.”

Argrave wasn’t pleased to hear that information leaked, but his concern for a dear friend squashed it immediately. “What do you mean, ‘what the Alchemist sought?’” Argrave questioned.

Durran looked at Argrave’s iron grip on his arm, and then managed to lock gazes with him. “You told me you didn’t know what the Alchemist was all about, right? That the player couldn’t ask about his motivations, no matter what. You could only guess, and even the guesses weren’t that convincing.” The man laughed, golden eyes gleaming. “Look at you. Suddenly you’re interested.”

“He actually told you?” Anneliese walked around the table, coming to stand with Argrave. “He seemed rather unwilling to engage in conversation.”

Durran nodded. “Nearly died when I said hello. But hearing about Argrave’s Earth made him… amenable.”

“Then what is this bet?” Argrave pressed. He didn’t care about his secret leaking anymore—all he wanted to know was how to preserve Durran’s life.

“The Alchemist wants to break the cycle of judgment,” Durran said.

Argrave’s grip on Durran slowly weakened. “Durran… do you realize how anxious I am about this bet, hearing that?” He laughed sadly and shook his head. “You want to know who else wants to break the cycle of judgment? Mozzahr, the Castellan of the Empty. He wants to become Gerechtigkeit, but he’d also settle for becoming a god. And speaking of gods, just about every divine being wants to end the cycle, too—they want to permanently merge the mortal and the divine, then duke it out until the last!” Argrave released Durran and walked away, throwing up his hands. “Everybody wants to get out of the cycle. And I hate to be the one to break it to you… but there’s no ending to Heroes of Berendar like that. The cycle will continue. If you made a bet about subverting the cycle… if you did…” his voice wavered as some emotion found him. “Then I’m sorry… but it’s over for you, Durran.”

“Prove it.” Durran crossed his arms.

Argrave chuckled bitterly. “Durran, that’s not even—”

“No, that’s the bet,” Durran clarified. “I have to prove whether it’s impossible or possible to circumvent the cycle of judgment. If I haven’t by the time Gerechtigkeit’s gone… I’ll have some brain eradication in store.”

Argrave walked around the room, his mind working quickly. Though the bet was different in only a subtle way… there was certainly more leeway there. Proof of possibility or impossibility. That was all. But how could you even prove something was impossible?

“The way I figure it, there has to be something in that head of yours,” Durran gestured toward Argrave. “And if not… hell, you can probably just kill the Alchemist. You can get monstrous enough to do that, right?”

Argrave processed that, and then chuckled. The only one who could get the Alchemist’s mark was the player, and the moment the player attacked the Alchemist the mark would trigger, killing them instantly. Removing the mark by killing the Alchemist was a question that could never be answered. Maybe that was a solution. At the same time…

Argrave walked to stare down at Durran, gray eyes steady as stone. “What if none of that comes to pass? We find no proof. The Alchemist lives.”

Durran stared back at Argrave, his golden eyes unwavering. “I’m just one man.”

Argrave looked away first, stepping away in resignation. Anneliese said, “That attitude is why Elenore left, Durran. And if you maintain it, she will leave more than this room, I think.”

Reminded of this, Durran became fidgety. “I should… I should go talk to her. Can I, or will Galamon break my legs or something?”

Argrave looked back. “Go. I need time to think about this, anyway.”

***

Durran searched for Elenore for a long while without success. He never faltered in his search, though, and when he found her, it was because he intended to get atop his wyvern for a bird’s eye view. His wyvern had been hiding Elenore from him, curled around her defensively so that none, not even he, could spot the princess. She sat on the ledge of the gargantuan wall of the Lionsun Castle, peering out across the desert.

When she looked at him, he saw her red eyes. Durran’s heart tore, and he very nearly teared up himself. He walked to her and sat down, ignoring the gaze of his wyvern nearby. His druidic bond curled around them, shielding them from the gazes of others just as it had shielded her alone.

“Here. Jump,” Elenore told him at once. “Do a flip, land on your neck. Or maybe tie that belt around your neck, and then jump. Or maybe use that dagger,” she suggested, then sniffed. A few new tears fell.

“…I didn’t realize this would hit you so…” Durran thought he was fumbling his words, so he shut up.

“Neither did I,” Elenore shook her head. “When I heard about the King of the Scorched Sands… and how Argrave said it was you… I got this ridiculous notion in my head that you’d become a king to ask for my hand. I became that young, romantic girl that ran away from home all those years ago…” She laughed bitterly, voice hoarse from sadness. “But reality has crashed down once again. You think losing my feet and my eyes would’ve made that lesson stick. How stupid I feel…”

“That is why I went. For you.” Durran looked at her. “Sure, wasn’t the only reason. Got inspired by Argrave, inspired by all you achieved, and wanted to rectify a failure. I wanted to unite Vasquer and the Burnt Desert, permanently. But in the end, what pushed me to go back was you.” He rubbed his gauntleted hands together. “As you know, I’m a little impulsive.”

“Ah. So I did kill you. Thank you for clarifying.” Elenore pulled her legs up from off the edge and brought her knees to her chest.

Durran sighed. “I’m not planning to die, Elenore.”

“Does anyone? My father didn’t. Nor did Levin. Or Induen. Or Magnus. They were kings and princes, all. But they died all the same.” Elenore wrapped her arms around her knees.

Durran stayed silent for a few seconds, then said with certainty, “I’m better than them.”

Elenore laughed, finally, and Durran thought he saw some light.

Durran leaned in a little off the ledge, looking at her in the eyes. “This bet… it wasn’t a bet on my ability alone, though. It was a bet on Argrave, and whatever stupid things he’s got in that head of his. It was a bet on you and your resourcefulness. Because at every turn, I saw how brilliantly genius you were. And I realized that, no matter what, if you were on—no, by my side, everything would resolve as best as it could.”

Elenore grabbed his shoulder and pulled him away from the ledge, clearly uncomfortable with how close he’d gotten. When she saw him smile at her concern, she defended herself, saying, “You can fall off after this conversation is over.”

“Of course,” Durran agreed, not wishing to push his luck.

The silence between them stretched out for a while. Durran peered out across the Burnt Desert just as she did, taking in the sight. He had been born in those sands, molded by that endless blackness, and now he put his life on the line for the Burnt Desert.

“I think… you would be better forgetting me,” Elenore said. “I can’t care for people properly. The man I ran away with… his fate is gruesome. Therese… I let her be tortured, and as reward I allowed her to die because of my negligence. And Levin… he had the same father, the same pain, but I just watched as he bled out…” she sniffed strongly. “The things I say, what I do… I’m not loving, not kind. Whether as a sister, a lover, a… a mother, even, if that’s what you want… it’s best for everyone I keep my distance. That’s why you are where you are. That’s why you’re dying. You got too close.”

Durran leaned back on his hands. “I go talking about how smart you are, and then you go and say something braindead like that…” he shook his head and laughed. “I think today’s evidence enough you’re capable of caring for other people. And I think everyone in that room you left could give you half a thousand other examples.

“As for all that other drivel you just spewed… Argrave owes you his kingdom. That’s a pretty good sister, you ask me. The lover part… I know a thing or two, don’t worry. And you’re a fast learner. That leads naturally to the next part, mothering…” Durran shrugged as Elenore flushed from his last comment. “I don’t know. Kids, no kids… doesn’t make a difference to me.”

Elenore looked at him. “Doesn’t make a difference?”

“Yeah,” Durran nodded. “Fact is… whole time I was out there in the Burnt Desert, something kept running through my head. Anything I did, anything I saw, I’d just start thinking, ‘what would Elenore say about this?’ or ‘would Elenore enjoy this?’” He slowly lowered to his back until he was staring up at the sky. “I just like being around you. I like looking at you. I’d like to do other things, as I mentioned. That’s why you can rest assured that I don’t plan on going anywhere anytime soon.”

Elenore exhaled and looked back out across the Burnt Desert. After an extended silence, she looked back at Durran. “What did you want to show me?”

Durran propped his head up with his arm. “Well… lots of things.” He thought on the matter more, and then his golden eyes gleamed. “One of them we can do right now.” He looked back to the wyvern encircling them, then patted its leg. “Want to ride my wyvern?”

Elenore studied the creature with her gray eyes, then looked back at Durran. “Okay,” she nodded.

At that, Durran rose to his feet speedily and got on his wyvern’s back. He offered his hand down. “Come along then, princess. I think it’s time for a tour of the kingdom I earned for you.”

Elenore managed a smile. And she took Durran’s hand.


Chapter 9

Argrave sat on the windowsill of Margrave Reinhardt’s keep, peering out into Vasquer. Anneliese sat in a chair just before him while Galamon stood beside her, ever watchful. These two had been his main council through his most difficult moments, easing the transition from hothouse flower college boy to whatever he was now. And he felt glad they were both gathered again when this difficult situation had come up.

Anneliese turned her chair around so that she could lean forward against its back, then asked, “What are the implications of the Alchemist learning of you being from Earth?”

“Hell if I know,” Argrave shrugged. “Might give me a bargaining chip in the event that we do meet again. But he hates words, anyway—and who would he blab to? He lives in some spooky house in a jungle.”

“We kept it quiet because of the negative effect it might have on your legitimacy as king,” Galamon pointed out. “But with that… thing, I fear not rumor spreading. I fear you may have attracted some unwanted attention. I cannot protect you from the Alchemist.”

Argrave looked at the two of them. “I think you’re straying from the subject. The issue here is the bet Durran’s assumed. The man’s put a millstone around his neck to get a superpower—I don’t even know what he gained, but life is a lot to bet when we have a hand full of air.”

“There is only one thing we can do within the confines of bet: proving whether the cycle of judgment is eternal, and cannot be broken,” Anneliese gestured. “You cannot prove that something is impossible, that a possibility does not exist. You can only speculate. People become capable of more than they were yesterday every day, all around the world.”

Argrave tried to find a hole in her logic, thinking hard. “But if we find how the cycle began, and what it really is…”

“Still, if the cycle began, who can say it cannot end? You have to try every single possibility that ever was or could be, from now until the end of time. And that is truly impossible.” Anneliese crossed her arms over the back of the chair. “There is only one way Durran gets out of that bet with a victory. And that is finding a way to break the cycle.”

Argrave looked away from her, staring out across the vast plains of Vasquer. Her ironclad reasoning considerably dimmed his expectations for getting the man out of this without incident.

“You said thousands of others seek to break the cycle of judgment,” Anneliese continued. “I remember that Erlebnis asked you precisely that.”

Argrave didn’t look back as he said decisively, “Erlebnis was fishing. Toying with me, like he’s always been doing.”

“My point is that you can find a foundation to build off,” Anneliese said intently. “Not Erlebnis, perhaps, but you said yourself that thousands of others sought this very same thing. Mozzahr himself was looking into this. Our predicament in the Bloodwoods gave him ample time to research the subject further, I should think.”

Argrave looked at her, realizing she had a rather good point. As he thought of the implications, though, he looked away and said quietly, “Good lord. Going to war with that monster is bad enough, but that…?” he sighed. “What the hell did Durran even get for this bet? Better have been a peachy loan with low interest, seeing as the collateral’s so damned valuable. Not that I’d tell him that, the bastard…”

“For now, let’s lay out what we can do.” Anneliese rose to her feet. “When Durran returns, we can speak further.”

***

Elenore clung to Durran tightly with nervous excitement as his wyvern soared through the sky. The scaled beast moved so adeptly that it felt like an extension of him. Given their druidic bond, perhaps there was some truth in that. To ride a horse was one thing, but to fly through the sky?

Elenore could not remember last when her heart had beat this fast. She held both her arms around Durran so firmly it was painful, and her legs clamped tightly against the beast beneath her. The thrill of this journey was amplified by Durran’s recklessness—she knew he was showing off, but when he turned upside down it nearly made her scream, and when he flew high up in the sky only to dive down she thought her stomach might empty.

But when Durran finally had his fill, and they glided calmly through the air… she had to admit that she had loved it.

“How was that?” he asked cheekily.

Terrifyingly lovely, Elenore thought. She half-wanted to say something to spur him to act even more dangerously, but knowing him he’d actually do it. She drifted back to the matters that concerned her.

“What is your position here, Durran? And what is the situation?” she focused on him.

She saw Durran grip the reins a little tighter. “Well… how much do you know about what happened last time I was here?”

“All,” Elenore answered. “Of how your party killed the Lords of Sethia, of how the southron elves aided you, and of how Titus came to usurp all goodwill you’d earned because of that. I learned it all.”

Durran flew wordlessly for a few moments, and she could see some hardship written in his face. “Well… the situation is good, honestly speaking. But I did some things that I’m not proud of. In killing Titus, exposing him… I got my father killed.” He chuckled quietly. “Felt like such a joke. I do something honest and good—liberate Sethia—and I’m outcast. I do something dishonest and bad—deceive people, get my father killed, and use the corpses of the dead for my own ends—and I’m hailed as a hero.”

Hearing his wild tale made her want to ask details, but she cut to the heart, asking, “Are you truly a king, then? Can you link these two lands?”

Durran looked down and pointed. “See those men?” She followed his finger, stomach lurching from the height and the speed. She saw countless wyvern riders. “They’re all loyal to me. Absolutely loyal. They’d die for me, each and every one. They’d crown me as king if I gave them the word. But the main point is this: we are the undisputed strongest throughout the entire desert. We’ve been roving, liberating towns and cities from Vessels.” He spared a glance back at her. “We’re more nomads than a true kingdom, like I’ve been telling you. But this nomadic force of mine is potent enough to inspire fear from all of Vasquer. But all of this… there are problems.”

“Such as?” Elenore indulged him.

“Everything I’ve been doing… it’s short-term,” Durran explained, looking out across the desert. “I kill the Vessels of Fellhorn lording over the populace, kill their loyalists, and my people get a nice big oasis as a consequence of that. They get enough water to last some months, but these towns were built by Vessels, for Vessels. Fact is, without management… without the Vessels, frankly, most of these settlements will dry out and die out.

“The desert is as harsh as it is beautiful, and it’s the heart of summer,” Durran explained, gaze wandering the dunes as though they were letters to read. “Hard to feel it up here with the winds on our face, but you can cook meat on the sand. It’s why we raided Vasquer. The land here is not meant to accommodate people, not really. The far south and far north are the only regions that can sustain themselves. Beyond that… the heat will cook you alive, and you’ll die with a dry mouth and an empty stomach. We’re talking tens of thousands, all dead, unless something is done.”

“So you’re proposing a strategic cooperation as much as a whimsical romantic proposition,” Elenore noted calmly. “I suppose you hoped to establish some façade of cooperation, where you came to me to provide for your people, and I married you to ward back your horde of wyvern riders? Some alliance of necessity, to spare both our people war? Is that your cover story?”

“That’s about it, yeah,” Durran nodded. “I’ve seen Vasquer. It has more than it needs. Spellcasters can provide water, even the worst of them. We cement ties, blend Vasquer and the Burnt Desert inseparably… and before long, they’re one nation. After the tribals and the kingdom fight together against Gerechtigkeit, it’s practically guaranteed.”

“But whether or not we get married, I know you wouldn’t raid Vasquer,” Elenore said. “And having my marriage open has been an important card. It’s kept the Duke of Birall loyal—obsequious, even—as he seeks marriage for his sons. And lesser lords in Atrus or the crownlands fall at their feet to please me. To throw all of that away…” she trailed off.

In truth, Elenore simply sought to give Durran some taste of his own medicine. And when he looked back, the panic on his eyes was priceless. She couldn’t help but laugh.

“The thought never even crossed your mind, did it? Rejection,” she said the word quietly, speaking directly into his ear. She continued in a provocative whisper, “Maybe my mind has changed, Durran.”

Durran looked back with desire on his face, plain as day. It made her feel warm inside to know she was wanted.

“Don’t send us crashing off, would-be-king,” Elenore continued. “With the gods coming down, I don’t need the aristocracy’s loyalty as steadfastly as before. All will be forced to fight our enemies. And I’ve not been idle in diminishing their authority throughout Vasquer.” She reached out and flicked his cheek. “But don’t push your luck. Foisting yet another kingdom upon me to manage? You ask a lot for someone who might become brainless. Not that much would change.”

Durran smiled at her. “Rejection? The thought never even crossed my mind.”

Elenore gripped him tighter as he turned his head. “And death… your death… that better not have been an empty platitude, Durran. I mean that. I couldn’t…” Elenore trailed off, the sentence completing in her head alone. Couldn’t go on.

“Hey, I’m planning to live forever. Gonna bring you along with me, too.” He put his hand on hers, and though it was cold from the wind it felt warm from its sentiment. “For now… let’s meet my guys. And let’s figure out how we factor into this Divine Feudalism that’s rearing its head.”


Chapter 10

Durran took a longer time to return than Argrave had anticipated—and by extension, Elenore was delayed, too. In truth, he was a little surprised to see her get emotional about Durran. He’d shared that with Anneliese, and she guessed that her emotions had been building for a long time: decades, even. His sister seemed to do everything practically; she even chose the time to get emotional practically.

When the pair did return, it was in brighter spirits than they had left. Whatever talk they’d shared, they were not at all like they’d found out one of them might die.

“We return to a feast. Forgot about this,” Durran mused, sitting back down at the table before his chicken. “It’s cold.”

“Should be refreshing after that heat,” Elenore sat down beside him.

Argrave looked between both of them, then sat down as well. “Forget the meal. I think you ought to get into what the Alchemist gave you, Durran.”

Durran seemed to debate whether or not to take a bite of cold chicken dangling from his fork, and then set it down. “He changed my body, my insides. You might say he replaced them, then kept my real parts on hold until the time comes for me to get them back. I’m not really sure how to…”

Argrave leaned back, nodding. “Pseudo S-rank.”

Durran looked up at him. “What’s that?”

“He made you S-rank, technically. But the magic… the magic circuitry, you might call it, isn’t yours. You can recover magic fine, but it won’t grow, won’t evolve, and you can’t do finer manipulation. You don’t have an A-rank ascension, even.” Argrave crossed his arms. “You can’t really min-max it, can’t finetune it. But… yeah, you’re S-rank. A generic, non-descript S-rank. You’re driving a rented vehicle.”

“Hell, who cares?” Durran shrugged. “I’ve got quantity enough to do nearly everything I want. Fire, lightning, necromancy—you name it, I’ll do it, my friend. What you perceive right now with those special A-rank eyes of yours is not even a quarter of my max capacity. And when all of this is said and done, I give these parts back, get my old magic back, and tackle it again with experience. But I’ll tell you…” Durran held out his hand, clenching it into a fist. “I can feel Garm’s hand in everything I do, Argrave. Feels like I’m not doing anything new, just… relearning a skill I put down for a while.”

“Well, that’s how it is when you meld souls with another.” Argrave placed his hands on the table. “Listen. I’ve been thinking about your predicament. Frankly, this isn’t something I can wave my hand and cure. Your prospects are thin, Durran. Even finding a lead involves doing dangerous nonsense that was rather far removed from what I had planned. And we’re talking about a thin lead, not a certain one.”

Durran focused on Argrave. “I’ll do my part. More than my part, even. Don’t forget… you’re a little behind me, now, even if you’ve managed to get those blood echoes you kept bragging about.” He pointed at Argrave. “Don’t think I haven’t seen your little bloody shadows dancing around you. Looks smooth, I’ll give you that, but flashiness won’t matter against power.”

Argrave smiled. “Well… I wonder. I can requite all I receive.”

Argrave and Anneliese both had learned the imperial spells left behind by Emperor Balzat. Argrave had used [Requite] to defeat the emissaries, though had expended all of his spirits in the process. But they had far more than that spell alone in their arsenal, now—[Bulwark], [Inspirit], and [Edify] added extreme versatility to their shamanic magic that surpassed most spells, period. Of the imperial spells, only [Subjugate] eluded their mastery, and this was because it was an S-rank spell.

“If the two of you can stop posturing, we have something I think would be good to talk about now,” Elenore cut in. “There’s an extremely brutish man filled with lust knocking at the gates of the Lionsun Castle… and as such, we must deign to forge an alliance with him, vapid though he might be. Woe to the unlucky soul who has to seal this alliance.”

Durran took a bite of chicken, smiling quietly at her banter. “Yeah. This King of the Scorched Sands, he’s no good. But for the low price of one tender-hearted, empty-minded princess, it might be his wyverns become guardians of Vasquer rather than its pillagers. And it might be, long-term, they’re integrated with the kingdom wholly.”

“That’s the running narrative, at least. What do you think?” Elenore looked at Argrave.

Durran pointed his fork. “Yeah. Does the big brother bless this unholy union?”

Argrave fixed a crease on a napkin to hide his surprise. “Don’t have any complaints. I’ll spare you the teasing, seeing as the two of you have that covered. But you’re a valuable piece of labor, Elenore. Will this…?”

“Just more on my plate,” she shrugged. “It’ll be fine. Druidic magic has made things much easier for me, communications-wise.”

He stared at her, baffled how she could just accept the idea of managing essentially the entire continent with a shrug and an, ‘it’ll be fine.’

“But for this to work… it needs to be an issue brought before parliament, I should think,” Anneliese interrupted. “Margrave Parbon will cooperate and escalate the issue if we ask. And as I recall, Argrave, you wanted to meet with the Stonepetal Sentinel coming here, yes?”

Argrave straightened. “Right. Forgot about that, seeing as Durran was diagnosed with delayed onset death.” He cracked his knuckles. “Mmm… the Stonepetal Sentinels. Been a while.”

***

“In essence… you want me to support the necessity of this alliance?” Margrave Reinhardt looked at Argrave squarely.

“Precisely,” Argrave agreed, sitting across from the margrave’s desk.

“I will not lie,” the margrave cautioned. “I will answer whatever it is the parliament asks, and create no fabrications.”

Argrave furrowed his brows. “Alright. That’s fine, I suppose. Honesty and integrity are good things to foster in the parliament.” He leaned in closer. “So, that Stonepetal Sentinel—he’s here?”

“He’s a little upset we’re keeping him from leaving. But… yes, we kept him for you,” the margrave nodded.

“Wonderful. I’ll go see him now.” Argrave rose to his feet. “But why was he visiting, exactly?”

***

Master Sentinel Ossian scratched at his forehead, dislodging strands of his dark hair. He brushed them from out of his view, and then looked at the margrave’s guard. They remained ever vigilant. He had come here to ask for assistance, but whatever he’d said had made the margrave hold him here for hours on end. At the very least he stayed as house guest rather than prisoner.

When the door parted, Ossian’s head jerked towards it. A huge armored knight walked through, and he held his hand to his belt by instinct even though he’d long ago been disarmed. The knight studied him, and then the room. Familiarity dawned on Ossian, strangely enough, but then the man moved aside. The next two to come were both familiar, and more easily recognizable.

“You?” Ossian rose to his feet, eyes wide.

The man who’d overturned the Low Way of the Rose, Argrave, stood at the door. The black-haired man was as towering as he’d been the last time they’d met, but he’d put on some mass in the time since they’d last spoken. His face was still gaunt and sharp, but he filled out the duster he wore far better than he had in the past. That, coupled with a breastplate bearing a symbol of a sun with snakes as its rays, made him appear more formidable. His actions had a strange hazy maroon trail left behind them.

“Ossian,” Argrave said, raising his brows. “Look at you. A Master Sentinel, relegated to messenger work. That was probably my fault. I left you with a real mess on your hands.”

Ossian reflected on that as the man walked into the room, followed by that elven woman Anneliese and a few people Ossian didn’t recognize. As he claimed, Argrave had burned through the Low Way like no other. He’d gotten many Sentinels killed, and even a Master Sentinel—though, perhaps it was best to say that man got himself killed. Concurrently, Argrave ended the constant deluge of blood, returning clean water to the underground. And the vampires were purged because of his actions.

“So…” Argrave walked into the room, sitting on a chair opposite the couch Ossian had been waiting at. “Margrave Reinhardt tells me you’re looking into reclaiming the Low Way of the Rose fully—you just need some aid.”

Ossian ran his hand across his face, dispelling his surprise. “Well… yeah, Argrave. With the vampires gone, the task—”

“Call him Your Majesty,” the big armored knight interrupted. Ossian was remembering his name—Galamon. “Or speak to him not at all.”

“Your Majesty?” Ossian repeated. He felt a shock permeate him—knowing that this man was king affected him more than he thought it would, the title alone inspiring subservience. “That means the king has… by the gods.”

“A lot happened while you were spelunking down in that old city.” Argrave crossed his legs. “There’s been a change in leadership. Fact is… I think I can help the Stonepetal Sentinels out.”

Ossian laughed in shock. “After… what we did to you? That’s surprising. Your Majesty,” he quickly added the title, fearing to disrespect this man.

“I’m big-hearted. But I’m also something of a… shall we say, a talent scout?” Argrave leaned in. “Once the Low Way is taken, you’ll be out of a job.”

“Well…” Ossian narrowed his eyes. “I’m sure the Senti—”

“The Low Way will not be occupied by the Stonepetal Sentinels. It’s a vital artery to the Burnt Desert, to be repossessed by the state,” the woman behind Argrave said. When Ossian looked at her, he thought she might be the king’s relative.

“But rest easy,” Argrave held his arms out. “In my kingdom, keeping unemployment figures astronomically low is a top priority. As it happens, I have new underground cities for you to scout out, keep clean. Dwarven cities, as a matter of fact. The real deal.”

Ossian was reeling from the sudden deluge of information. “What you said… I don’t quite follow, Your Majesty. And… and my people, I would need to talk to them. I’m just a messenger. An envoy,” he babbled, searching for words.

“Let me put it this way.” Argrave smiled broadly. “It’s time for the last remnants of the Order of the Rose to serve their country once again. And it might be time for your prominence to finally resurge. How would you like to talk to everyone important in the country, all at once?”

***

Long days had passed since the revelation with Durran and the Stonepetal Sentinels. They had called a parliamentary session ahead of schedule, and assigned it the utmost importance. And now, they had returned to Blackgard. Here, they finalized everything before the crusade against the Ebon Cult began.

Elenore walked into Argrave’s study, carrying a piece of paper.

“I have the agendas that the others will mention for this meeting,” she said. “The effects of our actions in prior meetings are rearing their head. Some of them are worth concern… namely, we may finally be seeing the first of the descended deities. But for central points of discussion… there is the Vasquer-Burnt Desert alliance. That is a complex political issue, especially the prospect of foreign aid. I can couch it as a trade deal, but the more astute will see past that.”

Argrave took the paper from her hand, then looked back to Anneliese. She also had a desk, situated slightly behind Argrave’s against the wall. She rose from her chair and came to read it with him.

“I think we can manage this,” Argrave said. “Might take some doing, but I can finesse a few people before the meeting proper.”

“Mmmhmm,” Elenore agreed. “And the other matter… Anestis, that dwarf. He is a compelling showpiece. But I do question if it will be enough to convince them to make the Stonepetal Sentinels politically relevant.”

Argrave looked at her. “Galamon and I have been discussing this. This is a strategy for war. They’re scouts, reclaimers. The Ebon Cult will come. And given what Durran asked of us, we have to do more than win. Mozzahr is a monstrous fighter. Whether he’s in the dwarven cities already, or he’s soon to come… the Stonepetal Sentinels can find that out.”

“Then command them as a commander of an army,” Elenore suggested. “The parliament need not know the Stonepetal Sentinels even act on your behalf.”

Argrave leaned back. “Do you think that’s prudent?”

Anneliese put her hand on Argrave’s shoulder. “I believe commanding troops to go into the underground while the fabricated ‘King of the Scorched Sands’ waits on the border might send the wrong message. And with the Order of the Gray Owl having firsthand experience with the ruins Argrave explores… we can get support, I assure you. We might even get additional resources to aid them. Securing the Low Way of the Rose and its library is like securing a goldmine—riches are in the air, and Magisters are eager miners.”

“A fair assessment,” Elenore conceded. “Many other parliamentary meetings have been for show, largely. But this one will last days, I believe, and is very significant for the future.”

“Agreed,” Argrave set the paper down and smiled. “I’m rather looking forward to politicking once more. It was a fun game we played back in Relize. Now… we upscale that.”


Chapter 11

Argrave took his place at the podium in the parliamentary hall. All of the guests looked at him with tired eyes. Even in their exhaustion, his reputation had grown to the point that no one would ignore him, not even Magisters. Ganbaatar came as a guest, representing the elven nations. But more than him, they’d called every parliamentary seat from all across the kingdom. Most had made it, fortunately, feeling grand things were afoot.

“I understand that most of you have come a very long way. Rest assured, then, that this first session will be brief—less than thirty minutes,” Argrave gave them the good news, reinvigorating the tired that they might focus better. “It serves to introduce the key issues that made me call this meeting ahead of our scheduled session.”

Argrave’s gaze wandered the parliamentary seats. All waited for his words expectantly.

“Firstly… southern tribals persist on the border to the Burnt Desert. There is a horde of wyverns, many of whom are spellcasters, roaming the sand dunes and mountains near the Lionsun Castle. Margrave Reinhardt can attest he’s never seen one of such size.” Argrave pointed toward the margrave. Though he lacked an official parliamentary seat, Reinhardt had attended at Argrave’s request. “Though these tribals levied threats, they’ve yet to do anything else. I thought that was because they had something in mind other than combat. On my visit to the site recently, I discovered that to be true.”

Argrave shifted on his feet as people, especially those on the southern side of the kingdom, seemed to grow uneased.

“More than that… we have other threats at a different border. A geographical border.” Argrave turned his head, where Orion stepped forward and handed him the masked helm of the Ebon Cult. He set it on the podium. “This piece of armor comes from a group known as the Ebon Cult. This cult is a religious state beneath the earth, occupying the old dwarven cities. Perhaps you think me mad… but then, behold this man.”

The true dwarf Anestis was escorted into the room, and all stared at him with curiosity or confusion. Artur in particular seemed utterly baffled, not knowing whether he should be indignant or surprised or joyful.

“He is a true dwarf. And because of him, we have some paths into the dwarven cities underground, long thought myth alone.” Argrave clenched his right hand into a fist and then slammed it down on the helmet of purple metal. “But Anestis’ arrival heralds a huge threat. As such… let me tell you of Mozzahr, the Castellan of the Empty, and his aspirations for godhood. Let me tell you of the dwarven metals they hoard, and of the secrets to shamanic magic they guard. This will not be as my father’s reign of aggression. Because Mozzahr… he’s a conqueror. A practiced one. And we must defend, lest we be wiped out.”

***

Mial, daughter of Mozzahr, stepped into a room with a large congregation. The building these worshippers resided in once belonged to the dwarves—this had been the house for their senate, where they carried out the democratic functions of their government. Now, it had been repurposed into the primary cathedral of the Ebon Cult.

Two others followed behind her as she walked past all the devout kneeled in prayer. She walked to the head of the hall, and then took her place at a raised platform where the dwarven speakers of the past would come forth to stand and speak.

“Loyal worshippers,” Mial’s voice rang out crisp and clear even through her metal mask. The two that had been following her took their place behind her. “Though I loathe to interrupt worship, there are things that you must hear. I will not be long—thirty minutes at the longest. Forgive me, but we are seldom concentrated so densely as when we pray. I thought this place best.”

Despite her apology, the worshippers seemed more than amenable to her request. They clearly heeded her words, masked faces staring firmly forward without wandering in distraction.

“I bring with me today the first of those on the surface to enter into my father’s sphere. Her name is Georgina… and she was brought before Mozzahr as in a dream.”

Georgina, one of the two that followed behind Mial in her entry, stepped forward. The woman had donned a mask of purple metal like all of those prostrated before them. Hers was fashioned in the shape of a rabbit. Mial put her hands on her shoulders.

“Her arrival heralds the advent of many more devotees. When we come to the surface, and when we bring my father’s absolute truth to the ignorant denizens of that land… the people will weep with joy. I am sure many of you have been wondering why it is we linger at the edge of the land of the two suns. The truth is… though Mozzahr’s dreams led Georgina to join us, it also foretold an enemy more formidable than the ones faced before.”

The congregation came to rapt attention at once, their zealous spirit flaring.

“Our arrival to the surface heralds a huge threat,” Mial looked out across them, her owl mask moving with her head. “As such… let me tell you of Argrave, King of Vasquer, and the depth of the knowledge he already holds over us. He is the catspaw of a devil incarnate. We can only assume that he knows all… but when he stands between us and the green, rich lands of the surface, we must fight. For our Castellan, my father, and our only hope for the future, we must fight!”

***

“Is Erlebnis truly the devil incarnate?” Georgina asked Mial as they walked back to Mozzahr’s palace.

“He must be,” Mial answered. “And if he is not so now, he will become so in the future. Mozzahr’s fate is heavy. He has been given great boons, but equally great tests. The universe itself forged him to take his place as Castellan of the Empty.” She turned back, seizing Georgina’s shoulder and pulling her aside. “But let us not talk of that. Let us talk of the man you brought.”

“I didn’t bring him,” Georgina defended herself. “We associated once before. He followed me—stalked me, even, and made demands of me.”

Mial inhaled deeply. “Mozzahr was going to kill him. But after their talk… he suddenly changed his mind. Now, the man is a member of the cult. Father even had me introduce him to the congregation. But father does not administrate our people—tell me, what do you know of this man? Is he capable?”

“Capable? More than capable, yes,” Georgina nodded. “But I don’t care about any of that. I can tell you this with certainty: Traugott is insane.”

***

Argrave sat down with all of his closest advisors, save Durran—the man still waited with his wyvern riders, perhaps occupying himself with liberating yet more villages from Vessel tyranny. It did them no good to have him here yet, but his time would come soon enough. There were two new faces among them: Nikoletta of Monticci and Melanie, the mercenary. They had both earned their spots at the private table, Argrave felt—Nikoletta had an unbreakable loyalty to Argrave.

As for Melanie… the red-haired mercenary of Relize had proven herself by managing the expeditionary parties heading out across the land, retrieving artifacts for Artur’s Hall of Enchantment. With the civil war over and done, he didn’t fear Melanie changing employers as he once had. She had valuable management skills: Ruleo was a protagonist of Heroes of Berendar, and beyond that he’d given her capable people. According to her, Ruleo was enjoying the work, even if he was technically performing penal labor.

And unlike Galamon, who would swear devotion only to Veid, or Orion, who was quite difficult to get a handle on… Argrave was confident he could get Melanie to accept any blessings he wanted to give her. He needed another warrior by his side beyond Orion and Galamon—one that could gain blessings commensurate with the stronger foes they’d be fighting. In terms of personality, her mercenary attitude fit Argrave’s modus operandi perfectly.

Still… it seemed to come out of left field for her.

“So, uhh, Your Majesty…” Melanie looked between everyone present, green eyes darting from place to place. “Am I needed for something? I can’t imagine you’d invite me for fine dining.”

“You managed the expedition party well,” Argrave said, looking at her plainly. “Artur is overwhelmed with things to look at, isn’t that right?”

Melanie relaxed a little when she was praised. “Sure. Could’ve buried the man in what we brought back. Little easier, given his stature, but still.”

“Jokes like that in the wrong ear might get you killed, you know,” Argrave answered back without laughing. “Anyway, that stuff with the Stonepetal Sentinels—you were paying attention?”

“Sure,” Melanie nodded, narrowing her eyes. The scars on her face made her look quite fierce. “You praise me, you mention a new organization… is this what I think?”

“The willing horse gets whipped,” Anneliese said with a smile. “I think you will be satisfied with the increase in salary.”

Melanie smiled and laughed quietly. “Well, I’ll be damned… thank you, Your Highness, Your Majesty,” she said, removing the wide-brimmed tellerbarret and dipping her head until her red hair covered her face.

“You mentioned that you wanted to get closer with the king,” Elenore said.

“In a business sense alone,” Melanie clarified, looking at Anneliese as she fixed her hair and put her tellerbarret back on.

“She’d probably get closer in other ways if it helped her career, but that’s another point,” Argrave quipped, and Melanie swallowed in fear before she realized Argrave was joking.

“Reasoning aside,” Elenore cleared her throat and continued. “The king has decided there is a use for your talents. You now work for him directly. You will likely assume the role of organizer for the expedition against the Ebon Cult.”

Melanie whistled. “Wow. Inner circle, huh? This is it, isn’t it?”

“So long as you don’t disappoint me, I might even call you a friend,” Argrave held his hand out.

“I’m pretty good at what I do,” Melanie shook his hand, accepting the offer. “As you’ve noticed, it seems.”

Galamon looked down at her and said, “The skill is secondary to the moral reasoning behind it. His Majesty offers you a chance to be more than what you were.”

Melanie looked up at Galamon, then looked away just as quick. Argrave could tell it would take some time for her to integrate with the group—Argrave didn’t mind the mercenary mentality, but it seemed to clash with the others he’d brought with him. But there was good in Melanie, he knew. He just needed to make them see it, and make her embrace it.

“Regardless, there are important matters to deal with.” Argrave leaned up against the table. “There are two things that we need to secure from the dwarven cities, regardless of whether or not the Ebon Cult is invading. We need dwarven metalsmithing, and we need a certain dwarven technology than can help us catch spirits. Orion, if you would,” Argrave looked back, holding out his hand.

The prince deposited a paper into his hand. Argrave spread it out across the table, reading it again.

“One of the parliamentary seats brought this issue before us. The first evidence of divinity has reared its head,” Argrave noted. “It’s a local god to a very small village—nothing special, and peaceful. I think we can leave it alone. It’ll likely aid in protecting the local area, even. But the things soon to come won’t be as peaceful. Durran has been preparing, in part, for Fellhorn. But Durran is going to become much more than that, I think. His wyverns give the opportunity for a massive collection of resources. As such—Melanie.”

“Yes?” she raised her head, clearly lost by his rapid-fire explanation.

“Once we get this through the parliament, speed is of the essence. Mozzahr is a monstrous master of shamanic magic, and unlike us, he and his men already have spirits in abundance. We need to stem the tide—and to do that, we have to scavenge the dwarven cities well. We have, in essence, a technological disadvantage. Until we curb that, we fight a losing battle.”

“There’s, uh… no transition period for this job, is there?”

“Well, you won’t be going alone,” Argrave shrugged. “Mozzahr has something we need. And given how ridiculous that man could be, power-wise… well, it is what it is.”


Chapter 12

Argrave awoke long before Anneliese did, eager to seize the day. He was happy to have established the plan of action they’d be taking the next week or so. All that mattered now was adjusting the attitude of some of the parliamentary seats, performing well should debate arise, and executing things flawlessly.

He and his queen quickly prepared themselves for a long day of politics, then set out to meet with Elenore. Orion guarded them as they slept, but now he switched places with Galamon. They checked Elenore’s room first, but when they found she’d already woken up they went to her office in the parliamentary hall.

“Seems you always wake up before us,” Argrave said as he entered brazenly. Her office here was humbler than it had been in Dirracha, simple stone and wood alone. But it suited her, Argrave thought.

“There’s a lot to do. I don’t sleep well, anyway,” Elenore dismissed. “Ever since that ambush from the Unhanded Coalition deep in Atrus, I’ve been a very light sleeper. Frustratingly so. But, actually…” she trailed off. “No, never mind.”

“No, what were you gonna say?” Argrave insisted, sitting down.

“I…” Some color came to Elenore’s face. “I slept well at the Lionsun Castle, actually.”

“Oh,” Argrave nodded, then smiled when he realized what that meant. “Oooh, I see. Felt safe? Or was it something else you felt, maybe?”

“Not another word.” Elenore fixed him with a glare. “We have much to do. I believe we have a problem brewing.”

“Yeah? Go on,” Argrave leaned back in the chair, though still smiled as he suppressed more teasing.

“There’s a thin line between respect and fear.” Elenore placed her hands on the table. “With the parliament, you earned a lot of leeway from the nobles. With me, you’ve been able to effectively curtail the greater privileges this institution gives them. But this talk about waging war with the Ebon Cult, and consolidating our power further yet with an alliance of a roving horde of southern tribals… after Felipe’s misrule, some nobles are growing concerned by how we’re centralizing power. The standing army, the Stonepetal Sentinels, Artur and his Hall of Enchantment… and now that construction has resumed on Blackgard, we’re building a grand city and stealing peasants from their territory en masse—by their perception, at least. If your status is a scale between respect and fear… it is weighted toward fear. And so, people will test you.”

“Test me?” Argrave repeated. “I’m a good test-taker. Never needed to study.”

“I’m serious, Argrave,” Elenore insisted, maintaining her calm. “People talk about you all the time. They claim you’ve slain gods. I fostered these rumors because I sought a sterling reputation for you; a king is only what people perceive him to be, and so reputation is everything. You are remarkably popular. But save a few we can count on—the Archduchy of the North, the Margravate of Parbon, the Dukedom of Mateth, for example—many of the seats in parliament seek to retain their position. I think we can count on the burghers because they are ecstatic to simply be given a voice in government. That exuberance may fade with time, but the patricians of Relize and the mayors of cities can be counted on. Beyond them…”

“So… the nobles still foster ambitions? Really? After all this hell?” Argrave raised his brows.

“I’m not speaking of ambitions. I’m talking about preservation. And not just from the nobles, either—the Magisters we have sitting in are likely the most discontent. Artur’s Hall of Enchantment was a huge blow to the Order of the Gray Owl. There is a reason why the Order persisted—it was because people liked it, and it offered security in their lifestyle. Now, Artur’s Hall threatens this. The nobility and the Magisters believe their status quo is threatened. Preservation is a far more motivational tool than ambition. Avoiding loss of status or wealth comes before gaining it in priorities.”

“But the ruins,” Argrave pointed out. “I’ve done more for Order spell research singlehandedly than any other by pointing them toward forgotten ruins. Hell, the Order of the Rose library down in the Low Way alone is invaluable!”

“But gifts are inconstant things,” Anneliese reminded Argrave. “This influx of boons cannot last forever. It is stability and security they need.”

“Couldn’t have said it better,” Elenore agreed.

“But these are systems that should be eroded.” Argrave said. “The Order allows Magisters to hoard knowledge. And lineage, bloodlines, nobility… that’s all tripe. Might sound a bit hypocritical coming from a king, but I believe it.”

“Can you recall any non-violent revolutions, Argrave, that did not take centuries? If there was, you did not tell me of one.” Anneliese put her hand on his knee. “After Gerechtigkeit is defeated, we have time to erode them without radical, potentially unstable, changes. But for now… just as they want stability, so should we keep it. The people are most important.”

“She’s right again. I had intended to capitalize on the fragility after Gerechtigkeit to enact reforms. But for now… we need to bend just enough to get what we want.” Elenore shrugged.

“What are they proposing?” Argrave gestured toward her.

“The nobles want a law to prevent serfs and peasants from relocating.” Elenore read her paper. “They’re frustrated by the immigration to Blackgard.”

“We can’t afford that,” Argrave insisted. “We’re making this place a fortress to protect everyone that we can. I won’t jeopardize their lives.”

“Then come up with something better. Not just to this, but to all of what they proposed. There are other suggestions.” Elenore looked at him. “This is something you have to sell to them. What will they accept to content them? How will you convince the Magisters to cooperate?”

Argrave waited for Elenore to continue, but he realized that she was genuinely asking him. Meaning… Elenore didn’t have an answer. And thinking on it, neither did Argrave.

“I have to take care of half a thousand different things—among them, I’m going to set up some meetings with people I believe you need to meet.” Elenore leaned forward and looked through many papers—she had enough work to overwhelm anyone, but seemed as steady as a mountain. “If you can come up with good ways to get them in line, excellent. If not… frankly, Argrave, we have to meet their demands. They’re scared of letting their lives slip through their fingers. Not everyone is ready for a revolution.” She held out the paper of proposals for Argrave to take for review.

Argrave swallowed a deep and long sigh—he didn’t want anyone to know he was lost in the dark. He took the paper, then rose to his feet.

“If you need me, I’ll be—” Argrave paused. “Well, you can find me.”

“Yes. Yes, I can,” Elenore agreed. “Good luck. I’ll send someone for you, likely at midday. Pour some silver over your tongue, brother, even if it hurts. We have need of it.”

***

After leaving, Argrave and Anneliese discussed ideas about what to do. Argrave felt there was a missing link of inspiration about the solution. Nothing that felt truly right came to mind. Unlike all the other times before, he could fully understand the opposition’s position. Asking someone to surrender rights and privileges was much different than denying their ambition. He had effectively stolen their tax base. And Argrave’s consolidation of power had been especially aggressive. Even Felipe had never had this obscene amount of personal power.

In the end, Argrave felt he was wasting him time but coming up with no answer. As consequence, he decided to bring Galamon to overview the training army. They stood on the walls of the mountain fortress outside the tunnel leading to Blackgard.

“These are the men?” Galamon watched, white eyes wandering the land where the army drilled. The Veidimen honor guard sent by Dras were monstrously diligent. “They’re doing well. But it is summer, and these are summer soldiers.”

“What does that mean?” Argrave looked at him. “It’s summer, sure, but… is something wrong with that?”

“It’s easy to fight when the sun is out and your body is warm.” Galamon held his hand out, then clenched it into a fist. “But when the cold comes biting, things don’t work as they ought to. Your limbs are stiff and heavy, and things outside your control happen. Snow. Chilling winds. Natural disasters. But winter is a metaphor, too. It exemplifies experience. A veteran is far superior to a well-drilled soldier. You should bear in mind these are summer soldiers when developing your strategy.”

Anneliese looked at him curiously, eager to learn. “What commands would you give for this type of fighter?”

“Strategy is much different than commanding an army. In command, you react, predict, and respond to the flow of the battle as it occurs.” The big elf turned to look at Argrave. “As for you… you’ve only ever been a soldier.”

Argrave briefly grew indignant, but as he reflected he truly had no issues with the term. Putting one’s life on the line for a cause—to be a soldier was a noble thing. And the most commanding he’d done was perhaps on the coast of Mateth, when the Veidimen had first attacked. Beyond that, it had always been fight, fight, and fight. He had allies, sure, but he seldom needed to command them in depth.

“Fair enough.” Argrave turned his head to Anneliese. “Anneliese has done more commanding than me. Any army we lead, I’d want her in charge of.”

Her amber eyes widened in surprise, but Galamon nodded. “True. When you fell unconscious in the wetlands, her command warded many thousand enemies without a single death. But what we’re talking about today is strategy.”

Argrave listened raptly—Galamon was rarely so talkative, and he felt the need to absorb every drop he could get.

“Strategy is merely a plan formed in the uncertainty of war. It is the foundation atop which commanders command and fighters fight. Though the actual results can differ greatly by unforeseen circumstances, strategy is the act of leveraging what is available to achieve desirable results. Retreat is a strategy. Combat is a strategy. Skirmishing is a strategy. All three, though different, move toward the same end: a desired result with the resources on-hand. Or more simply… victory.”

“Well, what is our strategy, then?” Argrave headed right to the point.

Galamon looked at him. “We are defenders. This gives us several decisive advantages… and I recommend we obtain more. We lose the ability to choose when the battle happens and who it is we fight. If we act quickly… we can choose where the battle happens. Our people, elves and humans, build fortresses in vital locations. Why? Because they offer a defensive advantage, and because the enemy cannot easily ignore them. To that end, we can force the Ebon Cult’s hand if we do the same.”

Galamon looked back to where the tunnel headed into Blackgard. New refugees walked in even now. “The best location to force combat would be there. The tunnel where you and Anneliese retrieved her A-rank ascension—it’s been sealed, but it should be reopened. Let the Stonepetal Sentinels establish themselves strongest there, that we might choose that place as our battlegrounds. They must become a presence that the Ebon Cult cannot ignore. Then… we endure. We endure, gaining in power for the push to Mozzahr himself.”

Argrave brought his hands up, clenching one into a fist while the other ran its thumb across his knuckles. “It’s… going to be a difficult adjustment, leading from the rear. But things as they are, this time it’s absolutely necessary. I can’t rush blindly in.”

With that, the three of them grew silent. Argrave ran through all of what Galamon had said. In time, once his mind was full, it wandered back to the subject that had brought them here: namely, the unrest in the parliament. Argrave started to laugh.

“Well… I think you’ve given me an idea, Galamon. I think I have a strategy for my war. Not the one you might know… but the political war. And there, I know how things work. That’s the battlefield I’d choose.”


Chapter 13

“I lost well over one thousand good people, Your Majesty,” Count Castille said to Argrave. “Good families relocated, leaving entire fields untended. When my father purchased the land well over eighty years ago, he bought it with the expectation that these serf families came with the land. For all intents and purposes… and meaning no disrespect, of course… recruiting people for Blackgard is tantamount to theft, Your Majesty. In the short term, we may have to abandon entire fields. There will be less taxes, which means less funds to utilize for other projects—road repairs, fortifications, or even the crown taxes. I cannot maintain my territory if there are no people within it. That, on top of the crippling debt to those patricians in Relize, with the land as collateral…!”

Argrave stared at the stocky man, nodding along as if he sympathized. His mind worked to translate it in real time: Your Majesty, please! It was really fun sewing, but this reaping business is no fun! I treated people poorly, but they weren’t supposed to do something about it! Only poor people face consequences for their actions!

“I have spoken to the other nobles in Atrus,” Castille continued. “And frankly… they’re in agreement. These immigration acts that the crown has been putting out have the potential to upend entire households. The knights under us are expecting wages that we have difficulty paying, and already many houses have abandoned keeping spellcasters in their service altogether. Our vassals were granted land made useless by people migrating away, and so they clamor to be made whole.”

Argrave’s translation worked again, rephrasing the count’s words. We are incapable of adapting to difficult circumstances, Your Majesty. This systemic exploitation business was booming, but times are tougher now. We need a little bit of economic stimulation in the form of live people, boxed and shipped back to untilled fields.

As Castille continued to explain why times were tough, it was quite tempting to leave them to their fate. Being born where he was, and having lived the life he lived, Argrave could muster no sympathy for a noble ‘down on his luck.’ To trade serfs along with land, to feel entitled for the profits of another’s labor… he would feel nothing if they did lose everything.

But then, the reason why these people came here and made these brazen requests was precisely because they had no sympathy for those who left their territory. And it was because of this their people emigrated in the first place. In a way, his lack of sympathy would end in the same result. Just as their serfs departed to Blackgard, so too would these nobles depart from Argrave’s camp.

And why? Because they were selfish? Perhaps that was the answer. But life can only exist by extinguishing other life. Selfishness was a practiced instinct drilled into all animals so thoroughly as to be inextricable.

Argrave focused on Castille calmly. The man seemed to be winding down his speech somewhat, and so Argrave raised his hand and said, “I understand, count. I think you’ve raised some very valid points. I think I’ll have an answer for you shortly, but I’d also like to speak to those representing the Magisters before I make a concrete decision.”

“Well… then, thank you, Your Majesty, Your Highness, for your time. But… your thoughts…”

“I think we’ll all walk away satisfied,” Argrave assured him with a plastic smile.

At that, the count dipped his head and left the room. Galamon followed behind, heading to retrieve the next participant in this meeting. Orion shut the door behind him, staring at Argrave and Anneliese on their couch.

“I dislike this,” the prince stated plainly.

Argrave leaned back into his couch, feeling rather philosophical. “That man was born into his life the same as the serfs were. He was told that he should do what he’s doing by his father, by all of his family, and by all those who raised him. He can barely conceive of a different way to live, of a different system of life.” He looked at Orion. “I’m not saying he’s a victim. I’m saying he’s typical. Average. People do things they know are wrong constantly. Monkey see, monkey do; it’s a tale as old as time.”

Anneliese watched Argrave in curiosity, almost trying to peer into his head. Then the door opened once more, and a gray-robed woman with an owl sewn on his robe walked in. She wore a cowl over her head, casting shadows over most of her face. Galamon stepped in after her, closing the door.

“Have a seat, Magister Tilina,” Argrave gestured.

“Thank you for agreeing to meet me, Your Majesty,” Tilina said, sitting where he directed.

“I’m told you represent several others sitting in at parliament,” Argrave began at once. “I’m rather curious to hear what they have to say.”

Though Argrave studied where her face was, most of it was hidden in her cowl. He saw only her chin as she said, “Certainly. I know you have other concerns, so I shall spare you the preamble and get to our first issue. Bluntly put, many of the Magisters are discontent that their research is being disseminated among the new recruits of your army.”

“As I recall, the agreement was that I would provide valuable things from Order of the Rose ruins, or other such sources of higher magic, in return for this surrender of knowledge. Has that not been the case?” Argrave tapped the armrest of the couch patiently.

“We believe it was not clear that Your Majesty intended to be so… liberal, with the knowledge. We thought there would be more efforts to conceal magic from the general public. Magic is an immeasurably dangerous thing. To have it proliferate society absolutely unchecked will result in… well, chaos,” the woman shook her head in dismay.

Argrave raised a brow—he thought this was an argument that had some merit. “What would you suggest be done?”

“Naturally, that restrictions be placed,” Tilina continued, raising her head up until her two blue eyes were barely visible in the light. “Only the Order has the knowledge and experience necessary to accurately discern who should learn magic and who should not. We request Your Majesty reconsider the legalization of magic practice outside the Order. Elsewise, many of our number would no longer feel comfortable supplying merchants with alchemical supplies, enchantments, and other such Order mercantile activities.”

Change the law, or we’ll go on strike, Argrave translated in his head once more.

“That would put thousands out of business. Jast’s entire economy would crumble,” Anneliese said cautiously.

Tilina dipped her head. “If Your Highness believes that to be the case, then it must be so. We cannot say as much for certain. But given the danger of magic, many believe it necessary.”

“How does Castro feel about this?” Argrave asked.

“We are acting as a union of individuals, not as officials of the Order, Your Majesty,” Tilina dipped her head respectfully.

Argrave looked at her, lost in thought. A strike only worked so long as there was no other labor willing and able to fill the void left behind. Elenore would probably see it as an opportunity to expand her business massively if indeed the Magisters did exit the market… but both quality and quantity of magic goods in circulation would plummet. Argrave wouldn’t suffer—frankly, he’d benefit. Everyone else would suffer, though.

“Then… you’ve been heard,” Argrave nodded. “I’d like a moment to confer. I’d like you to wait outside—I trust this is no issue?”

“Of course not,” Tilina said as she rose. “Thank you once again, Your Majesty.”

Argrave looked out the window as she walked away, and only when the door was shut did he look back.

“I’ve been thinking about S-rank spells, lately,” Argrave began, voice distant. “Mozzahr is an S-rank spellcaster. That’s not even half of what gives him his strength, but it is something. Seems like a confrontation with him is inevitable. It would be good to be on the same level, I think. Is that even possible?”

Everyone in the room looked at him, puzzled.

“I also haven’t really been able to look into [Blood Infusion] at all,” Argrave scratched at his chin. “That would be a good thing to get, if I even can… I think I need to have a conversation with Castro about that. Such a shame that an A-rank blood magic ascension is so rare, elsewise I might have someone else do it for me. You know, make them do the hard part so that I can just copy their work… always been my style.”

Everyone save Anneliese continued to stare at him. She sunk back into the couch, catching onto the fact he was just showing off.

“What’s the matter?” Argrave asked. “Are you concerned about the conversations that we just had? Well, I don’t think you should be. And I don’t know why Elenore was freaking out.”

He rose from the couch, walking to the window. “I don’t think I’m so different from most people. If I had a big, happy family with Anneliese living as king, all my friends around me, and some revolutionary threatened to upend that by freeing serfs… well, I can understand why they would. I like to think I wouldn’t do what they’re doing in that situation, but we’ll never know.” Argrave looked back. “Fact is… the average person would tolerate another burning to death to keep their happy lifestyle, so long as they didn’t have to see the mess or smell the stink.”

Galamon lowered his head in quiet agreement, but Orion looked quite concerned.

“People can die of obesity in one side of the world while the other dies of starvation.” Argrave shook his head. “Says a lot about human nature, doesn’t it? Not that elves would do it differently…”

Even Galamon had to look at him in concern over the bleak cynicism, and Argrave couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m saying very depressing things, but I’m actually feeling quite optimistic right now. Fact is, I’m in a position to change that. And those people out there… they’ve got no idea how to keep a labor union cohesive. They’re nobles or scholars trapped in a little bubble of their own making.”

Argrave walked to the couch. “Galamon… if you could visit Elenore, tell her that I need a list of names of who’s supporting Castille.”

“At once,” Galamon nodded, then exited the room.

Argrave sat back down, and Anneliese looked at him expectantly. She asked, “What will you do?”

“For the Magisters…” Argrave grunted as he settled into the couch. “They feel their security as spellcasters is threatened. Some of them live hundreds of years, and security is valuable for the elderly. Well… why not give them some? Security offered not by the Order, but by our government.” Argrave put his feet up. “My idea… let them register spells as patents and give them some control over the spells we appropriated, at the very least. They give away some rights to the government, but in return, they get a little trickle of cash for inventing new spells and selling their rights to any comers.

“I mean, it’s only right, isn’t it?” Argrave shrugged, closing his eyes. “Credit where credit is due: some of these people have invented great spells. And long term… their inventions serve for the betterment of society. I’m positive once the Magisters hear about piles and piles of cash coming their way, the concerns about spreading magic to society will wither away. Maybe some will hold strong, but not all. And a strike is only effective if everyone gets involved.”

Argrave focused on Anneliese. “As for the nobles, I just need to change the direction of their ire. If I promise two or three of them a promotion, maybe give one non-hereditary governorship over Atrus… they’ll cannibalize. So long as someone else is getting punked, they don’t care. Whoever we raise, if anyone at all… they’ll take the blame, take the hate. I just need to make sure it’s someone calm and non-violent, but suitably ambitious. Ultimately, it’s just about delaying things. Like I said, a strike is only effective if everyone is involved.”

Anneliese looked baffled. “How are you so certain this will work?”

“Because if I were them, I’d take it,” Argrave responded simply. “Money for work I’ve already done? I’d jump for joy at that if I were a Magister. A promotion to Governor of Atrus? If I don’t take it, one of those greedy bastards definitely will.” He laughed. “No trust, no unity, there. They came sloppily. This is a new thing for them.”

Anneliese exhaled and placed her head back on the couch. “Your confidence… I cannot understand it.”

“You’ll see,” Argrave said simply, putting his arm around her shoulders. “I think Elenore was a little wrong. She understands a lot of things way better than I do… but this isn’t about respect or fear.”

“What, then?” Anneliese pressed.

“It’s just about people.” Argrave pulled her closer to him, then said, “They’re born. They get exposed to ideas. They foster ambitions and expectations about life. If you think about all that… well, it just makes sense, and then you know what makes them tick. Emotions, memories, and logic, all bound together in a meat pie called a mortal.”

Anneliese and Orion both looked at him with wonder. Argrave felt a little bashful, then strongly considered how foolish he’d look if he was wrong.

Argrave looked up at the stone ceiling. “Whatever the case… I’m not stopping this train, no matter what they demand. Fact is, I'm going to stay focused on the bigger picture. I'm going to stay focused on Mozzahr, and on Gerechtigkeit, no matter what petty distractions like this one surface. One good thing about taking the high road is that it’s not very crowded.”


Chapter 14

Anestis was a very, very long way from home. He had travelled miles upward through the earth, seeking his people’s secrets they had abandoned in the cities of old. His journey had taken him far beyond the abandoned cities, though, breaching even the surface. The sunlight from the suns was harsh enough to make him nauseous, and things were loud and fast and unpleasant.

The small mercy of his presence here was that he was a curiosity soon forgotten. When he had come upon the giant elf named Galamon, the man had been curious for no more than a day before he simply used Anestis’ knowledge of dwarven technology and then left him to his people, called the Veidimen. They were a people as barbaric as their land… and even when this human king had come, whisking him to his home of Vasquer, the humans were not so different. Though better organized with a hierarchy of nobility, their structure was still that of arbitrary status and hereditary nonsense. Their brutish size was indicative of their inferior morality and intellect, just as the dwarves described.

Anestis was far from home, indeed. But in the past few days, he’d felt that some of his home had come to this strange land.

This parliament… Anestis was used as a showpiece to validate the king’s proposal. Nonetheless, he had managed to learn this institution was the king’s doing. And seeing their debates, their discussions, and the relative equality of all the seats regardless of their stature brought back memories of the Dwarven Senate back home. It was a fledgling institution and a shadow of dwarven intellectualism, that much was obvious. But Anestis’ father was a senator, and so he had seen firsthand the government of his people at work.

King Argrave, despite his size indicating his great inferiority, had the spirit of the dwarves in him.

It was oxymoronic, almost, that their king should be the foremost representative of democratic principles. But through the days, rather than employ authority, he employed a silver tongue and a sharp mind to ruthlessly dismantle factions. His words were both traps and executioners, leading people thrice his age into fumbling their words or making promises they had not intended to make.

The nobles? On the first day they broached their proposal eagerly. They sought to restrain the serfs. They had formed a small faction within the parliament, and Anestis thought it clear they had legitimate momentum. After deftly ignoring the issue with misdirection, Argrave and his sister, Elenore, proposed naming a Viceroy of Atrus. They listed candidates for this position, isolating influential members from the rest, sewing distrust… and by the end of the first day, this infant faction had been long forgotten. They became nothing more than hyenas, currying favor with or slandering those that had been allies hours before.

The king’s sister, too, had a dwarven mind. The spellcasters sitting in on the parliament seemed to be prepared to remain unified. They had some experience with factional disputes, seeing as their organization functioned as an oligarchy similar to this one, if smaller in scope. Still, Elenore hardly gave them a chance to voice their thoughts before she pulled the rug out from beneath them. She promised a new source of revenue, providing hard numbers to back this up. The valiant protestors became weak in the knees and salivated over the golden guarantee.

And then there was the third dwarfish mind, the queen. Anestis had not seen it the first three days, but she might’ve been the shrewdest of them all. She did not speak to the parliament often, but the king spoke to her frequently, seeking counsel. And on the third day, when tempers were hot, and it seemed inevitable some conflict might arrive… she intermediated, soothing tempers with calm, kind words and a pleasant voice. She endeared herself to them as the good queen Anneliese, securing public support for herself, her family, and their policies.

‘Concessions’ were made, each and all in favor of the royal family. These factions had come here prepared to make demands, to resist a strong central government… and they left whipped and broken, bowing to him more than ever before. The government was centralized further yet with the implementation of a Viceroy of Atrus, and they made a new source of revenue out of thin air by giving spellcasters rights to spells they’d created. After all, the crown would make just as much money from their spells as they did.

And all of it… the king’s doing, of course.

The Dwarven Senate feared silver-tongued despots like Argrave, and rightly so. The king had a magnetism to him, both in appearance and in voice, that few others could stand up to. He had a voice that made one listen, had a strange elegance brought about by his magic, and had a way with words best suited for scammers or politicians. Then again, in dwarven culture, the two were often one in the same.

But Anestis did not forget what the king fought for. The blue-bloods had been dissatisfied their serfs would dare seek more freedoms, and Argrave had defended them. He’d ensured stability for his country in doing so, keeping swords pointed toward the enemy. Tyranny was an easy and effective tool, but the dwarves knew that it was foolish to turn laborers into warriors—society’s progress stalled. And the king exemplified that virtue.

The royal family consisted of big, and therefore supposedly inferior, people. The king and queen were cursed to stand taller than some doorways. Even the smallest of them, Elenore, seemed larger than most human women. But Anestis saw they had an undeniable dwarfishness to them, and so questioned the judgment of his forefathers. And perhaps, just perhaps… if the Ebon Cult could truly be dealt with, there was a way to connect the surface with the underground.

Anestis was rather pleased with the idea of these people debating his father. Perhaps that insufferable senator might finally concede a loss.

***

Argrave and Anneliese laid in their bed, staring up at the ceiling. The enchantments keeping the room secured faintly twinkled in the night light—not enough to rouse anyone, but enough to be seen. They both had contended smiles on their faces. Perhaps it was from the day’s hard work at parliament, or perhaps it was something else.

Argrave glanced over to see if Anneliese was still awake, and then said, “Been thinking.”

“Better than the alternative,” Anneliese responded drolly.

Argrave laughed through his nose, then continued seriously, “Mozzahr is tough. And the way his power works… he’ll be stronger than I remember him.”

Anneliese turned her head to face him. “And?”

“We have things at hand in parliament. Now, we have to go back to the Burnt Desert to seal that ‘political’ union between Elenore and the King of the Scorched Sands,” Argrave justified himself. “But… while we’re there… maybe Durran didn’t have such a bad idea, making that bet.”

At that, Anneliese leaned up, pulling the covers up with her. She peered down at Argrave. “If you respect me… please, stop thinking that.”

Argrave felt equal parts embarrassed and comforted by her reaction. His mind veered away from the idea at once, and Anneliese noticed this, for she laid her head back down, sighing in relief.

“Sorry,” Argrave apologized, running one hand through his hair. “Just… Mozzahr is unnatural. And the Alchemist already promised his aid in the battle against Gerechtigkeit. If we could visit him, maybe even bring Durran along…!”

“Garm killed himself there. You became an utter mess of pain and misery. Forgive me, but the idea does not evoke pleasant memories.” Anneliese pulled the covers tighter.

Argrave touched her bare skin with his hand. “Something good came of it.”

Anneliese looked at him. “Something tells me the Alchemist will not indulge us. He did not seem particularly romantic.”

Argrave chuckled, then defended, “I’m not saying we should go flash our wedding rings, just… we could use anything to give us an edge. We can go on godslaying journeys, collect spirits while we stall his armies, but the reality remains that Mozzahr is a monster. And he’ll be much more than what I remember. What he’ll lack in battle experience, he’ll make up for in pure power. And he isn’t brutish—he’s a natural fighter, Anne.”

Anneliese sighed once more and then let silence persist. Finally, she looked back and asked resignedly, “Could the Alchemist even kill him?”

Argrave hesitated for half a heartbeat and then said, “No. But he could help, without a doubt.”

“Why is his power so fearsome? You explained it before, but… I never realized it rattled you to this extent.” Anneliese questioned. “Why did you not pursue his A-rank ascension for yourself if it makes him so potent?”

“I couldn’t have,” Argrave defended. “And even if I did, it wouldn’t be as potent in my hands. Time is its ally.”

“Explain it to me again,” Anneliese calmly asked.

Argrave turned to her, gathering his thoughts before he began. “Mozzahr creates and controls something Heroes of Berendar named Emptiness. I don’t know how he does it, but considering it’s an A-rank ascension, it’s probably related to magic. Whatever the case may be, this Emptiness—it’s sort of a blue, ethereal light construct—it’s alive, and he can make it do so many damned things it hurts the head.

“If Mozzahr brings it inward, absorbs it, he can be as strong as Orion—hell, as strong as that Shadowlander. He can imbue other people with it, too. It can resist spells or swords. It can morph into living things and fight like that. It can resonate with magic to amplify spells beyond what should be possible. Emptiness is Mozzahr’s personal hand of god, and it lets him do whatever he wants. Not hard to see why people worship him.”

Anneliese listened patiently as Argrave droned on. When he finished, she rested her eyes in total silence.

“Could this so-called Emptiness be put in a cage, then used to defend someone?” Anneliese focused on him.

Argrave blinked. “Yeah, sure. I remember some items that did just that.”

Anneliese’s features grew tight as she said, “I remember Durran saying Georgina, the leader of that now-defunct Unhanded Coalition, used something like that. A cage, with strange claws that were blue and ethereal.”

Argrave could barely process that. He brought his hand to his forehead and caressed it, slowly sitting up. “Good lord...! How do you even remember that? And why did I never hear about it?”

“I was just curious about his trip, that’s all,” Anneliese shook her head. “As I recall, you were more concerned with dealing with Ruleo after that battle at Castle Cookpot. Prudently so.”

Argrave’s brain whirled as he absorbed this new information and considered its implications. Georgina was working with the Ebon Cult… but how, and why? And she had been endeavoring to keep the king alive… perhaps to keep things destabilized for Mozzahr’s invasion? He could make no sense of it. But still, something new sounded in his head.

“Georgina didn’t die with Duke Rovostar. She left their party, maybe long ago. And she could… she could tell them everything they need to know about Vasquer,” he stared at his hands. “Meaning we have another weakness exposed. All the more reason we need every advantage we can get.”

“If we are to visit the Alchemist once more…” Anneliese conceded slowly, and Argrave turned to look at her. “We cannot go without a solid plan. He is not one for meandering small talk.”

Argrave let out a sigh of relief. “Yeah, I’m aware. Then you—you’re in this?”

“So long as you promise not to be as stupid as Durran…” Anneliese closed her eyes. “Yes. We need every edge we might gain against Mozzahr.”

Argrave leaned down and kissed her, then whispered, “I promise. No funny stuff from me.”


Chapter 15

“Your Majesty…” Grimalt began, prompting Argrave to look into his amber eyes. “Why exactly am I here?”

The Veidimen officer was clearly uncomfortable in this luxury carriage—not that Argrave felt much different. But it seemed to bother him he was with Elenore, Argrave, Anneliese, Galamon, Melanie, and Orion—he felt his status was not up to snuff, evidently.

Argrave looked out the window of the carriage. “Did no one tell you, or does the marching army outside not give it away? There are a few other stops we’ll be making first, but I promised the Stonepetal Sentinels that I would send aid to secure the Low Way of the Rose, permanently. Galamon thought that some of the men should taste real battle in a challenging place,” Argrave pointed to his knight-commander, who nodded in confirmation. “The Low Way will be a vital line of trade between Vasquer and the Burnt Desert. You should be the one to lead the army into their first battle. This is a royal tour of sorts, to announce to the realm that I’m still present.”

“I understand that part, Your Majesty. But perhaps I ought to be… outside, marching with the men.” Grimalt gestured out the window. “The other officers are.”

Argrave scrutinized the warrior. Grimalt kept his head shaved, but Argrave could faintly see white hair emerging.

He relaxed his back against the upholstery and said, “We had a conversation a long while ago in the Bloodwoods. As I recall, you said that you were good at discerning people’s emotions.”

Grimalt nodded understandingly, but Anneliese came to closer attention.

“I thought Your Majesty may have forgotten about that,” Grimalt admitted. “But perhaps you ought to have. I am uncertain about putting it to greater use than I already am. It helps me lead your men well, but beyond that… what more can I offer?”

“Is it a family thing? Your empathy, I mean,” Argrave continued, and Anneliese turned her head to him, a fed-up look about her face.

“…I cannot say that I’ve asked. But all of my family members have been noted commanders, for what it’s worth.” Grimalt raised his white brows. “Might I inquire what Your Majesty would ask of me?”

“Argrave is merely attempting to learn one of his officers more personally,” Anneliese cut in. “But there are a few other matters to talk about, right?” She looked at Argrave sternly. “You may go, Grimalt.”

Grimalt did not need to be asked again. He left quickly, dismounting from the moving carriage with splendid grace. Once he was gone, Anneliese pulled shut the door.

“What?” Argrave asked her as she stared at him. “Clearly you get what I was driving at.”

Melanie, perhaps the only outsider in the carriage, glanced between the two of them in confusion as they spoke.

“I appreciate the sentiment, but that is unnecessary.” Anneliese shook her head. “Yes, we are probably related somehow. I don’t care to expose that fact. It brings us no benefit.”

“That man Grimalt has the same gift you do,” Argrave pointed out. “Maybe there’s something their family can teach you. Maybe someone can explain what exactly happened with Onychinusa—you know, that whole impact you felt after your conversation. You said it faded after helping her, but you really had me worried back then. You weren’t yourself.”

“If Grimalt divulged nothing, then there is nothing to learn,” she dismissed calmly. She wasn’t angry, but her mind seemed made up. “I do not care to connect with my paternal side. No one that did what my father did is worthy of knowing—and given the implications, I doubt his family are stellar people, either.”

“Okay,” Argrave shrugged. “I should have asked you first. Was probably rude.”

“I am untroubled. I understand why you did it.” Anneliese, ever the patient one, picked up a book and split it open. “But turmoil is the last thing we need. Perhaps it might not be so after all is done… but for now, let it die.”

Melanie, sitting across from Anneliese, questioned, “You never knew your dad, Your Highness? I thought he was the king… or chief, or whatever.”

Anneliese looked at her. “I was adopted. In adulthood, as a matter of fact.”

“Should you two be so liberal with that information?” Elenore questioned, gray eyes looking between the two of them.

“Anneliese believes Melanie’s loyalties are settled. I do, too,” Argrave grabbed a book of his own. “She can get a few answers.”

“No, I wasn’t prying, I just… I can sympathize, I guess,” Melanie said quietly, brushing back some of her red hair. She seemed embarrassed to be vulnerable, and so quickly interjected, “Seems to have worked out for the both of us, seeing as we’re in a carriage like this with kings and princesses, eh? And speaking of that… that elf had a point that applies to me. Why am I here?”

“Simple. You’ll be reigning in the Stonepetal Sentinels, making them subordinate to the crown.” Argrave pointed his book at her. His eyes caught on its white cover—this was one of the books that Garm had written before he gave his soul to Durran. His work carried on even now. He pushed the bittersweet thought away and continued, “You’ll have to get used to working with us closely, Melanie.”

Melanie looked like the weight of her new position finally hit her.

“Just don’t embarrass us at the Tower of the Gray Owl, yeah? Castro is quite the looker, and I know you’re a flirt.” Argrave laughed, then leaned up against Anneliese and read.

***

“Huh. Wondrous,” Castro remarked, staring at Argrave. The old man’s rheumy eyes traced one of the blood echoes that Argrave had projected. “Congratulations, Argrave. You invented your own A-rank ascension. That makes you a genius.”

“Aww… come on, you’ll embarrass me. That word is reserved for better people,” Argrave scratched the back of his neck, calling the echo back within. “Had plenty of help.”

“Others had help,” Castro shook his head, and then walked deeper inside the vast room of the Tower Master. “Plenty of help. But there aren’t that many A-rank spellcasters, not really. Do you realize how much of an anomaly you are? You’re what, twenty-one, and you’re an A-rank mage?”

“Enough of that,” Argrave continued dismissing. “I’m no one.”

“To think you were so insufferably confident when first we met… now you can’t accept praise,” Castro marveled, shaking his head. Reminded of something, he turned. “Anyway, while I have you here…” the tower master reached for something on his desk, then picked up a paper. “I got this.”

Orion took the paper, making sure it wasn’t a deadly assassination weapon, and then handed it off to Argrave respectfully. After casting his brother a questioning glance, Argrave quickly scanned it.

“The bounty for Dimocles,” Argrave nodded. “What—you know where he is?”

Elenore looked at the document, then at Castro. “Please. Anything would help,” she pressed.

Dimocles, the polymorph, greatly worried Argrave. They had ruined the man’s collection to thwart both him and Erlebnis, and neurotic as the man was, such a slight would not be forgotten. All of the guards at the entrances to Blackgard had been instructed to look for people with the blue-green eyes marking him as a polymorph, but no word had come. Dimocles was a player character, and therefore resourceful. Argrave did fear reprisal, but he didn’t let it rule his life. This was the most they could reasonably do.

“My apprentice Ingo spoke of him,” Castro continued. “He spoke of Dimocles’ guillotine, and a shadow behind man bigger than the one we face ahead.”

Argrave absorbed the words, but Anneliese quickly deduced, “Perhaps… Erlebnis, and that betrayal. Your apprentice sees what currently is, not what will be, correct? When was this—when we were in the Bloodwoods?”

Castro nodded. “Yes. He does not make prophecies, but he sees things. Your Majesty,” the tower master looked right at him, vigor not at all indicative of his wizened body giving clarity to his eyes. “I’m not sure how much longer he can last. His visions grow clearer, yet his seizures rise in tandem. I will not extort you—the idea of it repulses me so much, given the burden you shoulder. But… please, tell me if I should give up hope on help.”

Argrave set down the paper speaking of Dimocles on a nearby desk. An idea came to him that turned his stomach. “I can help you now. But how much risk can you tolerate?”

“Risk?” Castro repeated.

“There are two ways. One is surefire… but it requires a little luck. Luck, in that it might not even be possible.” Argrave looked out to the balcony. “If we kill the god that gave Ingo the blessing he bears, it’ll dissipate. But… I can’t honestly promise he can last long enough for us to find this deity.”

Castro quietly digested that. “The other way?”

“…it’s not surefire,” Argrave said hesitantly. He felt a manipulative bastard bringing this up, and he hated that his mind could so quickly work out a situation that benefitted him… but still, Argrave continued, “We’re visiting someone. The Alchemist. And he… he might be able to remove the blessing manually.”

Argrave had been wondering how they could approach the Alchemist without substantial risk. And this—bringing a god’s blessing right to him—would be the perfect excuse. He didn’t like this was his immediate thought, exploiting their misery in this manner, but given the situation Argrave couldn’t afford to keep his mouth shut. Anneliese gave him a knowing, comforting glance.

“I’ve tried many draughts, potions… it’s nothing an alchemist can cure,” Castro shook his head.

“I said, the Alchemist,” Argrave repeated. “He’s… not even a ‘he’ really, he’s an it. He specializes in esoteric, body-modifying magic. He replaced my heart, allowing it to pump black blood. But beyond that, he’s probably one of the most knowledgeable spellcasters in the entire world. He’s very unstable… but he’s even-handed. If we come to him with a deal, and he believes he’s capable, he’ll try it. No tricks.”

Castro listened intently, then leaned up against the table. “I don’t… hmm.” The old man shook his head. “This boy is like a son to me. If he were to come to harm…!” he trailed off, the idea paining him.

“I’m sorry, Castro, but these are the things I have on-hand.” Argrave shrugged.

Castro silently stared into space for half a minute, then said, “…but I am not his father. I will ask Ingo his opinion, when he is… clear-headed.” The bald man focused on Argrave and Anneliese. “But what else brought you here, Your Majesty, Your Highness? Not this alone, I trust.”

“Just wanted to call upon the Order in the future, if I could,” Argrave ventured. “Mozzahr—has word spread, yet?”

“I heard, yes,” Castro nodded.

“I intend on capturing some of his A-rank ascension—his Emptiness. It’s powerful beyond imagination. I’d like the Order to evaluate it for weaknesses. This could be a long way away, but I thought you should know.”

In truth, Argrave knew it was without notable weakness, but hoped to prepare the Magisters for fighting such a thing.

“Certainly,” Castro nodded. “You came a long way. You must wish for rest. Was there anything else?”

Argrave shook his head. “Not unless you have anything else.”

“I’ll… I’ll get back to you. About Ingo. He was always a precocious child… but to place his life in his hands…” the tower master sighed heavily. “Give me time. We’ll work out what to do about this ‘blessing’ he bears.”

“I understand,” Argrave nodded.

Argrave walked away, joined by Anneliese… but watching him more intently than normal was Orion. A question played about his lips, but after shaking his head the prince followed along in silence.


Chapter 16

Argrave stood at the stables with Anneliese, watching as the people there tended to the horses that had been drawing their carriage. She held a packet in her hand.

“To think your handwriting used to be so much neater,” Anneliese ruminated, biting her lip. “What is this strange script? It used to be so pretty… now I can barely read it, these days.”

Argrave scoffed. “Is that the point?”

“No, no, of course not,” she said, flashing a teasing smile at him. “Infusing blood magic into all spells… you really had your mind set on magic that caused you pain from the get-go, hmm?”

Argrave said nothing in response, looking back to the tower. “Wanted to seek Castro for counsel about [Blood Infusion], but…”

Argrave heard some commotion from the entrance to the Tower of the Gray Owl, and turned his head to see what this was all about. There, Castro walked, someone walking by his side with quite the hunch.

The Tower Master walked toward them, and Argrave moved to meet him halfway. His eyes wandered to the man that was coming with, and he saw Ingo. The Tower Master’s apprentice was in quite the state—his eyes were bloodshot, his pale skin was drawn tight against his bones, and his baby blue hair was thin and wispy. He shivered as though it was cold, but Argrave felt the weather was rather warm here. Ingo looked near death, quite frankly.

“Ingo wishes to meet this Alchemist. But I won’t allow whatever happens until I’ve met him myself, Your Majesty,” Castro said insistently yet respectfully. “I have my own carriage. We shall follow.”

“Are affairs settled at the Order?” Anneliese asked cautiously, her good-natured teasing vanished now that others were here. “This will not be a short journey. We have much to attend to before the matter with the Alchemist.”

“Yes,” Castro confirmed. “The Order is in capable hands.”

Argrave nodded. “Then… let’s get ready to go.”

***

Their stay at the Tower of the Gray Owl was short, and then the march toward the Low Way of the Rose began again. As Anneliese said, there was much to attend to along the path—before they delved into the Low Way itself, the army, well-trained by Veidimen, cut their teeth against various necromantic abominations plaguing disparate territories. The devastation was not as extreme as Argrave recalled from Heroes of Berendar—but then, this was because he had taken efforts to mitigate the impact of the civil war and further warn people of the coming tumult. This tour served to lessen the burden placed upon the people of Vasquer, raising public safety and the royal image. Sometimes, blessings did come in pairs.

Despite the stemmed impact of Gerechtigkeit’s possession of the necromantic creations, their purge of evil was a good appetizer for what was to come. Argrave watched the army and their disciplined assault of various Order of the Rose strongholds, and he was well-pleased with the results. There were a few injuries, and one extremely unfortunate soul passed away from a collapse due to structural instability. But as was stipulated when they joined, their next of kin would receive generous compensation for his passing. Still, hearing of the first death reminded Argrave of why he was so ill at ease with raising and commanding an army.

As the journey stretched longer than Argrave was comfortable with, he felt the need to visit with Castro. Argrave left his royal carriage and joined with the Tower Master when they had stopped to camp for one night. The Tower Master sat before a fire beneath a tree, wearing plain gray robes as ever.

Before he was seen, Argrave asked, “How is Ingo faring with the journey?”

Castro glanced at Argrave and Orion behind him, and then back at his apprentice. He laid there beneath a tree, covered by blankets and all he needed to be comfortable. Despite this, Ingo shivered intensely, grinding his teeth.

“He, uhh… he looks rather…” Argrave wiped his hands together.

“Bad, yes,” Castro nodded, then looked up at Argrave. “Fret not. The journey did not cause this. It is just his… blessing, as you called it.”

Argrave glanced at Orion, who guarded him diligently and then back at Castro. “Can I sit?”

“Kings shouldn’t ask, no?” Castro smiled genially yet bitterly. “Be my guest.”

Argrave obeyed, sitting down and staring at the fire. “Been a while since we talked. Thoroughly, I mean.”

“For you,” Castro agreed. “For me… time moves dreadfully slow, yet uncomfortably fast.”

“You’ve seen many more years than I have,” Argrave pointed out. “Guess it must feel different.”

“It?” Castro repeated.

“Living,” Argrave clarified as the fire popped.

“Not quite. Life can be alarming in its tedium, no matter how many years pass me by. You start to see cycles. Cycles in people, attitudes, nations, economies… collective memory is rather short.” Castro shrugged. “The people that become S-rank are obsessed with magic. I think… I think without it, not many of us would live as long, even with the lifespan. The obsession keeps us grounded. Not sane, but grounded.”

Hearing of cycles reminded Argrave only of Gerechtigkeit, and so he sighed. Ingo groaned, and when Argrave looked over he was clenching his fists hard enough to draw blood. Castro moved to remedy the man’s pain. It was easy to see Ingo as a child—helpless, innocent-looking, frail… but he was a man grown. And he’d been dealing with this all his life.

In time, Castro rejoined Argrave, sitting without a word of sorrow or complaint. Argrave watched him.

“How do you do it?” Argrave asked. “No—how have you done it? Take care of him, all these years.”

“Because of responsibility,” Castro responded simply.

“Moral responsibility? I can understand that. But I never hear you complain,” Argrave pressed.

“Not moral,” Castro shook his head. “It may be moral, but that isn’t why I do it.”

Argrave waited for the Tower Master to elaborate. Castro eventually caught onto his burning gaze, and sighed.

“Your father wanted to exploit Ingo’s abilities to their fullest, even at the young boy’s detriment—well, Ingo was young at the time,” the Tower Master began reluctantly. “It wasn’t possible, necessarily, but… that’s what the king wanted. Opposition arose from many parties. I found myself in the center of this political storm—and yes, it was political. It began as moral, but it ended political,” Castro declared. “And as conclusion… I saved him.”

“Noble,” Argrave commented.

“Untrue,” Castro disagreed. “Ingo was… a tool. Everybody wanted him—the ability to see whatever one wished of this reality was a gift unlike any other. That was why it drew attention. But after more details came out, he was forgotten. He was another part of another cycle, and his time came and went.” Castro looked to Argrave. “Even if I let Ingo go, no one would bother him, necessarily. But I had to keep him safe and healthy.”

“Why?” Argrave pressed.

“Leadership… it wears you down,” Castro said slowly. “Everything and everyone is a constant pressure bearing down on you. At the start, you’re young, vital, youthful—you can meet the tests. Maybe you get confident after handling the first blows ably. Still, every time your balance gets a little worse. But as I said—it’s constant.” The tower master looked at him. “What happened in the Bloodwoods, what happened at your parliament; these tests never end until you do. Trial after trial, just waiting for you to stumble, to succumb. People know what’s prudent, by and large. Most don’t do it. These cycles people fall into—they spin like whirlpools, drawing people in. Then they’re caught. Maybe you swim out, but probably not. Your struggles make the cycle stronger, drawing others into it. And then… you all sink.”

Argrave digested the words in silence, then asked, “How does that connect?”

“Ingo… I viewed him as a reminder of this constancy. A rock to cling to as the tides of life bear against me. That time where I saved him was stressful. I made emotional, and political, decisions. And as a result, everything changed for that boy. I needed to be reminded of that.” Castro looked at Ingo firmly. “The things you do make ripples enough to overturn the greatest vessels in this lake of life—and leaders must take care not to forget their actions echo quite far. So I believe, at least.”

“But you said he’s like a son,” Argrave reminded him.

“My son died much like Ingo at the age of eight,” Castro said with a calmness unbefitting what he said. “His mother killed herself shortly after.”

Argrave slowly turned his head to Castro as the old man searched the flames for something. He didn’t seem an all-powerful spellcaster, then. He was an old man who’d seen enough of life to be where he was.

All Argrave could say was, “I’m sorry.”

“You’re very kind, but it was hundreds of years ago. Though I suppose it still sticks with me, given that I care so much for that boy.” Castro said, then looked at Argrave. “I apologize. Old men tend to ramble. I sought to impart a lesson about leadership, but it went a little beyond that.”

“Don’t apologize,” Argrave said flatly. “Though… if you care to make it up to me…”

Castro laughed quietly. Even after sharing such a sad story, he seemed as even-mannered as ever. “Is there something more you need?”

“I need more guidance,” Argrave said. “I shot up to A-rank, but I don’t feel I’m rounded. You’ve fought thousands of battles and even more wars. I mostly just throw powerful spells around until they break things. And I need guidance on how to achieve [Blood Infusion],” he summarized quickly. “I’d volunteer Anneliese, too, but she’s honestly so far beyond me it’s embarrassing. Bottom line: please, teach me all you can. I’ve been doing this all alone, but I’m not sure I can anymore.”

Argrave had thought to ask this of Rowe, but decided that the old snow elf would be quite possibly the worst teacher. He didn’t care to have some overbearing taskmaster lording over him like some tyrant. He much preferred the old man who could destroy cities, but was also gentle. Hence, Castro.

Argrave knew that Castro had some magic traits, separate from A-rank ascension or anything else. They were small, constant modifiers that optimized magic somewhat. Argrave hadn’t experimented much with getting traits: he recalled both gaining and losing [Insomnia], and quite obviously obtained [Black Blooded], but beyond that things were either too incremental to be worth considering or too difficult to obtain with all he’d taken on.

Now, though, with Mozzahr coming… Argrave needed both practical training and whatever margins he could squeeze out of his ability. Perhaps Castro was the key to that—perhaps not, as well. Regardless, Argrave sorely felt he needed guidance. He had bought a sports car without fully understanding how to drive it, and didn’t care to crash. He had raw power in abundance, but he didn’t have finer manipulation.

“You hope to inherit three hundred years of dedicated study during this short journey?” Castro raised a bushy brow.

“…maybe the highlights,” Argrave said optimistically.

Castro laughed once more, and then looked to Ingo. “Long ago… Ingo thought you might be joining him as an apprentice. It seems he turned out right. It is a shame he cannot be present enough to appreciate it.” He looked back. “Alright, Your Majesty. I can… educate you. And your wife, if she is similarly willing. But if you sought encouragement… you’ll find none here. Instead, it’s my hope you feel very discouraged.”


Chapter 17

Castro’s tutelage was a welcome reprieve from the monotony of self-study. Argrave had never been truly taught by anyone, and so he eagerly looked to have his ability assessed by someone so highly regarded. The first thing that was asked of him was rather simple: Argrave was first instructed to describe his current capability. It had been a little awkward, what with Ingo also present, but he moved past that.

He, Anneliese, and Orion had moved to Castro’s private carriage for this conversation. Galamon was watching after Elenore.

“…and that’s about it,” Argrave finished his summary, petting one of the black Brumesingers in his lap. Anneliese had finished her report some time ago—ladies first, Argrave insisted. The breadth of her knowledge was impressive, and Argrave felt his own achievements were merely satisfactory by comparison. It had taken some time, but Castro sat there with few words, simply nodding as they explained.

Castro looked at Argrave. “So, to summarize, you have absolutely no training on conservation of magic. You’ve never experimented with your own spells, not even slightly. Everything you’ve achieved has been from learning premade spells. Your strategy is mainly to overwhelm opponents with massive amounts of magic, loaned by an ancient god.”

“Or my blood echoes,” Argrave added.

“Or those,” Castro nodded. “You understand enchanting somewhat, but you can only replicate a few spells. You’ve never seriously fought an opponent on an even level where you had to rely on skill to win. In instances where you were inferior in terms of raw power, you used tricks like alchemy to enhance your prowess or things like shamanic magic to turn the opponent’s magic against them.”

“There were a few fights,” Argrave added half-heartedly. “Like… like on the beach, against the Veidimen party. One man was C-rank, just as I was. I think.”

“Anything else?” Castro looked between the two of them.

“…those vampires in the Low Way,” Argrave managed.

“They were trapped at D-rank. Talentless, apparently, and they had nothing to study from given as the library we head to recover now was blocked off to them,” Anneliese reminded him.

A few other examples came to mind… but each and every one wasn’t a true fight. He had never squared off with someone on equal footing. And given the existence of someone like Dimocles… even Argrave’s bulk of magic power might not be able to keep up with that. The man had the same near-infinite well that Argrave did, but bona fide skill to back it up.

“So, you’re utterly inexperienced at combatting an equal. Equal in terms of power at least,” Castro continued, nodding. “I understand you know how to take a blow, and I understand you’ve got the mettle for battle, but that’s about the only positive thing I can think of. It is important, granted, but with greater skill you can avoid damage entirely. There’s never a reason to get hit as a spellcaster. You prefer lightning and blood magic… and you try your best to end fights quickly. You catch them by surprise, use overwhelming power, and take them out this way.” Castro rubbed the bridge of his nose. “There are many issues here.”

“I never thought I was some kind of battle master, but still…” he scratched the back of his neck. “To play devil’s advocate: spellcasters aren’t meant to duel,” Argrave posited. “They’re meant to do just what you described—hit the enemy hard at vital points in the battle to turn things around. They’re quick bursts of power, not sustained juggernauts.” He gestured to Orion, who seemed out of sorts. “He’s the endurance man. And hell—I’ve got more endurance than most.”

“I will admit that is true,” Castro nodded. “And you are right in spellcaster’s role in the battlefield. But duels do happen. And this Castellan of the Empty you so continuously warn of—you seem determined to fight him.”

“When did I say that?” Argrave raised his brows.

“Just my hunch, as an old man who’s seen too much,” Castro smiled genially. “But I don’t think you’ll reach S-rank this century, Argrave. Not like this.”

Argrave scoffed. “Didn’t you say you were proud of me earlier? I feel betrayed.”

“What is S-rank? It is the pinnacle,” Castro said, holding his hands together to form a pyramid. “It is a culmination of all that came before it. It employs all the buildings blocks of the previous ranks to coalesce at a point which no spellcaster has ever ascended beyond.” The tower master lowered his hands and shrugged. “People have tried. Traugott was obsessed with the barrier. He always thought there was something beyond S-rank. Before he went rogue and summoned that Shadowlander upon Dirracha, it was his sole focus.”

“You told me the same thing back when we first spoke,” Argrave reminded him. “You said B-rank would be hard, I think. But I’m A-rank now. Exceeded your expectations before, no?”

Castro nodded. “Do you know the youngest A-rank spellcaster I know of? She was one of Queens of Quadreign before it was conquered by Felipe. She became A-rank at fourteen due to their special flame, as I recall. Then, one hundred and seventy-two years later, she reached S-rank.” He waved his hand. “Many such cases. Sad.”

Truth be told, Argrave had only barely glimpsed the bottom of the monumental task that was S-rank, and hearing Castro speak sent a jolt through him. He spared a glance at Ingo in the carriage with them, who was unconscious in a rare moment of respite.

“And you, Your Highness,” Castro looked at Anneliese. “I think you would be well-served listening along with what I’ll teach Argrave. You have been very diligent, and I believe that shines through. You’re more rounded. Still, as with him, some combat experience is in order. Your A-rank ascension practically was built for duels.”

Anneliese smiled, and Argrave patted her leg to celebrate the fact she had not received such a brutal dressing down. “And, uh… what do you intend to teach me?”

“Much. Much and more. Fundamentals, finer manipulation… and once we get through all of that?” Castro looked at Argrave. “Magic isn’t solely combat, but there’s nothing quite like active application to refine things until they become instinctual. We’ll fight, you and I.”

***

Argrave sat in Castro’s carriage, staring at the empty seat across. Castro definitely said some more things after, but he’d barely heard them. Now they had stopped only a few days away from their final stop: the Low Way of the Rose. Castro was out of the carriage, talking with Anneliese some, but Orion and Ingo remained inside.

“Maybe Rowe would have been better…” Argrave muttered into his hand. “Rowe wouldn’t bother with something this detailed. He’d never get his hands dirty...”

“…is he gone?” someone whispered faintly.

Argrave looked to Orion, but the man shook his head and pointed out Ingo. When Argrave next looked at the sickly man, he was looking about the carriage. He nearly fell off the seat, and so Argrave lurched off his and steadied him with one hand.

“Woah, hey,” Argrave said in surprise. “Take it easy. You talking about Castro? Need me to get him?”

“No…!” Ingo insisted. “No. Don’t get him. Please.”

“Why not?” Argrave narrowed his eyes. “Is he doing that Munchausen by proxy thing? Have you been being poisoned the whole time? What’s up? Talk to me.”

“I see it,” Ingo’s bloodshot eyes focused on him. “The bottomless vat. And… and me. And I see you. You are the sun.”

Argrave stared quietly, then helped Ingo lie more comfortably. “Just try and rest up, Ingo.”

“Listen, please,” Ingo insisted. “The Alchemist. I see him. But my blessing—he’ll want it for himself if I stay alive. I know it. But you… because you know, you win. You need vision. It’s carried you everywhere. You are the sun with a great eye in the center. But you need another eye, Argrave. Mine. Because the foulest evil…! The foulest shadow approaches from behind, where your eye is blind. And it will extinguish you,” Ingo insisted in a low hiss.

Argrave felt his blood run cold. “You don’t see the future. What are you talking about?”

“But I see what is. And this empty shadow… it sees you. It watches you. It knows every ray you have, and it is coming. Without sight, even the sun will die. It is all you are and more. It has your power tenfold, and now… a traitor gives it knowledge of the kingdom.” Ingo reached out of his blanket and gripped Argrave’s hand. “Surrender my life to the Alchemist. He must accept my life, but you must keep my blessing. Let the bottomless vat manipulate it, perfect it, and then take it for your own. He will be satisfied with the experiment alone, just as he gave you your heart. Only with my sight will you have true vision, true knowledge, of all that is. And only with that can you face what comes.”

“I know what Mozzahr is,” Argrave guessed, feeling that could be all Ingo could be talking about. “And I’m making preparations. But I promised Castro—”

“Your friend. The desert king. The dead man walking,” Ingo gripped his hand a little tighter. “The secrets to the cycle of judgment. With my power, you could tear it all open. You could free him, and the whole world, of Gerechtigkeit. All the world would be a book made open to you.”

Argrave’s cold blood pumped quickly, and he insisted, “You don’t know that. You’re guessing. Speculating.”

“Everyone…” Ingo insisted, his voice tight and weak. “The shadow is bigger than everyone, Argrave. I can’t let them die. Castro taught me that—save them, save them, no matter what. He saved me. Let me do the same. Let me die so that they may live. Leave me to the Alchemist, stripped bare. Let him experiment on me, test me, prod me… but take the only thing I’m worth. Take my true sight. Please. Please,” he whimpered.

Argrave’s eyes shook as Ingo pleaded. He pulled free his hand, and a few seconds later the carriage door opened.

“Ingo, are you all right?” Castro asked at once, stepping up onto the carriage. He brushed past Argrave and surveyed the man’s body, looking for sources of pain. “Thought he was crying out, but…” he looked to Argrave. “Did he say anything?”

Argrave sat back on his carriage seat, then looked at Castro with a smooth face. Silence stretched, and Castro narrowed his eyes in worry.

“Not a thing,” Argrave said.

Castro looked relieved. But Anneliese, who’d arrived at the door… she saw Argrave’s turmoil. He slowly clenched his hands together.


Chapter 18

The red moon had long ago taken its place at the center of the sky, but still Argrave paced restlessly. They were in their own tent, pitched by the Veidimen warriors for their easy rest, but sleep was the last thing on Argrave’s mind as he consulted with Anneliese and Galamon.

Argrave looked up at Galamon. “If your kid wanted to kill himself, would you let him?”

Galamon stared back at Argrave for one, two, three seconds, white eyes colder than the grave. “No,” he said contemptuously.

Argrave pointed both index fingers. “Even if he was trying to save the world?”

“No,” Galamon repeated. “A world without my son isn’t worth saving.”

Argrave smiled bitterly and curled his pointed fingers into fists. He bluntly felt it was a stupid answer that he would never make. But he had no children. He couldn’t know what it was that possessed Galamon to say such a decisive thing. Still… the whole world? Good lord, Galamon, he thought.

Argrave brought it back to himself. Would he kill himself to save the world? Hell no, he realized. He only did any of this because he thought it would result in him living, not dying. The closest he’d ever come to that was the Bloodwoods, where he thought Elenore could pick things up if he failed. But failing to live was much different than choosing to die. Even in his most desperate moments, he’d never once gone into them truly expecting death.

The next closest person to him, Anneliese… to have her die? To never again hear her thoughts, see her face, touch her skin…? To speak to a coffin or a gravestone, and never receive an answer? As Argrave ran through the simulation, his breathing got a little heavier. His own death would almost be more acceptable because he wouldn’t have to live with it.

He understood Galamon completely in that moment, and also understood this: Castro would never accept Ingo’s death.

Argrave felt a warm touch, and Anneliese burrowed her way into his arms. Her Starsparrow landed on his shoulder, its small body struggling meekly to offer comfort. It was a reminder he fretted over a choice not yet final. As he wrapped his arms around her, his Brumesingers popped out of his coat and used his body like a tree to better show their affection toward her. As ever, their druidic bonds were a mirror of their own states.

“This desert’s cursed. Garm. Durran. Now this,” Argrave whispered quietly. “Maybe this was one of those cycles Castro was talking about, where you make a bad decision and get swept away.”

“But what is certain?” Anneliese countered, her voice muffled. “What did Ingo say exactly? All of his sight is couched in symbolism. He makes guesses about the proceedings, but if anyone could predict things with knowledge alone every scholar would be a king. You came with knowledge—foreknowledge, even—and yet things ended beyond your expectations in every case.”

Argrave took a calming breath, and then looked down at Anneliese. “Ingo said Mozzahr was looking at me, I’m certain. ‘An empty shadow is watching you,’ he said; who else could it be? And if that doesn’t bode poorly, what does?”

Anneliese removed her arms around his back and stepped away. She looked off to the side and then said, “…I have no answers, Argrave. And without actually speaking to the Alchemist, we must content ourselves with this: Ingo seeks to bestow his true sight upon you, which he believes can only occur with his death. Castro will not allow this—not in my view. So, what now?”

Argrave nodded. “I don’t know. It’s not now, though. It’s later. In the meantime… we keep this quiet. Right?”

Anneliese hesitated for a few moments, then nodded in agreement. “Keep it quiet.”

“And yet… I can’t deny it would solve an issue we’ve been having,” Argrave moved to their bedroll.

***

Though Argrave’s mind was in turmoil, Castro was ignorant of this fact… or perhaps he took Argrave’s apprehension to be from a fear of the proposed sparring. Regardless, his relentless instruction was far removed from any other teaching that Argrave had endured. In the proceeding days, the royal couple stayed with the tower master, learning from him.

“Magic that flows outside the bounds of the spell matrix as it travels dissipates,” Castro said, holding a spiraling spell in his hands. To demonstrate, he willed magic beyond the matrix, and Argrave saw it fade away once it extended beyond the set lines. It was almost like a wilting bud. “To this end, you must perfect exact flow of magic to minimize losses. I want you to try it. Worry not about the speed at which the spell completes, but the wastage.”

Anneliese held her own hand up at once, following Castro’s instructions. Argrave watched the flow of her magic as she worked, then decided to try on his lonesome once she completed hers. He was quite mindful of exactly perfecting thing, but…

“Look at this. Look at this,” Castro winced. “By the gods… you’re using five, sometimes six percent more than what you need to! It’s like you’re pouring water into a bottle from ten feet above—the liquid’s spilling off to the side, getting caught by the wind...” the tower master sighed. “I’ve never seen an A-rank spellcaster worse at this than you.”

Argrave narrowed his eyes. “Yeah, but…” he dispelled the spell, and then created another. He sent his magic forth, relying on muscle memory. In less than half a second, it was completed. “I have the speed down.”

“Around eleven percent, wasted,” was Castro’s only comment.

Argrave laughed, not taking it personally. “Why doesn’t speed matter to you?”

Castro looked at Argrave, then flattened his hand out downward. Argrave saw a flash of light for a brief instant before his leg lit up with pain and red hotness pooled at his foot, which quickly lost sensation. He clenched his teeth together to suppress a groan and looked down, expecting to see blood… but his leg was fine.

“Illusion magic.” Argrave put his hand to his chest and exhaled in relief.

“Zero percent wastage, casting time of milliseconds. And that spell was C-rank, Argrave. You have resistance to it as a higher-rank spellcaster, but the speed of the spell fooled even your enhanced senses,” Castro explained calmly. “With lightning magic, blood magic… wastage is especially prevalent. Speed is important, no denying that. But these things are not mutually exclusive.” He pointed at Argrave. “I want you to create one thousand F-rank spells with zero wastage. Don’t cast them, but complete them and then withdraw your magic. Move up the ranks, one by one. I will watch and make sure you have no wastage.”

“Starting with F-rank?” Argrave repeated.

“Do you think it’ll be easy? If it is, it shouldn’t take long, right?” Castro pointed out.

Argrave had no rebuttal, and so he and Anneliese started on this task. And every time they failed… there was an immediate and painful response. It wasn’t as traumatic as the first spell, but it stung. Though Argrave received the brunt of the illusion magic, Anneliese fell victim plenty of times, as well.

Hours and hours and hours passed by, it seemed, in this carriage ride without an end.

“Because I have zero spell wastage, I can punish you two for failure much longer than I could have ordinarily,” Castro said time and time again. He was polite as ever, but Argrave was almost certain he detected some underlying pride.

They heard the word ‘wastage’ so much that Argrave intensely deliberated on whether or not this entire endeavor was wastage. In the end, he only barely made it to C-rank by the time their carriage came to a stop in preparation for tonight’s camp. Anneliese was much further along, probably nearing the middle of her B-rank marathon.

“Looks like we’re setting up for the night,” Argrave said, almost gleefully.

“Keep going,” Castro instructed. “It’s even better to do this on low sleep. If you can perform this drowsily, you can perform it at your best. This isn’t a cerebral task, it’s an instinctual one. It’s turning knowledge into part of your being.”

Argrave exchanged glances with Anneliese.

“You can stop now, but I won’t teach you further.” The tower master continued, “Are you discontent? Then do it faster, and you will be in bed faster.” Castro shrugged. “But remember that failure does not increase your count. If you do things too quickly, you may never complete this task.”

Argrave seriously considered giving up on this whole tutoring thing… but when Anneliese continued, he resignedly followed her.

“Tomorrow, you’ll be doing the same thing, but alternating between spells,” Castro noted, leaning back into his carriage seat. “Once the basics are done, we can get to the harder stuff…”

Argrave failed once more in his dismay, then felt that despair double as Castro’s punishment came.

***

On the first day, they finished their tasks late enough Anneliese managed to get only five or so hours of sleep… and Argrave, three hours. Consequently, when Castro forced them to alternate spells the same way the next day, their failure rate was considerably higher.

Enduring this, they made it to the Low Way of the Rose. Argrave beheld the gaping hole in the side of the mountain, contained by a half-ring wall that had been dilapidated to the point of ineffectualness. The last time that Argrave had come here, he had come as an impersonator, hoping to infiltrate the Stonepetal Sentinels and convince them to take him deep within the cavernous abandoned city below. They had been far superior to him at the time, in terms of strength…

Now, things were a little different.

“You don’t like the sun too much, being red-headed and all, right, Melanie?” Argrave asked her somewhat groggily as they approached. Argrave could see Master Sentinel Ossian waiting for them, his brothers and sisters lined up side by side. “Well… I think you’ll like this place.”

“If you think that, you don’t think much at all,” Melanie noted, then in panic added, “No disrespect, Your Majesty.”

Argrave chuckled, then looked back and paused. “Well, take it easy. Right now, at least, it’s time for my army to reclaim the Low Way.”

Behind, thousands of his soldiers worked to set up their tents with remarkable efficiency. Spellcasters made wells for common use. It was like a great wave of efficiency, starting in one corner and spreading throughout the rest as they finished one by one. Strong, hard men, forged of steel and cooled by the snow elves of Veiden prepared for an advance into the uncertain underground. Here, two crusades would begin; the crusade against the Low Way, and the crusade against the Ebon Cult.

“Left a box of treasures here,” Argrave looked back where more Stonepetal Sentinels gathered by the minutes, sashes of stone roses hanging from their plate armor. “Time to reclaim it. And maybe… just maybe, repay a little debt.”

Melanie looked at him. “Who’s in debt? You or them?”

Argrave only smiled. He advanced at the front, and though Melanie fell back in apprehension Galamon and Orion joined him on each side. Argrave found that words could scarce describe the feeling of having two giants by his side and an army at his back in the face of people that had once mistreated him. He wasn’t free of sin, of course, but he hoped that wound would’ve faded with time.

When he came to stand before the ring fortress around the Low Way of the Rose, he could tell that the Stonepetal Sentinels recognized him, almost one and all. He scanned them slowly, none stepping forward or saying a word.

“Been a while since we last talked,” Argrave said, a veritable tumbleweed passing by as response. Some of the indignance of the prior days training infected him, and he decided to begin sternly, “Now, I believe you have some things to answer for. Am I wrong?”


Chapter 19

All of the high-ranking members of the Stonepetal Sentinels were arrayed before Argrave side-by-side. They had all heard the spellcasters in their number; the king was possessed of magic enough to easily have breached A-rank by now. The two men by his side were giants both, and the sentinels were experienced enough to recognize that they bore enchanted armor. Even the king himself was no slouch, physically—standing a little over seven feet tall, his movements had a strange red mysticism to them. Even as he sat in a chair, cross-legged, he seemed imposing. The white-haired elven woman by his side was little different.

All of this entirely discounted the army he brought to the Low Way. The tension was palpable.

“So… what do you think will make things right between us?” the king questioned, leaning forth and entwining his hands together.

“Your Majesty…” one of them began. “We would… do anything you asked of us.”

“Are you the new Grandmaster Sentinel?” Argrave asked. When the man shook his head, he clicked his tongue. “Still haven’t chosen a new one? Impressive.” He sighed, then scanned them. “I think you know what you need to do, all of you.”

They looked between each other, feeling panic rise as the king’s request went unanswered. They all looked to the seniormost sentinel among them, pleading for aid. The old man swallowed bitterly, then looked at Argrave as he glared coldly. And then…

He fell to his knees and bowed. Everyone was shocked for a minute, but the tent became a scramble to see who could get to their knees the fastest. They stayed there, staring at the floor… but as seconds passed with silence, the old man dared a look up. Argrave was frowning in displeasure.

The man was about to bury his face in the dirt when the king finally said, “Did you listen to what Ossian said? At all? I don’t even see him here.” The king scanned their ignorant faces with his cold gray eyes, and then he sighed. “Good lord… unbelievable. Just because the man’s a pariah, doesn’t mean… well, whatever.” He swept back his black hair, and then said, “Get the crew together. Your watch is over.”

The upper echelon of the Stonepetal Sentinels all looked up slowly, fixing Argrave with a confused eye.

“We’re going to do something that should have been done long ago. We’re going to wipe out all of the Guardians of the Low Way. We’re going to secure the entire city of Nodremaid,” the king said passionately, then pointed at them. “And then, all of you are going to join a crusade against an enemy far worse than the Guardians.”

“Your Majesty, the Order of the Rose--!”

“Are you worried about what I might do with the knowledge in Nodremaid?” Argrave interrupted. “Well, don’t. As you remember, when last I came here… the blood in water stopped flowing. Do you think that was happenstance? And do you think my father, Felipe III, power-obsessed conqueror, would have left Order of the Rose spells unclaimed?” He shook his head slowly. “Fact is, the royal family has always had Rose-era spells. But the Low Way was… not something they cared about. None of my ancestors cared to fix the problem here.”

The Stonepetal Sentinels felt a chill come through them.

“But despite all that’s happened… it’s pointless to fight without end. I will set aside all that happened, and right a wrong that needs righting. Simply that,” the king declared, leaning back. “And I know all of you are good, deep down. You’ve endured a lot, living like this. Your ancestors, their ancestors… and you, fighting the good fight. I want to end that. Now, and forevermore,” he finished, raising his fist up. “Will you come along?”

***

Argrave left that tent feeling embarrassed beyond compare. First they’d bowed seeking mercy, and then they’d bowed offering praise. It killed any desire for any jokes he might’ve had. Regardless, after a grueling capstone to Castro’s meticulous training… the crusade for the Low Way began the next morning.

Grimalt, Bastel, and Rasten each commanded one portion of the army. He had allowed them to determine its structure, and didn’t see any reason to intervene in the army. Still, Galamon decided the strategy, being intimately familiar with both the layout of Nodremaid and Veidimen tactics. Anneliese took command, delivering orders as she had through her Starsparrow.

And Argrave, well… he stayed outside, doing nothing. It was much more difficult than it sounded. He was incredibly uncomfortable with inaction these days. Given the coming of the Ebon Cult, he thought it prudent to get used to it. Though he hated it, he actually did Castro’s exercises of his own free will to distract his mind, receiving reports by the hour.

The Guardians of the Low Way were a plague that were difficult to remove. The only true fortune was that they tended to swarm… but swarming in large numbers meant they might cause casualties. That was an untenable outcome. As such, Galamon and Anneliese opted for a strategy involving coordinated herding toward chokepoints.

The Stonepetal Sentinels were well-versed in the behavior of the Guardians. Consequently, it was their responsibility to attract and manipulate the Guardians that they might land in unfavorable positions. Argrave assigned Melanie as their leader. Perhaps their inaction in electing a new leader had been a boon, as it allowed him to choose one for them. It was couched as temporary, but in time as they accepted her he’d make it permanent.

Melanie, with Anneliese’s guidance, used the Stonepetal Sentinels as ably as she could. She was practiced in escaping Guardians, and she had good soldiers to command. She did her job of getting the abominations to chokepoints well. There, the army assumed the burden of slaughter. Arrows, spears, swords—if the Guardians came through narrow entries, where their opportunity to attack from multiple angles was limited, then common soldiers were more than sufficient to put an end to them.

But then, Argrave’s army wasn’t normal, not entirely.

Even lacking the enchanted gear Argrave intended to secure for them, they were a disciplined force to be reckoned with. They were soldiers—professional soldiers, in a time where there were either highly-skilled knights or unskilled levies with little in between. By this time, they’d already grown used to the foul creatures by testing their blades on them in various strongholds along the way, and today they demonstrated the meaning of ‘professional.’

Reports were slow and scarce at first, mostly saying the same thing in different ways—inconclusive. Whole hours of uncertainty passed. Argrave wished for nothing more than to get his hands dirty and make a change in the battle, but all the counsel he received advised against that. Yet then… reports became faster, and the news was unilaterally good.

Activity ceased in this section of the city. A certain vital building was seized. Grimalt’s division handled no more approaching Guardians. Letter after letter became positive where they had been negligible, all of it reminded Argrave that this fight wasn’t his alone. And in time, the people sent below started returning, foremost among them Anneliese.

Argrave walked out to greet her, and she looked between Orion and him. He asked at once, “How is it? I mean, if you’re here…”

“Should be safe to enter,” Anneliese confirmed.

Argrave started beaming. “Well, that’s…” he chuckled quietly. “Good lord. How’d it go?”

“Quite well,” Anneliese nodded, pride showing through. “We did it clean. No brashness, no misbehaving… but perhaps you ought to see for yourself. I think you will be quite pleased.”

***

Orion pushed open a great stone door, putting his all into moving it. It stood perhaps thirty feet tall, but he moved the giant slabs of stone all the same. Beyond, it revealed a great stone chamber.

“I’m telling you, this place would make a great Order branch,” Argrave said as he advanced, talking to Castro. “Forget the headquarters we just walked through—there’s this place. An underground training area. It’s every bit as advanced as the Tower of the Gray Owl. Might even be more advanced.”

Argrave, Castro, and Orion proceeded into the wide-open arena. On every corner, one could see enchantments that warded against all sorts of magical damage. They were as strong as the one that blocked them out of the library. S-rank spellcasters could fight here, surely. Enchantments kept it lit like a stadium, though some lights had faded giving it strange, twisted lighting.

“An Order branch? You just want free security for this place, I think,” Castro noted shrewdly. “And nothing would be better than moving some Magisters into Nodremaid.”

“Well…” Argrave put his hands on his hip, eyes moving about the place. “You’ve got me there. But am I wrong? Nodremaid, this place… we can revive it, without all the weird twisted undead. A city of both Vasquer and the Burnt Desert.”

As Anneliese described, their victory over the Guardians of the Low Way had been thorough and complete. It was a systematic elimination of the mindless fiends, and marked a stark victory. In another few days, they’d settle in, fortify this place, and then head beyond to seal the alliance between the Burnt Desert and Vasquer.

And Argrave would meet the Alchemist once more.

“How concerning is the Ebon Cult?” Castro asked suddenly.

Argrave looked at him. He debated what to exclude or include, but after a silent hesitance decided to be honest. “At present… they’re more advanced than us. They have salvaged dwarven weaponry. It’s not as potent as freshly-forged stuff, but it can cleave through steel when given average strength. And with Mozzahr’s Emptiness enhancing them?” Argrave shook his head. “The dwarves are magicless. Dwarven metal resists magic to a large degree.

“And beyond that, they’ve got plenty of spellcasters,” Argrave continued as he paced around. “They’ve been using leftover dwarven contraptions to collect spirits. Meaning, they already have shamanic magic.” Argrave sighed. “It’s bleak. It’s very bleak. I won’t begin this fight in earnest without shrinking that gap.”

Castro listened silently, and when Argrave finished gave once last look to the arena. Then, he focused on Argrave.

Castro began, “This is a good arena. So, I think it’s time I learn how you fight.”

Argrave looked at him, brows furrowed. He chuckled, asking, “What?”

“Fight me like you wish to kill me,” Castro said calmly. “Right here, right now.”

Argrave stared at Castro for a few seconds in silence, then looked at Orion. As he gave the man the nod to give them space, his Brumesingers scampered out of his coat, landing on the ground gracefully. They sat around his feet, peering at Castro with their golden eyes.

“You’re sure about this?” Argrave asked one last time.

“I need to learn how to instruct you,” Castro said. “I’ll hit back, don’t worry. It’ll all be illusory spells of pain like you’re used to.”

“But, uhh… I don’t know any spells like that,” Argrave pointed at him. “And you…”

“I don’t think I need worry.”

When Castro said that, Argrave allowed himself to be convinced. Truth be told, he felt a competitiveness as strong as his nervousness. At once, Argrave held up his left hand, allowing [Electric Eels] to come forth freely. The right hand called upon a tried tactic—his [Nine-Tailed Bloodbriars]. It drained from his silver bracer, and then the spell spanned the distance between them quickly. This attack could easily tear through any meager defense, as he’d demonstrated in the Bloodwoods.

Argrave expected an S-rank ward to block these spells—it was the only thing that might—but no. Castro sent forth a spell of wind with his near-instantaneous casting speed, and a humble ball of writhing wind bounced forth. When the first tail of the whip struck, the ball exploded in a powerful burst. Castro jumped back, casting another spell that wrapped his body with wind… and away he went, flying far out of reach as he drifted daintily down.

Argrave, diligently creating [Electric Eels] all the while, called upon an A-rank spell he’d learned, hoping to catch Castro on the backstep. A ball of lightning burst from his right hand. This spell, [Blindstrike], consisted of two attacks—the ball of lightning and the follow-up, fittingly attacking opposite where the ball struck with a bolt of lightning faster than sight.

The ball was incredibly fast—far faster than the eels—and Argrave hoped only to force Castro to guard with a ward. The man instead merely sent out a wave of water, and the ball struck it solidly. A great crack echoed through the air as its follow-up attack occurred, and Argrave hoped the bolt might still hit… but instead, Argrave felt pain fill his head, and he clutched his forehead as he kneeled. The illusion quickly faded.

When he looked up, Castro stood far away, unharmed. Even during all of that mayhem, the tower master had managed to get a hit in with his illusion magic. Argrave straightened, his stubbornness flaring.

“I like your lack of hesitation. You react quickly. You’ve clearly been in battles of life or death, but those spells of mine were all C-rank,” Castro gestured toward Argrave. “I’ll save more for later. Use your A-rank ascension. I need to judge it, too.”

“Was just about to,” Argrave called back. Previously he’d refrained to conserve resources… but these thoughts were to the wind, now, as he prepared [Bloodfeud Bow], sparking eels circling about him. He no longer worried about hurting the old man.


Chapter 20

Argrave, with an abundance of electric eels swirling above his head, sent them forth not to attack but to exert pressure. It was like a pointed gun, ready to fire at any moment that Castro’s attention wavered. If he should attempt some retreat again, they would follow. The old spellcaster regarded them with his eyes briefly, and then focused back on Argrave.

Off to the right side, one of Argrave’s blood echoes prepared [Bloodfeud Bow]. He projected another echo far out to the left. He wouldn’t commit undue resources to this spar, but at the very least he wanted the old tower master to get a taste of what he could truly do. Castro observed the blood echo for a few moments, and then walked toward Argrave.

Argrave walked backwards with efficient, balanced footwork, thankful for the flat ground of the arena. All the while he prepared spells in his right and left hand, sending probing attacks of lightning to stall and sting if the tower master wasn’t paying proper attention. But the tower master… every spell Argrave cast, the old man seemed to catch it squarely in his hands.

“This is one of the virtues I discussed with you—experimentation,” Castro explained, his defense remaining solid despite that fact. “This ward I cast is large enough only to cover my hand, but it’s a B-rank spell nonetheless. I made it myself, to outlast opponents with pure efficiency.”

The explanation was so ridiculous Argrave couldn’t help but laugh, and in response he called upon a large spell Anneliese favored greatly— [Icebound Twinblades]. He hoped Castro’s answer might not be as simple as with the Bloodbriars. Twin arms of ice took shape, and in their hands gargantuan blades of ice spread out flat. They spun towards Castro with devastating force, impossible to block with one hand alone.

Argrave was anticipating the tower master to dodge as he already had, and prepared both the eels and his blood magic to fire wherever he ended up. Instead, Argrave saw a mana ripple from beyond the spinning blades, and instinctually called upon his enchanted ring prepare a B-rank ward. A blast of wind shattered the ice blades, sending fragments everywhere and obscuring vision for a brief moment.

In a moment of unnatural speed, Castro arrived at Argrave’s ward. With ice fragments shrouding him, the eels would have trouble getting a solid hit, and Argrave felt a fool. The tower master had something black in his left hand, and it was only once Argrave’s ward shattered did he realize it was a knife of Ebonice. Still, Argrave didn’t succumb. He knew the tower master sought to limit his ability to use his [Bloodfeud Bow] by getting close. As the tower master raised his empty right hand to cast a spell, Argrave finally called upon the blood echo he’d sent out to the left near the beginning of this exchange. Once more, [Nine-Tailed Bloodbriars] erupted as a potent assault. Castro’s eyes widened when he saw the surprise attack, but quickly changed his strategy, moving his hand from Argrave’s direction to the ground.

A wave of ice that seemed almost liquid erupted out of Castro’s hand, colliding with the floor and spreading outwards. Argrave stumbled over it, barely avoiding faceplanting in his haste. It kept him from retreating as he’d intended, and with that done Castro redirected the continuous wave of ice toward the whipping blood magic. The two opposing attacks balanced each other out. His spell was barely strong enough to block all of the attacks as they came, almost like it had been calculated.

Argrave tried to rise and back away, but Castro merely calmly dropped the Ebonice knife and started to turn his right hand forward. With Castro still too close to use the arrow of blood, Argrave called upon a seldomly used hidden card of his—Garm’s eyes. With them, he conjured a spell just before his face. Castro was surprised, but conjured a ward to meet the knight of wind that unleashed [Pavise Gale] with its tower shield.

Even despite the ice on the floor, Argrave managed to get some distance. [Pavise Gale] had blown away the ice fragments, and so Argrave called down the electric eels. As he did so, his echo bearing the [Bloodfeud Bow] secured an angle that would not hit Argrave at the same time. It finally shot across the arena toward the tower master.

A swarm of electric eels, a spell of blood magic strong enough to be compared to some S-rank spells… Argrave wondered a brief second if he’d gone too far. As both hit concurrently, however, Argrave saw the [Bloodfeud Bow] redirected at an upward angle. Castro had fallen to the ground, creating a ward at an angle that minimized contact with the projectile. In turn, the electric eels slammed against this largely undamaged ward harmlessly.

As Argrave stared in baffled shock, he was hit once again, and pain lit up his head. He came to the realization Castro had managed to attack even amidst all that. His vision failed him briefly, and when next he opened his eyes Argrave laid on the ground holding his hand to his head. He was replaying what had just happened when Castro walked up to Argrave, looking down at him.

“Very good work. I nearly called upon my A-rank ascension,” Castro commented. “But were this a true duel, I believe you would have far more difficulty preparing that arrow of blood you used.” He looked at the site of impact for the arrow, and Argrave followed his gaze. “If you were going all out… could you manage more of those bows?”

“Probably not,” Argrave admitted freely. “Hard to manage more than two blood echoes at the same time in active combat right now.”

“Hmm. With only two echoes, it would be hard to prepare that attack,” Castro mused. “Doubly so against someone as monstrous as you claim Mozzahr to be.”

“Yeah, well…” Argrave exhaled. “I generally don’t fight alone. Wait ‘til my wife gets here, I’ll show you…” he raised his fist and shook it in jest.

Castro laughed pleasantly. “I think I was overly harsh in my assessment. I had no idea how adaptable you could be. I don’t think that’s something that can be taught, truly.”

“I still lost,” Argrave pointed out.

“But knowing you have talent only makes me all the more eager to teach you what you lack.” Castro focused on Argrave intently. “Battle is ever-changing. It is impossible to predict how things will play out, even with complete knowledge of your opponent. Total flexibility allows one to succeed in a variety of environments, since no single outcome can be accurately forecast,” Castro said, taking on a teacher’s affect.

“We can think about possible outcomes, and certainly adjust to whatever opponent we might face… but no one has the foresight to predict or the force to ensure a desirable future. Hence, you nearly humbled me, casting that spell from your eyes as you did.” He crouched down beside Argrave. “That’s a lesson in leadership as much as in battle. What has happened to date determines the probability of where things are going tomorrow, but probabilities don’t determine the outcome. Even if something has an eighty percent chance of happening… it could end up being one of the twenty.”

Castro rose to his feet and said firmly, “The future is not knowable. The future does not exist today, and the forces that influence it are in flux. The link between now’s circumstances and later events is a loose one. In simpler terms, it is what it is. Knowing and understanding that is key.”

Argrave stared at the tower master, perhaps wondering if he knew what Ingo had proposed to him all along.

“What’s my purpose in saying this?” Castro continued, looking around. “Leadership of an organization and doing battle, in my eyes, require one thing for prolonged success. Intellectual humility.” He looked back at Argrave. “You have confidence. It’s in you—in the way you fight, and take action. Now, you should become intellectually humble.”

“What? Humility?” Argrave slowly sat up.

“Intellectual humility. There’s a difference.” Castro shook his head. “You know a great many things, Argrave. But even with all of the knowledge in the world, you must swallow the fact that you can be wrong, and that another method might be better or more efficient. I’m not saying that you are wrong, or even that you’ve made wrong choices… but it’s a change in mindset that allows you to be more.

“Because of that trait, I was open to adopting this,” Castro continued, walking to the discarded Ebonice knife and retrieving it off the ground. “I implemented it into my way of fighting. I think that you, Argrave, can teach me as much as I can teach you. What you think, and what you say—it has value to me. And because I think in this manner, I was able to improve up to this point. The ideal leader is not perfect, because perfection does not exist. The ideal leader recognizes his imperfections, and constantly smooths them out as he grows without end!”

Argrave listened closely, feeling that his understanding was just short of what Castro explained.

“It’s somewhat paradoxical, but you have to always question yourself while acting in total confidence,” Castro said. “You must cultivate a brutal rationality that pervades your mind. But in leading, and in combat… the only way to avoid the vicious circle is to separate yourself from your ego and your emotions. And like this, you may create a virtuous circle.”

Argrave tapped his foot against the ground, and then rose to his feet. “Is this just philosophy, or…?”

Castro smiled. “There are two types of people that predict the future. The ones that don’t know, and the ones that don’t know they don’t know.” He shook his head. “You can ignore me if you want. I thought you might appreciate these ramblings. I think… I’ll be able to better teach you in the future. I think I can help you more than I thought.”

The more that Castro spoke, the more Argrave thought he might know about Ingo’s proposal. But in the end, the tower master walked calmly for the exit. Orion walked back to rejoin Argrave, the prince looking at him in concern.

“Are you injured?” Orion asked cautiously.

“He never really used spells that could hurt me,” Argrave said. “That wind burst, maybe, but… no. I’m fine.”

Argrave lost. He could cope and say things would be different if he could use [Requite], or if Anneliese could be here with him… but strangely, that wasn’t the thing that bothered him. Instead, Castro’s words hung in his mind, chipping at something he’d built in his head to keep it together.

“Let’s go get things situated here,” Argrave said, looking at Orion. “I want to get everyone doing what they should be doing. I want to make it to the Burnt Desert tomorrow, secure the alliance. From there… the Alchemist waits.”


Chapter 21

Argrave looked out across a room filled with torches. He walked to specific ones, passing others by, and lit them with simple spells. A bunch of his people watched what he was doing in confusion, but he carried on unconcerned. Finally, when he lit the torch in the top right…

The floor in the center of the room started to shift around, clicking and grinding into place as a stairway slowly took form. Argrave walked around it, joining everyone else while paying the strange contraption little mind.

“Orion?” Argrave said, holding out his hand. The prince slowly deposited a rolled-up sheet of paper in Argrave’s hand.

“How in the blazes do you know about this?” Melanie questioned, following Argrave as he walked in the room.

“There’s a partially destroyed journal in the second floor of the mayor’s house where he wrote about this top-secret entryway in extreme detail, in case adventurers like us came here and needed to access this place. Lesson number one: if you write a journal, you die. It’s simple statistics. Regardless, even with some of the journal missing, you can puzzle it…” Argrave began to explain, but trailed off when Melanie looked at him like he was mad. “Don’t worry about it. Just accept it.”

Argrave knelt down on the floor, then pointed to the stairs. “That, there, is a hidden entrance to the old dwarven cities.” He unraveled the piece of parchment Orion handed him on the floor. “This here’s a map of the city I had retrieved and recreated. This entrance emerges here,” he planted his gloved finger on the top right of the map, then traced it to another location. “You’re going to bring the Stonepetal Sentinels to this spot, here. That’s just below Blackgard. By then, that place will be accessible. It’s ten or so days away, given the diversions along the way.”

“This is some ask!” Melanie noted indignantly.

“You can do it,” Argrave looked at her plainly. “I trust your ability more than most I can think of.”

That decisive praise seemed to brook no protest, and Melanie shifted on her feet anxiously while muttering something. “Alright… alright, fine,” she crossed her arms. “You said we’re collecting something. What?”

“See these X’s on the map?” Argrave pointed them out, one after another. “Check here. If the X is oriented like this, it’ll be a refinery. There’s a big thing there that you’ll need to haul away—I’ll give more details after. If the X’s are like this, it’s a warehouse. Your job is to pick these places clean. Take everything you can carry. Then, you’ll bring them to Blackgard.” Argrave looked up. “Now, this next bit is the most important.”

“We talked about this,” Melanie interrupted. “Avoid the Ebon Cult.”

“Yes, avoid the Ebon Cult,” Argrave repeated, saying it like praise. “You, Melanie, are the leader of the scouting party. You’re foraging for some resources, finding some ideal locations… but you are not to start any fights. The Ebon Cult is far less numerous than we are, and this city is huge. There’s no reason to fight. The Stonepetal Sentinels are used to exploring an underground city cautiously—they’ve been wandering around Nodremaid for generations, stepping on the toes of vampires and two-armed heads since before you were born. They can handle this, so long as their leader leads them with caution in mind.”

“I believe she gets the message, Argrave,” Anneliese cut in.

Argrave nodded slowly and rose. “Alright. We can get into the finer details. Questions?”

“I thought this was a promotion,” Melanie noted. “Was all that talk about inner circle just that?”

Argrave spared a glance at Anneliese. She gave him a steady nod, and he looked to Elenore.

“Sis? You’re good at talking money,” he waved to her.

Elenore stepped up beside Argrave. “The Burnt Desert, as it is now, needs to survive off of commerce. The road to the Lionsun Castle is notoriously dangerous—rockfalls pervade the valley, with no sources of water for miles on end. As such, this city is going to become a hub for commerce between the two nations. Once we repair the fortresses on either side… this place will become quite defensible. And Argrave and I were thinking you should be this city’s first countess. Once we repair it for you, naturally, free of charge.”

“I was born in Relize. I know how trade works,” Melanie said, her face slowly gaining a smile. “Well… that’s certainly worth a little something. Make sure to get rid of those weird eye-lights on the ceiling. Oh, and install new magic lights, if you would.” She scratched her cheek, then seemed to decide not to push her luck as she said, “I guess I’ll be scurrying on into that hole with my pack of rose-bearing fools. Just a few clarifications before I do…”

***

“Once they get their foothold down there, we can start the revival of dwarven metalworking. That’ll bridge the huge gap between us and the Ebon Cult,” Argrave mused with Elenore as they walked along in Nodremaid. Being here invoked paranoia, but Argrave was assured this place was clean by Anneliese, who walked by his side. Galamon guarded ahead, while Orion guarded behind.

Elenore questioned skeptically, “Will new metal alone really prepare our army to fight all that comes? Monsters like that Shadowlander?”

Argrave looked at her seriously. “Equipment is everything for warriors. Dwarven metals can accommodate more enchantments, and it absorbs force so well that very little impact transfers to the wearer. Spellcasters get better spells, warriors get new equipment; it’s a simple equation. On top of that, once they get the dwarven spirit collectors hauled back… we can finally use shamanic magic without restraint. It’s sorely needed.”

“Alright. I’ll trust you. Still, you seem… distracted,” Elenore stopped walking and looked at him.

Argrave stopped with her. She was right—he was thinking about what Castro had said. He looked at her and countered, “Sure this isn’t projection? You’re about to be married.”

Elenore crossed her arms and exhaled. “I don’t… I don’t know, Argrave.”

“Getting jitters at the altar?” Argrave leaned in.

“I… do enjoy Durran. But what if things change? What if he wants things I can’t give?” She looked at him. “What if I’m wrong? And what if he… doesn’t…?”

As Argrave listened, Castro’s voice rang in his thoughts—you must swallow the fact that you can be wrong. Elenore was as good a leader as Argrave knew, and yet even she questioned herself. Maybe this wasn’t the same, but even still… it provoked some thought.

“There are always a thousand reasons not to do something,” Anneliese counseled Elenore as Argrave paused. “In the end, I know only this; these fears are not founded in the here and now. I see no warning signs. He has pure intentions. Emotionally, at least. Elsewise…” Anneliese left Durran’s other intentions unspoken.

Elenore nodded, looking a bit calmer. “Yes, I… I suppose this is so. But there’s a part of me that wishes I didn’t let this fall into his hands so easily…” the princess sighed, then shook her head. “I have some strange, incurable stubbornness he evokes in me. Perhaps I should let him win, if only this once… still, I can’t let him think too much of himself.”

“Might be too late for that,” Argrave pointed out, catching his tempo once more.

Elenore smiled, and then resumed walking. “I have some things in mind.”

***

The moment that they emerged from the other side of the Low Way of the Rose, Durran was there waiting for them. Him and half a dozen other wyvern riders swooped down from the mountains, casting great clouds of black sand about the land. He brought food from the caverns—Argrave recognized it to be food scavenged by the subterranean mountain people. It seemed Durran had made many friends in the Burnt Desert beyond the tribals and the elves.

When Argrave told Durran that he intended to visit the Alchemist, his friend was understandably concerned. After some explanation, Durran relented, agreeing to command some of his men to take them there as soon as possible.

Under the pretense of getting to know her groom, Elenore arranged to stay at the Lionsun Castle. There, they would arrange things to facilitate coordination between the Burnt Desert and Vasquer. It was nearly the perfect center of the continent, and a more-than-defensible location to reside in while Argrave visited the Alchemist. Once he returned, he would bear witness to their union. It was a political show first and foremost.

Until then, Argrave had a hell of a week ahead of him. Castro and Ingo both weighed heavy in his mind, but each of them were small weights compared to the overwhelming presence of the Alchemist. Argrave was cautiously optimistic about this meeting… but the Alchemist was anything but predictable. Now, the journey remained ahead of them. They planned things out outside the Low Way.

“I had a wyvern of my own, once,” Castro mused, staring out across the endless black sand dunes of the Burnt Desert. “And I know well that Ingo couldn’t handle a very long flight on one.”

“There are plenty cities you can stop at along the way. They’re my allies,” Durran pointed out. “I can tell Argrave some names—he can handle the rest, I’m sure.”

“But the high altitudes…” Castro looked back to the carriage where Ingo rested. “I’m not sure…”

“A carriage won’t cross, and it doesn’t seem to me he can walk,” Durran pointed out prudently. “Seems to me you have to take a wyvern if you really want to get across.”

Castro clicked his tongue, and then sighed. “You have a point.” He looked at Durran. “I was under the impression the southern tribals seldom employed magic. Yet you’re clearly S-rank. And you’re acquainted with Argrave already?”

Durran smiled. “I’ll let Argrave explain the intricacies, tower master. Talk to my man, Trock. He’ll handle things from here.” He turned his head to Elenore. “Are you ready?”

“Certainly,” she nodded, showing none of the unease of earlier.

“Then… shall we?” he offered his hand.

Durran and Elenore walked away, but Castro focused on Argrave and Anneliese. “I suppose I’ll have to make do. I kindly request we wait until Ingo is in decent condition, and then fly to the closest settlement. It could take some time between journeys… but consequently, we can get into the meat of what I hoped to teach you. Is this amenable?”

Argrave nodded slowly. “It’ll have to do. I… I’ve been thinking about what you said, earlier. I won’t lack anything to ponder.”

“The both of us,” Anneliese nodded.

Castro looked between the two of them. “I think the two of you can handle the advanced things. The… finer optimizations. And I will impart all I can, as repayment. I hope this journey turns out to be the blessing you suspect it might be.”

Argrave clenched his gloved hands, thoughts in turmoil. “As do I,” he said simply.


Chapter 22

After leaving their army at the Low Way, their group departed in small number for the Alchemist’s home. Along the path, Argrave and Anneliese were eager students to the Tower Master of the Gray Owl. Though Anneliese had a teacher in the form of her grandmother, Argrave never truly had someone to tutor him dedicatedly. Castro’s guidance was like sanding and polishing to this craft of his that he’d built so quickly. There were many rough spots that sorely needed such treatment, and they were treated in the breaks between travel.

The rides aback the wyverns, heading from city to city, were enlightening as to what Durran had actually managed to achieve. The cities that they came upon were badly damaged. Despite this, the people were accommodating for the random arrival of wyvern riders, treating them like lords and offering them tribute. Still, the men that Durran had picked out were gracious and helpful instead of domineering, listening to troubles as though they were kings and offering solutions. It seemed that Durran knew how to pick his men.

But things were still harsh out here in the Burnt Desert. The death of the Vessels had made many small oases in various places, but it was evident that things would dry up unless action was taken. As practice, Argrave and Anneliese cast spells of water to give more time to the populace. It was a well-appreciated gesture. A small few recognized Argrave and Anneliese from their last visit here, but none knew they were king and queen. It was a welcome thing to be appreciated for the little things.

Argrave made small notes of what Elenore would need to supply this place with. With great tracts of land dedicated to farmland in Blackgard supported by elven fruits that made the ground quite fertile and pure, they wouldn’t lack for things to offer. At the same time, he also noted what might be exported from the Burnt Desert. This, too, was a necessary evil. People by and large needed incentives to do anything selfless—hence why charitable endeavors offered tax breaks, in his cynical estimation. Argrave had to be sure this place did not become a drain on them without offering anything in return. It was simply pragmatic.

But in truth, Argrave didn’t have much time to dedicate to finer evaluations. He was busy learning. Castro drilled them on the importance of fundamentals—he imparted that casting in combat was not an intellectual activity, but an instinctual one. If the mind and body had a perfect instinct for what was cast, each and every spell could be cast incredibly quickly and without significant wastage.

After their first few days of drilling, Castro implemented practical tests. It wasn’t on quite the same scale as the fight that he and Castro had undergone, but certainly it was dangerous. They were instructed to implement what he’d taught them by blocking or attacking rapidly after certain signals. If they could not do it fast enough, they were hit by illusion magic.

But alongside this, Castro brought out the first of what he’d called the ‘finer optimizations.’ Namely, segmenting.

“Segmenting spells is an immensely useful thing,” Castro said. “It not only teaches you the fundamentals of the spells you work with, allowing you to better create your own, but it can cut down the spells you do know to gain only what you need from them.” He held his hand out and conjured a ward in it. It covered only his hand. “Why block a sword with a huge ward, covering your entire body, when this will suffice? This spell—a segmented B-rank ward—uses so little magic, yet it fills the same purpose.

“That spell you used on me,” Castro pointed at Argrave. [Nine-Tailed Bloodbriars], I think you called it. You are going to create a version that does not use all nine tails. Instead, you’re going to make a [One-Tailed Bloodbriar]. And you, Your Highness… why not try recreating this ward I made, given the specialty [Life Cycle] has?”

As Argrave listened, his eyes narrowed. [Segmentation] was a trait that existed in Heroes of Berendar… and yet it was simply a percentage reduction to spell cost. Here and now, however, it had become different. Upon recognizing this, Argrave was yet more eager to add it to his arsenal.

Argrave had never truly experimented with magic because it felt like he was toying with a gun. Shooting a gun was easy enough, but modifying a gun, using particular ammunition, and all the stuff that entailed firearm mania? He was content letting other people build his guns, and then pulling the trigger once he had it. But now, with guidance, he was a little more confident in delving deeper.

And it turned out it was prudent that Argrave waited for guidance.

Things weren’t as simple as moving a line here, snipping here, and voila! A new spell. No—experimentation was a painful, head-scratching process. Wrong combinations were infinite, yet successful ones were few and far between. All [Segmentation] entailed was isolating a segment of a spell, jury-rigging it to make it function independently, and then casting it like that.

But even as only that, it was mind-bogglingly difficult.

One had to fully understand what each segment of the matrix did, how the magic flowed into the matrix, and what caused completion. Argrave managed to isolate what split the blood magic into nine separate tails, and even each tail… but to retain the force? To retain the fact that it was blood magic? To isolate specific segments without the entire thing falling apart was much to ask. C-rank and above spells worked on the fourth dimension, adding complexity beyond compare.

It was the difference between a builder and an architect. The builder can build a bridge based on a template. But to design his own in unfamiliar terrain, over a different length gap… that was beyond him. Why was this support placed here? How do you accommodate weight at this section? Why are these wire things even here? Where do you need metal, or stone, or wood? Perhaps the builder could gain a feel for what worked, but even still that was dubious.

Argrave had certainly never built bridges, but he felt the comparison apt. He had been a common laborer before this, but now he delved into the design of magic. Indeed, he delved into it so completely that he lost track of nearly everything around him—this journey, the Ingo problem…

And unlike almost all other instances, he learned how to segment his spell before Anneliese did.

A single thin whip of blood magic whipped out across the black sand dunes, impacting with a rock. It exploded outwards, sending fragments everywhere.

“There you go! Excellent,” Castro praised, watching.

Argrave looked down at his hand, smiling. He recreated the matrix he’d just used, and stared at it. He had made this. It was derivative, but he had made this. [One-Tailed Bloodbriar]. It used less blood, less magic, but it retained the speed and viciousness of the spell.

Argrave looked at Castro. “You really can teach.”

Castro laughed. “Magic is an art, Argrave. And like any art, it can be learned, but not taught. You did this. I simply knew what method suited you best.”

Argrave looked at Anneliese. “That was amazing,” she complimented sincerely. She seemed so proud of him.

And he was proud of himself, he realized. “I was going to ask you for help about attaining [Blood Infusion].” Argrave looked at Castro. “But I think… I think I don’t need that, anymore.”

Castro nodded. “Segmentation is my own invention, but fundamentally, it’s just a framework to study the composition of magic that I found highly effective. I’m not surprised you found it so useful. I thought it would gel well with your personality after our spar. Most people find it difficult to segment spells, you know, but for you and me... it just works.”

Argrave had found the difficulty to be true at first, but it clicked after a while. So many ideas formed in Argrave’s head—spells he could tweak, things he could make… or how he might imbue blood magic into all magic, achieving the [Blood Infusion] he so desperately sought. It certainly wouldn’t come to him as quickly as he hoped, but it was as though the world of magic was not just a tool any longer, but a true entity to be explored. It had gone from a rigid framework to true freedom, and he loved it.

“I advise you keep segmenting spells,” Castro continued. “Blood magic, elemental magic, illusion magic, druidic magic… and in time, you will free yourself of limits one after another. And perhaps far down the road, you will learn how to make your own spell, utterly free of derivation. That will be the hardest thing for you, Argrave, I promise you that. Segmentation was a curse and a boon both on my path, and I think it will be the same for you.”

Argrave felt a little guilty Anneliese was not so directly benefited from this teaching, but she saw him mulling this over and shook her head. “Be proud you have something you excel at, Argrave. Do not fret that others cannot.”

He nodded and laughed. “Yeah… yeah, guess you’re right.”

“But it is late, and I believe we near the point where you sought to reach,” Castro reminded Argrave, looking up at the moon above.

Argrave nodded grimly, torn from his joyful exuberance back to the true task ahead. “Yeah. It’s been a long time coming…”

***

Castro looked out across the dunes of quicksand, his eyes narrowed both to shield from the harsh sun above and to clear his suspicion. He asked Argrave firmly, “You’re certain this is the place?”

“I jumped in here before. He doesn’t exactly move,” Argrave stepped forward, testing the quicksand with his foot.

“Durran jumped in, too,” Trock, their wyvern rider, told them. “He made it out fine.”

“Alright,” Castro nodded, walking to Ingo and checking on him. “Then… let’s go.”

“Alright. Anne, Galamon, Orion—you prepared? Need to go over the instructions?” he asked them.

After Argrave received confirmation… there was only one thing left to do.

Their party descended into the quicksand pit just as they had long ago. It had been some time since Argrave last set foot in the strange, eerie obsidian-like path leading to the Alchemist’s abode. The gravity-defying nature of it all sparked nervousness in Orion and cautious wonder in Castro, but they made it through without a hitch.

Finally, they came to the bizarre jungle trapped within a cave that housed the home of the Alchemist. It was as colorful and vibrant as ever, and within it there was an uncomfortably familiar castle of sleek, sterile obsidian. Its foreign, alien build brought back some foul memories that Argrave didn’t realize he was repressing. He remembered pushing open its great door, and beholding the Alchemist.

Yet as he watched, reliving the events of well over half a year ago, those gargantuan obsidian doors slammed open. The Alchemist walked out with a quick stride, standing at an intimidating twenty feet tall. His black hair was like silk that formed robes around his vaguely humanoid shape. His ivory face was flat and squat, lacking a nose or nostrils at all, while his eyes were gray. Presently, his entire body was bubbling, revealing eyes that focused on Argrave alone.

Orion and Galamon stood before Argrave, and though they were obviously ready to guard him they heeded his instructions not to provoke the Alchemist. His towering figure came before them, yet his manifold eyes glowing green saw only Argrave. Castro held his arm before Ingo to protect him and watched with undisguised wariness.

Argrave stayed firm, though, watching and waiting. Silence stretched out, and the watching eyes slowly stopped bubbling and calmed.

“If you seek a deal, you must follow me, alone,” the Alchemist said at once, his countless eyes all splitting as mouths. His voice was like shattering crystals.

“Will I be unharmed?” Argrave asked—short and to the point, to preserve his life. And the other important bits.

The Alchemist said nothing, but the remainder of his eyes faded back into his silken hair robe. He looked down at Argrave with those two cold gray eyes of his, and then said, “If you bring your mirror, and do not stray.”

Argrave reached into his duster’s pocket and pulled it out, holding up the bronze hand mirror. Upon seeing it, the Alchemist turned and walked back toward his home.

After leaving the Brumesingers in Anneliese’s care, Argrave followed, advancing once more alone to the place he’d lost and gained a heart. And in this heart of his weighed a heavy question; would someone die once more at the Alchemist’s unfeeling hands?


Chapter 23

The Alchemist walked through his abode of obsidian with Argrave struggling to keep up just behind. Argrave thought that they were heading into the library once more, but the Alchemist reached into the walls as he walked to retrieve an obsidian staff. He slammed it on the ground, and the whole placed pulsed with purple lights.

Like that, the whole of it came alive. The hallway that they’d been walking through descended, forming a slope downwards. The walls and floors looked like ferrofluid manipulated by a magnet, glossy like metal but flowing as liquid. Despite this, each step that they took was as solid as stone. The Alchemist’s home had been manipulable in Heroes of Berendar, but now that it was beyond the constraints of the game, this place seemed capable of doing whatever the Alchemist pleased.

Argrave hated admitting it, but he somewhat hoped that the Alchemist’s back would split open to reveal a mouth that told him something—anything. The silence, however, was deafening, broken only by the soft fleshy footfalls of the Alchemist and Argrave’s boots impacting against the malleable obsidian all around them. They headed deep, deep, and deeper, following the sloping path.

Eventually, when Argrave looked around, the path backwards didn’t exist anymore. In all directions, it was endless blackness, disorienting enough that Argrave couldn’t tell which way was the direction they’d come from. Up could’ve become down long ago—it seemed feasible, given the gravity-defying pathway they’d walked through just to show up at the underground jungle. All he could do was follow this silent giant, fearing to speak in case he sparked anger.

Finally, the obsidian pathway became a fair bit brighter, and Argrave narrowed his eyes to shield from the light. As his eyes adjusted, recognition dawned—they emerged into the Alchemist’s chimera lab. A stairway descended downward into it, landing ungracefully in a secluded corner of the room. When Argrave finally took his feet off the stairs, they rose behind him and vanished. The Alchemist dropped his obsidian staff, and it sunk into the home like it never was.

The chimera lab was not a place with abominable creatures floating suspended in glass containers full of green goo. It more so resembled a morgue that had been taken over by a very tall librarian. The place had a ceiling about thirty feet tall. There were tall columns of impeccable white books imbedded in the walls, but between each tower of books, drawers resembling mortuary cabinets filled the space from bottom to top. In morgues they’d hold the dead—here, they held the living. Or unliving, in any case.

The Alchemist walked down into the chimera lab, his pace slowing somewhat. He raised his hand up, and it thinned as it stretched out. When it reached a certain shelf, he stuck his hand inside the obsidian, then pulled it open. From there, he grabbed the one within and lowered the subject down ungracefully. As he did so, he slammed the cabinet shut once again.

Argrave stared at this chimera as it was placed down. It was humanoid, and clothed in black robes—a good start. But as he stared, he came to realize the thing looked uncannily close to him. Things were off in certain places—Argrave was bulkier than it was, but perhaps that was simply the difference between when he’d left here last and now. The eyes were still the black-and-gold color they’d been the first few months after acquiring Garm’s eyes. The hairstyle was different, too—curlier, a little drier. And the face had some sort of uncanny wrongness to it. He certainly wasn’t worried about any of his party members being fooled by this thing.

“He’s let me out the box again, I see,” the chimera muttered, then looked at Argrave. “Nothing’s ever so blissful as seeing a face like yours. Well, honestly, I’d say that to any face, so long as I get some time to walk and talk.” He held a pale hand out. “I’m Pawn.”

Pawn. In Heroes of Berendar, they didn’t expect a player to blindly jump into a quicksand pit in the middle of the Burnt Desert to encounter the Alchemist. They didn’t stop you, of course, but the point stood; something—or rather, someone—needed to direct the player toward this place. Hence, Pawn.

The chimera Pawn was in many places throughout the game, all at once. Argrave had probably seen—maybe even talked to—Pawn before. His appearance was randomly generated, but the quests he gave remained the same. The Alchemist needed ingredients. Pawn was a tool to collect these. He traded with people, wandered the wilderness, hired adventurers… hence, the player was eventually led to the Alchemist, either by investigating Pawn in suspicion or in earning his trust.

“You’re the one who got new hearts put into me.” The chimera tapped his chest in revelation. “Things work beautifully. The Alchemist did a checkup on you when you entered here. And…” Pawn realized the awkwardness hanging in the air, and said, “It seems… he made us look alike. It’s an obstacle we’ll have to overcome.” He straightened his robes. “They say imitation is the best form of flattery. And flattery is a thing seldom drawn from the Alchemist.”

Argrave stepped a little closer. Pawn, as ever, didn’t act any different from a normal person. Indeed, most people found him quite likable. Likable or not, he was still the product of the most advanced necromancy in the world. He was powerful physically, possessing all sorts of superhuman enhancements made to aid in killing, like poison, acid, or simply nasty implements of bone and claw. These chimeras were no easy opponent, to say the least.

Argrave said, “If he’s brought you out, the Alchemist probably wants you to explain something to me.”

Pawn nodded. “Too true. It would give greater comfort both for the one conveying the words and the one hearing them. You can view me as a buffer between the Alchemist and yourself.”

Yes, because seeing a mirror image is very comforting, Argrave thought, but kept those words in his head. The Alchemist certainly lacked the finer graces he was attempting to display here, but an effort was made—a good sign for his health, to say the least. When Argrave looked back toward the towering figure, the Alchemist walked to them and placed something down.

It was a map—not of Berendar, but of the whole world. Argrave had seen it plenty of times before, and talked about it in forums discussing whether or not Heroes of Berendar might get a sequel on another continent. Berendar was a tall, somewhat narrow continent shelved away in the bottom right of the map, and relatively isolated. He saw Veiden—larger, but also mostly uninhabited—and all the other continents. The player never left Berendar. Instead, the other denizens of the other continents came to them, each in a grand crusade for whatever god or warlord had seized the continent.

“Where does Gerechtigkeit descend?” Pawn asked.

Argrave’s knelt down in front of the map, his finger tracing the parchment before landing on a spot in Berendar. It was southwest of Jast and northwest of Elbraille, right in a vast plain between the two. As soon as Argrave lifted his finger away, a needle pierced the spot he’d been holding. The Alchemist adroitly wielded various different instruments to measure things. He appeared to be doing some sort of arcane calculations, but Argrave didn’t pretend to know what they might be.

“Please, mind him not as he works,” Pawn explained amicably. “Now… we have a long series of questions.”

Argrave was asked the location of a vast multitude of gods. Some of them he could place, because they had consistent ties to the land like the elven gods. Others were left to the wind. A needle quickly stabbed each spot he pointed out, and then more arcane calculations were made.

After a while, Argrave finally mustered the courage to interject, “I can save you a lot of trouble asking. The one I brought with me, Ingo—the Alchemist must’ve seen the blessing of the god on him.” He pointed to Pawn. “And if your boss can take the blessing harmlessly, make his body whole again, do it without issue… we might be able to see right into the path to finding how to end the cycle of judgment.” Argrave tapped his chest. “I remember the Alchemist talking about my blessing last time. He said it was interesting, didn’t he? He said he wondered what would happen? That’s what I offer here, today. Or… perhaps something adjusted,” he said, still hesitant to bring Ingo’s point of view up. “Perhaps… since you know I come from Earth… you can cure Ingo, and give it to me.”

Pawn stared for a few moments of uncanny reflection. “It is true that a blessing from a god draws the Alchemist’s attention. For your other assertion, an argument: this power was bestowed on Ingo by a god. No one, god or mortal, has broken the cycle. Why would a blessing prove capable of spotting the key to end this cycle where all other gods before have failed?”

Argrave’s pointed finger curled. “But with the things that I’ve seen… the secrets I know…”

Pawn smiled bitterly. “I do not mean to offend, so please try and take this as objectively as it was intended. Factually speaking, you are one of many who have endured Gerechtigkeit. What gives you superiority over them in ending the cycle? It comes once every one thousand years. Gerechtigkeit does expend a great deal of effort in making people forget his existence, but reality and simple probability dictate that some exist like the Alchemist who know he will come. Foremost among those knowing when the calamity comes are gods, lest we forget.” Pawn paused, letting his point sink in. “Even supposing your alleged transplantation from Earth is not something arcane or divine in nature—an implantation of memories to explain foresight—would possessing Ingo’s blessing truly allow you to succeed? Do you have greater intellect, strength of will, than thousands of others before you?”

Pawn inhaled deeply as he finished speaking. “In summary, what convinces you that you have ability deserving of this blessing? Unless you know how to end the cycle of judgment now, you may never know. And Durran was clear you do not know. Despite that, he entered an arrangement with the Alchemist.”

Argrave took a step back and looked away, thinking hard. From the beginning, the Alchemist made that bet expecting Durran to die. His anger flared, but Castro’s words came to him, speaking of the importance of intellectual humility. And as he considered it more, Argrave finally realized why those words were so applicable to him.

“These memories I have aren’t divine or arcane,” Argrave looked not at Pawn, but at the Alchemist. “And there’s a reason I’m here, in Berendar.”

“What reason?” said the Alchemist this time, his splintering voice coming out once more.

“I don’t know. But I’m ready to find out,” Argrave stated firmly, finally admitting and seeking remedy for his biggest scar—his existence here. It was the greatest act of intellectual humility he could ever hope for. “And considering how urgently you came at me… I think you know my knowledge is more than mere delusion.” He looked up firmly. “I have my deal, Alchemist. I’ll cooperate with you, remedy both of our ignorance about the mystery that is me. Let us delve into what I am, and why I might be here. Get the white-haired elven woman—doubtless she’ll be interested in unraveling my secrets.”

The Alchemist stared down at Argrave for a few moments. Then, Pawn started walking away, heading for the walls. A stairway appeared to accommodate him, and he vanished.

“She will be contacted. In the meantime… let’s begin with your mind,” the Alchemist rasped.

“Not so fast,” Argrave held his finger out. “Let’s discuss the finer details—safety being the first among them.”


Chapter 24

Anneliese followed the man who called himself Pawn, descending into the sterile obsidian fortress belonging to the Alchemist. She thought for half a second that Argrave had been returning when this Pawn emerged from the home, but only a second’s scrutiny broke that illusion. She didn’t enjoy whatever game this thing was. It had emotions, true enough, but it could not be human given its resemblance to Argrave. It had to have been made.

When this seemingly endless stairway finally ended, Pawn stepped aside and held his arms out. “Welcome. This is my home. Plus my extended family. I live in that box up there.”

Anneliese looked past him and his ramblings, searching for Argrave. She saw the Alchemist, and she saw Argrave. He was sitting on a chair, his clothes folded neatly at his feet… and his skull was split open.

“You’re here!” Argrave called out.

“Quiet,” the Alchemist reprimanded, a familiar and sleek scalpel moving through his fingers.

Anneliese stepped closer in worried frenzy, coming upon Argrave. She looked upon him. He was smiling broadly like he’d discovered some secret. She feared for his health, but he showed no pain, no aversion… instead, the Alchemist peered inside his skull with eyes on his fingers, examining every nook and cranny of Argrave’s brain and skull.

After what was a brief yet insufferable time, the Alchemist closed shut his skull, leaving not a single wound. The hulking monstrosity said, “Lay on your back. You may talk. Better you than I.”

With that, the Alchemist enclosed his ears in a ward. Argrave obediently laid down on his back, staring up at Anneliese.

“First off—no danger. You look a little nauseous, so let’s get that out of the way,” Argrave assured her, holding up his hand. She held it with both hers. “As a matter of fact… I got the Alchemist to swear never to do us harm, so long as we never wittingly steal from or assault him or his various Pawns strewn throughout the world.”

“But what is he doing—what are you doing? This is far removed from our discussions,” she insisted, kneeling beside him.

“I decided to stop running from a question. That question being why I’m here on Berendar, what my purpose in arriving here is. I was too scared, and maybe too proud to confront it. But given all the things I’ve been through, and after some advice from Castro… I think I’m ready to tackle this question. And I cannot think of anyone better to do so than the Alchemist.” He squeezed her hand. “I have no idea where this will take us. But whatever the case, I’m resolved to get some answers. Whether that I’m insane, or a simple lead… this has to tell us more.”

Argrave’s torso was slowly split open, piece by piece… skin, muscle, bone, and then organ. Each part of him was taken out, scrutinized meticulously, measured, observed… and then placed back. It was perhaps the most stomach-turning thing Anneliese had ever seen, and her mind was reeling so quickly that questions escaped her mind as soon as she obtained them.

“But… why?” she asked, trying her best to focus only on his face lest she vomit.

“Why?” Argrave repeated. “Because… because I’m not as smart as I think I am. Even if I got Ingo’s blessing as he wanted, it wouldn’t change anything. Millions of others before me have gone through this—gods, even! —and still the cycle of judgment persists. But there is something unique about me, Anne. And I need to embrace it. Or at the very least, I need to rule out that it isn’t important.”

The Alchemist grasped Argrave’s arm, unfolding it bit by bit until Anneliese was forced to release her grip. She continued to stare as she said, “…and what if there is nothing?”

“Then there’s nothing,” Argrave said casually. “I lose nothing, and I finally deal with this… this burden. Talking with you about Earth has helped more than you know, but still my otherness weighs on me more than I can express.”

Anneliese sighed. “You do not need to express it. I know it. I see it in you.”

“See? This is why we work.” Argrave smiled, and when his arm was reconstructed held it back out for her to hold once again.

“We work for more reasons than simply that,” she chided him, but took his hand in hers once more. She almost feared to touch him, but his hand felt as firm and steady as before it had been taken apart. “But… what is he doing, exactly?” She spared a cautious glance at the Alchemist.

“Total diagnostic,” Argrave said. “He is completely and absolutely examining my body to see what he can learn of my situation. We can learn whether I’m right, mad, or beyond him.”

“And what about the mirror?” Anneliese pressed.

“I’m sure that will come in time. He is rather thorough, isn’t he?” Argrave marveled, looking upon the Alchemist as he worked. “For now, let’s sit and talk. I would very much like a distraction right now…”

***

Argrave and Anneliese spoke of things mundane and not mundane as the Alchemist worked. Anneliese had to give him credit—this creature was very clearly the best imaginable person to do this. The way that he went about things possessed a certain detached logic to it that worked to codify every little bit of Argrave. She was uneased as the Alchemist wrote—the idea of her husband being so totally documented brought her great trepidation—but in the end, Argrave had made his choice.

When the Alchemist finished examining everything, even Argrave’s very soul, he took the mirror. He reached for every cabinet in the room, opening them all one after another. Various people climbed down out of their compartments—chimeras, Argrave explained, one and all named Pawn. Larger compartments went unopened, for they contained beasts of war.

The Alchemist and the Pawns worked together on constructing a sprawling archive of Argrave’s being. The mirror was scrutinized in great detail, though very delicately at the same time. The Alchemist sprouted thousands of arms to aid in him is writing, growing ever more feverish in his study by the second. Finally, like a hive come alive, all of the Pawns collected the vast sprawling paper, organizing them into piles and binding them into white-backed books. In no more than a few hours, there was an eleven-volume series about every detail of Argrave’s being.

All of the Pawns ascended back into their compartments, closing shut the door behind them. Anneliese and Argrave were left alone once again, and though she was happy to see him whole and healthy after his harrowing experimentation, the Alchemist’s inaction grew her suspense. The great figure leafed through the volumes, reading them one at a time. She had seen him read many books at once before, but this was different. It was the abstract side of the cold logic she’d seen—just as the scientist needed logic, so too did he need to dream, she felt. And perhaps it was her imagination… but Anneliese thought she detected some modicum of joy coming from the millennia-old creature.

And finally, after hours and hours of unease… the Alchemist set all of the books aside, and slowly walked back to Argrave and Anneliese. He looked down at them, saying nothing.

“My test results?” Argrave asked cheekily—Anneliese could tell he felt bolder now that his safety was guaranteed.

“I believe you came from somewhere else.” The Alchemist held out the mirror to Argrave.

“Really?!” Argrave said with more vigor than he’d had all day, taking the mirror back as he rose to his feet. “Then you’ve seen something? Observed something?”

“Silence,” the Alchemist waved his hand, stepping away in obvious dislike. “There is a trace in you. Not in body, but in soul. And the faintest amount of that trace exists in the mirror, binding you with the object. It is a subtler method than anything I have ever witnessed before.”

“A trace,” Argrave repeated. “Does that mean…?”

“Stop speaking,” the Alchemist rasped once more. “I have seen that trace before. Gerechtigkeit carries its like.”

Another question clearly rose to Argrave’s mind, but after being silenced twice, he held his tongue.

“All of it points to something more than what is here. Something beyond the mortal realm and the divine realm. Something different.” The Alchemist looked upon Argrave. “If I had Gerechtigkeit’s presence, it might be that something could come of it. But I do not. And we cannot afford to wait until his descent to advance down this path.”

The Alchemist grew silent, stepping away. Anneliese considered all of this mutely, looking at Argrave’s face distantly as he looked elated with validation. Finally, they had some lead on whatever had happened to him. It was only the vaguest hint, called only ‘a trace’ by the one who discovered it, but it was something.

“Georgina sought to bring King Felipe III to Mozzahr,” Anneliese finally lifted her head up as inspiration struck. “Felipe III, whose mind had been directly meddled with by Gerechtigkeit. And Mozzahr is interested in subverting the cycle of judgment, if in a different manner.” She focused on the Alchemist. “Would that suffice for what you need? A body, bearing Gerechtigkeit’s meddling?”

The Alchemist stared at a bookshelf silently, then turned his head. “Perhaps,” he said simply.

Anneliese continued, “Would you welcome a body that had been toyed with by Gerechtigkeit? Is that a way to continue this thread?”

The Alchemist walked closer to her. “I would retrieve it myself, even.”

Anneliese looked down at Argrave. “Congratulations. I believe we found your lead, my love.”


Chapter 25

When Argrave and Anneliese emerged from the Alchemist's fortress of obsidian, their party stepped forward eagerly to receive them. They had all seen the strange chimera named Pawn imitating Argrave, and now concern drove them in greeting. Their eagerness was abated by the looming giant that followed them. As the Alchemist exited, the vast black doors closed shut, pulled closed by an unseen force.

When finally the two groups met, Argrave looked between everyone awkwardly. He patted the side of his legs and declared, "We've come to an accommodation."

"And what is the cost?" Castro questioned, supporting Ingo on his right. The blue-haired man stared up at Argrave from his stupor, appearing able to think clearer than most times at present.

Argrave looked down to the old tower master. “I think you’ll be rather pleased. The Alchemist has agreed to extract Ingo’s blessing, asking for nothing more than the privilege of performing process itself and the waste from its results.” He glanced back at the giant behind, its pale hands held neatly before it. “You’ll need to ask more specific details from him.”

“No…!” Ingo said, attempting to shout but lacking the strength. He pushed off from Castro and lurched forward. Castro tried to stop him, but managed only to make Ingo kneel instead of faceplant. “I told you that my eyes are needed. Take them as you claimed eyes here before, and evolve once again,” he pleaded. “You’ll die. We’ll all die.”

“Being able to use your body until its death is not a satisfying enough trade when the blessing might be mine,” the Alchemist said. “I have plans for it.”

“Ingo, what…?” Castro looked bewildered, eyes darting from all who had spoken.

“Ingo wanted me to offer his life to the Alchemist so that I might get his blessing for myself—well, an improved version, at least.” Argrave knelt down before the collapsed Ingo. “But you heard the Alchemist. He doesn’t need or want your life for this. And the fact that you didn’t know that, Ingo, shows the limit of your ability. If the god who gave it to you cannot end the cycle of judgment, what hope have I? No… I have another route. My own. The only one that suits me.”

“But the shadow… the shadow grows so tall. And you’ve burned alone so long,” Ingo said, eyes bloodshot.

“This is no way forward.” Argrave rose to his feet. “I never thought this would be easy. But historically, I’ve never really fought someone on an equal level to me, so I’m well used to tall shadows and things beyond my ken. Let me worry about Mozzahr, and banish these ideas about sacrifice.” He looked at Castro. “The Alchemist will cure your apprentice, and he’ll live. Rest assured.”

Castro looked like many things—indignant he was lied to, grateful Argrave had refused Ingo, and confused about the future. But the man was a leader through and through, and so nodded, accepting the situation calmly and choosing the best option. Argrave glanced back, nodding at the titan who’d become his ally.

The Alchemist looked down on Castro as though the S-rank spellcaster was as insignificant as an ant and said, “Bring him. Do not speak or act against me. I have promised no harm will come to Argrave’s allies, so long as they do not push their boundary.”

Argrave grabbed Castro’s shoulder. “Listen to him. No matter what, don’t act rashly.”

Castro looked at Argrave’s hand, then back at the Alchemist. “You seem to forget that I am well-versed in knowing when I am outmatched. I was not always the tower master—I’ve avoided stepping on toes for a long, long period of my life.” The tower master left questions that undoubtedly burned in his mind unspoken, and instead merely asked, “You’ll be waiting here?”

“Not if all goes my way.” Argrave shook his head. “I’ll be returning to Vasquer. The Alchemist will bring you back.”

“What will you be doing?” Castro questioned, puzzled.

Argrave spared a glance toward Orion. “Family matters.”

***

Argrave and Anneliese stood shoulder to shoulder, watching as the Alchemist led Castro into the obsidian abode. The stage was amply set. All that remained relied on the Alchemist’s ability. Gaining Ingo’s blessing was not something that suited him—Erlebnis’ alone was more than he needed at this stage. When the doors shut behind them, Argrave shifted his feet nervously and looked to his brother.

“Have you something to ask?” Orion pressed, eager and ready to serve.

Good lord, thought Argrave as he looked upon his golden-armored brother, who served as his royal guard. The idea of mentioning what he was about to mention to Orion, of all people, was an idea that never would have crossed his mind at almost any point. But Orion had changed significantly—his anger was curbed, his zeal was diminished—or redirected, at least, to Vasquer as a whole—and he was altogether calmer. And so Argrave dared.

“Elenore told me that it was you that buried Felipe after he died,” Argrave began hesitantly, stepping closer.

Orion stayed silent for a long moment, and then reached for his helmet. He took it off, struggling briefly to disentangle his long braid of black hair and bushy black beard. When it was off, he held it in the crook of his arm and stared down with his gray eyes firm as stone.

“Yes. Allowing me to bury Felipe was one of the concessions that cooled things between Elenore and I.” He looked off to the side. “Even though you hate him… and Elenore, far more justly so… he is still my father. He deserved a burial, not to rot in some mass grave, and so I gave him one.”

Argrave asked hopefully, “Was it in the family mausoleum?”

“…no,” Orion answered after hesitating a heartbeat. “Elenore would not allow that.” He lowered his head in resignation. “Induen was interred there, but not Felipe. Nor Levin, for that matter. I buried them together, at a spot intimately familiar to the family. Back when… back when things were not broken.” He fixed Argrave with his steady gaze. “But why do you speak of burials? What happened in there? Is all okay?”

Argrave sighed and looked around, trying to conjure words. He dared to say plainly and straightly, “I need to exhume Felipe.”

***

Elenore caressed her forehead, feeling a rising headache. She looked at the messenger that had come in, and then said bitterly, “Send her in.”

With the order given, Elenore leaned back into the wooden chair. The Margrave of Parbon seemed to frown at the use of comfortable furniture, and after riding a beast like a wyvern her body protested at sitting like this for so long. Eventually, the doors parted, and Melanie entered.

Elenore took on her strict affect and began, “You were instructed to—”

“Mozzahr wants to parley with Argrave,” Melanie said at once. “I thought this was pretty important news that you’d like to learn now, rather than later. There are… there are messages strewn throughout the whole of that city, just waiting, like little beacons calling out to us. I never saw hide nor hair of the Ebon Cult, but it felt like I was being watched the whole damned way.” She shook her hands off as if dispelling some sort of foulness.

Elenore leaned back in the chair, somewhat surprised. Then, she leaned forward and demanded urgently, “Tell me what you saw.”

“Like I told you—messages,” she explained, then laid out a paper. “Here.”

Elenore seized the paper and read through it urgently. It was little beyond what Melanie had disclosed; it did not announce who Mozzahr was, or what he wanted, merely that he hoped to meet Argrave on neutral ground and discuss the futures of their two nations.

“And before you ask—yeah, we’ve been doing the other things,” Melanie continued, scratching near a scar on her face. “Got some of those dwarven thingamajigs. Plundered enough warehouses that it felt unfair. Built little safehouses, just where Argrave marked. Map worked out splendidly, by the by. And that’s just the problem.” Melanie walked a little closer. “Felt like it was too easy. We fought monsters, true enough—spiders big enough that they had eyes that dwarfed my head, and all the like. They were hard to kill. But the Ebon Cult gave no signs of life, almost like it didn’t exist. No signs… save those damnable messages, plastered about like advertisements.”

Elenore’s eyes squirmed as she thought furiously, and then as rationality set in she slowly set down the paper. “Who else knows of this?”

Melanie pointed a firm finger. “I thought you might want to keep this quiet, so I tried to quarantine it. An impossible task given these things are everywhere, but I’ve restricted it to the Stonepetal Sentinels alone, plus the men you sent with us to scout with druidic magic,” she explained. “Eerie place. That city, that place… ominously beautiful, with that blue lightshow dancing above the marble. Then these messages everywhere, like it’s all some sort of tribute to Argrave. The man’s done a lot and so has quite a few devotees, but I’m thinking he won’t be overfond of knowing he’s got fan mail plastered all over the underground.”

Elenore rose to her feet, wincing with soreness. “You… did well, bringing this to me,” she praised, whatever lecture she’d prepared dead in the water.

“Do you want me to keep on as I have been, head back in?” Melanie asked seriously.

Elenore looked out the windows of the Lionsun Castle, peering out at the Burnt Desert beyond the rock valley. Finally she said, “Yes. That plan can’t change. It doesn’t make sense to stop gaining a foothold underground.”

“Alright. Figured as much,” Melanie nodded. “Hope I was of help.”

“You were,” Elenore nodded.

“If that’s the case… can I ask what you intend to do?”

Elenore walked back to the letter, reading it once more as she thought. She slowly crumpled it in her hand.

“It seems there have been more layers added to this game,” Elenore managed only, without a true answer for Melanie’s question.


Chapter 26

Argrave, after stating that he needed to exhume Felipe, realized that this was one of the times where blunt honesty would not serve him as well as couching his speech in flowery language. After the fact, he struggled desperately to douse the rising flames of protest that Orion birthed. If Orion got any angrier, perhaps ‘dousing the flames’ would have been a literal activity.

But by the end of it all—Argrave desperately explaining his purpose in doing so, and Orion desperately seeking to honor the memory of his father… they sat side-by-side against the cave wall, Anneliese and Galamon standing near.

“In a way… you would be honoring his memory,” Argrave said optimistically. “With this, we can prove that it was Gerechtigkeit’s influence that corrupted him.”

Orion looked at Argrave. “Would you truly make that fact known?”

“…it might cause unnecessary fear among the people if it were to happen right away,” Argrave said, managing only that vague response to Orion’s question.

“If it helps…” Orion closed his eyes, then ran his huge hands across his face. “If it might help your cause, I am willing.” He turned to look at Argrave. “But you must hear out a request of mine.”

“Certainly,” Argrave answered, fearing no grand request from this ascetic brother of his.

“There are only two things I want,” Orion said, rising to his feet. “I wish to be free of these falsely named blessings once Gerechtigkeit lies dead and broken. Even I am not so foolish as to seek to have them purged in the midst of this mortal struggle, but I wish them gone nonetheless. As for the second…” Orion rubbed his hands together. “Please, fix my mother’s mind. Nothing else would please me greater.”

Argrave stared at Orion, then also rose to his feet. “The first one… the first one I can do without question. The second, however…”

Argrave’s words did not come to him immediately. It wasn’t because he hadn’t been thinking about Orion’s mother, Valeria—rather, it was because he had been thinking about her and didn’t care to share his true thoughts. His mother’s mental illness was so severe that she was incapable of living independently. Elenore was not related to her by blood as Valeria was Felipe’s second wife, yet the princess quietly bore the burden of paying servants to keep her from hurting herself. That alone was more than Felipe had done—he locked her in a tower, bound, and fed her like a dog.

Valeria had suffered much. The fact remained, however, Felipe’s corpse might not be a material good enough. And if the knowledge from the game was true—that Gerechtigkeit had broken Valeria’s mind to turn Felipe further into cruelty—then she was the best possible material remaining. That was a difficult road to cross. Even Argrave held compunctions about involving Valeria. Given that Argrave was fine, she might not be harmed should the Alchemist experiment on her… but even still, it was much to ask.

“You hesitate. I know that I mentioned taking her to that flame that House Quadreign bears, but you said it wouldn’t help,” Orion crossed his arms. “This Alchemist… he seems capable of everything. Is it impossible to free Valeria’s mind?”

Argrave had a little difficulty meeting Orion’s gaze, but he forced his head upward. “Honestly, I’m not even sure that it can be done. The brain… the brain is very complex. Even those things you saw, those Pawns—the best the Alchemist can do is copy their memories to one another. He cannot implant knowledge. Erlebnis can. And given that, the only other I could think of…” He sighed deeply. “I know of a god who could heal her.”

Orion closed his eyes. “How I have come to loathe that word. Divinity feels an illusion, yet a powerful one difficult to break free of.” He opened his eyes, then focused on Argrave. “I will exhume our father, knowing it is for a good cause.”

“Thank you. Thank you, Orion,” Argrave said in relief, grasping his shoulder. “Then let’s return.”

***

Elenore fidgeted with the ring that Durran had given her to protect herself. He sat across from her, in a private dining chamber beside their guest room in the Lionsun Castle. This place had many amenities fit for royalty, as royalty often visited House Parbon in the days of old.

“Why are you so concerned? Getting a letter is a lot different than getting a visit. Argrave hasn’t met the man yet,” Durran leaned his glaive up against the wall and slouched over the table.

Elenore looked at him. “Historically, Argrave is known to be rather… well, optimistic. If there’s some sort of perfect solution, he’ll strive for that instead of taking the easy out. And the idea of meeting with Mozzahr, working out some sort of agreement? If that tempts him, I’m not sure I can dissuade him.” She popped her fingers. “Perhaps… the only ones that know are… never mind,” she waved her hand and shook her head.

“You’re thinking of keeping it from him?” Durran raised a brow, then leaned in. “Interesting thought. Not very smart, but interesting.”

“That sums you up quite well,” Elenore glanced at him sternly. “We don’t need the risk, don’t need the discussion… but damn it all, I can’t hide this. Literally and personally. I won’t ever lie to Argrave again.”

“Do you think Argrave is really that gullible? I don’t. Maybe you’re looking at it the wrong way,” Durran pointed out, moving his hand between his eyes and hers. “Maybe this can be a boon rather than a bane. An alliance probably won’t happen—if Argrave didn’t even consider it, the guy has to be a bastard. But there are other ways to benefit besides that.”

Elenore stayed silent, placing her arm atop the table and supporting her head with her hand. She gazed off into the distance, her gray eyes dark and thoughtful. After a long moment of silence, the gray grew brighter, and she started to lift her head away from her hand.

Just then, someone knocked on the door, and her head turned to it quickly. Durran rose up and answered the door, and one of the margrave’s knights stood outside.

“Princess Elenore. The men have spotted a returning wyvern,” the man dipped his head respectfully.

Elenore rose to her feet at once. “They’ve returned, then. Let’s go.”

***

The reunited royal family stood on the walls of House Parbon’s Lionsun Castle. Argrave was watching the wyvern as its rider fed it. Everyone was exhausted, but Argrave, Anneliese, Orion, and Galamon persisted to hear Elenore’s urgent words.

“A parley?” Argrave repeated, flabbergasted. “He might as well write a note for me to kill myself. I’ll pass,” he shook his head decisively. “Maybe I can write a counter-note. What might be a good thing to say? Perhaps it should be a more literal version of his note. But then, narcissists never kill themselves. It’s why his letter didn’t work on me, and why mine wouldn’t work on him.” He rubbed at his eyes. “Ignore me. I’m tired and rambling after flying for twelve hours. Anyway, my answer—"

“I think you should go,” Elenore said plainly.

“Go?” Argrave repeated, looking at her with shock. “Did you say go? As in, go underground, into the homeland of the enemy? Well, conquered homeland, but homeland nonetheless,” he shook his head. “I don’t care to see an aurora borealis of death, even if Melanie said it was really pretty.” He looked at her suspiciously. “But you always hate when I do dangerous things. What am I missing? Will we be sending a body double? As it happens, I might have just the person for that…”

Elenore looked at him solemnly, then sighed. “Maybe we should talk about this at another date. It’s clear you’re tired, and Mozzahr has waited long enough before this… so we have time to think of our course of action. I need to refine this idea of mine, anyhow.”

“Yeah. Yeah, okay. I want to sleep. Feels like I’ve been… turned inside out.” Argrave glanced to his queen. Anneliese shook her head upon hearing that joke only she would understand, but did flash a tired smile at him.

Elenore nodded. “Rest, then. Perhaps I should not have bombarded you with this mere seconds after your return. We have something of a show to put on tomorrow, anyhow. We have to announce Durran to the world, bring all the wyvern riders into the heart of Vasquer as allies.”

Argrave spared a glance at Orion. “True enough. And there’s been… a development.”

“Yes?” Elenore pressed.

“I invite you to visit with us, Elenore,” Orion offered his hand.

***

Elenore refused Orion’s invitation to exhume Felipe. She tried to be polite about it. ‘Tried’ being the operative word, there. Then again, Orion must’ve been expecting such an answer. With that matter settled, they headed to their chambers for the night.

Despite Argrave claiming that he was tired, he did not immediately head to sleep. His mind was abuzz with a thousand things—the possibility of learning the truth about the why of things, the process of magic segmentation that Castro had taught him, and the idea of learning [Blood Infusion]… it was all so enticing.

What began as Argrave leafing through his papers about [Blood Infusion] in bed became a full-on practice session, where he dissected various pieces of blood magic using the process of segmentation. Eventually, he went to claim a desk to spread out papers and analyze things. He became so absorbed in his studies that he barely heard someone walking up behind him.

“Been a while since I saw you so happy with magic alone,” Anneliese commented.

Argrave jumped slightly and looked back. “Did I wake you? I’m sorry.”

“In a manner of speaking. Hard to sleep without your warmth,” she said, shaking her head. Her words made Argrave smile like a fool, but she continued, “Would you like some help?”

“I…” Argrave considered that, then looked back to his paper. “I wouldn’t say no to more eyes. But I don’t think I need it. Not this time.” He looked at her. “Not that I’m saying you’re not—”

“I understand,” she interrupted consolingly with a smile. “Because this is yours.”

Argrave nodded slowly. “Yeah. Yeah, I guess it is. Kind of sounds possessive, or secretive, but… feels right. Feels like it’s really mine.”

Anneliese walked up to look down at what he’d done. “Then… when might you succeed?”

Argrave noted her words—when, not if—and looked back with a small chuckle. “At this rate? Far faster than I expected it to be… provided I don’t get distracted constructing new spells. I’ve been thinking. Why eels of electricity alone? Why not fire? Ice? Or… or, even blood magic?” Argrave tapped his desk eagerly, pointing out small diagrams of his. “[Blood Infusion] might make that obsolete, but the points stands. I can mix and match parts. If I think about other things I might create… it’s a dream.”

Anneliese looked between the papers. “This does not come as easy to me as it does for you. I suppose that we simply view magic in a different way.”

“Definitely. I can barely read your notes. They read like scribbles you might find in an insane asylum,” he teased her.

Anneliese smiled broadly. “So I have been told. But the day is long, tomorrow. It would not do to let the people see you with baggy eyes when marrying Elenore off to the barbarous King of the Scorched Sands. And grave-digging while fatigued seems troubled work.”

Argrave laughed lightly. “To sleep, then. And to a rough day tomorrow.”


Chapter 27

Near a hundred flying beasts in the sky darkened the earth of Vasquer with their wide shadows in the early dawn. Just as Argrave’s royal procession with his army had been impossible to avoid noticing, so too was the so-called King of the Scorched Sand’s. The wyverns flew over the vast kingdom, trivializing the size of the land of green summer that was enduring the beginnings of the bitter struggle against Gerechtigkeit.

Their wyverns had been armored in southron elf illusion magic, and so their fleet of wyverns seemed to be uncountable. At once, rumors spread of the new faction in Vasquer. Some reported that one thousand wyverns had flown past the Lionsun Castle. The number was seldom kept within reason, and though it spread fear, it spread hope in equal measure—hope that their king would seek a peaceful alliance, as he had promised. 

In time, they passed over Elbraille and then Jast, finally reaching Blackgard itself. The wyverns took their place atop the mountaintops, adorning the black mountains around the city as jewels might adorn a crown. The army waited here, returned from their journey into the Low Way of the Rose. The soldiers were briefly distracted from their drilling by these new arrivals. Indeed, all took note of the return of their king, his new ally in tow.

In even only the short time gone, the burgeoning city of Blackgard had expanded further yet. Refugees were not abated by the efforts of the nobles—instead, they seemed to be all the greater as the undead attacks continued, and as rumors of lesser gods appearing spread throughout the land. And in turn, the fields sprouted with crops, rudimentary stone buildings sprouted up where makeshift tents had once been, and the new docks overlooking the ocean welcomed the arrival of true trade ships.

Argrave and the rest of his party alighted near the parliamentary hall, and moved there already while discussing things urgently.

“So—we go in there, act like we’re negotiating, and then spread word of an alliance with the Burnt Desert sealed by marriage,” Argrave summarized as they walked.

“I have laid the groundwork. From here, I’ll requisition sufficient goods to begin trading with the Burnt Desert,” Elenore agreed, keeping up with Argrave’s brisk pace.

“Alright. Durran—I assigned Melanie to get some dwarven constructs from the abandoned dwarven cities beneath the ground. When she returns, you have a very difficult duty.” He gestured toward the man. “You’re going to slay any hostile lesser gods, and capture their spirits in these devices.”

“You’re going to make me a Godslayer?” Durran touched his chest. “Listen to yourself. Are you serious? Fighting Vessels is a step away from fighting gods. Didn’t you say they were one hundred feet tall?”

“I’m very serious. But note that I said lesser gods,” Argrave said, tempering his expectations. “Onychinusa will help me identify suitable targets. I’ll prepare what’s necessary for a brutal slaughter, and then you’ll enact it. I’d like it if you stuck to the plans Anneliese and I devise, but I trust you to work independently. The most important thing is gathering spirits. I will need an abundance to deal with Mozzahr. The imperial spells made by Balzat are costly.”

“Who’s Onychinusa?” Durran narrowed his eyes, lost.

“I’ll tell you all that once we get inside.” He looked behind him, then beckoned Orion forth. The man came. “I want you to get everything prepared for the journey to Felipe’s grave. We should bring the body here, for ease of access,” he said, trying to hide the grimness on his tone. Valeria, fortunately, had been moved to a wing in the parliamentary hall in Blackgard a long time ago so that Orion might visit her and check on her more often. He would not need to mention retrieving her.

“At once, Your Majesty,” Orion pounded his chest.

“Alright. And once all this is set in motion…” he looked at Elenore. “We can talk about our plans for Mozzahr. And I hope you can make sense of the notion of visiting him.”

“I hope so,” Elenore nodded.

***

After about three hours, the marriage between Durran and Elenore was pronounced—but more importantly to the general public, it also marked an alliance with the master of the wyverns. After the show with the giant beasts, it received widespread acclaim. And at midday, Argrave departed to Vasquer aback a wyvern, where they might retrieve Felipe’s body.

They landed a fair distance away from the city, largely to avoid spooking people. The duke and duchess of Dirracha—Hegazar and Vera—were at the Dragon Palace, but he didn’t feel it best to involve them unduly. And a large part of that was because they still thought him some sort of mastermind who had predicted that Dirracha would suffer damage from the Shadowlander attack.

Fortunately, the place that Orion had buried his father was secluded. Specifically, it was a lake house. Argrave had some memories of it, but none of them were exceptional. Orion, however, filled in the blanks as their small but potent entourage made to it.

“This was the vacation home of the royal family,” Orion explained. “When my mother’s mind failed after my birth… she was taken here, that she might have peace, quiet, and diligent care. Father visited very frequently, checking on her, despairing… he was a different man than as you knew him. And I saw him change week by week, until he simply stopped visiting.” He shook his head, perhaps unable to look at Argrave. “It was me and mother, then, with servants. When his visits ceased, she grew only worse.”

Orion clenched his fist tightly. “Despite all that, this was the only place I might call us a family. For all her troubles, my mother was never cruel to me. She was never cruel to anyone beside herself. And one day, my father called me away to Dirracha. For education.”

Argrave said nothing, quietly following along with Orion as they made their way to the lake house. It was a tall and imposing mansion, but made of wood and quaintly decorated. It was far removed from the gaudy splendor that was the Dragon Palace. It had docks that held simple rowing boats. There were beautiful trees all along the lake, shielding it from sight at a distance, but up close they served as framing for the serene lake beyond them.

Orion walked near the doors of the lake house, stopping at the steps. He looked at the cold iron door handles for a moment as though he wished to enter, and then turned away. “There are some islands in the center of the lake. I’ll row us there.”

They walked around the side of the lake house. Argrave looked within through the iron and glass windows. The place looked normal, even inviting. It compelled Argrave to think of something different. He imagined a world wherein Felipe had lived without Gerechtigkeit’s influence.

True, Felipe was always a conqueror… but Argrave did not know the circumstances of that time. Argrave himself had waged war to claim a throne. Gerechtigkeit always felt impersonal, detached… but he had ruined so many lives long before his descent. The player never got insight into the calamity’s mind. Was it sick, twisted, depraved, like some god of murder? Or was it something else entirely? Something like the Alchemist—cold and impersonal, but ruthless nonetheless?

Whatever the case, they made it to the docks of the lake house. Orion solemnly rowed them across, disturbing the still lake. Eventually, they came upon an island with apple trees, and disembarked. They came upon one headstone. It merely said, ‘Father and Son.’

Orion knelt down. “I inscribed that. I thought… I thought it would be best if they were remembered like that.” He knelt in awkward silence for a few moments, then said, “I suppose there’s no point in delaying.”

Digging up the grave was short work despite how deep Orion had dug their graves. Argrave saw a rotting hand first, covered in dirt, and worked to clear away the rest with his companions. And what they discovered…

When Orion stepped back and looked between the two bodies, he said in anger and wonder, “What in the world…?”

Both bodies were laid out humbly, their hands crossed over their chest. Looking upon them, the difference between the two corpses was astronomical. Felipe’s body was only a fragile, brittle-looking skeleton with scraps of meat hanging on. Levin, however, had not decayed so thoroughly. He was still as much flesh as he was bone. Argrave was no expert on decomposition, but he knew deeply buried bodies took some time to become bare bone.

“They died at the same time, but…” Argrave looked between the revealed Felipe, and the partially buried Levin, standing in the grave.

“When we saw Felipe, his hair was graying despite being an A-rank spellcaster,” Anneliese mused from outside the grave.

She said nothing after this, but Argrave put the pieces together—A-rank spellcasters lived centuries beyond normal people, naturally. Perhaps something was making Felipe decay faster. That boded well for Gerechtigkeit still existing within him in some manner. But as Argrave considered the Alchemist had claimed Gerechtigkeit had the same sort of trace energy Argrave did… it brought him pause.

“Is it his body?” Galamon interrupted his thoughts.

Orion looked back and up. “Yes,” he nodded grimly.

“Then we waste time. We ought to leave, Your Majesty,” Galamon counseled.

Argrave sighed. “Yeah… yeah. No use fretting.” He looked outside the grave. “Is the stuff to carry him ready? We still have the journey back, and the sun is setting.”

***

They managed to return to Blackgard before the last light of the sun faded behind the mountains. Blackgard’s night came earlier, shielded as it was, but the mountains kept the heat contained within, ensuring a pleasant temperature nonetheless.

Argrave came to join Elenore after all their affairs were in order—she’d sent someone asking to speak with him. She and Durran shared some wine. The difference in indulgence was obvious, for Durran laid on the bed asleep and she nursed a barely-emptied goblet.

“Did it go well?” she asked as they entered, making no efforts to quiet her voice as her newlywed slept.

“As well as such a thing can,” Orion shook his head. “I imagine you don’t care to discuss it.”

“True enough,” Elenore put her cup down. “Learned much while you were away, Argrave. Firstly, some of the alabaster-skinned tribals from Vysenn have left their hills. And they’re asking for you, by name, at a local castle in Atrus. They seemed to think they’d be welcomed. Your name saved their lives, so I’m told.”

“Really?” Argrave stepped deeper within, recalling that he’d told a tribal chieftain to seek him out as a refugee as their volcano was soon to erupt. “That’s an interesting bit of news. What else do you have for me?”

“Artur’s Hall of Enchantment has finished construction. Artur built it inside the mountain, but he’s asking permission to have a rather large structure built as its entrance. A grand monument,” Elenore shrugged. “They have been doing good work. I’m told that he made a breakthrough in deconstructing ancient elven artifacts. He promises to have a working prototype for a strength-enhancing enchantment soon. And he’d better, given how much of our financing he calls upon.”

Argrave nodded, then sat across from Elenore where Durran had once been sitting. “The monument… people like a fancy building. It might attract more spellcasters to join it, which benefits us rather directly. I’ll consider it only after most of the residential districts are built, though. The architects from Relize are busy enough. You agree?” he asked both Anneliese and Elenore.

Both agreed in one way or another, and then Elenore continued, “Well—enough news. Let us speak of Mozzahr’s message, and why I said before that you might wish to visit him.”

“To kill me, and usurp my throne,” Argrave said, nodding. “Very clever. You seek my crown, and so advise I go to my death.”

Elenore sighed and grabbed the goblet of wine, throwing her temperance to the wind and quaffing the whole thing. She set it down and exhaled, then said, “No. You’re more valuable as my puppet king.”

Argrave laughed, then leaned back into the chair. “Alright. Then, enlighten me.”

“If this is a trap? We find out, and avoid it. But if it’s not…then I suspect Mozzahr is attempting to manipulate us, play with us.” Elenore looked at Argrave deviously. “And if he’s arrogant enough to attempt such a thing… then it might just be we can have a true puppet king. I trust our intrigue far more than our armies. And when both are working in tandem, perhaps we can get everything we want at once.”

Argrave narrowed his eyes. “Killing Mozzahr with some scheme won’t be possible. The man could subsist solely on poison, or eat nails coated in neurotoxin by the handful, and walk out of it fine.”

Elenore nodded. “You’ve made that clear. But our concern here is the people. And that dwarf, Anestis… perhaps he can be more than a showpiece to convince our parliament of the world underground and its perils.”


Chapter 28

“What we need most, more than almost anything, are bodies for this war,” Elenore told Argrave. “We must take advantage of Mozzahr’s arrogance to involve the dwarven nation persisting below even the Ebon Cult.”

Argrave listened to her proposal intently, and then leaned back into his chair. “Elenore… those people, the dwarves… they’ve been removed from the struggles of nations for decades. The most they face is the odd monster breaking through their mines, or… even lesser threats.”

“That’s not important, Argrave. Think about this for a moment.” Elenore gently slid her goblet of wine aside and leaned forward. “Should they sit in the underbellies of the earth, removed from all conflict, and reap all the benefits of our protection while they do nothing? This is a fight for the world; they have to get involved, even if they’re pacifistic rock-eaters. We must involve them. If Gerechtigkeit is the arbiter, then they must step to the stand and bear witness right alongside us. Their testimony must be given in steel and spell, just as ours. And the tool to making that happen is Mozzahr.”

He stared at her for a time, the silence interrupted by Durran’s light snoring. “It’s not the same. Provoking a war is markedly different from persuading people to take up arms.”

“Mozzahr would be starting the war,” Elenore said. “The dwarves, the Ebon Cult… if you asked me to choose between them and us, I’d much prefer them to fight while leaving Vasquer yet more time to grow and strengthen itself.

“It sets a rather terrible precedent.” Argrave leaned on the table. Perhaps this was one of the vicious cycles that Castro warned Argrave of avoiding. On the other hand, dismissing the possibility outright… perhaps that was arrogance. “I’ll consider it. But my foremost concern with Mozzahr is not what we do once we meet him—rather, the idea of meeting him itself is the subject of biggest concern. I like living. Meeting him might cut that short.”

Elenore nodded at his not-quite-rejection. “Of course. I’ll have Melanie working on that front. Pretty soon, we’ll have established a firm foothold in the abandoned dwarven cities.”

“Alright. Then… I say, enjoy the rest of your night. We can deal with the things we talked about in the morning, but I have to stay up in case the Alchemist arrives. It wouldn’t do for him to have an improper reception.”

As Argrave rose, Elenore called out, “Hang on.”

“Yes?” He looked down at her.

“I’m… not being totally honest,” Elenore admitted. “It isn’t like I lied, but perhaps I ought to be more forthcoming.”

Argrave glanced at Anneliese, then back to Elenore. “Alright. Go ahead. Trust me with anything.”

“You’re bringing the Alchemist here to look into the possibility of circumventing the cycle of judgment,” Elenore said, her eyes wandering to Durran. “If Mozzahr seeks that same thing… if Mozzahr might help us… perhaps there might be cooperation.”

Argrave blinked. “It’s a little hard to bring an egomaniac to the bargaining table. He seeks to circumvent the cycle of judgment by becoming the cycle the judgment. It was never explicitly stated, but I theorize he believes he’s the ideal candidate to judge whether or not the world should continue to exist. He wants to be the one who decides everything.”

“Egomaniacs are some of the best people imaginable at deluding themselves. If we allow his ego to believe it is in control, he can do so many things that are far from ideal. Even Felipe could compromise, provided his ego was not wounded,” Elenore stared at Argrave. “Durran did something stupid, wagering his life on something this far-fetched. But gods be damned, I’ll do most everything I can to get him out of it. And if this is something that might…!” She placed her slender hands onto the table and clenched them. “I have to. I have to look into this.”

Argrave leaned down and wrapped his arms around her. She was reticent at first, but seemed to gladly surrender after a few seconds. He could practically feel some of her tension melt away. Hers was a silently born burden, but she was as human as everyone else. Her constant vigilance coupled with Durran’s predicament had battered her greatly.

“I hear you, sis. I do. But Mozzahr is what Felipe thought he was—a cold, efficient ruler, who makes rather unemotional decisions and has the charisma to see them carried out by his legions of adoring followers. We dug our father’s body up today because Felipe failed in what he attempted,” he reminded her quietly, speaking lightly into her hair. “Mozzahr hasn’t failed.”

Elenore sighed. “Yes, I… understand. Felipe… by the gods… I suppose when you see someone looming over you for so long, they become larger than they truly were in your memory.” She tapped his back, signaling that she was ready to be released, and Argrave complied.

“Are you good?” Argrave asked with a smile.

“I will be,” Elenore nodded. “Sorry for babbling. This is why I abstain from this…” she muttered, twirling the empty wine goblet on the table.

“Maybe you can get a heart like mine, fix that problem forever,” Argrave tapped his chest, and then bid her goodbye.

***

Argrave stood in a large warehouse in Blackgard. The place was freshly built and empty as anything, accommodating only Argrave’s personal retinue of Orion and Galamon plus a gargantuan caravan. Considering what—or rather, who—it held, perhaps it was best to call it ‘suitably large.’ He didn’t quite understand how this thing had gotten here so quickly, but he didn’t care enough to ask.

Several people—all of whom Argrave presumed were named Pawn—walked to the back of the carriage, opening it up. A large gray-skinned hand gripped the top of the carriage, and then its owner clambered out. The Alchemist straightened to his formidable height, and then looked around.

“I can hear them. People. By the thousands,” the Alchemist said in his cutting voice. “It’s best I’m far from any… cities.”

Behind, Pawns moved deeper into the carriage, and Argrave watched with curiosity. Castro and Ingo were likely back there, and they’d be retrieved by the humanoid chimeras of the Alchemist.

Argrave clasped his hands together. “Don’t worry. The place I had in mind for you has two others. My ancestor, the Gilderwatcher Vasquer, and an ancient elf by the name of Onychinusa. It’s a short walk… relatively speaking.”

“Ancient elf?” the Alchemist repeated—a rare display of curiosity.

“From the empire of the last millennium,” Argrave explained.

The Alchemist steely gray eyes flashed green for half an instant, then settled down into mundanity. “Enough talk.”

“I don’t think it is,” Argrave disagreed. “How did the operation on Ingo go?”

The Alchemist looked down at Argrave. “It succeeded. Now, take me to my space. Show me the body you claimed bears Gerechtigkeit’s taint.”

Argrave smiled bitterly. “Alright. You’ll need to hide yourself—invisibility or some such spell.”

The Alchemist’s robe of black hair bubbled, and then seemed to shift like panels. In only a few seconds, the twenty-foot-tall giant disappeared, completely vanishing as a chameleon might. The camouflage was so solid that Argrave thought he was staring at nothing at all. He could see him if he willed his eyes to locate magic, but beyond that? It was an impossibility.

When Argrave saw Castro and Ingo walked out of the carriage, capably supported, he called out, “Castro? Everything good?”

The old tower master looked at Argrave. His steps slowed for a moment, and then he gave a slow nod. “Everything will be.”

With that, Castro kept walking, solely focused on Ingo. He watched them go until his people escorted them out. Only then did Argrave look at the Alchemist and say, “Right… let’s go, then.”

***

Though Argrave was quite concerned with the well-being of Castro and his apprentice, he decided to prioritize the murder monster he’d allowed into his capital city. The Alchemist blended in so completely that Argrave more than once thought to ask if the thing was still following. He never did, but he thought about it. The only indication the spellcaster was even present was by the sound of his huge feet hitting the ground.

When they did arrive at the mountaintop of Blackgard housing both Vasquer and Onychinusa, his two bizarre allies watched with obvious paranoia. The Alchemist ignored their prying eyes, more concerned with the subject of his observation than the icy reception around him. Felipe’s body was waiting in a huge coffin, and he was drawn to it like he knew.

The Alchemist pried the lid open with his two fingers, effortlessly pulling free the nails that kept it bound. The wooden lid clattered loudly, and the Alchemist looked back. “When did he die?”

“Only a few months ago,” Argrave supplied.

“Was he buried deeply?” the Alchemist grew more eyes on his fingers, all of them growing green with magic.

“About eight feet deep. And from personal anecdotes… he was—”

“An A-rank spellcaster. His bones looks as though he was aged at around two hundred,” the Alchemist retracted his hand.

“I… don’t think he was even sixty,” Argrave slowly supplied. “People said he was aging far faster than he should have. I can attest he was graying. By all accounts, the decay is unnatural.”

“When you say something so obvious, I think you must speak only to hear your own voice,” the Alchemist’s head sprouted more eyes, glaring at Argrave even as he worked. “Begone. I shall be here. My chimeras shall construct an abode, well removed from human eyes. When I have answers, you shall be received.”

“Yeah… okay,” Argrave nodded, backing away slowly. “But… that decay… you said it might be like what’s in me. If there’s traces of that same sort—”

“You show no sign of accelerated decay. But you may, if silence remains broken.” The Alchemist turned around to Argrave, saying nothing further. Even with his safety guaranteed, Argrave took that as ample sign to leave.

The Alchemist’s eyes scanned the area, taking it all in… but when they passed by Onychinusa, the ever-focused Alchemist briefly turned away from his task. He faced her, scrutinizing closely. Argrave feared there might be a problem, but then the hulking creature seemed to resume its duty without another thought.

The curiosity, and then that look…? His gaze flitted between the two of them. I don’t want any trouble, and Onychinusa is a bit unpredictable. I’ll get my things, set up here. It’s time for my first foray into segmented spells…

***

After delaying the meeting with Artur until next week and sending word for the free passage of the Vysenn refugees, Argrave set up shop a decent distance away from the Alchemist, near Vasquer. Anneliese joined him, adding yet more A-rank spells to her arsenal in a quiet reading session. The great snake was a good windbreak for them, and surprisingly warm despite being a reptile. He had large plans for segmented spells, and the Alchemist did not seem to care overmuch if they were around so long as they did not speak.

Argrave’s entire approach to magic had been one of efficiency—dispatch a problem as soon as possible with overwhelming power. Now, though… he’d do the same. On a grander scale, granted, but it was the same. He had collected enough parts that he might make something new… something better, maybe.

It was time to break one cycle, at the very least. The next would surely follow.


Chapter 29

Saving the world was just as arrogant a thing as trying to dominate or destroy it. Each of the three carried with it an implication; that one’s personal power was superior to that of the world. It implied that the world could be changed in such a way. It was easy enough to claim that Argrave had set upon this road for the purpose of saving his own life, but time and time again he’d proven that there was more to it than that. He did want to help people. And the worst part? He’d succeeded.

Argrave’s stream of successes was like a black cloud obscuring true progress. But what is teaching, if not sparing someone the arduous process of trial-and-error? And that was what Castro had given Argrave; a route to see what he lacked without the biting fangs of failure. And with his guidance, brief though it might’ve been… the road ahead was clear.

With a light shining ahead, and with the Alchemist taking ample time examining Felipe’s skeleton, Argrave crafted a way of combat that truly suited him in the coming war.

[Bloodfeud Bow] was a spell Argrave had relied upon for its extreme destructive power, but multiple times its lack of versatility had caused tight situations—Castro’s mock battle illustrated its weakness. Against foes that were fast, smart, and decisive, if it missed, there was little else to be done.

And so Argrave took a segment from another of his spells: [Electric Eel].

It came to be that Argrave could change the direction of the blood arrows midflight. Unlike the eels, these arrows simply moved too fast to be controlled for very long, but if he had been able to change the way the arrow flew during the battle with Castro? The man might be well and truly dead.

He practiced this feat, firing an arrow skyward from one of his echoes. It soared upwards, seeking to pierce the clouds like a rocket, but with will alone Argrave brought it back and struck a mountaintop. It left a great crater, sending rocks tumbling down. He took a deep breath of emboldened pleasure as rocks tumbled down cliffside.

It was such a small lesson, but it felt like the entire world opened up before Argrave.

Rather than merely eels of electricity swirling about, Argrave sought more. After considerable trial and error, he isolated the segment of the spell that allowed a projectile to be persistent, and with his knowledge of controlling the projectile by will. From there, the possibilities expanded quick enough he nearly lost track of them.

Blades of wind soared throughout the air, a veritable tornado of harm that never lost its edge. Balls of fire, poised to explode outwards, danced near him as if it were a minefield preventing any from coming near with threat of death. He created an ever-expanding stream of water that obeyed his whims until it was near as large and flexible as Vasquer herself.

The computations were so infinite he forgot them nearly as soon as he created them. It took hours to develop some of these spells, fiddling until things were just right… certainly, his retinue of spells didn’t expand dramatically. The human mind could only remember so many things at once. The point was not the spells themselves; it was the understanding.

Each time he substituted one element for another, altered druidic magic to order his Brumesingers in a different way, or added some element to a spell he already understood, his knowledge of spell structure deepened. It was unacademic, unsophisticated, and probably downright inefficient… but then, he’d taken much the same approach delving into Heroes of Berendar.

Argrave—no, he was Vincenzo, then—played the game with its fast and hard rules. He experimented, trying different permutations of different characters with slight variables tweaked. He did it for thousands of hours, erratically and randomly, and by the end of it he knew enough to fill thousands of pages. There was no structure to it, no reason—he did it for fun alone, and that was why it had worked out. Now, that same thing repeated itself on a different medium. Instead of playing a character a different way, he cast a spell a different way.

And damn if it wasn’t fun.

Along the way of this joyride of possibilities, patterns made themselves clear. Things that were subtle became obvious. Construction that was once arcane, where he had followed along as a builder alone, became less incomprehensible. He started to understand why things were the way they were, rather than mutely obeying what had been written down in books.

At the beginning of his journey, he had written a thesis about [Blood Infusion], which was the process of imbuing blood magic into all spells. Back then, all he’d managed was rote plagiarism of lore. He found it rather fitting, then, that the end of his days as a rote spellcaster died should end with its discovery. And with this in mind… he strived.

He surveyed the sacrificial magic endlessly. Order of the Rose spells, Order of the Gray Owl spells, it made no difference. He delved into each with fury, deconstructing them, scrutinizing them, rebuilding them, reusing them. He created blades of blood, walls of it, burning through his very life essence as he expended blood echoes almost wastefully.

Argrave once again ran through the process of his A-rank ascension—of how he’d tied conduits of blood to his soul, anchoring them and allowing them to be circuits with which he could cast A-rank spells. Even the bronze hand mirror acknowledged his accomplishment.




Traits: [Black Blooded], [Intelligent], [Magic Affinity (High)], [Magic Ascension: Blood Echoes] [Blessing of Supersession (MAX)]




Skills: [Elemental Magic (A)], [Blood Magic (A)], [Healing Magic (B)], [Illusion Magic (B)], [Warding Magic (A)], [Druidic Magic (A)], [Shamanic Magic (A)], [Inscription (B)], [Imbuing (B)]




Argrave didn’t care to classify things, codify them, as a magical scholar might. No—he was interested in what worked, and what was. He couldn’t claim to know why it was that blood was such a potent force, nor what made it keep his form. These were questions beyond his limits and his patience. Just as some people datamined Heroes of Berendar, others simply played the game and experimented. But both found out how it was made, and how to replicate it. He found out why one matrix called upon the blood while another called upon the flames.

After time and time again of repetition and observation, Argrave came to understand how the spells drew blood from the body. He understood why it was this silver bracer on his arm could draw magic from him, preserving it in this state. But with all this knowledge, one step remained before him.

Argrave sat in the dead of night in the cold mountains, cross-legged before Vasquer. He stared at a matrix in his hand, contemplating it, pondering it… it was an F-rank spell, nothing more than a simple line. Some might think him mad for spending so much time looking at a line in the air, but then none were around that would judge him, only Anneliese, Orion, Galamon, and a distant Alchemist.

Argrave called upon the bloody conduits entangled with his soul, and set the roiling magic within him to motion. All of what he’d learned of the way that blood became blood magic came to fruition, and a familiar yet foreign sensation filled his body. And when he completed the spell…

A maroon flame burned in Argrave’s hand. He could feel it siphoning away the blood from his body as its heat buffeted his face. The flame was fierce, bright, and hot, and the shadows around it seemed all the eerier. No one could deny its intensity.

“Argrave, that…” Anneliese said in shock.

Argrave’s concentration wavered, and the flame faded away. He looked at her, saying nothing, but the smile on his face spoke volumes. He rose to his feet, stepping away from everyone else to get some safe distance. Then, another matrix took shape in his hand. Now that he’d done it, the second performance felt so instinctive.

A sparking eel of the same deep crimson as his blood rose up into the sky. As it soared about, he could feel a subtle hum of power about it. It was stronger, more intense. His joy was such that the pain to create it was entirely forgotten. When Argrave conjured a third matrix, he called upon one of his blood echoes. The performance was flawless. He had infused the vital essence of sacrificial blood magic into a normal spell.

Up and up the eels went, Anneliese sanding by his side in mute shock. Before long they seemed like maroon stars in the sky, obeying his will absolutely. He had spent so much time on this… he had even neglected his duties, relegating some tasks to others and not making all the appearances he ought to have, but these long days had born fruit.

“I did it,” Argrave said, without pride. There was joy, certainly, but not pride.

“You did,” Anneliese confirmed. He could tell she was proud for him, and that was far better than pride for himself.

Argrave let out a slow and quiet sigh, deflating. After a long time of silence, he said, “I’ve got no more plans, Anne. No more spectacular insight from here about what happens when, who appears where. Just me, what we built, and what we’ve done.” He shook his head. “And I think I’m ready for that.”

Argrave eagerly awaited her next words, ready to take comfort in them. Instead…

“You break the silence,” came a splintering icy voice.

Argrave turned his head abruptly to see the Alchemist standing there, lit from behind by the bright red moon above his looming figure.

“My examination is done. Despite the decay, I was able to isolate the energy left behind by Gerechtigkeit.” The Alchemist’s body produced arms, which each held books. His fingers had eyes on the top of them, and scanned the books as he talked. “And more than that, I was able to divine differences between your traces and its.”

“Meaning…?” Argrave pressed, shifting gears rapidly.

“Meaning they likely have different origins,” the Alchemist said plainly, shutting twelve books at once with a loud pop. “I have two hypotheses. The first is that this calamitous energy, for lack of a better term, coalesces over the span of a millennium, hence the long delay. If it was something that was created organically, it would explain why Gerechtigkeit keeps returning time and time again.”

“But Gerechtigkeit retains memory,” Anneliese butted in.

The Alchemist looked down at her. “Yes. He learns. He adapts to what mortals and gods do.” Perhaps Argrave was delusional, but he seemed pleased she’d gotten that. “That lends to my other hypothesis: namely, that Gerechtigkeit never fully appears in this world. That he belongs to another dimension, as the one Argrave comes from, and infiltrates ours once a millennium.” The Alchemist turned his head upward. “But so much is left unanswered with that.”

Argrave reeled without much to add, but Anneliese seemed different. She suggested slowly, “Mozzahr’s ability… supposing the first hypothesis is true, the Emptiness he creates sounds much like Gerechtigkeit, in function.”

“There is a simple problem. Time.” The Alchemist focused back on them. “We lack it.”

Argrave rubbed his chin in thought, his triumph over [Blood Infusion] stifled by this seeming dead end. “If Mozzahr wanted Felipe’s body… then perhaps he knows more of what we should do with it.” Argrave looked up. “Can you isolate this energy further? Separate it, maintain it?”

“Perhaps,” the Alchemist said only. Words of uncertainty were unlike him.

Argrave sighed once more. “But the possibility exists. Both of this energy having use, and Mozzahr having deeper knowledge into it.”

“Hold a moment,” Anneliese interjected. “That Mozzahr sought Felipe’s body for a tie to Gerechtigkeit was only conjecture.”

“Valid conjecture,” the Alchemist said flatly.

“He’s right.” Argrave pointed at the giant figure. “He said it himself. We don’t have the time to do in-depth research about the nature of this energy, its applications and its implications. But if Mozzahr might…!”

“There may be truth in this Mozzahr’s research. I suggest we take all we can from Erlebnis.” The Alchemist held up his hand. “It is our best bet.”

Argrave looked at the Alchemist in distrust. “What are you saying? You’re associated with that god?”

“No,” the Alchemist said with complete and utter contempt.

“Then why would you suggest bargaining with him?” Argrave pressed.

“Imbecile,” the Alchemist said, drawing out the word. “Does the word ‘take’ imply bargaining? No—it implies theft, looting, deprivation. I speak of a heist of his divine realm.”

Argrave’s eyes widened. “You’re… talking about robbing a god?”

“You fight against He Who Would Judge the Gods, yet balk at swindling divinity? I thought you less pathetic,” the Alchemist shook his head. “Have you forgotten your history with him?”

Argrave’s face of shock slowly twisted into one of glee. “I am feeling quite interested in what you have to say.”

“As you should,” the Alchemist said simply.


Chapter 30

Though Argrave had been captivated by the discovery of [Blood Infusion], the Alchemist’s suggestion of robbing Erlebnis of knowledge drew his attention unlike anything else before.

Argrave and Anneliese walked into the Alchemist’s temporary abode constructed by his Pawns, where the giant waited for them with stacks of books laid out without much reason. He seemed to take issue with this, for he scooped up the books with many hands conjured from his body and placed them inside the wall. Argrave was baffled at what, exactly, this place was constructed of. Was this obsidian, or something more?

“Was that idea of yours more than just that?” Argrave decided to ask bluntly.

The Alchemist did not look back as he said, “Mortals have stolen from gods before.”

“Those tales generally end in smiting the mortal in question,” Argrave rebutted, recalling well the stories of gods and their wrath.

Whether in his world or in Heroes of Berendar, some poor sap would steal the Super Sandals, the Awesome Armor, or the Magic Mantle. Afterward, the thief would suffer a curse ten thousand times worse than whatever meager benefit the items actually offered. It was a bad deal.

“These tales spread only because people don’t like to think they are responsible for their mediocrity.” The Alchemist turned around. “But we can steal from Erlebnis. And whatever knowledge he holds will undoubtedly be of more use than this upstart, Mozzahr.”

“How do you know we can steal from a god?” Argrave gestured toward him.

“Personal experience,” the Alchemist said coldly.

Silence followed after that declaration. As Argrave exchanged glances with Anneliese, the Alchemist extended his hand to the ground. He clenched his fingers as if molding clay, and then a table rose up to occupy the once-empty room.

“The key in making this heist a tale of victory rather than one of hubris lies in the forces behind it.” The Alchemist waved his hand across this newly-formed table, and sculptures arose.

One was an all-too-familiar statue: it depicted a malformed lump of meat vaguely resembling a head with a mouth possessing far too many teeth. It had two eyes but they were not in alignment, as though its face was melting and drooping away. It represented Erlebnis. The other was simpler—the king piece in chess.

“Erlebnis is impartial. He cares not that you foiled him, I guarantee it; he would deal with you all the same. But you have earned the animosity of the Qircassian Coalition by what you did in the Bloodwoods,” the Alchemist said, picking up the obsidian king piece. Argrave was surprised he was so abreast of the news. “Enemies of enemies are friends. You must enter the world of divine politics.”

“Divine politics,” Anneliese repeated.

The Alchemist set down the king piece, and eight others identical to it rose up from the obsidian table to form a circle. “Gods might seem incomprehensible. They have unknowable urges—Erlebnis’ thirst for knowledge, Fellhorn’s desire for control of all water, Kirel Qircassia’s bid to flatten the earth to make way for his legions—but they are not so far removed from human struggles.” The Alchemist raised his huge hand up, raising one finger. “Least of all, now, when they are immortal no longer.”

“I didn’t want to involve gods in the fate of Vasquer.” Argrave stepped to the table and grabbed one of the king pieces.

“That is an unintelligent decision. You would be best served abandoning that idea,” the Alchemist’s voice retaliated sharply, cracking like a whip. “This is not about your kingdom. This involves the world itself. Abandon your insistence on self-reliance. This is about more than only you.”

Tell me what you really think, thought Argrave as he smiled bitterly. Surprisingly, even though he was naturally obstinate and resisted advice that challenged his preconceived values, he had no issue letting go of this idea. ‘No gods, no masters’ was a good slogan, but the reality remained that Argrave was one man. Even with a kingdom at his beck and call, he had to bend with the wind. At least this way, he could enter on his own terms, and not while bound to Erlebnis inextricably.

Argrave heard footsteps behind, and when he turned a Pawn escorted Galamon in. The snow elf looked about cautiously, and then came to stand behind Argrave and Anneliese.

“To earn a place in divine politics, you must speak for the divine,” the Alchemist continued. “Not all are like those elven gods. Some are so far removed from mortality that communication is impossible. Their servants might fulfill that role. In other cases… champions.

“You have many among you who might champion gods. This man is watched by Veid,” the Alchemist pointed Galamon out, sliding a king piece closer. When it neared, it morphed into an elaborate idol depicting a woman clothed in fur—Veid herself. “I doubt she could be called upon to help with theft, however. But she can earn us a place at the table.”

Galamon looked shocked, and examined the crafted statue with some reverence.

“And you two… more gods watch you than you even know.” The Alchemist crossed his hands together. “Tricksters, thieves, charlatans, magicians, lovers, war masters, scholars, and seers… they watch you like wolves, waiting for opportunity. If the forces of the world permitted it, they would stalk you every second, propositioning you. But they are bound to their shrines, and this is a relatively godless continent. There are little more than local spirits scattered throughout your kingdom, and I have little doubt you will slay them all, taking their fragmented divinity as spirits to fuel your war machine.” 

Argrave felt a little aggrieved when it was phrased like that, but he didn’t have much rebuttal. It was true—he did intend on having Durran roam the land, slaying lesser gods.

Argrave set the king piece he held down, twisting it. “Shouldn’t I be… well, rather unappealing, if I’ve provoked Kirel Qircassia?”

“You think that makes you a pariah? Moronic. People outside the faction fear the Qircassian Coalition, meaning cooperation is near as likely an outcome as ostracization. And the key point of your conflict is this: you dealt Kirel a grievous blow. Another god fragmented his realm.” The Alchemist reached out, rearranging pieces. He waved to them all. “You have proven your mettle. This is a buyer’s market. Strike while the iron is hot.”

Argrave stepped away from the table. He’d been preparing to deal closer with divinity almost as an inevitability, but he didn’t think the time would come so soon. He looked to Anneliese, seeking her counsel, but she seemed to be in agreement with the Alchemist on first glance. Galamon was simply awed and touched by the idea that Veid was watching him, and he stared at the statue the Alchemist had made with some sort of fascinated reverence.

But then Argrave looked back. “And what about you? Why aren’t you volunteering?”

The Alchemist’s body seemed to bubble—that was a good indicator he was somewhat angry, Argrave suspected. Then, he said very slowly and deliberately, “It will not happen.”

“What’s this? Rules for thee, not for me?” Argrave held his hand out. “I get the merits, but you…?”

The Alchemist stepped straight through the table, all of it bending around him as he walked until he came to stand directly before Argrave. A mouth on his stomach opened and said grimly, “Gods seldom forget one who made another meet as gruesome an end as my last.”

Argrave stared up, his eyes shaking. He gave a slow, steady nod, and then the Alchemist withdrew. What he said had some implications to it—by ‘last,’ he must’ve meant that the Alchemist had once championed a god. That left yet more questions on the table—questions that weren’t pertinent at this time.

“Alright… okay, so we get some divine representation, earn some allies for this heist against Erlebnis. But what of the act itself? I have no idea what we’d be doing. I know some things about his realm, about the Lodestars and the Annals, but… it’s very limited knowledge. I don’t think Erlebnis has some sort of floor plan we might consult for this grand raid of ours. And gods cannot enter his realm without causing massive problems, so it would have to be us mortals alone.”

The Alchemist held both his hands out. “There is no one better suited for scouring his endless libraries than myself. There is order in them—efficiency. And once I determine that order’s pattern, I can tear through all of what we need until nothing remains. I can extract what I need. And you can be a suitable ally in this task, if you take the lead and embrace allies.”

Argrave closed his eyes and caressed the bridge of his nose. Planning a heist against a god…? Certainly, he had stolen from one before when he had Nikoletta yoink some elven god-berries, but this? Breaking into Erlebnis’ divine realm with the aid of other gods, and then stealing all that they could? Erlebnis had other, vastly more powerful servants beyond his emissaries, and could personally exert his power there. Heading to his realm, plundering it… it was absolutely insane. And damn if Argrave didn’t love it.

But he didn’t let his eagerness at the prospect of this heist cloud his judgment. He had other things he held responsibility for, and others matter that needed to be tended to, lest they cause echoes throughout the whole of Berendar. The first of which was Mozzahr and his Ebon Cult.

Argrave lifted his head up and met the Alchemist’s gray eyes with his own. “We can find gods to champion. Lord knows Galamon would be eager to meet Veid, and I’m sure I can arrange a good deal for Anneliese and myself. But the Mozzahr matter remains.” He stepped a little closer to the table, and then picked up one of the king pieces. “How about we do a practice run? Get what needs getting from him, and then apply it on a grander scale.”

Argrave and the Alchemist held their stare for a long while. Both were eerily still. Galamon seemed to grow concerned, and eyed the two of them as though prepared to act.

“Did you think…” the Alchemist stepped forward once again, and looked down at Argrave. “That I would not factor your would-be arbiter and magic despot into my plan?”

Argrave started to laugh, feeling a bit outclassed in terms of boldness. Anneliese looked upon the Alchemist curiously. And when she looked into his eyes… there was a familiar glimmer. One she’d seen gleaming in gray eyes many times before.


Chapter 31

Anneliese looked up at the Alchemist as he toiled with Felipe’s bones in seemingly incomprehensible manners. When she’d first met this giant standing beside Argrave as he endured the worst pain of his life, she had been utterly afraid of him. He seemed unreadable, unfathomable, unknowable, and most of all unreasonable. Maybe there was still some truth to that. But the events of day passed showed that he wasn’t necessarily as monstrous as he presented himself to be.

Indeed, perhaps there was something mortal beneath that shell of his.

Argrave was absent, if only briefly. It was her and the Alchemist alone. But with his guarantee of safety, she dared ask, “Why do you pay attention to Onychinusa so much?”

The Alchemist did not pull his hands away from Felipe’s body, but a mouth opened on his elbow. “You presume wrongly that I speak overmuch because I have become open to dialogue. Begone.”

Anneliese’s search for emotions among the Alchemist was a fruitless one as ever. But her intuition did not fail her on this matter—she knew that the Alchemist was particularly interested in Onychinusa. “She’s been through much and more. Please do not make things worse on her by confusing her yet further. I do not wish to involve her in our struggle against Erlebnis. She has suffered enough at his hand.”

“I am not interested in puppets cut from strings,” the Alchemist scolded. “You overstep. Return to your bedmate.”

Anneliese was not entirely contented, but there was little good in jeopardizing what was promising to be a fruitful cooperation with the Alchemist. She turned and walked away, still mulling over this matter.

“Hold,” the Alchemist called out, and Anneliese turned around in surprise. He stepped away from Felipe’s corpse, coming to stand over her. “Your A-rank ascension. Describe it to me.”

Anneliese narrowed her eyes, shifting on her feet uncertainly. “It’s… called [Life Cycle],” she said hesitantly. “With it, I can absorb magic from a variety of sources. I take from any spells cast in the area or any enchantments I touch. In addition, my spells themselves are conduits that can take magic. Spells that strike my wards, for instance, replenish me.”

“And living things,” the Alchemist added.

Anneliese nodded. “Yes. And living things.”

“And does this place, this area… has it any relation to your power?” the Alchemist held his hand out and gestured to the mountains.

Anneliese nodded once more. “Yes. Argrave took me to the method, buried beneath these mountains. It was here I learned it from a man long ago dead.”

“Was Llewellen dead?” The Alchemist’s stare was colder than the grave.

Hearing that name, Anneliese blinked in surprise. “Yes, he was. He left his knowledge behind on a dwarven music box. I still have it, if you wish to hear it.”

“He failed, then.” The Alchemist turned, stepping back to Felipe’s corpse. “Pity.”

Anneliese could not help but walk back toward the ancient creature. First, Emperor Balzat of the ancient elven empire had known of Llewellen—now, the Alchemist?

“How did you know him?” she asked.

The Alchemist waved her away. “Ask me no more, for I shall speak no more.”

“You opened this clam,” she protested.

The Alchemist seemed to genuinely hesitate, then turned his head toward her. “Both you and that… elf, will be adrift for a long time without proper tutelage. Llewellen’s methods are as much a curse as they are a boon.” He turned back to Felipe’s skeleton. “Not my concern. I’ve said enough. Let your mate fret over your future.”

Anneliese stared at the Alchemist, mind swirling with questions. After a long while of silence, she turned and left. Each question she asked bred more. She didn’t think this matter was over. In fact, she was nearly certain this was the first of many conversations with the Alchemist.

***

“Here it is. The Hall of Enchantment,” Elenore gestured grandly as she and Argrave stood near the entrance. “Artur will be waiting in. He’s a little displeased that he was kept waiting for a week. And I don’t entirely disagree…”

Rather than build some monumental building in the streets of the burgeoning city, they had elected to hollow out a portion of stone within the mountain. The quarried stone was then used for construction elsewhere. The magic-infused stone here was incredibly easy to mold, and even easier to work magic into. If the place were enchanted, it improved the strength of their defenses, and so it was a win-win situation. Looking upon the Hall of Enchantment… it nearly doubled as a fortress, so formidable it was.

“It was a lapse of judgment, delaying,” Argrave agreed. “But to tell you the truth, I’d do it all again.”

The great door was easily thirty feet tall, and seemed to be controlled by magic. Argrave looked around and then walked inside with Elenore, shadowed by his two royal guards. One was still reeling from the news of meeting with Veid, while the other seemed perturbed by the notion of involving gods further.

“I hope it was worth it,” Elenore sighed, following.

“Very. I earned what some might call ‘enlightenment.’ I call it long overdue.” Argrave conjured a bloody flame in his left hand, and Elenore flinched away.

“It’s red fire,” she said after she calmed. “Should I be awed?”

“Every single spell I can cast can receive essentially a fifty percent increase in strength,” Argrave said. “So, yes, you should be awed. This is the primary benefit of using blood magic as your ascension method. Anneliese can’t do this. Castro can’t do this. Rowe can’t do this. Only one or two others can, and you can bet I won’t be helping them.”

“Fifty percent. Could be a lot… or a little. I suppose I’ll understand better if I spontaneously develop magical talent that I lacked all my life,” Elenore said drolly.

The entry hall opened up into the gigantic main chamber, and Argrave looked around at all that was waiting for him. What he saw was far beyond his expectations. At the top, glowing like a second sun—or third, he supposed, given the fact this world had two already—was an enchanted lamp that bathed the whole place in sterile white light. And from there, the entire Hall of Enchantment was revealed.

The Tower of the Gray Owl had an elevator in the center of it, allowing one to ride stone platforms to various level. This Hall of Enchantment, however, was only navigable with these stone platforms. They swirled about the air everywhere, docking and embarking at various portions throughout the whole hall. Entries to offices lined the wall top to bottom, where enchanters, theorists, and spellcasters traded off various artifacts, books, and scrolls. On the higher floors, he heard the clanging of steel as smiths worked to hammer out new artifacts that might be created and tested.

“It’s busiest in the front,” Elenore explained. “But there are enough offices and rooms for thirty thousand people.”

“Thirty thousand?” Argrave repeated.

“We’re outfitting an army,” Elenore said simply. “I doubt we’ll reach max capacity this decade—at present, I’m told not even a tenth are used. But we have it here just in case. They research diligently. When the time comes, they can switch to production. We can have enchanted arrows pumping out day and night—warding rings, strengthening armors, or whatever we need. I’m simply upscaling an old business of mine. It has a lot of overhead, but in time it’ll be a juggernaut sustaining the entire kingdom.”

Elenore walked over to an attendant, and the man diligently called over a stone platform to carry them. Argrave got on, felt his feet get fixed in place, and then they were off.

Elenore stood there with hands politely before her, but Argrave looked at her. “While we’re on the way… that Mozzahr meeting? It’s happening. Not immediately, but it will happen.”

Elenore looked at him. “It is? You’ll involve the Dwarven Senate with the Ebon Cult?”

“I can’t promise that,” he cautioned her. “First, there are some things I need to attend to. Galamon needs to visit with Veid.”

Elenore looked back at the knight-commander. “You mean his goddess?”

“Mmhmm,” Argrave nodded. “More than that, I think it best that we pick out patrons for all of us at this juncture.”

His sister took a deep breath, digesting all that he said. She faced ahead and said dismissively as though it didn’t affect her, “Good luck with that.”

“You can’t wish yourself good luck,” Argrave said, staring at her. “That’s against the rules.”

Elenore spared an uncertain glance, but when she saw he was staring returned her gaze. “You don’t mean…?”

“I said ‘us,’ no? Got no doubt in my mind that there are plenty of gods looking for you just as there are me.” He placed his hand on her shoulder. “And the Alchemist made a very good point—now, with every god coming out of their hidey hole and being exposed to the daylight in the first time in over a millennium, it’s a buyer’s market. We need to get in front of this thing and earn ourselves some killer benefits. The ground floor of a divine empire—that could be us. And at the end of it all, vanquishing the whole damned cycle.”

“You can’t be serious,” she laughed in exasperation. “Me? Look at my wrists,” she raised her arm up, displaying thin arms. “I’m not cut out for swinging knives or slinging spells. The only blood I’ve ever spilt with my own hands came from rare steak.”

“There are more deities than those that combat others,” Argrave explained. “Ones of subterfuge, deceit, manipulation…”

“And they sound like great allies,” she said pointedly.

Argrave laughed. “Alright. There are gods of wealth, prosperity, and bountiful harvests, too.”

“Choose someone that could best utilize them in combat, not some paper shuffler like me,” Elenore disagreed strongly. “We need every advantage we can get.”

“I want you safe. I care about you,” Argrave said simply. “And frankly, there’s no one I trust more at my side in the politics of the divine than you.”

“His Majesty is right,” Orion agreed strongly. “You are vital for this entire kingdom. And you are vital to this family.”

Elenore lowered her head a little in embarrassment. “We’re in public. Don’t say things like that here.”

Argrave slowly removed his hand from her shoulder, smiling.

“But what does this have to do with Mozzahr?” Elenore pressed. “I fail to see how getting involved with the divine correlates to the Mozzahr problem.”

“As did I. But the Alchemist has been extraordinarily generous with his stake in this heist. He’s putting up some major resources to go through with this,” Argrave mused. “And frankly, he’s the best insurance I could possibly have heading underground. In terms of mortals, the Alchemist is in the top two for people I’d like as allies. He’ll be coming with me.”

“What, will you attack Mozzahr? Is this how you intend to earn favor from the gods?” Elenore guessed.

“Not quite,” Argrave shook his head. “It’s not finalized, but I have a pretty solid notion. Let’s just say some people are so far behind in the race they actually believe they’re leading.”

Elenore nodded dismissively as she pressed, “Yeah, yeah, that’s cute. What are you going to do?”

“The best I can.” Argrave smiled broadly. “After this little meeting with Artur… I need you to start setting things in motion. Prepare for a meet with Mozzahr. It could take some time, but keep the option in mind.”

“And what will you do be doing in the meantime?” Elenore asked.

“You’re coming too. Job hunting. It’s well time for me to get another job beside ‘King of Vasquer.’ Lot of new positions have opened up.”


Chapter 32

Argrave’s meeting with Artur had gone about as expected—the man wanted some recognition, and so they gave it. When they had entered, the former Magister of the Order was ready to demand something substantial. But Argrave had buttered him with sweet words, promised a nice plaque with his name on it, and the man folded like wet paper. Artur wanted these vain things—and quite frankly, he did deserve them—and so who was Argrave to deny that?

On the other front, the Vysenn refugees had yet to arrive in Blackgard. With skin like alabaster and customs far removed from the kingdom’s norm, it might be difficult to integrate them with the largely native population of Blackgard seamlessly. Still, these refugees were unmatched at dwelling underground, could work forges well if given the opportunity, and frankly made better soldiers than Vasquer natives. They would be given a place to stay and a job to work, and hopefully would slowly assimilate into the kingdom’s culture.

But with the kingly duties aside, the job search was bound to begin. Argrave returned to the Alchemist with a larger group in tow. Here, they would plan for the future.

The Alchemist waved his hand, and the obsidian house closed off entirely as the last of them entered. The small yet tall room that was the Alchemist’s temporary abode was lit by fleeting purple lights. The house’s owner moved to the head of the table. There, Argrave, Anneliese, Durran, Galamon, Orion, Elenore, and Melanie waited for the formidable spellcaster. The majority of them had grown used to the Alchemist’s presence, save Melanie. She was not quite cautiously optimistic—perhaps the better term for her outlook would be pessimistically hopeful. She was here all the same.

“Alright.” Argrave clapped once, drawing everyone’s attention. “This place should be safe to speak. Even Gerechtigkeit himself can’t peak through these walls, isn’t that right?” He looked at the Alchemist.

“To the point,” the Alchemist insisted.

Argrave smiled. “Ideally, I’d like everyone here today to walk away from this with a solid grasp of my intentions in mind. Honestly, I’m not sure how you’ll feel about this, Orion, but I think you’ve become even-tempered enough to broach the idea.”

“I’m… honored that Your Majesty believes so,” Orion dipped his head, then set his golden helmet upon the table.

Argrave nodded. “Everyone here knows how powerful the divine are. Anneliese, Orion, and I have more personal experience, but I think everyone knows about the Shadowlander.” He pointed his finger up and shook it. “We are at a disadvantage in the fights ahead. But society is built off of cooperation and alliances. Even the gods aren’t exempt from this.”

Argrave lowered his pointed finger and leaned over the sleek black table. “It’s time we seek to ally with the gods themselves, and earn their boons. This is both for another unrelated matter, and for the future of the kingdom. The Alchemist and I gathered here today to help you walk this path, provided you’re willing.”

Durran crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes—he had a low opinion of the gods, Argrave knew. Melanie reacted in abject surprise. Orion’s reaction was startlingly calm. Everyone else had been informed in advance.

“Ally, not… worship, right?” Melanie pressed.

Argrave nodded. “It’d be an arrangement of mutual benefit, not one of reverence. They may ask certain things of you—wear a symbol, allow them to spread their faith—but all in all, we’re seeking out gods that are already interested in each of us. We’ve built something on Berendar that the gods need more than they might realize. And that’s a foothold on this continent.”

“You would become a god’s mortal champion,” the Alchemist explained. “It would entitle you to their blessing, among other boons. In turn, they would demand certain obligations of you. Given our position, each of you can ask for appreciably small obligations. But among them, most importantly, is that the champion must take a pivotal role in resolving the conflicts of the gods that arise because of the mortal realm—disputes over territory being the most prominent example.”

“That’s right. And we’re going to shop around, negotiating the best deal that we can. To that end, I’ve picked out several gods I believe would best serve each of you.” Argrave tapped the table, looking up at the Alchemist. The man waved his hand toward the table, and several figurines bearing deities on them arose before Argrave.

“Galamon will suffer no other god than Veid,” Argrave said, taking her piece and placing her near the former vampire. “Veid’s blessings revolve around honor, fealty, loyalty, and righteous crusade. If blessed, Galamon could receive many boons. He might be able to compel absolute loyalty from subordinates by entering into a contract with them. Similarly, he might receive benefits from his own loyalty, or might grow in strength from the number of honorable people he employs. I believe it will suit his role as knight-commander well. And given what I know of him, Veid would be a fool to reject his devotion.”

“…it is not your place to judge Veid, Your Majesty. I may be found wanting in Her eyes,” he defended, holding the piece in his hands.

“Could be Galamon secures one of those blessings. Could be he secures none. And that goes for all,” he looked between them. “Good negotiation is key, here. So, next, Elenore.”

“Have you gods for cripples and sightless folk?” she questioned.

“Rather the opposite.” He isolated three pieces. “I believe you can draw the eye of three gods. There’s Old Iron Miser, a god of wealth and war. His role in the cycle of judgment is facilitating the exchange of goods and services. You could have a network of otherworldly trade and mercenaries at your disposal.” Argrave slid over a piece of an old man with a cowl and plate armor, then grabbed the next. “Next there’s Yillinillnu, goddess of diplomacy and negotiation. Her blessings facilitate effective communication between all parties low and small. And lastly, Lira, goddess of connections. Her abilities… are more nuanced. It involves connecting people—communications, transportation, et cetera. I can explain it more later.”

He slid the two goddess idols over to Elenore, and the princess studied them as Argrave moved on to the next person. “Alright, then. Anneliese.”

She smiled, waiting expectantly. Argrave wasn’t ashamed to admit he’d spent the most time thinking about her choices. It was probably because she had the most choices. Wildly intelligent, skilled, empathetic, magically talented, knowledge-seeking, and in Argrave’s opinion, stunningly beautiful… there were many fonts she could draw from.

“Two of them overlap with ones I’ll be seeking out. First, one known only as Law. Formless god of rulership, justice, and authority. Poises himself as Gerechtigkeit’s enemy. I figure there’s some bargaining space there… and his blessings allow for peaceful resolution of disputes through subjugation, alongside ridiculously broad abilities that enable the bearer to give just about any buff. Though extremely powerful, his blessings are limited in their scope.”

He pushed forward Law—fittingly, a scale, then grabbed the next.

“Next, Almazora. Goddess of magic. She’s quite… solitary, but her blessings are quite useful. She has a lot of knowledge and unique spells, but above all, can allow one to use magic as a force unto itself, foregoing spells or other such refinements. Ignoring that, she has plenty of other miscellaneous powerups. Might be room for a bunch of good stuff, if we prod. Those are our overlaps, Anne. This next one you share with Durran.”

“Sataistador. God of chaos, war, strategy, and ruthless destruction.” Argrave picked up the black figure. The man depicted looked quite terrifying—bearded, brawny, yet with an eerie calm about his face despite the hulking battle axe hefted above his head. With half a dozen weapons on his body, he looked like a killing machine.

“Ruthless destruction. You have a high opinion of your queen,” Durran noted sarcastically.

Argrave set the piece down. Anneliese noted, “He’s the one who fought against Mozzahr in Heroes of Berendar, yes? And lost.”

“He is. He doesn’t have any servants, and fights alone. That was his downfall. Honestly, this one is reaching a bit for the both of you… he’s never taken a champion, so far as I know. But if it happens, we save ourselves from a fearsome foe. And given his exclusivity, we can guarantee he’ll fight on our side.” Argrave set the piece down. “Now, for you, specifically, Anne, the last one…”

“I’m seeing some favoritism here,” Durran quipped.

“Yinther, god of exploration, discovery, and curiosity,” Argrave continued unashamedly. “He can give many things, foremost being [Truesight]. With it, no illusions can fool you. Any magical details about another will be revealed. You can essentially see the truths of the universe. I thought it might go well with your empathy—help you see through everyone.” He gave a smile, then turned his gaze. “Then, Orion.”

“I do not wish to do it, Your Majesty.” He dipped his head. “If you command me, I will follow through. But I believe I will cause inadvertent problems. The fact I must endure with the blessings I already have is taxing enough for me to mentally accept.”

Argrave considered that, half-expecting that response. He gave a slow, steady nod. “Alright. I hope that, if you find someone worth championing, you’ll at least consider it.” He turned his head to the next. “Melanie, then.”

She looked anticipatory. In truth, Argrave had decided on the god that was the perfect fit for her long ago. It was the best build she could ask for, in-game, with her particular skillset.

“This goes for everyone, but especially so for you, Melanie. You’re a negotiator—pinch the other gods, get the best deal with the one you want. Ideally, I’d like you to go with Raccomen, the god of space. By granting the ability to cut through space, he’ll allow you unparalleled access to most areas, and once you master his abilities, you’d dominate any battlefield you’d enter. Those chains, your blades, your acrobatics, in combination with the space-warping abilities he can give… it’s perfect.”

Melanie just looked happy to be considered, but he couldn’t deny her eyes went to other figures more than Raccomen’s. He slid Raccomen’s symbol to her, and was left with a few more.

“Last and least, Durran.” Argrave looked at him. “I have the god of dung, waste, and ugliness.”

“Hilarious,” Durran nodded.

Argrave laughed, then isolated the two figures he had in mind. “With your wyverns, and your position of influence in the Burnt Desert, I think some of the others mentioned might suit you. But given I want you to be the wandering hunter, I think Stout Heart Swan suits you very well. The goddess of hunting.” He focused on Durran. “Her blessings are very well suited to tracking, cornering, and dispatching single foes, be they gods or deer. And it works well for groups. But if that doesn’t suit you, then you might go with the simpler god of death.”

Argrave looked down upon a skull piece. “Whether it’s halting death with necromancy, or causing death with extreme force, Gaunt might suit you well. Just promise me you won’t let him make you a lich.”

“He can’t,” the Alchemist chimed in. “Part of our arrangement excludes obtaining immortality.”

Durran nodded bitterly as Argrave slid the two pieces over to Durran. As the man played with them, he said, “Least I got the cooler-sounding options. But what about you, brother-in-law?”

“Beyond my pick of the others… just one.” Argrave picked it up, examining it. “This one’s mine. The trickster god, Rook.” He looked at everyone. “Deception and subterfuge are his spheres. I think you’ll all agree it’s a little fitting.”

No words were spoken, but he sensed that everyone seemed to concur. Argrave set the piece down, leaving further explanation in his head alone.

“The main point of allying with all of these deities is twofold. One, we secure a solid foundation for the fights ahead,” Argrave explained. “We need friends among the divine. All these here are no ally of the Qircassian Coalition, and ostensibly enemies to Erlebnis. And on the matter of Erlebnis, this leads to the second point.” He stood straight. “All of this is ultimately a springboard to our main goal: a heist against Erlebnis, a god of knowledge.

“These powers don’t come without a suitable challenge to test them,” Argrave continued as everyone digested his words. “But it’s a challenge we’re more than capable of rising to. So—who’s ready to go divining?”

“What, you mean—” Melanie sputtered in surprise. “Now? Like, now?”

“No time like the present,” Argrave nodded. “Let’s contact some gods.”

The Alchemist spoke, saying, “We head to a peculiar destination in the astral planes, one that I have access to. The White Planes, a neutral ground constructed for the purpose of making deals. The place was made in collaboration by several gods. It’ll take a considerable offering for us to enter—one that I’ve prepared. It isn’t often that mortals are given the privilege of directly consorting with deities, and I cannot guarantee reentry. Once there… your bargaining will begin. And I expect you not to waste my generosity, or there will be problems.”


Chapter 33

“It would be more cost-efficient for the spirits if I subsumed all of you into my alchemic body,” the Alchemist said, staring down at their group.

“It would be more cost-efficient for our sanity if we didn’t,” Argrave rebuked, looking up at the Alchemist.

The Alchemist shook his head as he watched Argrave. “You had my word no harm would come to you and yours, yet you waste precious resources because of distrust. No matter…”

Argrave gestured for everyone to come, and they hesitantly put their hand on the black robe of the Alchemist. His robe of his own hair felt like silk, but somehow that didn’t make things better. The Alchemist held his hand up, casting a spell that Anneliese used frequently: [Worldstrider]. A familiar yet unfamiliar feeling passed over them all, and then they were gone from their roots.

When Argrave next had sight, he gazed up at a solid sheet of white. He stepped back, craning his neck, to make out a gigantic white door. After a moment he spotted vines and excessive jungle growth consuming these white ruins. Argrave’s brain, rotted by Heroes of Berendar, placed where they were immediately—the jungle, west of the wetlands and the Order of the Gray Owl territory. This was where the map of Heroes of Berendar ended. 

“You use this door to the White Planes? I’m pretty sure there’s another that was closer,” Argrave questioned.

The Alchemist shot Argrave a harsh glare that was frightful enough to stir Argrave’s Brumesingers. They alighted from the pockets of his duster and looked up upon the white gateway. It was a slender and tall archway with two pure white doors. They weren’t stone—they looked like milky glass, almost, or white obsidian. This was one of many entrances to the White Planes. Of all of them, only this one had the good fortune to be on the surface.

As everyone comported themselves surprisingly calmly, Melanie walked up to Argrave. “Mind explaining to me what these White Planes actually are? I know you coached us on what to do, but…”

No answers came to Argrave. It wasn’t something fully explained in the game, and even the gods couldn’t fully explain it. “Won’t take long,” Argrave answered, shaking his head. “You’ll see for yourself.”

The Alchemist reached into his body and pulled free a spherical item. After scrutinizing, Argrave judged it was an enchanted ring that created an actively maintained ward. Within this ward was a strange confluence of green energy.

“Yeah, well, knowing and seeing are a little different,” Melanie whispered insistently as the Alchemist stepped up to the doorway.

The Alchemist dispelled the ring’s ward, and the green light threatened to dance away before the man seized it in his hand. With a push, he thrust this ethereal power against the milky white glass door. It spread out along the surface of it, forming into incomprehensible runes that he couldn’t read—strange, given that Argrave had been able to speak and read everything written here.

“We discussed the plan. What more do you need to know?” Argrave asked Melanie rhetorically. “Honestly, I can’t explain it. You’ll need to experience it.”

The gargantuan white doors slowly split open, but what was beyond was not at all like what one saw looking around the sides of the frame. Argrave walked away from a frustratedly confused Melanie, then grabbed Anneliese’s hand as she stepped forward in curiosity. She seemed brought out of a stupor, but then joined along with Argrave. Her Starsparrow flew off her shoulder, joining the Brumesingers.

Argrave looked back. “Just remember what we talked about… and all of you will do fine. All of you are calm, composed, and damn well valuable… but the White Planes can’t be explained. You’ll be safe, so… be bold, gods be damned. Get the first bit done, then we’ll wring the gods dry.”

Elenore was the first to come beside Argrave and Anneliese. Galamon followed, then Durran, and then Melanie. Only Orion, their druidic bonds, and the Alchemist would remain outside, all of whom stood by the slender door on either side. As a show of confidence in their plan, Argrave stepped forward, intending to be the first to enter. Anneliese clenched his hand tighter in trepidation, but followed him with no complaint.

The entire world vanished before Argrave, replaced by bright white. He smelled white, tasted white, heard white, thought white… it was all white. And when next he saw something else beside, he saw a smug young man sitting behind a mahogany desk, his shabby tennis shoes propped up atop the top as he leaned back.

The face was all too familiar, because it was his. Not Argrave—Vincenzo Giordano. It seemed that Argrave’s old form was the whiteness within himself.

“Fitting,” Argrave remarked, walking deeper in.

***

When Elenore touched the presence within the slender door, all became white. She saw a long and familiar dining table that she remembered all too well. It was here she’d met the man she eloped with. It was here they’d shared many meals together. And like it was natural, sitting at the end of the table, there he was. She mildly resented that this man was the so-called ‘whiteness within herself.’

Argrave had coached her this might happen, so instead of reeling she took the time to steadily scrutinize the man she’d once loved: Lazare. He was fairly tall. He had blonde hair near light enough to be white. He wasn’t especially well-built, which made her pause—did he really look like this? He must’ve. He had sharp yellow eyes, and a lazy smile.

“Why can’t a door just be a door?” Elenore asked. “Why does there have to be some test?”

“Bad day?” Lazare questioned.

“Yes. Terrible,” Elenore answered, sighing.

***

When the all-consuming whiteness faded away from Anneliese, she felt something hit her shin. She stepped backward in surprise, then looked down. She saw a small white-haired girl wearing shabby clothes collapsed on her rear. The child looked up, amber eyes widening.

“My fish…” the little Anneliese whispered, then looked at the big Anneliese’s feet, where a fish that she’d been carrying had fallen. The little girl seemed terrified at the prospect of retrieving it.

Anneliese knelt, picking up the fish. She used water magic to clean it off, and then handed it to the small elven girl. Though fascinated by the display of magic, the girl—Anneliese as a child—was like a stray cat afraid to accept food.

“The way Argrave explained it, I thought I might see my mother, or perhaps my grandmother. I had a plan about how to proceed. But then… if you are my whiteness, then perhaps it is only fitting I did not expect it.”

“Mother? My mother needs that,” little Anneliese said, swallowing tears bravely.

***

“What? You?!”

Durran stared at an all-too-familiar figure. He wore luxurious red robes. The sleeves had a strange pattern sewn on them—they looked like a rose’s thorns, and his shoulder pads were a rose’s petals. The man’s hair was brown, slightly wavy. He had a casual and cynical air to him, with bright blue eyes that made a handsome face sharper. His name was Garm.

“I can’t believe this. All the horse shit I’ve been through, and I see you,” Durran gestured at him.

“What are you rambling about during our fight?” Garm tilted his head. “Are you giving up?”

“I already won. So, what, this stupid door’s asking me to lose this time?” Durran sighed, scratching his head. “If not, I’m at a damn loss.”

***

Melanie crouched down beside a small, dead-eyed child. Green eyes, red hair… she had scars matching Melanie’s, even at this young age. Behind, there were uncomfortable moans, putting it mildly. Considering it was a brothel in Relize, that was the sound one most often heard. They were all too familiar.

“Place still reeks of sweat disguised by cheap perfume.” Melanie huffed as she sat, her plate armor clanging. “He wasn’t kidding. Is this really the price of admission? Some psychological puzzle?”

As she set her zweihander down on the floor, little Melanie’s eyes wandered to the steel.

Melanie ran her hand through her hair. “I don’t wanna go through this…” she sighed deeply.

***

Orion looked at the Alchemist. “What are they being subjected to, truly?”

The Alchemist looked over slowly. “They are being changed.”

“How?” Orion stepped closer.

“Objectively speaking, mortal bodies are ill-suited to handling the presence of the divine. That is being remedied.” The Alchemist looked into the whiteness.

Orion thought back, recalling when he’d been near the breach to Kirel Qircassia’s realm. There are been an immutable, indomitable presence that had weighed him down, worn at his very soul, despite the fact Orion was blessed by Vasquer’s false pantheon. Argrave reported feeling the same thing when near Erlebnis, too.

“Then… they’ll withstand the pressure powerful divinity exerts?” Orion asked.  “This is good. But what is this process?”

“The whiteness within is drawn out and exposed. Then, it must be tamed. It must shield the participant rather than hurt them.”

“The whiteness,” Orion repeated. “What is that?’

“Have your king explain better,” the Alchemist shook his head. “Despicable.”

“He is not here. And you are only waiting,” Orion pointed out.

The Alchemist glanced at Orion sideways, almost as though he was uncomfortable that fact was pointed out. “White is… blankness. A memory. A time. A person. An event. An item. Whatever it is, it exists within the person, but it has been whited out. That is a hole which the powerful divine exploit unwittingly. To enter the White Planes, and to negotiate with gods… they must shield themselves in their whiteness.”

“Hmm.” Orion seemed to go away inside himself, searching through memories. “But His Majesty is the most steadfast person in the entire universe. It should not take long.”

“Even ferrets could succeed in conquering their whiteness. And all that entered are… adequate. It is a ritual triviality,” the Alchemist dismissed.

“You speak with experience, it would seem. You have been through this, then. What was your whiteness?”

The Alchemist again looked displeased with Orion’s simple and direct reasoning. After a long period of silence, Orion thought he would get no answer. And then, the giant Alchemist said simply, “Slavery.”

Orion looked over. “As the participant, or the perpetrator?”

And this time, the Alchemist truly was silent.


Chapter 34

When Galamon touched the bright white within the door to the White Planes, he had been expecting and dreading dealing with many things. Would it be the death of his brother? Would it be the first time he’d killed someone in wake of his vampirism? He had confronted these scenes in his head countless times.

Instead, when his vision returned to him, he gazed upon a tall Veidimen woman sitting upon a white throne. She wore a white robe of fur, and had a bow across her lap. Various other weapons hung from her waist, and she had daggers lined along the robe’s chest. Her face was stern, austere, and divinely beautiful, yet her hard white eyes spoke of impartial judgment that would offer no leniency. Her hair was a long and untamed mane, making her appear even more ferocious than she already did.

As recognition dawned, Galamon’s heart thumped wildly, and he knelt and removed his helmet. His breathing was heavy as he waited, half-doubting what he had been taught. He had no memory of meeting Veid—why, then, would he see his goddess here?

“Lift your head, Galamon,” Veid spoke. Her voice flowed like water, yet carried such power behind it that Galamon felt a child again.

Galamon obeyed, looking up. Veid still sat there, unblinking, unbreathing. He dared not speak, fearing this might be some trick of the door’s design far less than the prospect of offending his goddess.

“You bypassed the door,” Veid said, slowly rising to her feet. She set the bow on the armrest of her throne. “You have nothing within to shield yourself with. There are no memories you have not conquered. But I remedied that.”

Galamon blinked, saying nothing. Those within the test could not mention either the door or the White Planes—meaning, who he saw was precisely who he saw. His heart beat ever faster.

Veid stepped closer. “You are like me.” She looked off to the side. “You spend all of your time in your own head. Deliberating. Agonizing.”

Galamon’s whole body shook. He didn’t know whether to disagree with Veid because he was her inferior, or agree with her because she was his divinity.

Veid again focused on Galamon. “Will you serve me?”

Galamon’s heart beat ever faster. It screamed at him the simple answer—yes, yes, a thousand times yes! But instead, Galamon said, “I pledged my service to Argrave.”

Veid offered her hand. “And if I were to name you my consort?”

Galamon couldn’t help but lower his head. “I would refuse. I made a vow to my wife.”

Veid was silent, and Galamon dared a glance up. Her face was stoic, ever-calm. She said evenly, “And that is why you are here—because you would refuse me twice for the sake of your word alone. Worry not. I never expected you to agree. I do not often choose mortals to represent me. Few are worthy.”

Galamon lowered his head further until it touched the ground—whatever the surface was, it was cold and painful. “I am not one of the few. I should not stain your reputation with the corruption of vampirism, even if I am cured.”

“I decide that.” Veid leaned down and grabbed his shoulders, then pulled him to his feet as easily as though he was a child. As he adjusted, she asked, “Do you wish to champion me?”

Galamon went silent for a few minutes, staring into the eyes of his goddess. He didn’t feel he could muster the words ‘no’ if he tried. He nodded.

“It’s yours.” Veid raised her hand and then slammed it against Galamon’s chest. He felt his heart resonate with something. It was an aura, a power, as pure as water and as strong as an icy blizzard. His brain filled with knowledge of her power, her blessing… and it made the whole world spin. And more than her blessing, he knew how to conjure her symbol, denoting his newfound position of champion.

Veid removed her hand from his chest and walked away even as Galamon gathered himself. “Keep it up,” she told him, the weapons on her waist clanging as she walked away. Then, as though her throne was a door, she retrieved her bow and walked inside… and Veid was gone. She left behind her last words, saying only, “Your king is coming.”

Galamon stepped closer, looking around in utter confusion. He never quite understood why people disliked his brevity until now, left wanting as he was. He looked around at the White Planes, finally perceiving his surroundings. There were rolling hills of whiteness, almost like the flat mesas or plains of Veiden when covered by snow.

When he knew that Veid would not again appear, Galamon walked back to his helmet and picked it up, staring at its eyeholes in utter confusion.

“Knew you would make it out first,” said Argrave, appearing out of thin air. Galamon’s eyes widened, but he slowly processed things.

Galamon didn’t know where to begin, but a question rose to mind. “What happened?”

“With me? Mine was quick and painless,” Argrave said, looking back in reflection. “Kind of like… a final push off the cliff, I guess.”

“In what way?” Galamon pressed.

Argrave looked surprised at the further questioning, but he did consider the issue. “Thought about a lot of things I might do to tame the whiteness within. I saw me. The old me. I asked for a little refresher about certain things, and I got some good information. And in the end, I just said one thing, and it closed the conversation.” Argrave spread his hands out as he said it, as though unfurling a paper. “I told me… that I was fine as I was.”

“That’s it?” Galamon asked.

“That’s it,” Argrave nodded, then looked around. “I think all the old me really wanted was hearing that from someone I respected. And I respect myself, now. All the past versions of me, too. Couldn’t be who I am if I wasn’t who I was. Past few months, I’ve been coming to terms with who I am, and what my strengths actually are. And that version of me, good ol’ Vinny—he’s one of them. Might be my biggest strength, and what’s the damned shame in admitting that?” He laughed and shook his head. “But listen to me, acting all grand. Let’s wait for the others. Want to bet who comes first?”

Galamon put his helmet back on. “You’d pick Anneliese.”

Argrave laughed. “Got that right. But we’ll see.”

***

Elenore stared at Lazare as he ate his meal in this decadent restaurant. She was frowning quite hard.

“You’ve hardly touched your duck, El. Is everything all right?” Lazare tilted his head.

As she listened, Elenore started to realize just how far removed this man was from what she liked now. He was sweet, gentle, and he was always available to listen to her feelings. She found it utterly insufferable. Even that nickname, El, made her sick. This had been the cause of her untimely separation with her feet and her eyes? This fawning, obsequious, and all-around boring man was the reason that she lost much of her future?

“What in the world did I see in you?” Elenore shook her head slowly.

“I’m not sure of that myself,” Lazare’s yellow eyes looked down at his meal, downcast at her tone. “But whatever it is, I’ll prove myself worthy of you, El.”

“Like when you gouged out my eyes, staring down at me,” Elenore nodded.

Lazare raised his head. “But you killed my entire family afterwards.” He toyed with his food in bitterness. “Can’t we just… forget about all that?”

Elenore looked off to the side. No words came to her. She remembered giving that order. It had been two or three years after the event, when she was just burgeoning as the Bat. Her power had been waxing greatly, and in a solemn night… she’d ordered Lazare, his parents, and his older sister killed. She remembered Felipe III bringing her this news, trying to mock her with it.

And she couldn’t deny that nothing had felt sweeter than that sense of power over people. To make her father be her personal messenger, bringing the news her order had been completed. To enact vengeance on the man who’d robbed her of sight. It had been a total affirmation her path was the right one, at the time. And as Elenore remembered that, she felt a little ill.

“You do remember that, don’t you?” Lazare pressed.

“…yes, I do,” Elenore said quietly. Then, she looked over. “I gave that order.”

“Did it make you feel better?” Lazare asked.

Elenore narrowed her eyes. When she thought of it, truly thought of it… no, it hadn’t made her feel better. It had been like pouring pounds and pounds of syrup atop filth. The dirtiness, the hatred, kept with her for all the time afterward. She never tended to the wound. She’d just buried it beneath other things. It never truly mended, not even to this day, not even with Durran at her side.

“No. I felt as terrible as ever, day after day,” Elenore mused, pushing away the plate of duck.

“Then why did you do it?”

Elenore laughed. “Just… because a little broken girl got too much power, too fast.” She looked at him. “I’m sorry, Lazare. I did go too far.”

“It’s okay,” he shook his head.

“No, it isn’t,” Elenore shook her head. “I went too far… but you betrayed me. I’m not really sure I can forgive you. I know that asking for your life in exchange for my eyes is… quite frankly, immoral. I should probably forgive you. But even still, I just can’t.” She rubbed her hands together, warming them. “But I shouldn’t forget you, either.”

Elenore focused on him. “I loved my father, the person at the root of all this. And it wasn’t because I was stupid, or unlucky, or unfortunate… but because I was human.” She rose to her feet. “Despite how much I hate it, you were a large part of my life, Lazare. And even despite all that, I butchered you and yours.”

She stepped away from the table. “I honestly don’t know if you loved me, or you loved the princess. I suppose I got my answer, if I want to be cynical about it. But you didn’t make me like this. You were a part of it, but I made me like this.” She looked out at the window, where the streets of Dirracha waited, bustling with people. “I found a family that shouldn’t love me. Argrave, Durran, Anneliese… even that oaf Orion… they know what I’ve done. And selfish as I am, I’m not going to let that go. Ever. But I think I can admit… that I loved you, once.”

When Elenore looked back, Lazare wasn’t there anymore. There was a whiteness spreading out from his form, consuming the walls and the ceilings. She let it pass by her feet, and felt it rise up to shelter her. Strangely… it was like a part of her was returning. It wasn’t fully pleasant, yet it was filling.

When next she saw, Argrave and Galamon were chatting. Both of them quickly turned their heads to her.

“Hey,” Argrave greeted her. “I thought it’d be Anne that came out first. Color me surprised.”

Elenore was jarred by the sudden shift of mood—to be in intense emotion, and then to be so suddenly jerked back to the carefree Argrave… it was unpleasant, to say the least. She raised her hand, asking for a moment.

After a long while, she looked at Argrave. He was waiting with a quaint smile.

“I love you, Argrave,” she said simply. She couldn’t both say those words and meet his eyes, so she stared at his feet. When she dared a glance, he was sporting an unexpectedly big smile.

“Love you too, sis.” Argrave stepped forward up to her. “Must’ve been some heavy shit in there if you’re saying that.”

Elenore laughed, walking forward. She was crying a little. She wasn’t entirely sure if it was from sadness.

“I hate that stupid door,” she cursed, shaking her head. But for the first time since she could remember, Elenore didn’t fear anyone abandoning her. Even if she cried her heart out, laid on the floor and thrashed her arms, her family would be there. Now… now, it was different. She looked up at him. “Where are the gods? Let’s get this over with…”

“We’ll meet them in time,” Argrave nodded, then pointed at Galamon with his thumb. “Mister Terminator over there already met and championed Veid. Apparently, he doesn’t have any repressed memory. Can you believe that?”

Elenore looked at Galamon, returning to clarity. “A little. Don’t like waiting here, though.”

“The White Planes respond to your desires. They’ll link you up with the gods you want,” Argrave told her. “If you want to go… it’s safe. Even gods can’t hurt you here, not anymore. Go and negotiate away.”

Elenore sniffed strongly, then looked off into the distance. “Yeah… yeah. I think I’d like that.”

Princess Elenore broke away.

“I’ll be waiting for you,” Argrave assured her.

Elenore looked back and said with the faintest smile, “I know. I trust you.”


Chapter 35

“Did you let me win?” Durran asked Garm.

Just as it had been in their fight many months ago, Garm stood on his field of roses, though strangely they were white roses this time. Durran’s desert was black and endless, just as before, in mirror of the Burnt Desert. These battlefields allegedly mirrored their minds, whether here in the White Planes or back then, when their souls had done battle to eat each other.

“Let you win?” Garm repeated incredulously, narrowing his eyes. “I was a head on a stake, and I still clung onto hope of survival. You think I’d really let you win?”

Durran ground his glaive into the sand. “I don’t think you would’ve even risked the possibility of defeat by engaging me in a soul fight if you really wanted to live, wanted to win. You would’ve just let Argrave ferry you around, just as he had been. And hell, who knows—he might’ve come up with a real solution.”

“What do you want me to do about it now?” Garm shrugged. “Cry and confess on my knees? That isn’t how this ends.”

Durran sighed and looked up at the sky. “I don’t know. I…” he shook his head, then focused on Garm. “After Sethia, after failing like that, I really wanted any sort of power I could get my hands on.”

“So you got it,” Garm pointed out. “You’re casting A-rank spells as easy as a kid throws stone, thanks to you chomping down on my soul. You’re a master necromancer. You could make any kind of abomination out of any kind of flesh that you wanted, provided you’ve got the souls to fuel it. It’d be like muscle memory.”

“Shame you weren’t at S-rank,” Durran quipped. “Could’ve made things even easier.”

“My bad. I should’ve been a better sacrifice,” Garm said drolly.

“…nah,” Durran shook his head. “You shouldn’t have been a sacrifice at all.”

“The blazes are you sputtering about?” Garm pressed.

“Not right, what I did,” Durran focused on him. “A man tells me that he wants to die, and I let him because it aligned with my interests at the time. Sethia, banishment from my tribe… I was ruined, but it was no damn excuse to let what happened, happen.” He laughed and threw his hands up. “And then after that, I got all uppity with Argrave, went against his orders in stealing the margrave’s wyvern. Even if it was a misunderstanding… no excuse, really.”

“You’d throw away all the things I gave you? They say hindsight is perfect sight, but these are the words of a blind man.”

“Yeah. Yeah, I would throw it away,” Durran nodded, stepping a little closer to Garm. “Throughout this whole journey, I came to really admire Argrave. Not because he’s talented, or because he’s some kind of saint… but just the sheer level that man will rise to say, ‘no, we’re doing it my way.’” He pointed as he said those words. “Very hard to insist you’re right when the whole word disagrees. But he’s kept up at it, I’ll be damned. And he is a decent person.”

“Are you in love with him? You’re both married. It’ll never happen, what you want.” Garm played the part of a sagely advisor.

Durran couldn’t muster laughter. “Fact is… I should’ve said no, Garm. I should’ve said that you’ll give me whatever I need from you, and you’ll live, you miserable prick.” He thumped his finger against Garm’s chest. “That’s what Argrave was doing, before I came along and ruined it.”

“Maybe you should’ve,” Garm conceded. “But you didn’t.”

“But I didn’t,” Durran nodded, then turned away from Garm. “And maybe… because of that, I did get what I want. But I feel damned empty inside when I cast a spell and just know how. Necromancy comes easy to me, but it feels terrible. I don’t think I could’ve earned freedom for the Burnt Desert without it… but from here on out, I can’t just accept what’s convenient. We’ll do it my damned way. The right way. I’m strong enough to do that. Agreed, Garm?”

Durran looked back to see Garm, but instead he saw Galamon and Argrave sitting on the white ground and talking about something in detail. They spotted him, and Argrave rose up.

“Hey. You’re a fair bit slower than my sister,” Argrave called out. “She already went off to negotiate with the gods. How’d it go for you?”

Durran rubbed his neck, feeling out of sorts. “I, uhh… hmm.” He didn’t feel like talking, especially, after confronting Garm. Well—not quite. He wouldn’t mind talking to Elenore. “Where’d Elenore go?”

“That way,” Argrave gestured vaguely. “Or wherever. Whole places looks the same.”

“I think I’ll go,” Durran nodded.

“Alright,” Argrave nodded with a shrug, possessing tact enough to know not to press him. “Just remember what I told you. Wring those gods dry. You can be damned sure Elenore is.”

***

Elenore sat on a chair that was cold, yet sunk beneath her weight in a pleasant way that seemed impossible. There was a white table before her, with a tea cup that had a white liquid in it. She dared not drink whatever it was, both in fear of what it might be and caution of those before her.

There was Old Iron Miser on the left, armored in plate with a cowl over his head. There was Yillinillnu, a graceful woman with a certain strangeness to her eyes and a different fashion than anything Elenore had seen before. Scrutiny of her eyes showed several differences from what Elenore was familiar with, the most prominent being that they were monolid. Her black hair had an incredibly elaborate headpiece, and she seemed to command respect and authority.

And then there was the least remarkable, Lira. She had a silver diadem partially hidden by silver hair—and gray from age, not from genetics. She wore a simple brown dress, with a shawl about her shoulders. The shawl looked to have been made by someone young, and indeed Elenore saw a name shoddily sewn in. It depicted a woman holding onto the hand of a child.

“I recognize you,” Elenore said, looking between the three. “You’re gods, each of you. This is it, then? Our negotiation?”

“We are the aspects of gods,” they said at once, each in sync with the other. “We were created by the White Planes. You stand before them, too, in your own aspect. In this way, your will is conveyed where it needs to be, without fear or prejudice. You speak to blank slates that respond on the other side through your aspect accordingly. In this manner, should we come to no accord, there will be no offense, and neither will remember the other at all.”

Elenore blinked, having a bit of difficulty conceptualizing that. Did this mean that, somewhere in these endless white expanses, there was an aspect of her, communicating the desires she held? But after thinking on it deeper, she decided she was not one to question its convenience, doubly so when it came via incomprehensible magic.

“Then…” Elenore closed her eyes, recalling all that Argrave had taught her. She hesitated to divulge these secrets, but she trusted Argrave that this place would ensure no rumors would leak out if no accord was made. “I came here seeking an alliance. We intend to steal from Erlebnis’ realm, to pillage valuable knowledge, and aid in dealing with an undesirable malignance that threatens to invade our kingdom.”

“We are all interested in you, Princess Elenore of Vasquer,” they said, still eerily linked. “And we have offers.”

Elenore nodded, trying to hide the fact that she was pleased before she questioned if hiding anything might be pointless before aspects. “Then… you, Old Iron Miser?”

“I can guarantee reasonable support in a heist against Erlebnis. More than that, I promise you trade,” he began, holding his hand out. A universe seemed to expand before it, displaying a market so grand in size it seemed to threaten to consume this endless whiteness. When he clenched shut his gauntleted hand, it vanished. “You would be linked to my people around the world. Each and all are masters of commerce, just as you are, and have resources at their disposal equal or greater to yours. Be it across the oceans or more simply the continent, you will not want. All I ask is that you aid in expanding my network.”

Elenore nodded carefully, then looked to Yillinillnu. “And you?”

“I can offer little aid against Erlebnis. It undermines my sphere of influence—diplomacy and negotiation,” the goddess’ aspect said. “But in turn, I can give you all of my blessings. The thoughts within your mind will spill from your lips perfectly, and you will always present yourself as you wish to be seen. You will never again suffer an embarrassment, or misspeak. If you wish to lie, your deceitful words will fool all eyes, even a god’s. And a subordinate or lesser will never again doubt your choices as correct. All I would ask is that you accept my envoys, and act as one yourself when needed.”

Elenore narrowed her eyes, pondering the situations in which each might’ve been useful. After a time, she looked to Lira’s aspect, nodding.

“I can give you a chance,” Lira said simply, her voice old and weary. “With my blessings, you can form connections with people that allow them. With them, you may never again be truly separate from someone else. You may converse with them anywhere. You may feel their touch, or offer them gifts, whenever you so please. You may make any door of yours link to theirs, that you might visit them whenever you please.

“But just as you have these privileges, so too may they exploit them. Once formed, connections cannot be broken until death. You must always hear them when they wish to be heard, even vitriol alone. When they wish to visit, you must receive them, even if they come to end your life. When they give, you must accept, even if it is a dagger plunged into your heart. It is an ultimate expression of trust,” Lira cautioned. “And I create, not destroy—you would receive no aid against Erlebnis from this old crone. All I ask from you is kindness to my other champions, and a true chance for them to prove their goodwill.”

Elenore reviewed what Argrave had told her, only to realize all of these gods were offering everything that they could, right from the beginning. There was no room to get more, no room for further bargaining… just a flat choice. The trader, the diplomat, or the connector.

Perhaps what she’d experienced in the White Planes earlier had an effect on her. Perhaps she felt that the others were simply inferior. But given the choice between a global bazaar, a boon to her diplomacy, or connecting with all she wished to… choosing the latter was incredibly easy.

Elenore looked to Lira. “If you would have me, Lira.”

The other two sunk away into whiteness, disappearing, and only the old woman remained. “And why me, child?”

“The other two… I can replicate their abilities on my own, given time,” Elenore declared boldly. “But your blessings… to speak with family wherever they are in the world? To be able to give them things, or to connect two areas wherever I want? Its only limit is my imagination. You say you would not help us raid Erlebnis, but in raiding Erlebnis, your blessings will be more help than you know.”

Lira smiled, the very image of an old grandmother. “I am glad you see the importance of these ties, child. I worried you might shy from me, fearing connections with others for the harm they might cause.”

Elenore shook her head. “Perhaps I might’ve feared allowing my family the power to hurt me, long ago. But now… nothing would make me feel better, I think, than surrendering that vulnerability to them.”

Lira waved. “Well, come then. Let me give you my mark. With it, we’ll enter our agreement, and you can call upon my blessings and my symbol of authority.”

***

“She asked you to be her consort? Really?” Argrave asked, looking up at the sky. “Weird test, Veid.”

“No better test for a man,” Galamon disagreed.

Argrave looked at him. “You’re saying she was smoking hot, then? Pretty as a picture?”

Galamon sighed. “Another subject.”

“Fine by me,” Argrave shrugged. “I’m glad for you, you know. I can attest that your devotion deserves her recognition.”

“I am unworthy.”

“See what I mean? Honorable types—they absolutely hate themselves. Nothing’s ever good enough about them. They always think they can do better.” Argrave shook his head. “Me? I say, ‘well, I tried,’ and move on.”

“That’s false,” Galamon stared Argrave down. “You care.”

Argrave laughed, looking down at his feet. “Hey, don’t blow my cover.” He looked back up at Galamon as something came to mind. “But you’re blessed by her, yeah? And you have her symbol of authority.”

Galamon raised his hand, and his eyes flashed a bright white. A quaint symbol appeared in the air, almost a spiral, and Argrave received an intense image of Veid and what she governed—honor, loyalty, and contracts.

“Good lord,” Argrave wiped at his eyes. “That’s something. But more than that, you’ve gained all that she could give you. She must really like you.”

“Indeed,” Galamon nodded. “When the time comes, and I stand at the helm of the army you built in the fight against the Ebon Cult… they will feel the full vigor of Veid coursing through them, these blessings her vehicle. I will be the conduit of her righteous justice.”

“You sound like Orion,” Argrave joked. Then he rubbed his brow, looking off into the endless whiteness. “Though… changing the subject, I am worried about Anneliese. What the hell could she be dealing with in there that takes her this long? I suppose both her and Melanie had terrible childhoods…”


Chapter 36

Anneliese entered into a shabby old hut by the oceanside. As the door shut behind her, memories that she had long ago forgotten came rushing back. She and her mother had lived here, for a time. The little Anneliese walked to the center of the room, carrying the fish. She hung it up on a rack, where various implements for cleaning fish rested just beside. And there, back in the corner of the room on the bed, was Anneliese’s mother. She was unmoving, deep in sleep.

The door shutting behind Anneliese jolted her back to awareness. The little Anneliese, meanwhile, walked to some logs. They were nearly as large as she was, but the little girl crouched down, gripping them with her tiny hands that already bore some calluses. She dragged them across the ground quietly, looking toward her sleeping mother again and again to be sure she was not roused. When they were in the fireplace, she gathered some kindling, and then a flint and steel. She struck the flint, again and again, both implements larger than her hand. Feeble sparks barely dyed the dry grass black, but the kindling never caught aflame.

Anneliese walked over and lit the fire with a simple spell. She saw the small version of herself widen her eyes, and open her mouth as though it was the coolest thing imaginable. She didn’t forget to look back and whisper, “Thank you very much.”

Anneliese crouched down beside her past self. The little girl kept her white bangs over her eyes, and a forgotten memory flooded back—Anneliese had kept her bangs like this to hide her eyes from her mother, Kressa. Hiding her eyes helped her avoid inspiring a foul mood.

Anneliese knew there was a puzzle she was intended to solve here, but her own curiosity drove her forward. “Why are you doing this?”

Little Anneliese looked back to her mother, and then to the fire. “I light the fire to warm mommy, and to get cook ready. Then, I gotta gut the fish, and unscale… no, descale it. Then, I gotta make a soup.” She counted on her fingers as she ran down the list. “Mommy eats the soup—I eat later. And then, I gotta get the wet laundry from outside, and put it by the fire. But if I put it too close, the clothes go black. Mommy hated that last time.” Her fingers traced a bruise on her arm—obvious hand marks. “After that, I gotta—”

“Why is your mom making you do all this?” Anneliese asked.

“Shhh,” little Anneliese held her finger to her mouth. “You’re angry. You can’t wake up mommy.”

That the little her could read her emotions better than she realized surprised Anneliese, and she looked over to the sleeping figure once more. How old had she been at this time? Five, perhaps, maybe a little older? Veidimen children grew larger than humans, so that sounded about right.

“Is your mother sick?” Anneliese questioned, whispering this time. The little Anneliese shook her head, white hair whipping about quickly. “Then why are you doing all of this alone?”

Little Anneliese blinked innocently, eyes barely visible behind her bangs. “I’m supposed to.”

“Why?” Anneliese pressed, the fire crackling in the silence that came after.

“Mommy told me,” little Anneliese said. “And everybody else says… I should listen to my parents.”

A memory came back, unbidden. She was a child again, looking up at her mother who seemed tired from carrying wood. Kressa cast a few logs down, then looked to Anneliese bitterly. You do it, she’d said, utter resentment on her tongue. You can do me some good. Not that it’ll make up for your birth.

Anneliese blinked, feeling nauseous. “What else do you do?” she asked quietly.

Little Anneliese raised her hands, counting again. “I wash the clothes, the underwear, the blankets, I go fish with the old misters, or help carry things for the farm men. Oh! I also—”

“Not those things. What about things for yourself—things you want to do?” Anneliese pressed.

“I want to do this,” little Anneliese insisted. “Mommy doesn’t like me. I knew already, but she told me a few times. And sometimes she loves me. She holds me tight, and she cries, and she says she’s sorry. I like those days.”

“Isn’t it hard?” Anneliese swallowed, her throat feeling like it had a rock in it.

“Mommy says that pity—” she stopped, having bit her tongue. “She says that pitying yourself is useless. She said that, no matter what she does, I can’t pity myself.”

Little Anneliese left words unspoken, but they came rushing back as memories. You don’t deserve to pity yourself, Kressa would say.

Anneliese rose to her feet, feeling like a veil around her had been shattered. She had been so proud of this creed of hers—proud enough she’d boldly shared it with Argrave. She’d told him that self-pity does nothing for no one. She thought it a strength she’d found—a power that she’d clung onto to cure all of her misfortune.

But it was a phrase her mother had given her, all for the sake of justifying her beatings, her reckless neglect. And the others in this village… they all knew. But just as they knew, so did they fear to welcome a Veidimen child into their home. She remembered craving help, seeking it, but most of them insisted that she should remain with her mother.

And looking down at this girl, she saw a girl that covered her eyes with bangs to avoid being hit because her mother didn’t like their color. She saw a girl with a mother who utterly resented her, yet gave small and infrequent drops of affection to keep some lingering hope alive.

Looking down at herself, Anneliese saw a broken girl who wanted love, but never got it.

Anneliese had forgotten about this girl, forgotten who she was. She’d forgotten the longing to be saved, and the utter lack of any reprieve no matter where she went. When returning to Veiden, things had become better by a small margin, and so it was all too easy for her to shut away that past.

Anneliese knelt down before the old her, once again. She tried to keep the sadness from her voice as she said, “You know, your mommy doesn’t need you to do all of this stuff today.”

The sheer joy and confusion that lit up on little Anneliese’s face was so infectious. Perhaps little Anneliese knew she was lying, could see it in her face… but the girl so desperately wanted help that she was willing to believe even lies. Her eyes grew bright enough to shine past her bangs, and her smile showed brilliant teeth. “Really?”

“Really,” Anneliese repeated, brushing back the girl’s bangs to see her eyes. “How about… we go outside? I could teach you how to read. I could teach you how to do this,” she said, conjuring a snowflake in her hand.

Little Anneliese reached out, gingerly taking the snowflake with utter awe on her eyes. After a few moments, she looked up, like all the troubles she carried were gone. “I wanna see,” she said longingly. “But…” she looked back to her sleeping mother.

“Don’t worry about that. If your mother says anything… I’ve got your back. And I’m bigger than her.” She stood up tall. “Let me carry you.”

Anneliese took herself in her arms, rising to stand. The little girl looked around with wonder at this shack, like she’d never been carried before. She looked so happy, so excited, as she delicately handled the snowflake that had been conjured by magic. She looked like the child she was meant to be. Anneliese pushed open the door and stepped outside…

Where endless whiteness greeted her.

Anneliese looked to where she’d been carrying the little Anneliese. Strangely, she felt immeasurably sad. The girl was gone. But as she pondered it more, answers came to her. No—that girl wasn’t gone. She was standing here, today. And for the first time in perhaps her whole life, Anneliese allowed some small amount of pity for herself.

Then, she spotted someone. Tall—a little taller than her. Black hair, black as night, almost the opposite of hers, dropping by his shoulders. Unblemished white skin. Gray eyes as steady as stone. He had a smile on his face as soon as he saw her, and in those eyes… there was love for the unloved girl. Far more love than she knew what to do with.

***

Durran walked through the endless White Planes, clearing his mind of that encounter with Garm. Or fake Garm, he supposed. But slowly, it drifted back to his responsibilities, and the things that he needed to be doing in this place. And as if this place was reading him, the moment he did… he very nearly bumped into someone.

He took a step backward, spotting one person and then three. He put names to some faces—the hulking giant, about as large as Orion, with half a dozen weapons hanging from his body and a huge red mane of hair was Sataistador, the god of war, chaos, and ruthless destruction. He wore barbaric armor that exposed much of his ridiculously toned white body, and his green eyes pierced Durran effortlessly. Yet the woman beside him was no slouch in the muscle department—wearing a wolfskin over her head and body paint most everywhere else, he recognized her as Stout Heart Swan.

The third off to the side wasn’t familiar. Tall, and skinny enough for his skin to draw tight against his bones, he struck an imposing figure nonetheless… but further scrutiny made him seem a little off.

“Recognize those two, but… who’re you?” Durran inquired of the man.

“I am Gaunt.”

“I can see that, but—” Durran cut himself off, recalling a name. And as he looked further, he realized the man standing there wasn’t a man at all—he was undead, his eyes glowing with the fires of some of the highest necromancy Durran had ever seen. He was Gaunt, a god of death.

“Speak. We are aspects of gods, and you sought a connection with us. What’s your purpose?” Stout Heart Swan beckoned for Durran.

Durran straightened his back. “I represent a group organizing a heist against Erlebnis. We intend to steal from him, and war against the Ebon Cult. I am a pivotal part of the organization that would do this, and I come on their behalf to secure alliance. I would be the vehicle of your divine championship, in return for your support and your connection with Vasquer.”

Sataistador snorted loudly, then turned and walked away. Durran was flustered at this, and stared after the red-headed man. Durran had seen many killers, but none quite like that man—it was in his green eyes, his soul. There was chaos there, so intense it projected outward enough for ordinary people to perceive. Perceive, and fear. And that was only his aspect, not the god himself. Sataistador… a god allegedly as powerful as Erlebnis himself.

Having botched negotiations with him already, Durran looked to Gaunt and Stout Heart Swan with some trepidation.

If they perceived his anxiety, they didn’t show it. “What you seek aligns with our goals, the both of us,” they said at the same time.

“But I am not content sharing a champion with another,” Gaunt cautioned. “I can offer total support in the heist against Erlebnis, for I bear a grudge against him. I would ask for a tithe of souls every moon from you in exchange for my mark of authority. For my blessings, you must content yourself with one of three: dominion over souls, being able to trap and contain any that leave bodies within sight; dominion over flesh, being able to command it without the use of souls; or dominion over memory, being able to instill true thought into the necromantic beings you create.”

Stout Heart Swan focused on Durran. “I offer my full support, and my full suite of blessings. All I ask is for a hunter’s will—you must hunt gods for me as my champion, and offer a portion of their bodies as tribute. In return, you will always know the locations of the prey you injure, you will never again be taken unawares, and you can call upon my spectral hounds to track any foe you seek with the smallest clue.”

Having seen Sataistador so obviously leave had rattled Durran, and though he briefly questioned if he might be able to extract more from both, either in the form of greater support or lesser tribute… in the end, caution won. He looked to Stout Heart Swan and nodded.

“I would champion you, Stout Heart Swan.”

“Good,” Stout Heart Swan said as Gaunt faded away into whiteness. “I look forward to meeting you. These aspects carry but a fragment of our true personality.”

Durran nodded, somewhat comforted by his choice of deity in wake of her earnest behavior. In the end, he didn’t feel he’d promised too much for too little—the blessings that she offered seemed quite fantastic, and they were the extent of her offerings. Perhaps if Gaunt had offered all three of his dominions, Durran would have been swayed.

But perhaps after the meeting with Garm… that might not have swayed him. Perhaps necromancy was better left dead and gone.

***

Argrave held Anneliese’s hand—she was particularly affectionate after whatever she’d gone through. She didn’t mention what it was, though. Perhaps she might share later.

“So, I assume I was the last?” Anneliese questioned. “Shall we stride boldly forth, earn our blessings?”

“Nope. Second to last. Still waiting on Melanie,” Argrave responded.

“I see,” Anneliese nodded. “Will you wait for her?”

“Seems only just,” Argrave nodded.

“Then I shall wait too,” Anneliese smiled. “What do you think she endures?”

“I can’t see it being anything other than her childhood,” Argrave said. “For Durran, maybe something changed—I mean, we’ve travelled with him a lot. But Melanie was a player character, and that’s what hers was. It’s a little too strong of a forgotten memory to change.”

“But what was it?” Anneliese pressed.

“…rough,” Argrave said simply.


Chapter 37

“You sold my daughter to a brothel?” Melanie’s father asked. There wasn’t anger in his voice—not really. Just disappointment.

“I wasn’t really going to do it,” her mother insisted. Red hair, green eyes, tall and robust—minus the scars, she was a mirror to Melanie today. “But you never visit me anymore! What else was I supposed to do?”

“But you accepted money from them, didn’t you? And I imagine you’ve already spent this money.”

Melanie looked upon this scene with a humorous smile on her face. For her mother, Melanie’s only worth had been attention from her father. For her father… she wasn’t quite sure what she was worth. It felt like he sent money only so that others couldn’t disparage him. In the end, her mother had spent most of it on gaudy dresses, jewels, and expensive perfume.

Until today, that was.

“You’ve made your bed,” her father said. “Sleep in it.”

He made to leave, but her mother threw herself at him. She clawed at him with her long, painted nails, and he cast her to the ground. She fell into a vase, shattering it. He looked down at her contemptuously, while she had the look of a wounded animal on her face. There was brief indecision—pity, almost—before he made to leave without another word. In hysteric rage, Melanie’s mother grabbed a shard of the broken vase and lunged, stabbing him in the calf.

With a shout, her father fell on her mother. He bludgeoned her face again and again until she stopped moving, then wrapped his fingers around her neck. She was so badly beaten she could barely offer resistance, and she breathed her last after a few minutes. When she finally died, he fell away from her, examining his calf and grimacing. He muttered foul curses, and it was only after about half a minute that he spotted Melanie.

Melanie’s father rose up and walked over to her, limping. He could see the child version of her, but Melanie herself seemed to be a spectator in this memory. The dead-eyed girl looked up at her father, not saying a word.

Even though she had no memory of this event, Melanie knew how this ended. She remembered this place well, after all, and it occupied much of her earlier life.

Without saying a thing, her father left, shaking his head. On his way past, as he winced with pain from his leg, he kicked her mother once again. Melanie couldn’t help but laugh, and the little girl that she’d once been looked over.

Feeling guilty from that silent stare, Melanie said, “Come on. Sometimes, things are just so colossally wrong you have to laugh.”

The child continued to stare.

“Brothel owner made a fat stack of coins for this little event. Blackmailed my granddad. Ruined his whole damned business. Then my dad drank himself to death.” She patted the little kid on the head. “But take it easy, kid. Life gets a lot better from here.”

Those green eyes never stopped staring.

Melanie finally looked away, and rose to her feet. She walked to her mother’s body and looked down on it. The little Melanie walked up, too, staring up at her as she watched.

“There’s a lot you can learn from whores,” Melanie reflected, rambling to distract her thoughts. “And it’s not just ‘where not to end up in life.’ You learn how to talk to people. You learn how to size up someone’s worth. You learn how to shake people down, too. Well, I guess I learned that from the owner.” She laughed, then pulled up a chair. “You learn what someone can sell themselves for. And you learn how to laugh at stuff like this.” Melanie prodded her dead mother’s stiff leg with her boot.

Melanie rubbed her palms together. “You’ll meet a mercenary. He guards the place. He’ll teach you a thing or two, finally get you the hell out of this place. In the end, he’d prefer you fight in the bedroom rather than a battlefield. He’s not exactly the asking type, either.”

Melanie took a deep breath and sighed, leaning back in the chair. “He’s the first one you kill. Not sure what count we’re at, now, but there you go. After all that stuff, you’re free. Maybe that’s what you want hear.”

Silence followed, with the little girl still watching. Judging.

Melanie started laughing. “You’re still here. Looks like that’s not my ticket out.” She stared at her mother’s dead body. “I’ll admit, I don’t remember this memory, so the White Planes have got me there.” She shook her head. “But all this, all of this,” she said, anger finally seeping into her tone. “It made me tough, made me strong. I learned how to fight, how to struggle, how to earn. If we had been accepted into the family, started living in that peachy estate of my grandfather’s back in Relize, sucking down caviar and slurping wine—we would’ve been just like all the rest, walking around in high heels, wearing a tightly-drawn corset and fainting because the weather’s hot.”

No answer came from the little girl, even now.

“All of this happened to me for a reason,” Melanie pointed down at the ground. “Now, I’m with the king. Most powerful man in the world. And once I’m done with this stroll through shitty memory lane, I’ll be talking to gods. And because of the things I’ve been through, I’ll keep going up, and up. Power, money, I can get it all. We’re worth something,” she tapped her chest.

“Are we happy?”

“Happy? That doesn’t even…” Melanie lost all her momentum, looking down at the ground. She caressed her forehead as a headache erupted.

“Because that’s all I want,” the little Melanie said.

And that was the thing that Melanie knew she needed to answer, then. What did she want, henceforth?

***

Melanie walked out into the White Planes, carrying her zweihander on her shoulder. She had been walking for a long, long time, her thoughts still on what she’d just experienced. She stopped when she noticed someone.

Sataistador, god of war, chaos, and ruthless destruction stood looking down on her, his arms crossed. His shoulders were as broad as a bear’s, and his arms were as thick as Melanie’s torso. He bore countless scars all over his body, and sported a giant mane of red hair. The largest scar—a huge gouge in his stomach—was partially concealed by his long beard. His green eyes carried a madness in them… and they were fixed firmly on Melanie.

“You’re an aspect of Sataistador?” she questioned at once, her voice calm.

“Your companions tell me that you intend to steal from Erlebnis,” he said without answering her question. His voice was deep and smooth. “And you… I’ve seen you.”

“That’s nice. What do you have for me?” Melanie asked, examining him.

He stepped forward, all of the weapons on his body clanging as he did so. He bore an axe on his left waist, two daggers strapped to his chest and one to his calf. He had a bow on his back, and two scimitars on the right side of his waist. And his posture… even like this, he looked ready to use them in a second.

“You walk through life alone, using war as an instrument to enrich yourself.” He nodded. “You fight for your benefit, flitting from side to side or betraying people when doing so outweighs staying true.” He raised his fist up and pounded it against his chest. “This is my way.”

“I assume you didn’t come to share a drink and discuss our commonalities,” Melanie answered back, dead-pan.

“I have no love for Erlebnis. But I stand to benefit much more from protecting his interests.” He held his gigantic hand up. “A problem persists. Unless I make a deal with someone, I cannot take this knowledge out of the White Planes.”

Melanie’s eyes widened in surprise. “Argrave mentioned there were measures to protect us, but… so we’re on the same page, what are you talking about?”

“The White Planes are more than a place for mortals to link with the divine. This is a cowardly realm to avoid the consequences of one’s loose tongue.” He crossed his arms again. “Gods are petty things. Do you think your king—or the Alchemist behind him—would risk disclosing his plans of a heist so blatantly, were there not certain guarantees in place? Not even my memories are exempt from this place’s meddling.”

“Does the same hold true for mortals?” Melanie questioned.

“Yes,” Sataisdor answered. “You will remember only those you dealt with. Some mortals enter this place and leave with only the experience you just endured, and think that is all there is to those doors. This place was built by gods in the distant past to have some advantage against Gerechtigkeit. It was advantageous to have points of contact, for not all deities could control where they descend. Along the way, mortals were added to that mix. And measures were taken for this to be a neutral ground. White, and weak.”

“Yet you’re using it, now,” Melanie pointed out. “Alright, whatever. You need a traitor. What are you offering?”

“I have never before consorted with mortals,” Sataistador looked off to the side. “But in so doing, I have never before shared my power with another. I have no divine servants, no mortal champions. But I can promise you two things. The first: an eternal alliance with myself. The second: godhood.”

“Godhood?” Melanie said in surprise.

“Mortals can become gods. The methods are manifold, but I have done it before.” He held one of his hands up, explaining, “You must be far from Gerechtigkeit—he hampers with the process. The rest… I can take it from there.”

“Just like that,” Melanie pressed.

“Just so,” Sataistador nodded. “I am the last surviving god from the first cycle of judgment. I know more of divinity and ascendency than any other. You would be weak these first few cycles, but as I said, you would be my ally. There is no higher honor. As you kill other deities you will strengthen your divinity to be worthy of the position. I know this to be true, as you are just like me.”

“You witnessed the first cycle?” Melanie repeated.

“I will say no more,” Sataistador crossed his arms. “Accept my deal.”

“A blessing is one thing, but how do I know you’ll keep this deal?” Melanie stepped forward and looked up at the giant god. 

“The White Planes leave their mark. Both of us must abide by these scriptures absolutely, or face a devastating retribution.”

“Not good enough,” Melanie disagreed. “I don’t trust it.”

“Hmph. Nor do I. Then… I shall give you my symbol of authority. I have made no blessings, for I have no need of lesser beings. And more than that…” the deity reached for the scimitars on his waist, pulling one free. He held it out before him, and then… it changed. She’d not for a moment doubted the solidity of Sataistador, but his scimitar gained a tangibility to it, and she felt the unmistakable presence of the divine.

“You may hold onto this. It bears one fragment of my divinity. Take it, and sign our pact. Wield it in my name.”

Melanie slowly reached out, but her hand paused near the handle. She looked up. “Argrave’s heist against Erlebnis isn’t the whole of the story.”

“I am aware of his plan to fight this Ebon Cult. It matters not.”

“No,” Melanie shook her head. “It’s more than that—more than what he shared with me. Argrave has knowledge beyond the ken of the gods, even. It’s why the Alchemist is cooperating with him.”

Sataistador narrowed his eyes. “And why is this pertinent?”

“Argrave wouldn’t share with me… but he was very interested in earning your support,” Melanie said, taking her hand away from the scimitar. “If you come with me, he might be willing to divulge these plans.”

Sataistador narrowed his eyes even further, distrust forming.

“…and I’m not so sure about this whole ‘fragment of divinity’ nonsense,” Melanie added. “I need assurance, don’t I? From an unwitting party.”

“My word alone should be enough.” Sataistador sheathed his scimitar. “But as you wish. We shall meet him.”

***

When Melanie returned with a hulking god of war in tow, it silenced all conversation between Argrave, Anneliese, and Galamon.

“Melanie, you—”

“That’s right, I brought him,” Melanie nodded. “When I first met him, I thought, ‘hey, isn’t this the guy that Argrave said would be the most valuable to have on our side? He thought his favorite wife would entice him, but actually, it was me.’ I was pleased as I could be. Thought I was going to get a nice little package of leverage.” She looked over to him. “But as it turns out, he’s a scheming little twit.”

Sataistador slowly turned his head to look down at the mercenary woman by his side, brows raised in surprise.

“This battle bastard wanted me to turn on you guys, have him help Erlebnis—promised me godhood in return. Funnily enough, he said the Ebon Cult wasn’t a problem, even when I’m sure I heard you claim Mozzahr beat his ass,” she gestured toward Argrave.

Argrave stayed still, flabbergasted, and glanced at Anneliese. She nodded in confirmation—Melanie was being truthful.

“Here’s how this works,” Melanie said. “I’m out of the loop, Argrave, but I know you know things about the future, about the present. I’d like you to catch me up to speed. In return…” she looked at Sataistador. “I brought this guy. He claims to have endured the first cycle of judgment. And even failing that… let’s work some magic, Argrave.”

“You refuse me?” Sataistador said, eyes full of wrath. 

“I chose the side that benefits me most,” Melanie smiled.

“He can make you a god?” Sataistador said, voice low. “Are you sure about that?”

“Maybe not. But you can’t give me what I really want—I see that, talking to you.” Melanie shook her head. “And besides, it’s like you said. You won’t remember this even if it doesn’t work out. But if you’re interested in hearing how Mozzahr, the Castellan of the Empty, beat your sorry ass, you’ll perk those ears up. And if you really are like me, you’ll choose the winning side.” She gestured toward Argrave with her thumb. “So—what was it you said, so arrogantly? Accept my deal.”


Chapter 38

Argrave truly hadn’t known what to expect with Sataistador. When he thought of a god of war, he pictured the honorable general type, someone like Galamon—hard and brusque, one who talks harsh and short. He supposed the addendums of ‘chaos and ruthless destruction’ should’ve tipped his mind toward the direction of someone like Genghis Khan. He had tried to worm his way into disrupting Argrave’s plan, even despite the safety the White Planes offered.

And Melanie had been the one to pull them out of the fire.

He briefly thought himself careless, but upon seeing Melanie step away from Sataistador to stand by his side, adjusted that perception. Careless wasn’t the right word—he’d brought people that he trusted to the White Planes, where safety was assured for a cohesive party, and he’d only been proven right in his judgment. There was a reason Melanie was one of his favorite player characters.

That wasn’t to say he wasn’t immensely grateful for Melanie’s choice. And not just her choice—her quick thinking in extracting information. He knew Sataistador was old, but had no idea he came from the first cycle of judgment. And she had brought him here, exposed that invaluable knowledge. Still, they’d leave ignorant of that fact if no accommodation was reached.

The White Planes are a double-edged shield, thought Argrave as he stared upon the giant war god. However that metaphor works. We could part ways here, and I’d go back to thinking Sataistador might possibly be a swell guy. I don’t want that.

But after hearing about Sataisdor conspiring to snake on him for Erlebnis, Argrave had no high hopes about a long-lasting alliance. At the same time, if Sataistador truly was from the first cycle of judgment, there was knowledge to be gained. His mind whirled, trying to think of something that could be made of this.

Argrave advanced. He had been around Orion and Galamon too much to be afraid of tall and wide muscle freaks. And considering Melanie wished to be looped in, he simply said, “Melanie is right. You died, Sataistador, where I’m from. You see, I played this game called Heroes of Berendar. And this reality we exist in was simulated within it repeatedly. But no matter the outcome, no matter the choices… you, Sataistador, were stomped beneath the boot of your opponent—Mozzahr.”

Anneliese and Galamon both looked at Argrave as though he was mad, but Melanie grinned a little wider.

“A tall tale. The weak do so love to talk when it has no consequence,” Sataistador shook his head. “You won’t remember offending me, and I won’t remember being offended. This is an exercise in futility.”

“So you are offended?” Melanie pointed out. “Well, so am I. I’m offended you thought I’d be so cheap.”

“We have nothing more to discuss,” the god of war said, rolling his shoulders as though preparing to leave.

“You can still benefit from this,” Argrave said. “And I’m big enough to let bygones be bygones.”

“I have no interest in you,” Sataistador said as he looked upon him coldly. “You’ve avoided war at every turn. Your only virtue is fighting battles you can’t win and coming out on top—admirable, I’ll admit, but I have no blessings to give, and I will not ally with someone I hold in contempt. Your continued charity will be your undoing.”

“I meant what I said, though,” Argrave stepped closer. “Mozzahr did beat you. He has such an advantage over you that you can’t ever come out on top.”

“Useless provocation will never turn my weapons against your foes,” Sataistador shook his head. “I have naught to prove.”

“What can I do to prove it to you?” Argrave spread his hands out. “Fact is, you have a fatal flaw. Mozzahr knows it. I know it.”

“Easy to say, wrapped in safety,” Sataistador glanced at the White Planes around them.

Argrave smiled, feeling cheeky. “Alright. Would you like to meet outside?”

Sataistador’s godly aspect stared for a few moments, without words for the first time in this conversation.

Melanie stepped up to him. “Hey, I didn’t mean for—”

“You want to meet me?” Sataistador asked, puzzled.

“Do you think I’m bluffing? Let’s meet in two months if you’re up to snuff. You’re probably not manifested yet, but that’ll change. You were never a part of my plans. I can change that. We can make a deal to meet in person. Hell, I’ll do it right now. You show up in two months, we continue this conversation,” Argrave pointed between himself and the god of war.

Anneliese asked cautiously, “Argrave, are you sure about…?”

Sataistador’s confusion deepened. “You would let me roam free with the knowledge I have?”

“I’m not stupid. I caught you with your hand in cookie jar, and the worst lesson you can teach a child is giving them a cookie they tried to steal,” Argrave wagged his finger. “If you want to keep your knowledge, we must form a pact that you never speak or act upon knowledge of our heist against Erlebnis. But you’d remember this conversation.”

Sataistador sighed in disappointment. “And I presume you wish for an assurance of your safety during our meeting outside of the White Planes.”

“No.” Argrave shook his head. Sataistador’s surprise was a good treat. “I don’t care whether you come to fight me or flatter me. Fight me, I’ll have spirits aplenty from your broken body. Flatter me… well, that depends on your ability.”

Sataistador crossed his arms. Silence existed in these endless White Planes as he considered his next words. “If you would invite the god of war to your home, there is an… expected outcome. Do you intend to persuade me to ally with you, have me stay my blades at the final juncture?”

“Don’t aggrandize yourself. You’re a god of war, not the god of war. Like I said, if you fight me, I’ll be flush with spirits, nothing more.” Argrave stared ahead coldly.

“I am the first god of war,” he said matter-of-factly. “And one still surviving after uncountable millennia. And you barely scraped through against Erlebnis,” Sataistador narrowed his eyes.

Argrave laughed. “You’re not him.” Sataistador was not pleased by the disparagement, and stared ahead at Argrave wordlessly. In the silence following, he continued, “Two months. We meet at Lake Dedsworth. You know where that is?”

“I can know. But I’ve agreed to nothing,” Sataistador shook his head.

“What did you want from Erlebnis, anyway?” Argrave questioned curiously. “I suppose it doesn’t matter—whatever you seek, it’ll be mine. I reckon the choice you have is this: sit down or step up. If I know you right, I can expect to see you on the lakeshore,” Argrave answered, not looking away from his target.

The only pervading noise was tense breathing as all parties waited for the deity’s answer. “Expect me there,” he said with a slow nod. “If this is the deal you intend to make, I can grant it. And as you wish, I shall not hinder this heist against Erlebnis, neither by action nor word.”

“Wonderful,” Argrave said.

“Could we get that in writing, you think?” Melanie asked a little sheepishly.

“But I will not forget what you’ve said here today. If you bluff, now would be the time to accept that embarrassment,” his green eyes glimmered with expectation. “And if you truly seek to meet me on your realm, shake my hand.”

The god of war held his hand out. It was gigantic, just like the rest of him. But as Argrave held his out to grasp it, he realized his own wasn’t so small by comparison. He felt a distinct shift in the air as their deal was recognized by the White Planes. 

Sataistador huffed in amusement. “What to do with you…?”

***

“What the hell were you thinking?!” Melanie demanded once Sataistador walked away. “When I said you should work your magic, I meant… I don’t know, getting him to fight for us, or turning him against Erlebnis, or hell, just getting away from this without an enemy!”

“I appreciate what you did, Melanie. And you’d better believe I won’t forget it.” Argrave patted her shoulder.

Melanie looked flustered and she dismissed, “Yeah, thanks, but… what was that?”

“He’s a homeless guy,” Argrave pointed out where the aspect had walked away to. “A vagrant. A street person. Most homeless are mentally ill, sadly, and this one in particular wanders around fighting people. Could I offer anything that might turn his head enough to help us? I doubt it. I don’t trust him enough to involve him with our overall goal, but I have two months to work out the significance of him coming from the first cycle, and take measures to react accordingly.”

“I didn’t mean for you to…!” Melanie turned around, running her hands through her red hair and gripping it tightly.

“Veid stands behind us,” Galamon said evenly.

Melanie removed her fingers from her hair and cautioned them, “It’s one thing to talk the talk, but… I don’t know. He’s just like us, Argrave. Keeping his options open. And I’ve got to think he’s got a few of said options more than us, being a deity and all. That meeting…” she shook her head.

“Why did you refuse him, Melanie?” Anneliese asked in curiosity.

“Asking myself that, too,” she turned around, her frustration starting to fade as resignation set in.

“Please,” Anneliese pressed. “I wish to know, if you care to share.”

Melanie looked up, green eyes sharpening from the earnestness. “Was like looking into a mirror,” she said quietly. “I saw the end of the road I was on in his face. And a little while ago, I saw its beginning. That gave me perspective enough to see the big picture.”

Quiet consumed the White Planes after her words. Anneliese stepped forward with concern on her face and hugged Melanie. Melanie looked surprised, but eventually accepted it without saying a word. He supposed they would understand each other better than Argrave could ever hope to, so he let them have their moment, happy for the both of them.

After a time, Anneliese broke away, holding Melanie’s hand. “Argrave is right. We will never forget what you did here today.”

“I did this for me,” Melanie disagreed, unable to meet her gaze. “Just seemed the best route. The other one was a dead end.”

“Then we shall make sure the road travels long and far,” Anneliese promised. “And I hope that you will travel with us down the whole of it.”

“Aw, hell,” Melanie finally looked up. “The idea is that you’d carry me, not that I travel. And on that note… you guys are going to let me get on your caravan, right? All the juicy inside details…”

“We will keep nothing from you,” Anneliese promised.

“Nothing, eh? Big promise,” Melanie grinned. She seemed to debate whether or not to say what she was really thinking, then said boldly, “What if I ask about the night life of the royal couple? It’s either incredibly bland, or remarkably spicy—I can’t guess. Weird druidic rituals from the queen, forbidden carnal knowledge from the king…” She covered her face in flustered embarrassment when no one laughed and muttered, “Why do I talk, again…?”

Argrave laughed from her embarrassment—the Melanie who hardened her heart would never let that show, and he was pleased to see her like this. “You’ve earned a hell of a lot more than our trust, I think. We can tell you all about why I know what I know—you just have to believe me. That’s the harder part.”

Melanie pulled her hand free of her face and help it up to stop him. “Tell me after. I don’t know how memories work in this place, and I don’t want to lose anything we say. I’m all paranoid.”

Argrave laughed from his nose. “Fair. And admirably patient. You’re right—let’s hook the last of the gods.”


Chapter 39

Argrave, Anneliese, and Melanie sat behind a pure white judge’s bench, lined up side-by-side but angled inward as though to surround something. Durran, Elenore, and Galamon stood behind them, serving in an advisory role. And across from them sat gods—but it wasn’t as though either occupied a position of authority over the other. Rather, god and mortal had the same domineering bench, and neither rested at an elevated level. Argrave had just finished explaining his offer—the heist against Erlebnis, and the hope for a mutually beneficial alliance in the fights to come.

Now, all that remained was a grand hearing, where the three of them judged the gods while they were judged in turn.

He saw a sword rising from the ground, its hilt a scale—a medium to convey the will of Law, formless god of rulership, justice, and authority. He saw Almazora, the pale-skinned goddess of magic, in a quaint purple robe with her long hair that seemed to be a window into space. He saw Yinther, god of exploration, discovery, and curiosity, who appeared to be little more than a blonde-haired boy with rough clothes and a large backpack.

And then, in the back, Raccomen and Rook sat atop the benches. Raccomen governed space, and wore a decadent burgundy outfit with jewels on it that seemed to contain infinite space within. Even his rings contained small galaxies. Rook, meanwhile, wore all black. His skin was dark, too, and even his eyes and hair were shadowed. He had a smiling face that made it hard to dislike him.

“The reason I called upon all of you, in particular, is that each of you have no love for the Qircassian Coalition or Erlebnis. I can promise you and your followers access to Berendar, under the expectation that no harm is done to my people,” Argrave tapped the white judge bench firmly. “From there… let us speak of further costs, and whether or not this alliance we proposed entices you.”

“I could bless Anneliese with Truesight, and name her my champion,” the boyish Yinther declared first, gesturing toward her. “I have no further cost for this. She embodies the spirit that gave birth to me: a childlike curiosity, where the whole world needs to be understood. And the heist with Erlebnis… sounds interesting. I can get involved.”

Argrave nodded, expecting this. As he did, Law began to convey its will. Its presence emanated out from the sword, and though no words came, Law’s thoughts were conveyed in complete clarity. In order for it to participate in the heist against Erlebnis, they must declare the act beforehand. Failing that, Law will give its blessings to Argrave, and name him champion, if he builds a church to Law in Blackgard.

Argrave smiled—building a church was amenable, but there was no way in hell he’d declare his heist before he did it.

“Is the declaration necessary?” Argrave pressed.

Law’s will came again—even in war, there must be law. It was a necessary condition.

Argrave nodded, keeping his thoughts to himself.

Almazora spoke next, saying, “I will allow Anneliese or Argrave to champion me, giving them the blessing of formless magic. They pleased me greatly with their advances into magic, and their contribution to the field in Berendar has earned my favor. All I ask is that they allow me access to their minds, that any knowledge of magic they gain comes to me at once. My privilege would end there, mind you.”

Argrave looked to Anneliese, nodding in silence. Formless magic would benefit her far more than it would him.

“We’re happy with either Melanie or Argrave,” Rook and Raccomen said from the back, in tune with one another.

Melanie exhaled in relief—she seemed glad that one, at least, had called her out.

“Heists are my bread and butter. Been a while since I tried one on Erlebnis,” Rook said with a smile. “I can bring some guys—trusted guys. On top of that, I can allow either of you two the ability to hide any object he can carry with one hand, obscuring it from sight. But changing the face at will, which I can do… wouldn’t help Argrave much, being the size he is and all. You, Melanie… that’s different. And on top of all that, I can allow you to shroud your surroundings in a darkness only you can see through. All I’d ask is for a taste of something Erlebnis has. The details can come later.”

“I’m not so grand as my half-brother,” Raccomen cut in. “I can offer one thing: mastery over space in close proximity. Provided you’ve been there before physically in the last ten minutes or so, you can create gaps between two locations that shouldn’t exist. You fold the plane inward onto itself, allowing short distance teleportation of things, or people, in rapid succession. Could be spells,” he pointed at Argrave. “Could be your chains, or that sword of yours.” He looked at Melanie next. “As for my cost for this boon… you have to accept the presence of me and my followers in Berendar on a permanent basis, even after this cycle is done.”

“I can spare a section,” Argrave shook his head. “But the whole of the continent? I can’t, not on good faith.”

“Which section?” Raccomen asked.

Argrave thought on it, then looked back to Elenore. She quicky stepped forward and suggested something, which he repeated at once. “The uninhabited plains west of the Order of the Gray Owl,” he proposed.

“And part of the mountains north of Birall,” Raccomen pressed. “Where no living beings inhabit, I should add.”

“That’s…” Argrave thought if he needed that land, and Elenore gave him a nod. “That’s doable.”

Melanie tugged Argrave’s sleeve, and he looked over. She whispered to him, “You can’t champion more than one, right? But you can get blessings from multiple gods.”

“Yeah. But blessings aren’t something given lightly. It’s a piece of them given away, in essence, that’s promised until our death,” Argrave explained. “It weakens them, even if only in part. I can’t imagine we can manage to get a buffet.”

Melanie bit at her lip, thinking hard. “Can I propose something?”

“Feel free,” Argrave raised his brows curiously, then beckoned everyone over.

As Melanie explained her plan, the aspects of the gods waited mute. After an intense but quiet discussion, they all went back to their spots.

“We’d like to propose an alternate idea,” Argrave began, then gestured toward Melanie.

Melanie looked surprised to be given initiative, and cleared her throat in apprehension. “Well… that’s… rather than this merely being an alliance between an individual representing Vasquer and an individual god… why not make this into a more cohesive, if temporary, union? A total alliance between all parties. This would include those who our companions have already sought out, provided they are amenable as well.”

She looked at Argrave, and he gave her a thumbs up. He hadn’t known she could speak that formally.

“I am comfortable championing Yinther,” Anneliese put her hand to her chest. “But if Almazora would join this union and offer her blessing of formless magic, I can represent her interests in Veiden as well as Berendar.”

“As mentioned already, I would champion Law, and I would agree to establish a church in Blackgard,” Argrave held his arms out, leaving out the part about refusing to honorably declare that he would steal from Erlebnis.

“And Rook, Raccomen… if I heard right, you’re half-brothers? I don’t think you’d protest to cooperating with your brother’s champion, maybe giving a little extra help, right? And joining this union—we’d all be safer,” she proposed hopefully. 

The gods were silent, and then Almazora raised her hand. “Allow us time,” she requested.

Just as they had talked among themselves, the gods did the same. Argrave looked at all of his companions nervously. In time, Argrave saw those who had already blessed the others appearing, piece by piece—Veid, Lira, and Stout Heart Swan. And finally, their discussion ended.

“This idea of a union does appeal to all parties,” Almazora spoke for them all. “But more concessions must be made.”

Argrave took a deep breath to ask steadily, “What would work?”

“All other requisites hold true—Rook’s share of the spoils, Raccomen’s request of land. Raccomen will name Melanie his champion, while Rook will bless her. In turn, I will allow Yinther to name Anneliese champion while I bless her with formless magic. For Rook and me to overextend ourselves like this, however, we need a mortal champion of suitable stature. Only once we have them will Raccomen and I fulfill our part of the deal.

“Additionally,” Almazora continued, raising her finger. “Though Law’s matter of a church is an expense borne by you, Argrave, we would ask that you merely not restrict any of us in proselytizing to your people or in establishing a church of our own.”

Argrave hesitated—he didn’t like the idea of too many gods getting their roots established. But then… all these arrayed before him were largely good, save perhaps Rook, and even he was mostly neutral. And if they did succeed in ending the cycle of judgment… would there even be gods to fret over?

Still, Argrave called his people once again, and talked with them. And after significant discussion…

“We can agree with one more adage,” Argrave began. “Even after this cycle of judgment, however it might end, Vasquer… or its successor states, I suppose, should be given the opportunity to renew this union. If they refuse, so be it. But I want them to have the option.”

Almazora looked between all of them. “Done,” she declared. “In honor of your capital and your ambition, I propose we name this the Blackgard Union.”

Argrave didn’t want to say yes to the name, but he seemed to be in the minority as relief flooded over all of his companions. Begrudgingly, he nodded. “Let’s make this official, then.”

***

With the establishment of the Blackgard Union, all of them finally left the dreadful White Planes, having changed in many ways. Once outside, the bright greenery around and the manifold smells were almost overwhelming in comparison to that endless sterile whiteness. But their duty was over. And they had succeeded, splendidly. In particular…

“Most valuable player, right here,” Argrave poked Melanie’s head as they looked around. “Beautiful work, Melanie. Beautiful idea.”

“Alright, knock it off,” she waved his hand away, though he didn’t miss her red cheeks.

“Welcome back, Your Majesty, Your Highness, everyone,” greeted Orion.

The Alchemist looked down upon them. “It seems you’ve done acceptably,” he noted, looking upon all of them.

Argrave looked up at the giant. “Definitely. We have a lot of serious help, now.”

“But what do we actually do?” Melanie asked. “I mean, what’s changed?”

“Everything’s changed,” Argrave said. “Our little union is a minor player in the major players, but it’s still major nonetheless. And our burst onto the worldwide scene is going to be rather spectacular.”

“It’s time to mobilize,” Elenore stepped ahead of Argrave. “Get Durran hunting gods. Get us prepared to venture to the Ebon Cult. Get the Alchemist to work with the gods we allied, obtaining all he needs to make the heist a success. To start—Durran, Argrave. Hands. I’d like to test my first connection.”

Durran offered his hand like an obedient puppy, and then Argrave followed shortly after. She touched them in turn, and then Argrave felt a distinct change.

“There,” she said, pulling back her hand. “Now, we can communicate no matter how far away we are. I can make more of these once my mind isn’t all… jumbled up.”

“I can see the connection,” Anneliese said wondrously. “And…” she looked over at the Alchemist. Truesight, Yinther’s blessing, was something the player could obtain in game. He knew what she saw—the vastness of the Alchemist’s being, and the complexity of it. She exhaled in some shock, and then looked away.

“It seems all of you have new abilities to adapt to,” the Alchemist said, looking down at her before turning to Argrave. “And promises to fulfill.”

Argrave nodded. “Not too many. But some. Take us back, will you? This is going to be a lot to adjust to, and it’s a little hard to do it out here.”

As the Alchemist nodded, Argrave had to admit… he was looking forward to bringing Law to his kingdom. And everyone else had changes just as monumental to deal with.


Chapter 40

“People of Blackgard,” Argrave called out, his voice amplified by wind magic.

He stood on a raised platform in a gathering square that had been constructed in the center of the city, and the place was more than large enough host the gigantic population of the city that grew around them. A servant of Elenore’s had been using this to promulgate the results of the parliament, but now it served to project his voice. And the people—his people, he reflected—gathered to hear him speak.

“All of you came to this city at the urging of the crown. You have helped bring this place from an empty vale to a home that I look upon with pride,” Argrave continued, putting his fist against his heart. “I thank you for that. But behind the shelter of these mountains and the fortresses guarding the passes, I have not forgotten what spurred the necessity of this city. Evil powers beyond comprehension stir, and I vowed to protect the people from all dangers, be they divine or mortal.

“The King of the Scorched Sands came to the walls of House Parbon, speaking in a foreign tongue that knew only fire and destruction,” Argrave walked around the stage, eyes wandering from various people. “Yet I spoke their language, and with that fire, forged an alliance between Vasquer and the Burnt Desert that now rises like a phoenix! And why? Because I would not have you, the people whom I pledged to protect, shed their blood for me without seeking every alternative!”

Some people cheered at this, and though Argrave was working himself up just fine, he got further swept along with their zeal. A speech he’d practiced more times than he cared to admit became fueled by his more… performative side.

“It has become clear to me that the malignant rot causing the undead to raze your homes is not something that can be reasoned with,” Argrave continued, raising his finger up. “It brought forth the umbral creature in Dirracha, seeking to uproot our Kingdom of Vasquer. It brought forth the abomination that would enslave the elves of the Bloodwoods, and turn them into our enemy. And it continues to scheme,” He clenched his hand into a tight fist. “All of you, from Birall to Quadreign, came here to Blackgard, seeking shelter from the long night we all know is coming.”

Argrave let silence speak for him in the moments after that declaration.

“I will guard you now as I will always guard you,” Argrave continued after his dramatic pause. “I will be the dam against the flood, the shield against the sword, and the castle against the army.” He threw out his arm. “But this is not a problem that Vasquer alone faces. In the times that come, even the heavens shall be brought to endure. As they do in the Bloodwoods, gods will walk the earth. They must confront the darkness the same as us.

“You know the gods,” Argrave continued, his gaze sweeping the courtyard. “Some are cruel. Some are just. Some trifle themselves not with the affairs of mortal. But I was not content to allow them to descend, and declare their governance one-sidedly,” he pointed to the sky. “I will not compromise on the pledge that I made. And to that end, I have forged an alliance with deities.”

He saw the creeping uneasiness settle into the crowd like an invisible fog.

“The Kingdom of Vasquer is strong. That strength—our strength—gave us the luxury of choice. And so, people of Vasquer… I chose to seek the help of the gods that would ask for nothing more than a chance. They come to us in peace, seeking harmony and cooperation. They will protect us from the enemy that threatens the peace of our kingdom, and in so doing, be protected themselves.

“You will come to know our allies in time,” Argrave continued, walking to the edge of the stage. “But I intend to introduce one, now.” He raised his hand, and his eyes briefly glowed yellow before projecting a symbol—a scale, the insignia of Law. Then, a great golden light exploded outward, permeating the whole of this newly built city and rushing across the black mountains surrounding it as though a dam had burst.

As people watched in awe and a certain amount of trepidation, Argrave reflected. Law had given Argrave two blessings.

The first allowed Argrave to establish a Domain of Law. Argrave would speak something that he wished to be true: for example, if he said, “By Law, all within this domain moves slower through time than that without,” then it would be so. The strength of the effect was limited by Argrave’s will—and as much as he’d like to be some sort of time god, he doubted he had a strong enough will to create a hyperbolic time chamber.

Though it had near endless utility, the Domain of Law was not especially large. And he couldn’t single-handedly decide how a battle was fought—if he said, ‘you can’t cast magic in this domain,’ while it likely didn’t have the strength to do that to the letter, it would have strength enough to make all magic cast within far weaker. Argrave could essentially add a condition to an area. Despite its limitations the Domain of Law still had boundless potential, and this power in particular was precisely what made the deity known only as Law so terrifying. Heroes of Berendar had limited it to six variants… but now, Argrave had no such restraints, and eagerly looked to use it.

But Argrave had used the second blessing, and established a Domain of Order. It provided absolute order to an area if the populace believed him to be its rightful governor. If the people welcomed his rule, the Domain of Order would apply the laws of the land impartially, defending people from crime. The Domain of Order would attempt to stop things like theft, murder, and other such crimes. It could also enforce any other laws that Argrave drafted into existence. Just as it strengthened with belief in him and his governing, so too did it weaken with disillusionment—he could not enslave this city against its will.

The deity of Law truly embodied what it was named after. Law was a neutral thing. If a law was arbitrary and unjust, then it could be the instrument behind extreme cruelty. If a law was just and righteous, it could be the engine that drove a nation to great prosperity. But at the end of the day, it was a tool constructed by the minds of men. Though people might provide a law tremendous power, it ultimately relied upon one’s will to enact said law, or the people beneath it to follow that law.

Argrave finally had a power that he might use to protect this city as much as he desired. And everywhere else, his companions would undoubtedly be using their powers…

***

Durran soared through the skies aback his gray wyvern, feeling the bite of the wind at his cheek. Ahead of him, Stout Heart Swan’s spectral hounds ran through the cloudy skies, and moments behind in hot pursuit Durran and his horde of wyvern riders cut through the clouds. Onychinusa’s array of shamanic magic had spotted a god. When they’d arrived to the spot, the god had gone—but with Stout Heart Swan’s blessing, he tracked the prey, heading right to it.

“Are you seeing the god yet?” Elenore’s voice manifested in his head, crystal clear. She was nowhere to be seen, but through their connection, she could speak to him anywhere.

Durran responded not with his mouth, but with his mind—a jarring experience, but he’d adapted. There had been a surprising lack of miscommunications, as the blessing was quite intuitive to use. “The hounds are still leading—” Durran cut off as he spotted something on the ground. “Scratch that. I see it.”

“Describe it. I’ll contact Argrave, ask him for information,” Elenore prompted him.

“It’s, uhh… maybe twenty feet tall,” he said. “Got red skin, a boar’s head, and great plumes of fire burning on its body… kind of scrawny. Fingernails are black. Got a strange insignia on its back, kind of like a clock.”

“It’s a god of vengeance,” Elenore’s voice came after a few moments. “Just a deity to a small village called… I can’t pronounce that, Argrave,” she spoke to the other person. “It can use fire, but its attacks shouldn’t be any more powerful than your average A-rank spell. Oh—it’s also pretty strong physically. A little stronger than Orion, apparently. Attack from the back of your wyvern, he advises.”

“Great. I love fighting A-rank spellcasters.”

“You fought the Vessels, didn’t you? Argrave said they were powerful enough to pierce wards like butter.” Elenore’s voice stopped for a few moments, then she asked kindly, “Can I give you anything before you start?”

“Worried about me?” Durran responded back. “No, I think I’ve got it. Can you really give me things?”

“Small things. These connections draw upon our will. I tested giving Argrave a dagger—it takes a lot out of me,” she confessed. “You could do the same, you know.”

“Draws upon our will?” Durran repeated. “What if we use too much?”

“We lose the will to do other things,” Elenore said. “It felt impossible to lift my arm when I overdid it. Argrave said many of our blessings rely upon our will. It can strengthen over time, or through experiences, but it’s the limiting factor to many blessings. We draw upon a power beyond mortal comprehension, and our body pays the toll. I suppose this is what divides us from our patrons.”

“…maybe I should stop talking, then,” Durran said nervously, picturing himself falling through the sky, unable to use his arms and legs.

“Good luck,” Elenore said simply. And just as he felt her presence moments before, it was gone. From his end, Durran suspended his connection.

With that, Durran stretched. He reached back and retrieved his glaive, hefting it in his hand. “Alright, boys!” he shouted—not in his mind, but with his mouth. “Those weird dwarven things—you got them ready?”

“As far as I know,” one of his men responded, yelling over the wind.

“Alright. You two holding the dwarven contraptions get the privilege of harvesting the spirits after that bastard down there dies,” Durran pointed, feeling the weight of his glaive push against his arm pleasantly. “And meanwhile… we’ll be hunting our first deity. Strap to your saddles, friends.”

***

Anneliese walked nervously through an open obsidian door. There, the Alchemist waited. Not precisely—he hunched over an obsidian table, doing something with four arms.

“You wished to see me?” Anneliese asked in greeting.

A great eye opened on his back, and shortly thereafter a mouth beneath it. “Update me,” the Alchemist commanded her, not looking away from his task.

She took a breath to gather her thoughts, then said, “All of us that went to the White Planes save Durran have been coordinating our course of action vis-à-vis the descent to the underground,” she explained. “We’ve also been discussing who might qualify as a candidate to offer Almazora and Rook for championship. Beyond that, general politics of the kingdom.”

“I’ve been coordinating with those deities you allied with,” he said. “In two weeks, all will be prepared on my end.”

Anneliese blinked. “That is excellent.”

“Yes, it is,” the Alchemist confirmed. “Enough of that. You have Truesight, now. Have you adjusted?”

“To what I can,” Anneliese scratched her neck. “To tell you the truth, I have been utterly fascinated by the world ever since I gained this ability. I can see the blessings within Argrave, Elenore, all of them… I can understand enchantments so intimately, or the makeup of another’s—” she cut herself off, staring up at the Alchemist in nervousness. She knew he didn’t like talking.

“Truesight is fascinating,” he agreed, his gray eye glowing green. “I can gain Minor Truesight through use of a spell that affects only a body like mine. But you have more sight than I do.”

Anneliese shifted on her feet. “That’s… fortunate.”

“Fortunate?” the Alchemist repeated. “It is invaluable for a spellcaster.” His arms cracked and contorted until they faced her, and his head simply leaned backward and rotated until it faced her in an ominous display of his body’s ability. “With your intelligence, Truesight, and later with the formless magic offered by Almazora, you will be invaluable in the heist. Come to me tomorrow. I will prepare you for your duty.”

“You… what?” Anneliese’s eyes widened in surprise. “I mean… yes, certainly. I can… I can be here.”

“And bring this back to all of you, now that you’re drunk on your powers,” the Alchemist said. “Appreciate your abilities… but forget not the gods who gave them to you.” He leaned in close to her. “Because they will not.” He straightened. “This will be an exceptionally busy time. Return.”


Chapter 41

Elenore sat in her study, working hard in silence… or near silence, as she discovered. Her eyes slowly raised up and her gaze fixed on a clock on the wall. Its pendulum waved back and forth, ticking as it reached certain points. It seemed the only active thing in this room frozen in time. As it waved, the second hand moved ever onward—tick, tock, she listened to the clock.

Yet in her study, alone, the connections that she’d formed made the world around her move right along with the clock.

She felt Durran soaring through the sky, leading his men against gods with the blessings of Stout Heart Swan at his beck and call. Through wind and rain he tracked those who would claim the land of Berendar as their own. And through fire and storm he rode, cleaving through their meager claims to the lands of Vasquer and the Burnt Desert. Their spirits fed the dwarven instruments they bore, empowering Argrave’s forces day by day. Each day he endured as fiercely as the last, as constant as time.

But was it days, or seconds? Tick, tock, she listened to the clock.

Argrave walked through Blackgard, officiating the things that Elenore deemed necessary to happen. His tongue weaved in and out of conversation, bending egos like he could grasp them. Magisters and nobles walked up to him with a gut full of spite and grievance, but left with smiles and empty pockets. The places he walked upon seemed to sprout buildings—the Church of Law, the Bank of Blackgard, the House of Public Appeals…

Yet his other side, like a face beneath a mask of flesh, delighted in the joys of magic and power. With the Domain of Law strengthening his activities at every turn, he weaved incomprehensible script to his end, perfecting spells one after another. And on his mind was a looming figure he sought to surpass—though whether it was Mozzahr or Erlebnis, Elenore could not tell. On and on he worked, passing the days by.

As for Elenore? Tick, tock, she listened to the clock.

Galamon stood at the head of the three Veidimen officers, Grimalt, Bastel, and Rasten, following their lead into the army that had been made for him to command. He called upon the power of his goddess, Veid, granting those honorable souls beneath him strength equal to what he possessed. He walked like a commander and soldier both, learning names as he made one for himself. Galamon’s prowess as a leader, now with his god at his back, was undeniable. A sorely needed thing, too—it wasn’t long until they pressed into the underground, where the Ebon Cult would await.

But when had the time grown so short? Tick, tock, she listened to the clock.

Anneliese worked with Argrave in the day, giving wisdom by the handful when it was needed. In time, during their party’s search for a champion for Almazora and Rook, she naturally came to advise a large retinue of spellcasters. Teaching came naturally to her, and in only a few days, even Magisters deferred to her insight.

At night, Anneliese went to the Alchemist. No two meetings between them were the same, and she came to marvel at the power her Truesight offered. He role in the heist came to light, taking precedence over even her looming teacher. She accepted this role, bolstered by her curiosity. And as time passed, she grew into her position.

Could Elenore say that a week passed? Tick, tock, she listened to the clock.

Orion did not let time slip him by. In the day, he guarded Argrave, following the king around as he worked miracles with Law. In the night, he met with Melanie, paying little regard to her newfound noble title of Countess of the Low Way of the Rose as he beat her relentlessly. Elenore figured out it was meant to be training after several days of observation.

But after a time, Melanie began to beat him, too. Her sword cut through space itself, attacking from places that Orion could not see or react to. And he was utterly unable to catch her as she danced through reality, swinging chain and blade in an adept show of maneuverability. Her time as an experience lent her experience in learning, it seemed.

What time was it? Tick, tock, she listened to the clock.

Elenore remembered the events of the two weeks before. She had been just as active as everyone, moving desperately to prepare things to be perfect. At the dismay of Anestis, their not-quite captive dwarf, she brought all the tools for dwarven metalworking Melanie had retrieved to the city and set their forges ablaze again. The spirits that Durran collected were poured into the forges, setting them ablaze with wondrous purple fire. Clang, clang, came the hammers, every bit as constant as the clock. The first batch of dwarven steel came free, taking the shape of crude scimitars of purple metal. Though a sorry sight, they were sharp enough to cut through rock. And in time, every man in the field would have a blade capable of slaying a Shadowlander.

Tick, tock, she listened to the clock.

The door opened, and Elenore was drawn from her trance. Argrave walked in.

“It’s time,” Argrave declared, holding his arms out as he entered. “These two weeks seemed to blur by, didn’t they?”

“…yes, they did,” Elenore said quietly as she rose to her feet.

In a few moments, Argrave was alone no longer. Orion was the first to follow, being bodyguard to the king. Galamon and Anneliese followed right behind. Melanie and Durran were the last to join them.

“Everything is ready on our end,” Argrave said, tapping her desk. “Can you think of anything else we might need to prepare?”

“No. We’re prepared to confront the Ebon Cult,” Elenore answered, not believing these words came from her mouth. “What about the Alchemist’s end of things?”

“He is completely ready,” Anneliese said. “Having studied the ritual he performs while under his tutelage… I understand fully what he intends, and how each god we allied has decided to play their role. We will have no trouble breaching Erlebnis’ realm, I’m certain. The uncertainty lies primarily in the before and after—namely, in Mozzahr, and in what Erlebnis has prepared.”

“Then… I will remain here, as the connection between all of us,” Elenore said, sitting back down. “And all of you will confront a man who could be a god, and then rob one who is a god.”

“We’ve come a long way in a short time,” Argrave nodded. “Time was, I came before Erlebnis begging for power. But nobody ever asked him to do what he did in the Bloodwoods. And so, let’s see the mettle of the divine. Both ours and his.”

***

“It’s as you said,” Mial, daughter of Mozzahr, said to Georgina, her voice muffled behind her lifelike purple owl mask. “King Argrave will always choose the possibility of a peaceful outcome, provided it’s offered. And so he comes down to our city.”

She held a piece of paper that had been delivered in response to theirs, speaking of a parley between Mozzahr and Argrave. It had been posted randomly throughout the underground, but by consequence came into the hands of the cult rather quickly. Though some in the Ebon Cult thought this communication was a sign of weakness on both sides, Mozzahr allowed Mial to persist in this strategy. And though it had taken an inordinately long time, a response finally came. King Argrave of Vasquer was coming.

“How will this go?” Georgina questioned. She wore a mask of her own, now, hiding her pretty face. It depicted a fox. “What does Mozzahr intend for Argrave?”

“That depends on what he does,” Mial said. “My father merely sought an opportunity to gain an advantage in the inevitable war. If Argrave comes and fights, he wins. If Argrave comes and genuinely parleys, father will give him the opportunity to submit. If Argrave doesn’t come, he loses nothing. Whatever the outcome, things are swayed in our favor.”

“Will the two actually speak at all?” Georgina questioned.

“If all goes well? I believe so,” she confirmed. “That new arrival you warned me against, Traugott… I believe he talked my father into at least speaking to him.”

“And what if…” Georgina began, but then cut off. “Never mind.”

“Speak freely, Georgina. We are off the record, speaking as friends, not as High Priestess and Initiate,” Mial beckoned.

“What if Argrave has devised something to use against Mozzahr?”

“My father once had a building fall on him,” Mial said. “Not any building—one from down here. The entire ceiling caved in on him, bringing tons of the earth’s soil above bearing down on him. He was fine. For my part, I have cast an S-rank spell at him. I’m not totally certain he even blinked.” Mial crossed her arms. “His Emptiness is his strength. So long as it persists, he remains nigh invulnerable. Not even gods are his peer.”

“Can he be separated from it?” Georgina pressed curiously.

“People have tried this in the past. The answer remains no,” Mial said simply. “He can call it back to him wherever he might be. He is its Castellan, and it heeds his call.” She focused on Georgina’s fox mask. “Do you fear for him? Fret not—Mozzahr is not arrogant, I am merely arrogant in his stead. He makes no moves without calculating every possibility. He operates under the assumption that Argrave might be as strong as Gerechtigkeit himself. And it is because of his humility that I am certain he will prevail.”

“And if Argrave is stronger than Gerechtigkeit?” Georgina continued to push.

Mial laughed. “Then I suppose we must worship him, instead. But you get ahead of yourself. It is not set in stone that he comes as an enemy. If Argrave hears Mozzahr’s vision, and is swayed, perhaps they might fight side-by-side against the gods in service of his dream.”

Argrave and Mozzahr, fighting side-by-side… somehow, as Georgina heard it, she could picture it truly happening. King and Castellan, fighting the gods…


Chapter 42

“The sum total of my work,” said Durran, gesturing toward giant golden contraptions. “Barring what I absorbed with my shamanic magic, and what Elenore took, this is left. Thanks, by the by, for teaching me that. Or giving me those books, I suppose would be the better way to put it.”

Argrave looked upon the dwarven spirit collectors, marveling at the intricacy of them. They were half-spheres, almost like large buttons, yet their surface held innumerable grooves that hid countless mechanisms of varying purpose. They had glass gauges on them, lined up equidistantly along the surface. The gauges that were still full emanated a strange sound. At times, Argrave thought he saw glimpses of bodies and faces beyond the glass.

Argrave called upon the connection between himself and Elenore, turning it from inactive to active. “You’re sure you have all you need?”

After half a second of silence, Elenore’s voice resounded in his head. “Yes. We could supply an army and a half with dwarven metal with the spirits I reserved. Honestly, I’d feel more comfortable giving you more. You’re shouldering the risk in this venture.”

Argrave dismissed the connection, feeling it drop. He stepped forward to the contraptions, then looked to those around him. “Ready to play whack-a-spirit?”

Anneliese, Durran, Onychinusa, and Castro all nodded. And with that confirmation, he found a groove, pulling a lever.

Spirits burst free from the dwarven contraption, and Argrave cast his spell. As ever, Castro’s was the first to complete, and he drew the spirits into his body as though catching a waterfall. Argrave’s spell completed next, and then everyone else drew upon the flow of spirits.

The broken fragments of deities found purchase in Argrave’s very being, settling his body like a new home. He could feel dim remnants of what they had been before—the rage, the vengeance, the injustice, and every other such nasty thing that Durran had been slaying—but with shamanic magic, he marked them and made them his own.

As he collected, Argrave moved to other contraptions, opening them one after the other. The warehouse containing these dwarven spirit collectors became awash with a thousand lights before being subsumed by all present. There was a howling in the air, a screaming, as these primeval beings were adapted for their use.

And then… total silence.

Argrave gripped his hand tight, and then pulled his glove down. “Then, we’re ready.”

***

Argrave walked down a spiral marble slope, his mind filled with two instances of nostalgia. The first came from descending down this spiral ramp in Heroes of Berendar. The second came from descending down here with Anneliese in pursuit of Llewellen’s method of A-rank ascendency, [Life Cycle]. He had come here with a small royal guard, last time. On this occasion, his retinue was far grander.

Orion and Melanie led the way, him for his incredible fortitude and her for her knowledge of the situation down here. Durran and Anneliese walked by his side, while Anestis accompanied them in awkward haste. Galamon was notably absent—he remained behind at the head of their army, ready to move at a moment’s notice. Taking the back were two incredibly formidable people—Onychinusa and Castro. They wouldn’t be joining in the heist, but rather accompanying for the journey.

And just behind them all was the Alchemist, his form changed.

The Alchemist had compacted a great deal, standing slightly wider yet far shorter. Even shortened, he towered over all of them, easily clearing ten feet. Though he generally wore a robe of his own silken black hair, he now walked with his body covered in gray bone that gleamed in the right light, almost like chitin. It covered all of his body, making him seem as some sort of bone knight. He had his huge obsidian staff in his right hand, and the bulky thing clicked against the marble as he walked as their rearguard. This was the form the Alchemist took fighting against Gerechtigkeit at the end of Heroes of Berendar. It was terrifyingly strong… and terrifyingly assuring to have guarding the back of the party. Argrave eyed the staff. It didn’t look different from the last time they’d seen it, but he knew better. He hoped Mozzahr thought it just as unexceptional.

Their party came to the end of the ramp spiraling down into the earth. Argrave spared a glance at the place Llewellen met his end, but then diverted his gaze back to where they were meant to go. He briefly checked on everyone, then continued onward into the hallway. The sloping descent grew harsher here, though still curved around and around at the same pace. The only difference was that the center of the place was a reinforced marble pillar.

“This place… utter disrepair,” Anestis muttered as they walked on. “It’s embarrassing.”

They passed through a hall which led to yet another descent. Argrave was the only to answer the dwarf, saying, “Your ancestors were the one who left this place.”

“Precisely what I’m saying,” Anestis looked up at Argrave. “The stupidity of our decision is utterly baffling. We descended deeper into the crust of the earth until magma exploded outwards whenever our picks met the rock. And why? To escape the wrath of gods and Gerechtigkeit? We act as though if the world were to come to an end, we would be spared. I prefer your way better.”

Anneliese furrowed her brows at the dwarf, and then gave Argrave a wavy hand, indicating by that signal he was being partially truthful. Argrave supposed he related, as the small fellow must’ve been desperate to return to his home.

After perhaps ten minutes of walking down into the depths with only cold walls greeting them at every turn, the descent reached its end and evened off into a short hallway where teal light crept in. Argrave spotted two armored figures standing beneath faint magic lights dancing above their head. They were Stonepetal Sentinels, even now adorned with the sashes pinned with stone roses common in their order. They waited for his arrival, and one kneeled when he saw Argrave.

Melanie rapped her gauntleted knuckle against the top of the kneeling man’s helmet. “Don’t kneel, Cadoc. You’re an escort.”

The one she called out stood up nervously and adjusted his helmet. After leading them to the end of the tunnel, they finally entered into the deep underground. Argrave stepped out from the hallway and looked around. He had remembered being awed at seeing the size of Nodremaid… but comparing that city to the sheer magnitude of this area made the Low Way seem like a small stroll. And it was all lit by a great teal spiral of pure energy deep within the cavern: Mozzahr’s Emptiness. The walls and ceiling of the cave were made teal from his light, and crystals embedded in the walls and ceiling glimmered like stars in the sky.

“…lot more of that power than I remember,” Argrave said after a time, though he supposed that it was only natural.

Anneliese stared at the Emptiness with her Truesight, taking in the sheer power of it. She lagged behind as they advanced, and then rapidly made to catch up once she shook herself out of that trance.

“It… is quite overwhelming,” she whispered to Argrave.

He agreed with a silent nod as they came onto a fortress shielding most of the dwarven city out of sight. The place they exited was a diplomatic meeting area, but in clear distrust, the dwarves built a great fortress here that any invaders might be greeted with defense immediately. Argrave could see that much of it had been repurposed to protect from that within the city just as much as that without.

When they entered, the iron gates to the fortress rose, and a large retinue of Stonepetal Sentinels waited to receive them. They all greeted him, but one came up to Melanie and relayed some news. She walked over to Argrave to convey it.

“Apparently, the cultists sent someone to wait outside for you,” she said quietly. “They’ve just been standing there ever since we sent the message, holding some sort of magic torch.”

“We sent out the message three days ago, but they’ve been standing there?” Argrave said, and Melanie only nodded as response. He took a deep breath. “Sounds like the Ebon Cult, alright. Tell them to open the gate—I’ll go out and see this person.”

Argrave walked through the fortress, listening to countless greetings of ‘Your Majesty’ for him or ‘Your Highness’ for Anneliese as they walked by the Stonepetal Sentinels. When they saw the Alchemist, intense fear and confusion was the general response. Argrave was in no mood to explain.

When he came to the gate at the other end—which was less formidable than the one they entered, given it was a patchwork fortification built perhaps a month or two ago—the city itself opened up to him, nestled in a depression just below this fortress. Stairs led downward, beckoning them inside.

The cities of the dwarves possessed the pristine white marble and architecture of Rome—well, more accurately, it was the historian’s idealized version of Rome. There were flawlessly measured roads paved across the whole of the cavern, immaculately maintained even after all these years. Marble dwarven statues held their arms to the cavern’s ceiling, appearing to hold up the earth like Atlas. There were great buildings and works of art everywhere one looked. They were all bathed in the teal light of Mozzahr’s emptiness, giving the place an ethereal and otherworldly air. Argrave felt like he was about to walk into another reality.

“All of this… abandoned,” Anestis said in lament. “This is the greatest of our cities, Eumabad.”

Argrave spotted someone at the point where the stairs descending into the city ended. Just as Melanie had informed him, they waited with an iron lantern held in their right hand. Mozzahr’s Emptiness twisted in a cage atop its sconce, illuminating the area around the person a great deal. They wore purple robes and had a mask of purplish dwarven metal, so no features could be distinguished.

“That person has that Emptiness inside them,” Anneliese informed Argrave. “Not much, but… it’s there. I can see it flowing within them as constantly as their blood.”

“Yep. Mozzahr imbues them with his power,” Argrave nodded. “Anestis… you’re staying here. The rest of us proceed.”

Orion looked back at Argrave, and with a nod, led the way as his guard.

“This place always was a wonder,” Argrave spoke in a quiet tone to Anneliese. “You enter, and immediately you see that blue swirling trail in the sky, like a living beacon. It tempts the player deeper in, deeper in, and when you arrive…” He snapped, the noise ineffectual with the gloves he wore. “Best fight in the game.”

Anneliese was not so at ease as he was, looking around the city in quiet paranoia. Before long they arrived at their escort, and all regarded the person cautiously. They wore a rabbit mask, meaning they were a non-combatant of the cult.

“You are Argrave?” she asked, distinguishable as a woman by voice. “Mozzahr waits. Will you come?”

“King Argrave,” Orion corrected her, rolling his shoulders.

“I’ll follow if you lead,” Argrave cut past Orion’s correction, having no desire to engage on that.

Without another word, she turned and advanced into the city. At Argrave’s bidding, their convoy slowly followed after her. They entered into Eumabad itself, its buildings all the grander now that they walked among them. Statues and dead magic lamps lined the streets as they proceeded deeper inward. Step after step, they moved closer to that swirling vortex illuminating this entire cavern.

In time, cultists made themselves known. They were few at first, sparsely watching from the streets with their eerie purple metallic masks. Then they were many… and in time, they were uncountable. Orion and Melanie were on edge, but Argrave trusted that he would be safe so long as that giant teal vortex didn’t move into action. The rabbit leading them broke off into the crowd. They’d cleared a large pathway for this audience, and no other route existed for them.  The whole of the cult was gathered here.

In time, Mozzahr’s spiral of power loomed above them like a tower, and they came to the public square of Eumabad. There in the back, four people stood, each with masks of different quality. One bore an owl, another a fox… they were of varying powers magically speaking, but Argrave could tell from the look on Anneliese’s face that they were brimming with Mozzahr’s Emptiness. They all stood before a huge palanquin, with a curtain of thin fabric. And from this palanquin rose the spiral of Emptiness.

Orion did not seem fully comfortable with the situation, but still he advanced. In time, they all stood before this curtained palanquin, and the four lieutenants under Mozzahr. Argrave knew only two of the four for certain—High Priestess Mial, his daughter, and a nameless ancient vampire wearing a mask of a fly. The palanquin’s curtain was thin, and brightly lit by the light of Mozzahr’s Emptiness, and so Argrave could clearly see the silhouette of the Castellan of the Empty behind it. He seemed to be no more than a man, but the curtain would not reveal more than a shadow.

With all the Ebon Cult around them, and with Mozzahr and his Emptiness right here, it seemed the perfect place for an untimely death. But then… Argrave had been expecting such a thing from the beginning, and however this went down, Argrave had his own intentions. He did not feel that he was at a disadvantage, given what the Alchemist carried. But even still… that didn’t mean he knew what was to happen here today.

“I’m here. Let’s parley,” Argrave said, holding his arms out. “After all… this is going to be real peaceful-like, right?”


Chapter 43

Mial, High Priestess of the Ebon Cult, stepped away from her position beside the other four top people at the Ebon Cult and went to kneel beside her father’s palanquin. She pulled back the curtain on the side, out of view from their front-facing position, and then listened to orders relayed—orders that reached no one’s ears beside Mial, not even Orion’s or the Alchemist’s.

As they talked, Argrave looked around at the horde of purple-masked people around them. He spotted elven ears, dwarven physiques… even some of the more reclusive races persisted in their number—southron elves or the subterranean humans, for instance. The majority of them were combatants.

Elenore’s voice entered his mind, telling him, “Anneliese says that there are users of shamanic magic in the crowd. Mozzahr himself seems to have the most spirits, however.”

Argrave gave a curt reply, too on-edge to engage further. Finally, Mial looked at them, clearing her throat to indicate her intent to speak.

“The Castellan asks if you have ever wondered what occurs in the event Gerechtigkeit succeeds,” Mial said, her voice ringing out with a clear echo in this vast cavern.

Argrave narrowed his eyes. Mozzahr had spoken through another like this in the past, but that had been because he was injured. His injury was obvious in Heroes of Berendar, visible even in the silhouette behind the curtain. Argrave could see no such injury. Mozzahr had not fought Sataistador, and consequently sustained no injuries. In simple terms there was no good reason for him to speak via proxy. No reason except haughtiness.

Argrave looked at Durran and briefly questioned speaking through him just as Mozzahr did his daughter, but thought it might be tedious and abandoned the idea at once. Besides, rising to provocation would close off their options.

“Well, I imagine the cycle of judgment ends. And I came here to discuss that ending, if on a different possible manner than seeing it through to completion,” Argrave opened diplomatically.

“Gerechtigkeit is described as two things; as a man, and as a calamity. But there is truth in both,” Mial carried on as though Argrave had not even spoken. “He is an intelligent being, capable of reason. And just as Mozzahr commands the Emptiness, Gerechtigkeit commands his calamity. It is formless malignance, capable of adapting to whatever its owner needs to fill his purpose.”

“You speak from ignorance.” The Alchemist stepped forward, his footfalls heavy enough to shake the square. “There is no reason in Gerechtigkeit.”

“Then how, pray tell, did he know to corrupt Argrave’s father? How have his methods continued to adapt, and to grow, if he cannot reason?” Mial flattened out a crease on her robes as she kneeled there.

“The contention is that he cannot be reasoned with,” Anneliese smoothly interjected. “And that is indisputable.”

“Fair enough. Let us not get lost in semantics.” Mial raised her hands in surrender.

Argrave thought she was going to speak again, and so quickly interjected, “Speaking of my father and his corruption—that was the reason Georgina was trying to kidnap him, right?” He raised his finger and pointed. “Well, we started the job that you wanted. And finished it, too. And I think that’s because we’re on the same path. Namely, you’re not content to let this cycle go another cycle.”

Silence fell, and Mial consulted with her father once more. She looked back after a time.

“That is so. But Felipe died—Georgina was certain of that.”

“The corruption persists long after death,” the Alchemist cut in. “And it decays what it touches rapidly, doubly so by resistance by the host.” Hearing that last line, Orion’s helmet briefly turned before refocusing.

“We learned a fair deal from Felipe’s corpse.” Argrave held his arms out and stepped forward. “But you’ve been doing independent research. And it benefits us both to pool those efforts. That’s why I’m here today.”

As Mial turned to speak to Mozzahr once again, Argrave sorely hoped they’d take the bait. He didn’t trust Mozzahr overmuch, but he did trust the man’s capabilities. If he had learned something, getting him to disclose that information could be invaluable later down the line. But his—and the Alchemist’s, to give credit where it was due—plan extended beyond mere information gathering.

Mial nodded at her father, and then looked back. “Gerechtigkeit has spoken thrice before in history. This information was very difficult to find, and even more difficult to ensure accuracy. History is written by the victors, after all. But we are near one hundred percent certain he has said these things.”

Argrave blinked. Mozzahr had been quite busy, it seemed, if he’d discovered that information.

Mial continued, ignorant of Argrave’s surprise. “The first one is certain: upon his defeat in one cycle, his voice roared across the world, saying—"

“The pigs are fed,” Argrave interrupted, knowing the quote well. “I know it, and the general gist of the other two.”

“Precisely that,” Mial raised her hand to gesture in affirmation. “The other accounts are not quite so accurate as words heard around the world… but they speak of his claims about ‘time and other thieves.’ The third is only one word—a name, truly. Sandelabara, or by some accounts, Candelabara or Zandelabara.”

“Sandelabara is the one I know,” Argrave confirmed. “Unless you’ve found deeper meaning to these words, we have nothing more to add to that. But lore, all of that—that isn’t what I need. We have fundamental information—we have a complete analysis of Gerechtigkeit’s corrupting energy. If you have something of similar value, a mutual exchange could be made.”

Mial glanced at her father, and Argrave saw him wave his hand in affirmation before the High Priestess looked back, steeled.

“Our leader has some insight on where Gerechtigkeit comes from,” Mial said slowly.

Prove it, Argrave almost blurted out in his surprise. That sort of information, if genuine, would be an invaluable lead for the Alchemist to follow.

“What does that tell us?” Anneliese pushed calmly, keeping her head while Argrave nearly lost his.

“Many things, foremost among which is pinpointing the location of his descent,” Mial disclosed hesitantly, casting glances at her father to be sure she did not err by telling so much. “This is why heading to the surface is a non-negotiable issue—something you seem to be aware of, considering your fortifications in the key exit of this underground.”

Argrave wasn’t about to apologize for caution, but he elected to sidestep that issue altogether. “Where do you think that will be?”

“Berendar,” Mial said, and Argrave’s head whirled as he thought of whether or not he might’ve disclosed that publicly enough for these people to know. As it did, she continued, “Specifically, in a plain southwest of the so-called Magic City of Jast.”

Argrave tried not to let his surprise show. He was certain he had told perhaps three people this fact—Elenore, Anneliese, and the Alchemist. None would’ve leaked it. This information was their own—and even scarier yet, it was usable. That meant this little parley had larger stakes than Argrave had been preparing for.

“Then let’s cooperate,” Argrave posited, holding his arms out. “We both can benefit from this. Our knowledge becomes more complete.”

Mial looked at her father once more, and then fixed her owl mask tighter as she looked over with a markedly more decisive posture. “It is past time that we discuss the secular purpose behind this meeting. We brought up Gerechtigkeit not to exchange information, but to illustrate a point. Mozzahr, the Castellan of the Empty and Leader of the Ebon Cult, is Gerechtigkeit’s better in every fashion. It is the will of the universe—and even more importantly, our Castellan’s will himself—that he take the place of this arbiter, and eternally change this cycle of judgment with a new vision.”

Argrave pointed a finger, saying quickly, “That’s all well and good, but—”

“Your cooperation is not something that needs to be traded for,” Mial interrupted him loudly. “If you are reasonable, and you seek to minimize loss of life, then you will aid Mozzahr at your own free will. You and all of yours will be welcomed. They will not be harmed or face any imposition so long as they accept the Castellan of the Empty as their god, and endeavor to place him in Gerechtigkeit’s place. You will retain your structure, prestige, rank and hierarchy… but Mozzahr shall stand above you.”

Argrave glanced upwards at the teal mass of Emptiness spiraling above, but it stayed still even despite Mial’s coercion. Though things were tense, until that power came to action there was not as much risk as there could be.

As for the offer… Argrave had to admit, he had considered submitting to Mozzahr. He would learn what he could about Gerechtigkeit by working underneath him, and then subtly plot with Elenore to break the chains that bind. But even still, they’d have to permit the Ebon Cult to come to the surface, and allow them unabated influence over the surface. On top of that, when it came time to break away, it wouldn’t be with a defensive position as they had at present. It was simply far too risky.

“Well… hell. I guess I’m not smooth enough to entice everything I wanted out of you. But then, I suppose your mind was made up from the beginning. As a last-ditch effort, how about this,” Argrave proposed, pointing his finger. “Come with me, Mozzahr. Let’s go rob Erlebnis. I could use someone like you on my team. We could reappropriate that knowledge he hoards, use it for our own ends.”

Silence reigned for a time, before Mial said, “What are you—”

“No, shut up,” Argrave said brashly. “Let him answer.”

The cult all around them bristled, and some rancor broke out. Argrave paid attention only to Mozzahr, knowing his allies would protect him. That man was the real threat.

“Actually, let’s play this game your way,” Argrave shouted over them. “Accept you as a god? Who decided that? Certainly not me. But if you want to see a real one… let’s go for a walk!”

The Alchemist stepped forward and slammed his obsidian staff on the ground. The power of Rook, god of subterfuge and deception, faded, revealing the true form of the weapon the Alchemist had been crafting. It was a twelve-foot-long thick white spear, and all of its surface sung the tales of the gods who’d helped craft it. It was made of what had been torn of Ingo—it was forged from the blessing of a god. Though formless energy, it had been bound by Veid’s ironclad and icy will into something solid and tangible. From there, the other gods worked their powers into it—all save Law, as Argrave had refused his request to inform Erlebnis ahead of time.

“Mozzahr, flee!” the elder vampire before his palanquin screamed in abject terror. He had a form of Truesight, though Argrave couldn’t remember to what extent, and would be able to clearly see the divinity exuding from that spear.

Mozzahr’s Emptiness spurred to action, pulling down toward his body as he enriched himself. He did not flee—rather, he did not even stand. The Alchemist thrusted toward him, its strength and speed terrifying because of both its wielder and the power of Stout Heart Swan, goddess of hunting. Several S-rank wards—even Mozzahr’s own, enhanced by his Emptiness to a terrifying degree—appeared to block it. The spear, imbued with Almazora’s power, turned all magic it touched back into its black and incorporeal source. Its piercing thrust did not slow whatsoever.

As it neared Mozzahr’s palanquin, even despite all the tremendous boosts of power the spear possessed… the cult leader was faster. He jumped aside with tremendous speed, going from sitting cross-legged to flying through the air. Argrave saw him, then, with a less injured body than Argrave recalled. He was a tall elven man with white hair in a loose-fitting purple robe, with the teal Emptiness emerging from his right eye. In Heroes of Berendar, he had been missing much of his right shoulder, half his neck, and all of the right side of his face. His body was held together with Emptiness, and it took the place of the flesh he’d lost fighting Sataistador.

Even as Mozzahr seemed to escape, Argrave only watched passively—he knew their preparations. The tip of the spear shone, and a portal appeared before it. Working in tandem with Yinther’s powers, Raccomen, god of space, made his craftsmanship on the spear evident. The spear vanished into the portal, and appeared right behind Mozzahr. It pierced right through his back, and suspended the Castellan of the Empty in midair.

Even impaled, Mozzahr’s face was calm. He looked down and grabbed at the white blade piercing through his back, and the Emptiness bunched up around it. When the blade was completely hidden, his voice rang out, deep and loud and terrifying.

“March,” Mozzahr said simply. And so the invasion began.

As though responding to his one word, the power of the spear took effect. The last of its powers, Lira, goddess of connections, made her work known. Argrave, Anneliese, Orion, Melanie, Durran, and the Alchemist were seized by its power just alongside Mozzahr…

And taken to Erlebnis’ realm.


Chapter 44

Galamon looked back at the soldiers arranged before him. The tactics and the discipline of the Veidimen were instilled into this human army so perfectly he nearly felt he was leading troops from his homeland. In them was the burning fire of responsibility and duty that made Galamon certain they would all be ready to march down through the tunnels and meet the blades of the Ebon Cult head on.

“Argrave sent word. They’re in Erlebnis’ realm,” Elenore’s voice entered his head.

Galamon reached for the Ebonice axe at his side and held it up into the air without another thought. He raised it high, and felt the surging power of Veid’s blessing coursing through his body. “We march!” he shouted, his pride and duty carrying with the words in a supernatural way.

The divine power that Veid had vested in him left his body, traversing the air with imperceptible speed before finding purchase in the hearts and minds of those he led. And as he turned, planting one foot in front of the other… the subjugation of the Ebon Cult began. But perhaps it would be two others who subjugated, first.

***

Onychinusa stared at the empty air where Mozzahr had been a moment before, unpleasant feelings rising when she briefly felt the familiar sensation of Erlebnis. It had been so long since she last felt her former master’s realm… and it had become unpleasant. It was like the salty tang of blood, or the smell of the hands after touching certain metals.

Erlebnis no longer defined her. Instead, she was Onychinusa, last of the imperial bloodline of the ancient elves, and master of the dryads of the elven forest. And she had deigned to help her friend Anneliese—after all, the poor woman sorely needed her. And fittingly, the instrument of Onychinusa’s help embodied her bloodline, so she could not protest overmuch.

The Ebon Cult surrounding them fell into utter chaos after Mozzahr disappeared. He was the object of their worship, and he had been attacked and struck. His last command still rung in their mind, and two intruders persisted in their midst… but the two intruders were far more prepared for this outcome than the Ebon Cult. Castro and Onychinusa both raised their hands, spells prepared long in advance of the Ebon Cult collecting itself for battle.

They both cast one spell: [Subjugate], the S-rank shamanic spell created by her grandfather, Emperor Balzat.

The spirits and the magic within Onychinusa roared to life, merging together to form thick wires of malicious energy. It spiked outward from her hand in a cone, one tendril of power whipping forth for every head in her line of sight. The bolts moved with the speed of an arrow, piercing into the minds of the cultists by the thousands. They screamed in agony as the spell activated. The lesser among them collapsed to the floor, unconscious. The others grappled with tremendous pain as it took effect, most falling to the ground as their limbs failed.

[Subjugate] was a spell that subdued the mind and soul. It targeted the mind and the memories, shattering them both if the target did not possess spirits of their own to defend against the assault. The target’s faculties could be regained given time, but in the here and now, no other outcome was better suited for this situation. It isolated the mundane people from the spellcasters in one fell swoop, exposing their key targets.

The black wires of the malicious power of [Subjugate] faded away like strands of broken spider silk, and Onychinusa watched the standing foes with sneering derision as the masked fanatics panicked. She dared a glance behind, where Castro had left a scene of similar magnitude, then focused on her targets.

Eight spellcasters that were her peer at S-rank levied their magic at her, and she isolated the one which did not use shamanic magic to assault. When the spell left her foe’s hand in the form of a great trident of lightning, she cast the C-rank [Requite]. Onychinusa’s spirits ensured his spell immediately turned against him, and electricity spread along the floor he stood, burning his compatriots.

Malicious weapons constructed of spirits headed toward Onychinusa, but with will alone her body burst into magic, soaring away through the vast empty cavern. She did not dare look back as she traversed as magical mist, and before her enemies even knew it, she stood at the fortress they had passed by on their way in. Shortly after, Castro manifested with her, spirits dancing away from his body. Truthfully, she hadn’t been expecting his escape. He had volunteered for this task for a reason, it seemed.

“How did you manage to use shamanic magic with so many others possessing that power nearby?” Onychinusa questioned in wonder.

“Carefully,” the old man said, brushing out a spot of his gray robe that had been badly burnt. “Well… I would say we did more than our duty. Their army will be in abject chaos.” He turned his head back, where the first of the army headed by Galamon began to emerge from the tunnels, the commander himself at the head. “And I think that man can capitalize on it.”

“You said a lot more than I asked,” Onychinusa said, and then vanished into formless magic once again. She still lingered in the air, watching the battlefield from above. Castro sighed, looking out into the dwarven city. The light of Emptiness had left it, in part, but vestiges still burned strong…

And they would burn forever, Onychinusa supposed, so long as the Castellan of the Empty lived. But that wasn’t a sure thing, anymore.

***

When Argrave came to, he saw a place of darkness bathed in teal light and questioned if, somehow, the spear forged by the Alchemist had failed to take them out of the dwarven city. But no—what he saw was merely Mozzahr’s Emptiness, his power carried over with him to Erlebnis’ realm.

In the pitch black, Argrave could only make out the color of the floor—a dull brown that felt strangely fleshy beneath the feet. Realizing they’d succeeded, he sent a brief message to Elenore speaking of their success, giving her the order to begin the attack, and then focused intensely on all around them.

But with the focus came joy—their plan had succeeded. They had abducted Mozzahr, bringing him to Erlebnis’ realm. With this, their two most powerful enemies would come to fight one another. Back on the mortal world, the Ebon Cult would be without its person of worship. And as Mozzahr undoubtedly called on his Emptiness to protect himself in this uncertain scenario, their imbued power would wither away. Their morale would plummet, and their strength would decrease.

To summarize, the playing field had been entirely overturned. But the cost of that… well, they were within the realm of a hostile god with the most powerful human foe Argrave could conceive of ready and willing to tear them apart.

Looking around, Argrave was relieved to see all of his companions were here. The Alchemist still gripped the spear, held out in thrust. And at the same distance away as he’d been before the teleportation, Mozzahr was still suspended there, clutching the spear’s blade.

“Intuition speaks,” said Mozzahr, looking at them as his Emptiness flowed back inside of his right eye, empowering him. “And intuition says I require this spear to return. So…” he reached around his back, grasping where the weapon entered his body. He freed himself with ease, his teal Emptiness taking the place of his flesh so that no blood fell. His hands still firmly gripped the spear. “This is mine.”

“Pull on the spear! Stop him!” Argrave shouted, then held his hand up to call upon his blessing. A new blessing, in fact—Law’s blessing. “In this domain, might and magic are incomprehensibly powerful!”

The golden light of the Domain of Law encircled Argrave and all near him. He felt power in his body and boiling strength in his magic as the buff took effect. Orion and Melanie stepped to join the Alchemist and gripped the white spear, bracing on the ground and pulling tremendously hard. The Alchemist sprouted additional limbs to grip the weapon, and all yanked with all of their might.

Their strength… was wholly insufficient. The spear held steady and immovable, but as more of Mozzahr’s Emptiness flowed into him, he strengthened. He overpowered Orion and the Alchemist, and the weapon began to move deeper into the portal, further into his grasp.

The Alchemist, Argrave, Anneliese, and Durran prepared spells, then hit Mozzahr with a powerful bombardment. The relentless pull forward stopped as the Castellan freed one hand to conjure a ward to protect himself. Even despite Argrave using multiple blood magic spells, Durran and the Alchemist using S-rank spells, and Anneliese contributing amply… his single ward enhanced by his Emptiness held firm against them. It glowed teal, indicating he’d infused it with the mythical power he possessed.

“Damn it! Why am I pulling?” Melanie questioned, then released it to grab her greatsword she’d dropped to help. She thrust it straight through the portal the spear stabbed into, and her blade traveled through the tear in space. When it appeared suddenly, stabbing right at his eye, Mozzahr released his grip on the spear to defend himself. He overestimated the attack, to their benefit. With a simple flick of his wrist, her blade shattered, and she cried out as the sheer force reverberated into her arm.

But his grip faltered, and Orion and the Alchemist both pulled the spear out with tremendous speed. Mozzahr reached through the portal, seeking to regain contact, but the Alchemist moved faster. Arms sprouted from his body, grabbing all of them, and then he completed the spell [Worldstrider]. Mozzahr couldn’t get contact in time… and so they disappeared, ferried by spirits.

As soon as Argrave perceived they were elsewhere, he cried out, “In this domain, we are hidden from all.”

Golden light enveloped them, but Argrave collapsed to one knee. Using the Domain of Law in quick succession was quite draining, and he felt like sleep might claim him at any minute. Darkness surrounded them on all sides, only partially abated by the natural light emitted by the Alchemist’s white spear.

“Holy hell. Why in the hell did I come here?” Melanie said, her voice panic and pain both. She stared at her zweihander—the blade had completely broken, and she held only a handle and a hilt. “He broke my fingers. Just slapped my blade, and my damned fingers broke,” she whimpered. Looking at her, Argrave could see her fingers were indeed badly bent.

“Take it easy. In Argrave’s Domain of Law, that monster will not be able to find us without tremendous luck,” Anneliese assured her, casting a healing spell. The fingers corrected themselves, and Melanie went from whimpering to breathing heavily in fear.

A great vibration passed through the ground—like an earthquake, almost, and more rumblings followed shortly after. A howl of unnatural rage cut through the air, like the scream of a thousand demons. More accurately, it was the scream of one demon—Mozzahr.

“He’s pissed,” Durran chuckled bitterly.

Argrave felt his wits back together enough to stand to his feet. “Good. He’s going to be a big, huge distraction for us, rampaging through Erlebnis’ place in blind, furious pursuit. And there are two ways out of here—this spear, or the more conventional way. Either will take him a long time.” He looked at the Alchemist. “How far away are we from him?”

“Some miles,” the towering man answered, looking at the spear. There were chips in the blade. Mozzahr had managed to chip a weapon forged from the blessing of a god, and crafted in tandem with several others, with his grip strength alone.

Argrave walked to Melanie and put his hand on her shoulder. “You saved us back there.”

“Got lucky,” Melanie disagreed. “Half a thousand things could’ve gone different back there. He could’ve crawled through the portal initially. If he hadn’t flinched…”

“But he did flinch,” Argrave pointed out. “He got flustered, acted a little imprudently. And that’s because he’s a human, not a god.”

“An elf, actually, Your Majesty,” Orion said. “And his power… unfathomable. Even with one arm, he was both our physical betters. I shudder to imagine his power when all of his Emptiness fills his being.”

“Where the hell are we?” Durran questioned, looking around. “Want to light up the place, but… kind of scared to.”

“We are in the eighty-thousandth Annal of the Universe,” the Alchemist declared. “Argrave informed me it was kept empty. This place shall be our springboard to Erlebnis’ other archives. Mozzahr’s presence will distract Erlebnis, demand his attention… but in the meanwhile, we must hurry. There is much to steal, and I am rather greedy.”


Chapter 45

In planning for this heist, they’d long ago discussed in detail how, precisely, things would play out. Argrave ran through his words in his head as the Alchemist disassembled a wall in this pitch-black place.

“There are a few pivotal things we need to keep in mind about Erlebnis’ realm,” Argrave explained. “The most important responsibility of all—we cannot allow ourselves to confront Erlebnis directly. Going to the White Planes has protected us from the pressure exerted by divinity, but that doesn’t change the fact he can squash us with a wave of a hand. If we do succeed in bringing Mozzahr over, I suspect that Erlebnis will dedicate most of his attention to that monstrosity rampaging through his realm in search of an exit. That’ll be a big boon, allowing freedom of movement.

“There are a few locations, however, where Erlebnis has omniscience, and he’ll spot us regardless.” Argrave continued. “The Lexicons—the areas that serve as a nexus between all of the Annals of the Universe—are off limits. He’ll spot us in seconds, and considering its role as a place of quick movement, thousands of his emissaries will be upon us before we can blink. In other words… we’re on foot, and on our own.”

Snapped back to focus when a piece of the wall fell, Argrave looked at all of his companions. Everyone seemed just as paranoid as he felt, flinching at the distant rumblings Mozzahr caused as he searched for them. Argrave felt quite exposed without the protection of the Domain of Law, but they were very nearly free of this place.

Finally, red light fell upon them, causing everyone to flinch away. The Alchemist pulled the rest of the wall away, using his body to push past.

“Come. Mozzahr will notice this exit for certain,” the Alchemist said, beckoning them onward.

They all rushed into the new hole, eager to be free of this dark chamber. And once outside, they entered into Erlebnis’ realm in its more complete state. Though they all were eager to move, the sheer oddity of this place made their steps falter for a brief moment.

Erlebnis’ emissaries were hollow mockeries of humans and elves with misshapen hands, enlarged limbs, and misplaced orifices. They were wrong in a way that unsettling and uncanny. His realm was a continuance of that trend—almost a copy of the world of mortals, but wrong so obviously and so unrepentantly that it only rattled the nerves.

Above, the sky was red and metallic, and rippled as though it was a liquid with strong winds gusting over its surface. Whatever the sky was, it illuminated the entire area in red light that lent a bleak and hellish atmosphere to it all. But it was what was on the ground that truly disturbed the senses.

As far as the eye could see, brown cities rose up into the sky. Their buildings were not a pleasant beige nor a rich oak, but a dirty and foul color like mud. They looked as though they were built of bricks, but that wasn’t the case. Close scrutiny of these ‘bricks’ would reveal that they had words on them, and if one were to pry it free of whatever shoddy construction it held steady, one would find they were not bricks, but books.

If Argrave described the architecture, his charitable interpretation would be to call it avant-garde. In reality, it was a disgusting blend of thousands of different styles. Eastern Asian buildings stood next to Victorian buildings, lopsided and lumpy and simply wrong. The reason for the ugliness was simple: Erlebnis and his servants had the knowledge and execution to make these buildings stand, but not the soul to make them beautiful. Argrave saw a watchtower that started square at its base, went to circular in its center, and ended triangularly before capping it all off with a domed roof.

But with no other path forward, they proceeded into this abominable city. Looking back, the area that they’d come from was a giant cube the same color brown as the rest of the city. It was an empty, unfinished thing, but as Erlebnis gained enough knowledge, it would become a city just like the one they entered.

As they half-sprinted, the Alchemist stepped ahead of them. He held the white spear up and slammed it upon the ground. Light shone on its surface, enveloping them. As Argrave ran, he saw his arms extend, twist, and writhe out of his clothing. But he knew to remain calm—it was all a trick of the mind. This was another helping hand that Rook, god of deception and subterfuge, lent to them. They were required to steal something with divine power to return that favor, either here or elsewhere.

“You appear as emissaries now,” the Alchemist informed them. “It should fool most from a distance, but never engage with Erlebnis’ servants. They will know you are not part of their collective with one word exchanged. Emissaries travel alone—we should split up so as not to draw any attention. Anneliese shall coordinate a safe regroup point through Elenore.”

All agreed and obeyed, walking from the unfinished archive. When they finally reached the city, where living things entered into sight, they parted ways and took different paths without further words. Erlebnis’ grotesque emissaries wandered the streets, pulling books from the walls and the streets and indulging in them with measured precision. There were trees and bushes planted into pots and little gardens, but the trunks of the trees were bone covered by a thin layer of skin, the leaves were hardened needles of hair resembling pine, and the fruits were blinking eyes. The plants looked like black pipe cleaners.

As they waded into the sea of ugly buildings, a wave of force reverberated behind them. As the Alchemist had said, Mozzahr had found the hole in the wall, and stood scanning the area before him in rabid search for those who’d brought him here.

“I will find you, dogs of Erlebnis!” Mozzahr’s voice echoed out across the realm, drawing attention from all parties. “Argrave!” He screamed, drawing out the name. Even so far away, his voice was powerful enough to hurt the ears.

The emissaries seemed to be seized by an invisible thought, and thousands of them broke away from their task to go confront Mozzahr. They stepped out of the city as Argrave stepped within, alone. Though none moved to stop him, and though countless had just left to deal with this new threat of Mozzahr, the emissaries still made this place dense. It was all he could do to avoid bumping into them, and his heart beat fast with the knowledge that drawing attention meant dozens of emissaries would fall upon him and his friends.

For a long while, every street that Argrave walked through, every alley he looked down, and every building he poked his head inside had an emissary busily engaged in a task. Argrave feared every misshapen eye that came his way, and flinched every time his foot hit the ground. He was transformed, but he felt they must notice something was wrong. How could he hide? What could he do? If his companions made any mistake… would that be the end of them? Even if they survived, Mozzahr still roamed… and circumstance had shown they could not best him.

He swallowed his fear, heading deeper into this twisted city with their task as his sole comfort as he heard the sounds of fire, lightning, and general destruction caused by Mozzahr’s close pursuit.

Yet then, Elenore’s voice entered his head. “Meet at the large domed building. Anneliese’s Starsparrow is perched atop the spike cresting it. She says she can see you through it, meaning you can see the bird.”

Argrave stopped in his tracks and looked around. After an uncomfortably long search, he finally spotted the single speck of gold amidst the brown. Though he felt the need to sprint, he managed a natural walk toward it, wading through the alleys and streets with grace he didn’t realize he possessed.

The building Anneliese had pointed out was grand—a statehouse, almost—and when Argrave entered the lobby, he cringed when he saw about a dozen emissaries on its floor. He briefly questioned if he’d gone into the wrong place when Elenore’s voice came into his head once more.

“Head upstairs,” she told him. “She says there’s a ladder that leads to the attic.”

Argrave briefly searched for stairs and found them quickly. He walked up, holding onto the rails tightly. Others followed him, and he managed to recognize his companions’ faces in the monstrosities that they were disguised as. They all reached the second floor, found the ladder, and advanced up.

When they arrived, Anneliese waited for them in her normal form alongside the Alchemist in this unusually tall attic. There were windows with no glass in this room overlooking much of the gross city, and she walked from place-to-place surveying the area. The Alchemist dispelled their disguises one-by-one, and then when the last of them arrived, he pulled up the ladder.

“We can’t linger long, but we can coordinate our actions now that we have eyes and time,” the Alchemist said. “Mozzahr could come at any moment. The emissaries can do little to him—he can run through their S-rank wards without breaking strides, and their spells are similarly ineffective.”

“Good gods…” Durran muttered, shaking his head at the unimaginable feat.

Even Argrave hadn’t been expecting this level of prowess from Mozzahr. The player fought with him after he’d been wounded and spent his Emptiness fighting Sataistador, so the battle was wholly different from his full strength. Hopefully, Erlebnis could soften him similarly in this timeline.

“This city is one of nearly eighty-thousand Annals of the Universe,” the Alchemist continued. “Any single one of the books constructing these eighty thousand cities might have the knowledge we need. Though the books implant knowledge directly into the soul immediately, we lack the time to go through every one,” he said, greatly simplifying things. “We require a way to search more efficiently. Thus, we must find a Lodestar.”

Argrave nodded knowingly. Lodestars were the second type of servant to Erlebnis. A Lodestar’s purpose was to manage a single section of the Annals of the Universe. Each one had complete knowledge of what was contained within their section, and more broadly knew where certain subjects could be found in the rest of the Annals. These creatures were the emissaries’ lodestars in their search for knowledge in this sea of wisdom, hence the name—each emissary had to learn on their own, for they could not contain the unquantifiable knowledge that Erlebnis had accumulated over millennia.

In Heroes of Berendar, the player came to Erlebnis’ realm as his mortal champion. The player could only access the first Annal of the Universe, and barring Onychinusa, the player only communicated with the Lodestar in their service to Erlebnis. The Lodestar possessed the magical potency of the emissaries while lacking their physical weakness. It was quite a monstrous foe, though they never ventured far from Erlebnis’ power.

“When we locate a Lodestar, we must subdue it. I must consume it within myself, alchemizing it inside my body to harvest its power. I can access the Lodestar’s ability to parse the Annals. If fighting it does not alert Erlebnis, accessing the Lodestar’s power undoubtedly will. We’ll be travelling quickly, stealing the knowledge we seek with all Erlebnis’ forces in pursuit. Put simply, we must struggle for our lives,” the Alchemist outlined.


Chapter 46

Argrave stepped through the streets of this Annal of the Universe, isolated from all his companions. The words of the Alchemist ran in his head, making his directive clear.

“We will separate,” the Alchemist had said. “Each of you will follow a predetermined route I’ve calculated to be most efficient. I will bestow upon each of you with a power Almazora gave this spear,” he said, hefting it into the air. “It will allow you to detect the fluctuations of magic in the air. The Lodestar casts a spell every time it fulfills an emissary’s request, and so you must find an area where the pulses of magic come rapidly—seek that out, and you will find the Lodestar. I hope I need not mention… try not to mistake Mozzahr’s rampaging for the Lodestar. They should be easy to distinguish, even for you people,” his grating voice reminded them.

“Try not to take too long,” he said, glancing at the spear. “The gods bestowed this weapon with various powers to aid us in this heist. To manifest them, it eats away at the essence of this spear—the blessing that I ripped from Ingo’s body. In case this cautionary point does not stick, allow me to rephrase: if you take too long, we may not be able to return the way we entered.” His gray eyes scanned them from behind his bony armor. “And perhaps not return at all.”

Argrave put one foot in front of the other, sensing the magic pulsate through this Annal of the Universe. There was much on his mind to distract him—he worried if Orion could manage being disguised, he worried if Anneliese’s Starsparrow had drawn attention, he worried about making a mistake himself, and he worried about taking too long to find the Lodestar and thus needing to leave Erlebnis’ realm in a more unconventional manner. It was stress enough to give him a migraine, but Argrave shelved it all and walked onward.

Even though it was probably a terrible idea, he called upon the connection with Elenore, asking, “How’s the battle going?”

“Aren’t you busy?” Elenore asked.

“Yes,” Argrave replied, glancing from side to side as he passed by emissaries. “Just tell me.”

“Aren’t I busy?” she answered with a sigh audible even through their mental link, then summarized, “Galamon let a small elite force to capitalize on the chaos Castro and Onychinusa caused. They caused a lot of damage and retreated safely, but the casualties on our side weren’t small. Now, our forces endure a siege. Their morale is faltering as Mozzahr reclaims the Emptiness he bestowed upon his subordinates, and we have a decisive advantage. Even still, shamanic magic is nightmarish to deal with.”

“And Anestis?” Argrave pressed. “How is his mission going? He set off, right? The Stonepetal Sentinels are doing their duty?”

“He’s on the road,” she informed him. “Now shut up. I have enough on my mind already, and I won’t endanger you by talking because of some whimsy on your end.”

Argrave managed a smile even despite the stressful situation, and was once again alone in this terrifyingly bleak brown city.

“Hold on,” Elenore’s voice came once again. “Word from Anneliese. She says she thinks that she’s found a Lodestar, but… it’s dangerously close to Mozzahr. It seems to be falling back, but…”

Argrave’s attention focused, and their whole party exchanged information with Elenore as their nexus. After ample coordination, they finally managed to coordinate a meeting spot.

“Thanks for the aid, Elenore,” he told her as he walked upon the rest of his party. “You’re good at this game of telephone.”

“I’m skilled at analyzing situations which I cannot see,” his sister informed him. “But you’re together again, so I’m off. Contact me again when I’m needed.”

Argrave stepped up to his companions, standing together as they waited disguised in their monstrous imitations of the emissaries. The Alchemist was only marginally more horrifying than he normally was, twisted grotesquely like Erlebnis’ servants.

“Go to the roof,” the Alchemist directed Argrave at once, pointing to a set of stairs that were narrow and bendy yet somehow managed to find their way to a roof. “You can see it.”

Argrave took the stairs cautiously, his large feet having trouble with their thin surfaces. When he finally made it to the top, his eyes scanned the cityscape. After a time, he spotted a metallic gleam that was decidedly different from the red metal in the sky, and focused on it.

The Lodestar was a golem made of bronze. It stood taller than most buildings which made it easily noticeable, yet its bronze slightly disguised it in the buildings. It had some peculiarities to it differentiating it from most golems. Its head was constructed in the image of a sun, with sunrays pointing outwards from all directions. Its joints and its eyes were the odder parts—they were three bronze rings of descending size so that they might fit inside each other. These rings had Erlebnis’ strange power which looked like red liquid metal inside them, spinning and turning the rings about as the limbs moved or the eyes turned.

A tremor rocked the building as Argrave watched, and his eyes were drawn to another figure. Mozzahr was also near—definitely a good deal more distant than the Lodestar, but close enough to evoke discomfort. Comprehending the scene, Argrave walked down and joined his allies, looking about for emissaries in paranoia before he spoke.

“I saw it,” Argrave said. “And I felt Mozzahr, too. He’s near. The moment we attack that Lodestar, I’m positive it’ll draw his attention.” He looked up at the Alchemist in his monstrous faux-emissary form. “We can move to another city. No need to risk this.”

“We fight this one,” the Alchemist declared.

“What?” Argrave said evenly. “Am I missing something?”

“You were right in your analysis,” the Alchemist nodded. “But time is of the essence. Maintaining disguises, and these magical-detection blessings… it’s degrading the spear. We would be best taking opportunity when it comes, not praying to find another leagues away.” He looked at Argrave. “Or do you doubt my knowledge of the weapon I made?”

“No,” Argrave shook his head, biting his lip. “Damn it all. No luck.”

Durran patted his shoulder. “You’ve been lucky enough in other areas. Reflect back on this moment when you’re sitting on your throne.”

Argrave looked at him. “Raring to go, huh?”

“Oh, I’m about to vomit,” Durran raised his hands up. “But I already sold my life to that man there, so… it helps take the edge off.”

“I guess I’ll deal with the fleshy ones,” Melanie mused, biting her thumb. “I don’t even have my sword, but if I did… no good against bronze. My blessing from Raccomen can let me slip past their wards, and I’m good enough with these hidden chains I keep.”

“Less talking,” Orion said. “Time wastes.”

“Right,” Anneliese nodded in agreement. “Let’s get ready.”

***

The members of the heist spread out in the city, slowly taking positions as to surround the Lodestar. As Argrave walked, his careful eye on the golem as it marched through the streets, he heard its monotonous voice echo out.

“Applicant Zeta,” it said in its deep voice that sounded like a metallic whistle. An emissary stepped forth and put its hand on the bronze golem, and when it pulled away, red metallic strands danced out of its body and into the emissary. The whole process took less than a second, and then the golem continued, “Applicant Eta. Applicant Theta. Applicant Iota. Applicant Kappa. Applicant Lambda.”

Emissaries swarmed near the Lodestar, collecting whatever knowledge they needed from it and then dispersing into the streets with the location of the knowledge they needed in mind. Argrave’s steady advance to take an advantageous position went unnoticed and unmolested, but he was acutely aware of Mozzahr’s distant struggle against the emissaries. The Lodestar reached Omega in its list of applicants, and then looped around to the beginning—Alpha.

“All ready,” came Elenore’s voice in his head. That was his cue to begin—and his heart’s cue for nervousness, it seemed, for it beat within his chest as though he was running a marathon.

“In this domain, concentration is limitless,” Argrave whispered, conjuring the Domain of Law. He felt the cost of it wearing at his will, but had the mental wherewithal enough to do his part.

Argrave stood atop a building. He looked up in the air, then mimed drawing back a bow. His blood echoes spread out along the roof—two, four, eight, sixteen, yet finally stopping at a straining twenty-four. He’d hoped for thirty-two, but even with the Domain of Law aiding him, this was his limit.

But then… with a new spell of his make at his disposal, twenty-four would be more than enough for the show starter. This modification had been hellish to figure out, but he was glad that he had.

Argrave cast not a B-rank, but an A-rank spell, and all his twenty-four echoes mimicked him. This had been the crux of his problems—translating the B-rank [Bloodfeud Bow] to an A-rank format had been immensely difficult, but it was the only way to accommodate the scope of the changes he made.

Twenty-five huge bows of blood took shape, pointed toward the sky. As their maroon arrows came to life, they cracked and sparked with lightning, lighting their surroundings in red light of a darker hue than the ambience from the sky. The intensity of the spell made the disguise shielding Argrave dissipate, but he cared not. He listened to the droning of the Lodestar as it listed off applicant after applicant. He watched the silver bracer on his arm wear down, completely honed in on his task.

When he felt the power of the blood echoes reach their limit… Argrave released his personal spell: [Bloodarc Bow].

Twenty-five crimson bolts shot into the air, letting out the roar of thunder from their sheer power. They soared up, up, and up… yet Argrave willed them to arc, and they obeyed. What soared upward with tremendous speed descended again like judgment. Argrave looked at the Lodestar as it turned its bronze head from the noise.

As Argrave stared, the tremendous might of [Bloodarc Bow] rained down upon the Lodestar like divine judgment. A surge of deep crimson light bathed the area as the blood-infused lightning coursed through the Lodestar. Jagged bolts danced from the bronze golem to the hundreds of emissaries nearby, turning them into black and charred masses that were virtually unrecognizable.

Argrave had toiled greatly to perfect [Bloodarc Bow]. It combined the power-scaling of [Bloodfeud Bow], the control over the projectile of [Electric Eel], and the attribute of a third spell: [Chain Lightning], where the site of impact caused other bolts of lightning to jump out at other targets. It was not quite as devastating as its foundational spell, its projectiles were not quite as maneuverable as the eels, and the secondary bolts were not half as numerous as [Chain Lightning].

But the charred site before Argrave stood as personal testament to the strength of his spell. Only the Lodestar still moved, forced to kneel after the tremendous blow it suffered. Its bronze head slowly turned to Argrave, and the rotating rings comprising its eyes seemed like the vile orbs of a demon.

“Temporarily suspending new applicants,” the Lodestar said, voice echoing in the now-silent city. “Foreign hostile presence reported as Disturbance Beta.”

All of the other members of the heist stepped out, their disguises gone. Anneliese and Durran rose up on a roof opposite Argrave. On each side of the street, Orion and the Alchemist blocked it, while Melanie watched from the alleys, watching for more approaching emissaries for her to silently dispatch.

“Local entities notified of Disturbance Beta,” the Lodestar continued, raising its hands up. The Blessing of Supersession surged within its inanimate body, pooling it with unfathomable magic. “Starting combat: Session Alpha.”

Even with the ambush, the Lodestar had not fallen. And after that loud display of power, others would surely come knocking.


Chapter 47

Even though the bronze golem serving Erlebnis called upon the Blessing of Supersession and alerted all emissaries in the area, Argrave did not feel worried about this battle. He was more worried that someone—namely, Mozzahr, or even Erlebnis himself—would come across them than anything else. That hung above like the blade of a guillotine.

Their assault of the Lodestar was an efficient and well-planned process. The Alchemist, armed with the spell [Requite], countered the bronze golem as it attempted to cast spells. He had the fastest casting speed, and frankly, Argrave didn’t want to use so much of the spirits Durran had painstakingly collected. Let the Alchemist call upon his personal supply. Wind, water, or fire—all of it was rebounded back into the construct, chipping away at the golem’s body surface. It was a sturdy thing, and so they were not afraid of damaging it.

Meanwhile, Durran, Argrave, and Anneliese, standing on the roof, waited for opportunity for precise attacks. It was imperative that they not damage its head, as the Alchemist claimed that was where the core of its power rested. They targeted the rotating orbs of rings comprising its joints, wearing away at those.

Orion, meanwhile, locked down its movement. Physically, he was about its equal in strength—he stood near its feet, contesting it physically whenever it attempted to make a move. He was caught in the crossfire one too many times, but never seemed to complain, let alone notice it.

Melanie was their lookout. Argrave had instructed his Brumesingers to stay with her, utilizing their mist enhanced by the dryad’s mysterious magic. Blindness, magic dampening, and all other foul maladies inflicted the living beings that walked within their mist—emissaries included. Fortunately, Melanie had been immunized with a blessing from a dryad just as all other members of this party. 

She roamed the alleys of the City Annals, shielded by the brume as she killed unsuspecting emissaries attempting to support the Lodestar. Raccomen’s blessing allowing her to travel through space was invaluable, as it could completely bypass wards and get her out of harm’s way for any spells. Even without magic—or her sword, for that matter—she proved more than equal to the task. Every second she earned her place in their party even despite her self-doubt.

But Melanie was not infallible—emissaries started to make their way through, targeting all of them with precise magic. They were being surrounded body by body, just as they surrounded the Lodestar, and the circle tightened as they waited out the five minutes. And even amidst all of that, it was abundantly clear that Mozzahr was coming.

Then, like a nozzle turned on a faucet, the five minutes granted by the Blessing of Supersession ran out, and the Lodestar was left with nothing. Argrave perceived the change and shouted, “Hit hard! He’s vulnerable!”

But Argrave didn’t need to speak—the Alchemist stepped forward, spear in hand, and cut right through the Lodestar’s limb. Its metal groaned as it collapsed to the ground, then lunged out at the Alchemist like a beast. He stepped on its huge bronze hand, then plunged the spear into its elbow, dismembering one of its arms.

The Alchemist leaned forth on his spear and jammed his fingers beneath the head of the fallen Lodestar. He pulled, pulled, and pulled upon its head, keeping its body still with his foot. Then, with a mighty creak, it ripped free of the place. The bronze body sagged to the ground, lifeless, yet the head still droned on, reporting its actions.

“Bloody hell!” Durran shouted, jumping off the roof of the building as several spells headed his way. It slammed into the building he’d been standing on, and broken books scattered everywhere. The magic within them dissipated upward, heading for the red sky above. The man collapsed on the ground, grunting painfully. But he was alive—and that was more than enough.

Argrave looked back as emissaries swarmed their position. He realized that Melanie’s good work was nearing its limit, and decided to head down to the Alchemist before he met Durran’s fate. Everyone else had similar ideas. As they came to the Alchemist standing before the body of the Lodestar, he subsumed its head inside himself.

At once, the indomitable Alchemist hunched over, clutching his chest. His whole body glowed, and the strange metallic red liquid poured out of his eyes, his ears, as his entire body bubbled viciously. He was alchemizing its head to consume its power and use it for himself. Argrave couldn’t begin to imagine what was actually happening within him.

“Protect him!” Argrave shouted, hoping that this wasn’t an ill omen.

The emissaries came onto them like a swarm of hyenas. Melanie persisted alone for a time, but even she was forced to come back and rejoin the pack. With [Requite], they could stem the tide of emissaries… but the emissaries seemed to be well familiar with Argrave’s tactic, now. They did not seek to bombard with relentless power as they had in the Bloodwoods—now, rather, they were like biting wolves, lashing out only when weakness was shown. And it was nearly working. With greater numbers, they’d fall.

“It’s done,” the Alchemist said, his voice strained and quiet. “The Lodestar’s power is mine.”

Argrave dared a glance back. The monstrous man rose up, using the spear to straighten. Hands sprouted from his armor of bone and reached out to them, grasping their heads, and then he cast [Worldstrider]. The world shifted around them as Argrave accepted the teleportation.

When sight returned, Argrave staggered around, getting his footing in the unfamiliar location. They were on a distant building in the city, but as Argrave looked around, he saw the scene of their fight. The Alchemist had not taken them far.

It’s over, he realized, walking with shaky steps to a railing on the roof. The scene was eerily quiet, as all of the emissaries had likely pooled over where near Argrave had been.

“Yeah!” was the first thing Argrave heard, as Durran walked about celebrating. “By the gods, that was a close one.”

“It was excellently performed, Your Majesty. I could feel the Lodestar’s weakness after your barrage. You deserve the glory,” Orion praised him.

“Glory? Who’s around to watch?” Melanie protested, then shook her head, breathing heavy. “I need a little… break,” she sat down. “Water, mages? Please? Make some?”

Durran walked over, conjuring water in Melanie’s empty cup. “That was a tense fight. But you made the right call,” he pointed at the Alchemist. “That weird elf never found us in time.”

“I didn’t advise we fight that Lodestar because it was prudent.” The Alchemist looked at the scene. “Erlebnis has vast hoards of knowledge, true. But he also has… more treasures.”

“Wait...” Anneliese stepped up to him. “Where does this come from?”

“I didn’t lie. The spear does degrade as I use it,” the Alchemist said simply, looking down at Argrave. “But if we had gone to another Annal, far from Mozzahr, and found its Lodestar… it would have been simpler, and safer. I was not entirely truthful about that.”

“What the hell was that, then? A good bit of fun?” Melanie gestured at the site of their fight. Mozzahr had arrived close, now, and chaos was reigniting as the swarm of emissaries descended upon him in place of them. “Are you bloody mental?”

“After that fight, Mozzahr will know that we are Erlebnis’ enemies, now, the same as he is,” the Alchemist continued. “You claim he’s intelligent—and if he is intelligent, he’ll ask the emissaries where we are.” He looked at Argrave. “They’ll tell him. They won’t ally, but they will tell him where we are, simply because they lose nothing by doing so.”

Argrave stood there, mouth agape, and huffed in disbelief. “Melanie’s right—are you bloody mental?”

“Erlebnis’ vault of treasures isn’t open as the Annals of the Universe are,” the Alchemist said. “Only he, himself, can access what’s within. Alternatively… someone roughly as powerful as him might break in.” His eyes wandered to where Mozzahr was likely waiting. As if in ominous prediction, the site was silent. “I suggest we use Mozzahr to open Erlebnis’ vault.”

Wide-eyed, Argrave leaned up against the building’s railing. His mind raced. Only one person had managed to steal something from Erlebnis’ vault—that person was Oril Valar, the vampire that Argrave had sold down the river at the very beginning of his time here. By betraying him to Erlebnis, Argrave had earned the Blessing of Supersession, an invaluable power that had carried him through most of his life here.

But Argrave knew there was much more there. Erlebnis didn’t deal in knowledge alone—oftentimes he needed wealth or items to entice people to give him what he wanted. The vault was built to entice. Erlebnis sometimes took the player on tours there, showing them everything that was within to manipulate their sense of greed.

And damn if that greed wasn’t flaring, now.

“The things within that vault have been collected by a god over millennia of existence,” the Alchemist said. “They are tools meant to sway kings, queens, emperors, and even gods. And nothing would please me more than to head within, and deprive Erlebnis of everything. Rob him blind.” The Alchemist’s grip tightened around the white spear.

“Stealing his knowledge is one thing—all of it exists within his mind, so he would truly lose nothing. But stealing his wealth? His actions on this plane would be hampered irreparably. Not all men and women bow before the lure of knowledge—some are swayed by material things, and he would lose that option for a long time.” The Alchemist gestured toward Argrave. “You may keep it all. I ask only to borrow what I wish from it upon request.”

“Keep it. Yeah. All this is assuming we pull this off—which I’ve gotta say, sounds like a damned impossibility.” Argrave laughed in disbelief. “What if Erlebnis himself shows up? What if Mozzahr is a little bit too much of a bull for us matadors to wrangle?”

“It’s difficult…” the Alchemist nodded. “But not impossible. I would assume most of the risk. Mozzahr wants this spear, as he’s demonstrated. I am the ideal target. And with Mozzahr in eager pursuit, Erlebnis will target him before us. He is the larger threat, and he’ll tolerate no mortals in his realm beside slaves. I doubt Mozzahr would be willing to broker a deal, either. He seemed uncompromising, judging by our exchange before coming here. He’s too proud for cooperation.”

Argrave started laughing loudly. Everyone else was watching the streets in paranoia, but they were having a lucky break—or perhaps the streets had thinned while converging on them, and now Mozzahr was dealing with the aftermath of that.

Anneliese crossed her arms as Argrave giggled, staring at the Alchemist. “This stems from something else beside greed, or hampering Erlebnis’ activities on this mortal realm.” She walked closer. “This is personal.”

Argrave quieted, his humor dying when Anneliese spoke with certainty. The Alchemist offered no answer for a time, and everyone stared at him tensely.

“It isn’t impersonal,” he said, voice low and gravelly. “But pragmatic and personal aren’t mutually exclusive. This is the right choice,” the Alchemist insisted. “But it’s still your choice.”

“Really? After that stunt you pulled, making us fight that Lodestar unnecessarily? You had all damned month to disclose this,” Durran said, waving his hands around.

“I agree. The deception was unwarranted,” Orion nodded. “The Alchemist exposed us to the danger of Mozzahr by outing us as the enemy of Erlebnis. He’ll be able to track us better, now.”

“What’s done is done. We’re unharmed. Let me think for a moment,” Argrave raised his hand. “Just… let me think.”

The heist was, reasonably, over. The Alchemist could use the Lodestar’s power and discover the location of the knowledge they needed. Between [Worldstrider] and the spear, they had unprecedented mobility in this area. They could be in and out. Barring bad luck, it was a simple finish.

But did Argrave take his profits… or take a chance to financially ruin a god?


Chapter 48

Argrave crossed his arms. Frankly, he was leaning toward accepting this offer. But he wasn’t ignorant of the leverage and the opportunity he had, in more ways than material alone.

“If we do this… I need to know exactly what your relationship with Erlebnis is.” He shook his head. “Not just that—all of who you are. I don’t even know your name. I need to know I can trust you absolutely, beyond the dictates of deals of convenience. I need to know you.”

“Even now we speak too long for comfort,” the Alchemist said, his voice harsh and judgmental. “Do you expect me to stand here speaking of my history spanning centuries?”

“You won’t need to say a word, and it won’t take any longer than a few seconds,” Argrave shook his head. “If this is personal, like Anneliese said, then there will be records of you somewhere here in these Annals,” he waved his hand around. “Use the Lodestar’s ability. Take me to these records. Let me learn.”

The Alchemist’s hand grew in size and clamped down harder upon the spear. He took a few steps forward. “You don’t understand what you ask for. You can’t conceive of it.”

“Awfully high opinion of yourself.” Argrave narrowed his eyes as the looming figure towered above him.

“Just… agree,” the Alchemist insisted. “I act in our best interests. We are bound by your union of the other gods.”

“That’s my condition,” Argrave shrugged. “Take it or leave it.”

The Alchemist lashed out, kicking the railing that Argrave leaned up against. He stepped away in panic, before he realized that no harm was meant—the man was merely venting his frustrations.

“We really don’t have all day,” Melanie reminded them urgently. “Especially not if you’re drawing attention like that.”

“Decide,” Argrave gestured toward him. “I won’t relent.”

“You must swear that you will see this heist through, no matter what you learn,” the Alchemist finally looked over.

Argrave blinked. “We’re trapped together, so why would I—”

“Swear it,” the Alchemist repeated.

He swallowed uncertainly. “Sure. I swear.”

“No. Swear it as Durran has,” the Alchemist gestured. “Let me mark you.”

Argrave greatly hesitated upon hearing that, but the more he thought on it, the more he was certain his brain and soul would be juiced regardless if he didn’t complete the heist. So, he nodded.

“Fine. No matter what I learn about your past, I will continue working with you for the duration of this heist. That doesn’t mean I’ll rob Erlebnis’ vault—if I don’t like what I learn, I retain the right to refuse. You may mark me with that in mind.”

The Alchemist grew a hand from his chest. His armor of bone parted for his fingers as they grabbed at his skin. They gripped his flesh tightly, then tore a strip of skin off like parchment. He wrote something on it, then held it out before Argrave. The writing repeated what he had just said—no matter what Argrave learns, he would work with the Alchemist even still, elsewise the Alchemist may liquify his brain and shatter his soul.

“Do you accept?” the Alchemist asked.

Argrave nodded. “Yes.”

The parchment burnt away in a gray fire, the embers swirling through the air around Argrave’s face. He felt them touch the back of his neck, and chills ran all down his body. He felt as though his flesh was being massaged, strangely enough, and when next he reached back he could feel the same spiral he had seen on Durran’s neck.

Everyone looked at him—Durran with a measure of smug satisfaction, Anneliese with concern, Orion with unease, and Melanie with what looked to be respect, tempered by a heavy degree of uneasiness.

“We’ve wasted enough time,” the Alchemist said, his voice quiet and subdued far more than it usually was. “Once I use the Lodestar’s ability, we will draw all opponents. And remember well that vow, lest you kill yourself, Argrave.”

***

Mozzahr stood atop the dead body of the bronze golem, staring at its empty husk missing its head. All around, wisps of teal energy drifted—remnants from his quick dispatch of all of the emissaries that came to attack. These things were never something that posed a genuine threat to him. All of his rampaging had been for the sole purpose of drawing Argrave out, and doing damage to Erlebnis’ realm as much as possible.

But now… things were different. In this grand sea of life and existence, Mozzahr knew hardship was often opportunity in disguise. If one peered closely at a challenge, it might reveal itself as something with a hard shell with valuable innards. And looking upon this bronze golem, he saw the pearl within the oyster.

The king named Argrave had talked taller than he stood—no mean feat. Yet tall tales can often be true, and tall men can possess mettle to match. His talk of Gerechtigkeit, of robbing Erlebnis, of allying with the Ebon Cult… there was bite to back that bark. As much was proved by the gaping wound in Mozzahr’s chest, stitched together by his Emptiness and healed by his magic.

He looked through me, Mozzahr reflected. When was the last time that anyone did that? He saw me not as a nemesis nor an ally, but as a tool.

Upon thinking of it, he came to realize that the same was true from his end. But if Argrave had seen him as glass, Mozzahr had seen him as air. He had attempted to walk through the king with total disregard for his existence. And as consequence, he had stumbled after bumping into a solid obstacle.

The king was not Erlebnis’ pawn. Argrave and his mutant subordinate were just as much an unwanted presence here as he was. Mozzahr was brought away and dropped into this land as a loud distraction. In so doing, the king spared his army the wrath of the Ebon Cult at the height of its power and wrought a plague upon Erlebnis. He was nothing more than a barrel of oil ignited in this palace of knowledge.

Despite realizing this, indignance was a luxury that Mozzahr could not spend his time on. Mozzahr had tried to walk through his foe, and so reeled away upon discovery he was more solid than he appeared. But one who stumbles needs not fall so long as they kept their wits about them and strive for balance. Though it was difficult by nature, purchase could be found amidst crisis. And by nature, it was only in crisis that true exceptionality made itself known.

King Argrave of Vasquer, his opponent in this battle, had come to this realm for a reason. Knowing that objective would enable Mozzahr to take an advantageous position. Whether high or low, physical or metaphysical, Mozzahr could only find it, seize it, and wring the advantage out of it. And when Argrave came to him, seeking his goal… Mozzahr would not look past him again.

Mozzahr compelled his Emptiness into the body of the fallen bronze golem, working his power through its body to probe its construction. In time, its lifeless limbs began to move, and as it stood Mozzahr leisurely walked up to its shoulders. Soon, the golem stood tall once more, its once-red eyes and joints now glowing with teal. It walked forth down the empty streets, and Mozzahr stood steady as it did.

The knowledge that Argrave sought… Mozzahr would learn it, absorb it, and destroy it. If he could pull it off, it would truly be a pearl pried from the hard shell of an oyster, for this knowledge wound benefit the Ebon Cult and its future immeasurably. But regardless of the value of the knowledge, Mozzahr would make certain the king would have only one route forward—through him.

And for the king’s sake, his temperament had best change as much as Mozzahr’s had.

***

After being marked by the Alchemist, Argrave and his companions were taken away to a distant part of the Annals, ferried away by spirits. Once there, the Alchemist explained some key details to them.

“Once I engage with the Lodestar’s ability, all within the realm will be aware of our existence—even Erlebnis himself,” the Alchemist explained grimly. “I will quickly take Argrave to the information that he seeks about me. From there, he will make his decision about our route.”

“All following?” Argrave pressed.

Everyone slowly agreed in turn, though he could tell that this whole prospect was making them quite uneasy.

“How long do you think we’ll have?” Durran asked. “I mean… Erlebnis is a god, right? And this is his realm.”

“He’s already aware we’re here without a doubt,” the Alchemist summarized. “But once I call upon the Lodestar’s power, he’ll pinpoint me exactly. From there, our time depends largely on Mozzahr’s actions. It may be minutes. It may be hours. I cannot say.”

Argrave nodded. “Any more questions?”

After none came, the Alchemist sprouted hands from his body. They all gripped the top of their heads, and though it had been acceptable in times prior it was now quite alarming. “I shall begin. Be ready, Argrave, to delve into Erlebnis’ records. Time is of the essence, and I’ll not indulge you stumbling and babbling like an imbecile while opportunity slips away. Absorb the knowledge, and be ready to make your choice.”

The red metallic liquid surged out of the Alchemist’s being, rising up, up, and up, until it touched the writhing atmosphere above them. He saw the tendrils that connected dance, writhe, and surge, almost as though something was being transferred from the sky down to the Alchemist. His being surged with light, and his body bubbled as changes took him.

“There,” he said, his voice like cracking ice. “I’ve got it.”

The Alchemist raised his hand, casting [Worldstrider] once more.

The distance that they travelled was considerably more immense, and Argrave felt the oddity of spirit travel for a very long time. When his feet hit solid ground once again, there was already a book before his eyes.

“Take it,” the Alchemist said. “And learn why you should not learn.”

Argrave took the book, spurred by pressure, and flipped open the ugly brown binding. What waited within was a pool of Erlebnis’ power. It surged out of the book, gripping his mind.

And Argrave began to learn what, precisely, the Alchemist was. Or rather… who.


Chapter 49

When Argrave gained awareness of his surroundings once more, he stared at an old man behind a desk. The man wore a jet-black suit, and had one leg crossed over the other. His eyes gleamed gold, and he had a sharp beard and slicked back gray hair that accentuated his sharp and almost devilish features.

“I always knew we’d be speaking someday,” said the Keeper of the Annals. “The day that you were recorded within the Annals, I knew I’d see you here. I thought it would be in a more servile manner, granted, yet here you are all the same.”

Argrave tried to look, move, but both actions failed him. This man was the Keeper—he was the one who delivered knowledge onto the recipient in Erlebnis’ Annals of the Universe. In this condition, Argrave was unable to move, speak, or do anything at all, because he wasn’t physically here. Everything he saw was what he thought, and what he imagined.

“Sifting around in that head of yours was very entertaining,” the Keeper said, switching his crossed legs. “A shame I can keep none of what’s in there. But I’m not here to talk. I’m here to… contextualize,” the old man held out his hands. “Help you make sense of the records we have.”

The Keeper rose to his feet, striding around the desk until he sat atop the desk just before Argrave in his strange captivity. “Unfortunately, we aren’t privy to the details of the birth of the man you know as the Alchemist. We know him as Raven. He tells no one about his past, and any who might know it are dead or… indisposed. The information we possess leads us to believe we don’t know about his birth because it was insignificant. Because he was insignificant. He rose above that, obviously.”

The Keeper reached out of Argrave’s view, and then grabbed something. He pulled a monitor on a metal arm down before them, and Argrave’s metaphorical eyes jumped out of his metaphorical head. But then, the Keeper was in a classic suit, clearly foreign to this realm—perhaps a monitor was not so far-fetched, as both were figments of his imagination meant to process the information the book imparted.

“This thing—so convenient,” the Keeper marveled. “A shame I cannot keep your memory of this. But enough talk,” the old man looked at Argrave firmly. “Enjoy the tale of the Smiling Raven… or as he was known before his immortality, just Raven.”

Just then, a black raven dove out of the screen at Argrave’s face. And the last thing he saw before his vision distorted was its beady gray eyes, closing in on his.

***

“Tell me more of this Smiling Raven,” a voice said—Argrave felt as though it came from his mouth, but as his eyes finally managed to move, he spotted the Keeper.

The Keeper unbuttoned his suit jacket and sat down upon a rock before Argrave, and time froze. “Our first record of the Smiling Raven came from an emissary’s scouting duty. He was speaking to an informant of ours—an acolyte to the goddess Hause.” The old man reached into his suit pocket and pulled free a small black remote. He pressed the play button, and the scene resumed.

Argrave refocused on what was ahead. “The Smiling Raven?” the contact repeated. Argrave could distinguish no details about this figure—he wasn’t allowed access to that knowledge, apparently. “Hause gave him the name, but he sticks with just ‘Raven.’ No one knows much about him. Hause took him in during this cycle—apparently, she went out of her way to retrieve him, to name him her champion. The whole thing was very hush-hush. That’s not unusual.”

“And his disposition?” the emissary pressed.

“He likes the new powers that he has, but he’s somewhat doubtful of the whole idea of faith,” the contact explained. “There is one strange thing, though. Hause refuses to disclose why she took him in.”

“Refuses everyone?” the emissary tilted its head, and Argrave’s vision shifted with it. “Any idea why?”

“Not a clue,” the contact said. “All I know is that her refusal annoys Raven most of all. He was a spellcaster before all of this, apparently. Fancies himself the knower of the unknown—you know the type. Might be you work with them often.”

Argrave heard another click, and looked over to see the Keeper rising while pressing the pause button. He tossed the remote aside, buttoned his suit, and then snapped. The scene faded away, coalescing into the figure of a woman. She looked young—a teenager, perhaps, though there was a mystic air about her. Her white skin was flawless, and her blonde hair had the faintest highlights of auburn at its roots.

“This was the goddess Hause. Erlebnis took particular interest in all that went around near her, because her sphere was rather… compelling.” The Keeper stepped up to her side, arms crossed around his back. “She governed potential. She was the closest thing to a seer among any of the gods, either now or then. She could see the innate potential of anyone she laid eyes upon. And she saw something in Raven. Well… the Smiling Raven, as she named him, wanted to know what she saw,” the Keeper continued, stepping up to Argrave. “He wanted to know what he was, just like you do now. I can tell you’re already guessing where this leads.”

The Keeper grinned brightly, showing his white teeth. A raven broke free of them, once again consuming Argrave’s vision.

***

Myriad visions flowed through Argrave’s head as if he stared through a kaleidoscope. It all illustrated the vast complexity of Erlebnis’ schemes—the lengths that he went through to investigate things, the wide net of informants, witting and unwitting, that he cast in his pursuit of faint leads. It was deeply illuminating, and deeply terrifying.

Erlebnis constantly scrutinized everything—cities, towns, and the smallest of villages, looking for anything that was discarded or dropped. Beggars, hunters, administrators, nobles, and even kings… he employed them directly or by proxy, wringing every last bit of information out. Argrave realized that he would need to modify his Domain of Order in Blackgard if he truly hoped to be rid of Erlebnis’ influence. Even then, he saw all.

In these myriad visions, he saw Erlebnis close in on Raven. Though indebted to Hause, he was still a man seeking answers he was not permitted to have. His desire to know more led him away from her side, for she offered no answers that were satisfactory. He followed subtle hints, leading questions, cleverly placed notes and clues… it was like a trail of breadcrumbs, leading right into Erlebnis’ arms.

After a long time of delving through things long forgotten, the kaleidoscope faded away and one scene came to the forefront of Argrave’s journey of the mind. He beheld the Alchemist—the Smiling Raven, or more simply Raven—for the first time in Erlebnis’ long plot against Hause. And the man he saw was far removed from the image that Argrave possessed of him.

“I only seek answers,” Raven said. “Is that so much to ask of her?”

Raven was tall, and had gray hair that came from genetics rather than age. He dressed very well, sporting decadent finery, rings on his fingers, and jewelry dangling from his neck. Yet some aspects of the Alchemist that Argrave knew persisted. Even at this time, he still possessed mastery over his body. A cloak of raven feathers descended down from his neck, making him appear larger and more regal than he was. But of yet, that was the extent of his modification.

“Hause’s given me much,” Raven continued. “She has made my body mirror my self-image. That is a power beyond the realm of any magic I’ve learned. I will fight Gerechtigkeit, as she wishes. But I need answers to do so.”

Argrave felt one small ray of enlightenment—the Alchemist’s body, his unique constitution, was a blessing vested in him by a god. His body mirrored his self-image, apparently. If that were true, it meant that Argrave saw the Alchemist as he saw himself—a gargantuan noseless monstrosity with gray skin, gray eyes, and infinite adaptability.

“Seeking answers is the natural human path,” the emissary told Raven sagely. “To deny you that is an answer within itself, however.”

“Don’t try and turn me,” Raven shook his head. “Whether in my magic order, the royal palace, or Hause’s court, I know words and their use.”

“But words mean a little more to you now, don’t they?” the emissary held its grotesque arms out, and Raven flinched in obvious disgust. “With words alone, your self-image may shift.”

As pieces fit into place in Argrave’s head, the scene froze. The Keeper stepped into view. “You see it now. The Alchemist loathes conversation because his thoughts are his body. He has abandoned this Raven fellow you see, now. If he does not fully assume the identity of the Alchemist, he may shift away from that. He may, once again, become the fragile man you see here, Raven,” the Keeper waved back, then straightened his tie. “Or… he might once again become the Smiling Raven.”

The Keeper vanished and the scene resumed, and Raven said, “I’m aware. Hause refuses to tell me why she picked me. And you claim the reason she picked me is the reason why she will not tell me my potential. She believes that if I learn my prospects, my body will shift to match.”

“We do,” the emissary nodded.

“Have you proof?” Raven pressed. “More than just claims, more to distinguish this from another machination of the god of knowledge?”

“The god of knowledge has only knowledge,” the emissary claimed. “And we have learned that Hause ensures all of her other servants know precisely where you are, and precisely how you die. She fears you will kill her.”

Raven laughed. “That’s ludicrous. She took me under her wing.”

“And what better place for her killer than beneath her?” the emissary stepped away, retrieving a case. “But take not our word alone. We have thoroughly documented how, precisely, she prepares her own people to move against you. She has taken more measures against you than she has the other gods in this struggle against Gerechtigkeit.”

Raven took the case… and then the scene faded away.

***

“It took a long time to bring him around,” said the Keeper, standing in a space of blackness so absolute he seemed nothing more than a talking head with his suit. “Raven was… thorough. He vetted every single one of the people that he knew as his colleagues, and the goddess that he’d taken as his master. Apparently, when they first met, Hause told Raven that she saw something in him. Well… she did.” The Keeper’s golden eyes gleamed. “She saw potential. But she was very clearly not a seer, for she couldn’t predict her suspicion bred suspicion.”

The Keeper walked around Argrave, his voice echoing in his ears. “Erlebnis coveted Hause’s ability. Time and time again, the people she had chosen as champions changed the entire landscape of the mortal world. He tried to replicate her success with many people—Onychinusa was the latest of such examples. But Hause was a little more… empathetic, shall we say, than Erlebnis was. Erlebnis always failed to imitate her consequently. And so… he sought out a weak link in her court. He aimed to subvert rather than imitate.”

“The plan was simple,” the Keeper said. “Erlebnis wanted Hause as a slave—that was his intention from the start. But along the way, we learned why Hause feared the Smiling Raven so much as to prepare all her personnel to eliminate him.” The old man stepped closer through the void, coming to stand before Argrave. “You’ve already guessed the answer. I need not say it.”

It wasn’t her death she feared, no—Raven possessed potential to do much more than that, Argrave thought.

“Precisely.” The Keeper nodded despite Argrave’s silence, reading the depths of his mind. “The Smiling Raven had the potential to be a force beyond mortality, godhood, and Gerechtigkeit himself. But what actually happened… a tragedy, really. Something harsh enough to morph him into his present state. Inhuman. Contemptuous. Sociopathic. And woefully… subdued.”

The Keeper stepped away. “You have seen Raven. He was still human when we spoke to him, at first. But as Erlebnis’ words wormed their way into his head, and as the stresses of Hause’s scrutiny wore away at him… he embraced his role as the Smiling Raven. He actualized the potential that Hause saw, and grew into the name she bestowed upon him. And she had only herself to blame.”

The Keeper smiled broadly. “You thought Mozzahr was frightening? Well… let’s continue.”

Powerful winds seized the area, and the Keeper’s slicked gray hair blew in the wind. He faced the gale, golden eyes gleaming powerfully. And on the horizon, at the edge of the infinite blackness, came a raven with a wingspan of a mile. It had a crest of gray feathers across its chest and along the edge of its wings. It landed and spread these wings proudly, the gray feathers like the teeth in a smile.

And within its eyes, Argrave saw the birth of the Smiling Raven. 


Chapter 50

“What would you do if Anneliese had been collaborating with Erlebnis the whole time, to entrap you?”

Argrave recognized the Keeper’s voice, but he saw nothing of the man himself. Still, left alone with his thoughts, that proposal stirred an unimaginable burden within. It was so utterly wounding that he could barely conceive of it. Of everyone, Anneliese was the sole person he would trust in any circumstance.

“Look at you… so permeable,” the Keeper mused. He heard the steps of his dress shoes behind, but could not see the man himself. “Well, Raven had an Anneliese of his own. Sonia.”

A woman appeared in Argrave’s sight. Deep black hair, short, and with green eyes… she reminded Argrave of Mina of Veden, somewhat. She had the same guarded playfulness about her.

“Sonia worked alongside Raven as the one to educate him of the teachings of Hause. In the end, it blossomed into something more than teacher and student. But she was loyal to Hause before their relationship. Raven thought the opposite, but Erlebnis knew the truth. He kept it close at hand, waiting for the perfect time…”

The Keeper stepped into view, stroking his finely trimmed gray beard. “Erlebnis developed a gambit. Perhaps it would have succeeded if not for the fickleness of others—gods and humans both.” He stepped up to Argrave. “But people are fickle, and the world is unpredictable. On the eve of when we intended to reveal Sonia was prepared to combat the Smiling Raven alongside all of the other members of Hause’s court… the goddess finally relented. She told Raven what his potential was. She revealed everything that she’d been hiding, shattering our designs with a moment of weakness.”

The Keeper sighed deeply. He pulled up a stool and sat down before Argrave. “Had she remained stalwart, persisting in her refusal to divulge the information… everything might have gone Erlebnis’ way. Raven would have turned traitor, helped undermine Hause’s court, and when the time is right… Erlebnis and his emissaries would’ve helped Raven find the answers he was looking for. As a side bonus, Hause would’ve been enslaved. Instead, a single crack in the glass broke the whole window.”

Argrave’s head whirled somewhat. The Alchemist still had his blessing, ostensibly—didn’t that mean Hause lived?

“You’re rushing to the end of the story,” the Keeper scolded. “Here. Watch,” he commanded with a snap.

Argrave once again viewed the perspective of an emissary. Raven stood there, but he was far different. He was taller, paler, stronger, and more deadly. What had once been a cloak of raven was now the unsightly mass of hair that the Alchemist currently displayed, if less organized than it was in the present. As his mind was changing, his self-image… so too was his appearance.

“Even… Sonia?” Raven questioned, his voice starting to take on the harsher aspects of cracking ice that Argrave so fondly remembered. He wore no more rings, sported no more jewelry, and his clothes were ripped and stained.

“We’re afraid so, Raven.”

“On the pier… on the pier, she said…” Raven mumbled, looking up. His skin bubbled, and Argrave thought he might grow nauseous if he were in his true body. “Hause is not a goddess of whimsy, of base torture. I have purpose. They… care for me.”

“They do so at a distance, and with gloves on,” the emissary continued. “You are a dog that they have tamed. A monster that they fear. An evil within their midst, that they handle with care only because there is no alternative.” It held its arms out. “We cannot say what the nature of your potential is. But that secret denied—can you say they trust you, if they will not let you know yourself? They would tell you the truth if they cared for you more.”

Raven laughed. His voice was a rough cackle, and it said far more than any words would have. Knowing what Argrave knew—that Hause had told Raven his potential—made the emissary’s words take an ironic bent.

“Take some time. Think about it,” the emissary urged. “And when we return… perhaps we can aid in helping you find the truth.”

The image faded to black, and Argrave was once against cast into a dark oblivion. He heard the Keeper’s voice, quiet as a whisper.

“By the time our informant told us that Hause had relented to Raven’s pleas, we had already cast the die. Hause had told him the truth—what that truth is, only he knows. But whatever it was, it changed Hause’s actions in his mind from a suspicious tyrant to a concerned and benevolent mother. Perhaps he could have handled that knowledge on his own—resisted his inner nature. But after Erlebnis had spun the tale, it only made Raven think he was a monster that needed to be watched and monitored, lest he do irrevocable damage. The Smiling Raven was actualized, in mind and body.”

Argrave next saw a great shambling figure walking through the streets, his body twisting and writhing in impossible ways. He heard the Keeper’s voice in his head.

“Potentiation,” the man explained. “That is how we described the Smiling Raven’s ability. His body isn’t merely a vehicle for alchemy, for constant change. It’s capable of potentiation. Endless potentiation, with life as fuel.”

The emissary that Argrave viewed this scene through raised its hands, calling upon the Blessing of Supersession to rain down countless spells upon the Smiling Raven. There were hundreds of others alongside it. The Smiling Raven took the spells effortlessly, body morphing and twisting to cast spells in defense. When it came upon the group of emissaries, it relentlessly consumed them.

It descended upon a city with brutish strength. Ravens of pure black magic flew out of its body, seizing all living things with reckless abandon. Upon realizing defeat was inevitable, the emissary calmly relayed this information back to Erlebnis… and accepted absorption into the great mass of the Smiling Raven. Argrave’s last perception was the intense pain of the emissary’s death.

“That was the first we saw of his new form. We don’t know what triggered it, what his goal was, or even if he was truly capable of thought in that state. But the Smiling Raven was capable of subsuming everything vaguely alive into its body. Mortals, divine servants, or even the gods themselves… it didn’t matter. He took them all. Potentiation—to make more effective or more active. To intensify.”

Argrave felt the wind at his cheek, and looked down upon a huge landmass from high in the sky. It was consumed by a swarm of black ravens born of magic, swirling about the sky over a thousand dead cities. They hunted everything—people, animals, even bugs, until nothing remained in this entire continent. He turned the landscape silent and still, consuming all in his wrathful journey.

“In the end, Erlebnis formed a large coalition with other gods to fight against the Smiling Raven. They fought hundreds of thousands of his magic-born summons. Some say that the fight against him was more intense than that against Gerechtigkeit. Erlebnis’ theory is that Gerechtigkeit interfered in his plot to birth the Smiling Raven, thereby weakening everyone. Whatever the case…”

They came upon the center of a metropolis. Sitting on the belltower was the Smiling Raven—and now, its namesake meant sense. It now took the form of a fat raven, and it clutched a purple orb in its beak. It held this orb before its chest, where Raven’s face smiled at it in total peace. The perspective that Argrave saw—it was Erlebnis’.

An intense battle raged between Erlebnis and all of the gods he’d called upon to aid him in this task. Much of it was obfuscated, for this book contained information about the Smiling Raven alone. Still, Argrave could tell the battle was a brutal thing, devastating the lifeless continent utterly. The power was of such scale that Argrave had difficulty comprehending it. Whether days or minutes, the coalition of gods managed to put an end to the Smiling Raven—though not at small cost.

Eighty-two gods joined this battle. Only seven left it alive.

Argrave wanted to learn more about them, but the Keeper restrained his sight to the Smiling Raven alone. At the end of the battle, its gargantuan corpse lay there battered and broken. Erlebnis subtly took away the purple orb that the Raven had been clutching. With the creature dead, and with no one left alive to tell its tale… Erlebnis’ blunder was lost in time. Perhaps not quite, however—one bit of evidence remained…

“That orb… perhaps you would analogize it best as a snow globe,” the Keeper said, stepping out before Argrave. “Within, Hause and all of her court persist… alive, frozen within. Raven’s precious love Sonia lives on. The goddess that aided him remains alive. Whatever he did as the Smiling Raven, he protected Hause and all her servants in this small pocket of incomprehensible magic. And this orb…”

Centuries passed before Argrave’s eyes—the countless attempts that Erlebnis had made to breach the orb, to access the goddess trapped within. None of it had even marked the globe. Their long rest was never disturbed.

“Erlebnis thought that the Smiling Raven’s tale ended here,” the Keeper said, and Argrave once more saw him sitting behind the elaborate desk, suit and tie neatly creased. “But he lives on as the Alchemist, it would seem. A new identity, to spare the world the dangers of his mind, and his potentiation.” The Keeper rose. “I can see your questions. Where is this orb, containing Hause’s very essence? Is it in the vault? Is the Alchemist in danger of becoming the Smiling Raven again?”

“Well…” the Keeper narrowed his golden eyes. “Yes, Hause is in the vault. I’m permitted to tell you that much—it’s all in this book, after all. She’s a prisoner. As for all the other questions… I think you’ll need to answer them yourself. Our time together is nearly over.”

“But…” the Keeper stepped closer. “I’m in the vault, you know. And I do wonder if we’ll meet. Survive both Mozzahr, and your friend Raven… and we’ll see, won’t we? And maybe you’ll learn what I am. Perhaps you’ll understand why the Alchemist told you… that you will learn why not to learn.”

***

Argrave stared at the shut binding of the book, and then raised his gaze up to look at the Alchemist. He saw a man anew—Raven. And maybe… the Smiling Raven.

“Now you know,” said the Alchemist. His crackling voice had lost much of its fear factor in their long journey together… but having seen what had had, he could think only of Raven on the verge of madness while the emissaries poisoned his mind.

“I know. But do you?” Argrave questioned, his whole body tense. “Do you know all you’ve done?”

“I do,” the Alchemist confirmed with a nod.

Argrave’s eyes shook, and he faintly acknowledged Anneliese coming to his side in support. He swallowed, then pressed, “What did Hause see in you?”

“She saw what you did,” the Alchemist tapped his white spear against the ground. “Her blessing drew out that potential, unlocked my body. It wasn’t… inherently negative.”

“And that potential… the Smiling—”

“Don’t speak its name,” the Alchemist interrupted coldly. “Never mention it, utter it, reference it. You know the consequences. You learned… as I did.”

He felt Anneliese grip his hand, keeping him steady, and Argrave mustered his next question. “Did it die, all those millennia ago? Or does it still exist within you?” Argrave looked around. “And… do you intend to call upon it once again?”

The Alchemist was silent for a few moments, and he turned his head up to the sky.

“Even if I tell you not to say it… reality remains. I cannot escape that name. The Smiling Raven never dies,” he said simply.

When Argrave looked upon that noseless face, gazing deep into those gray eyes… he saw Raven within them, living on even now. And the insurmountable task before them had been contextualized, somewhat. This simple heist might not remain as just that.


Chapter 51

Mozzahr gazed upon a sleek black structure, still on the shoulders of the Lodestar that he had commandeered. This building that he saw was far removed from any others in these endless cities that Erlebnis named his Annals of the Universe. And that was because it was infinitely more important. It was the vault of the god of knowledge. The bronze golem stepped closer, and he brushed his hand against its surface. He felt nothing moving within, and yet he could sense an ancient and arcane seal all along its surface.

It was powerful, the seal. It was arcane magic bolstered by spirits—divinity—that Mozzahr was well familiar with. But even still, it could be broken. It might take most hands hundreds of years, but he could break through this alone. Even still, he did not come for this vault—he came for Argrave and his mutant subordinate.

Did they lie? Mozzahr questioned. He thought the emissaries would be reasonable and point him in the direction that Argrave had come. They directed him here, to this building, and urged him to kill Argrave and his companions. And yet… nothing.

“You’re here,” came a voice, and Mozzahr whipped his head around to search for it. “Honestly, I was a little skeptical that my friend’s plan would work. But here you came, right where we wanted you to. All we had to do was get in place and pray.”

“Argrave, I presume?” Mozzahr questioned. He was nearly certain that the voice was coming from the vault just ahead of him, and yet he saw no discernible source. “Have you led me into a trap?”

“No trap. Erlebnis might come, but he hasn’t thus far. Maybe he has something else in store for us,” Argrave continued. “Anyway… this big, great mound of metal is Erlebnis’ vault. I was wondering if you were still interested in taking me up on my offer—helping us rob this place.”

Mozzahr jumped down from the bronze golem, and it crumpled as his Emptiness left its body. He looked at where he was certain that the voice was coming from. “To beat a dog, and then expect it to be faithful all the same… you must think little of me.”

“I don’t think you’re a dog. You’re closer to a… I don’t know. A dog backward, maybe.”

It took Mozzahr a moment, but he laughed when he realized what Argrave was driving at. “I am merely mortal, of yet. You reminded me. But given that you talk to me in this strange manner, out of sight… I suspect you know to fear me.”

“Not so pleasant being on the receiving end of the curtain, is it? Still, you broke Melanie’s fingers with a flick of the wrist,” Argrave said. “In the end, I found out that one of my party members is even more dangerous than you, so I guess it doesn’t matter all that much.”

Mozzahr focused on the specific spot where he heard the voice, stepping very close to it. His fingers traced the black metal, wandering it. “Do you goad me even still?”

“We never really had the chance to talk much. You were always behind a curtain, or trying to kill us,” Argrave said simply. “Wish I could see your face, but this much will do.”

“Perhaps I should remain silent, then,” Mozzahr continued, trying to prompt the king to keep speaking.

As his fingers wandered, tracing subtle grooves in the metal… he spotted an incongruity. A place where the metal suddenly changed, grew different. The light, the shadow, the texture… something about it was out of place compared all else around it. He recalled, then, that somehow their party could bend space. And this place, this area… it stood to reason that this might be a point where they had bent the surroundings to their whim, that their voice might travel without fear of repercussions.

“I’d prefer you didn’t. But we digress,” Argrave said. “Can I convince you tell us more about Gerechtigkeit, what you know? There’s so much to be gained. The both of us have come too far to let it all go to waste.”

Mozzahr stepped back, gathering his power closely at hand. He slammed the spot he thought the distortion might be as hard as he could, and sent his Emptiness through the resulting breach. Then, like a great shockwave, he felt the vibration of his impact echo around the opposite side that Mozzahr stood on, and realized he’d been right—this was a gap in space to another location. Now, he knew their location… and hopefully, the blast he’d sent through had injured some of them.

“Well… shit. You didn’t break all the way through,” said Argrave. “Good enough. I hope, at least.”

Mozzahr braced and leapt to the top of the structure. He was there in an instant, and bounded across the top of it on all four limbs in eager pursuit of where he sensed that his fist had impacted. As he crossed, he felt another tremendous vibration—weaker than his by far, but still formidable enough to draw pause. When he crossed to the other side of the vault, he looked down at the spot.

The damage from his blast was obvious. The paved streets of this section of the Annals were torn to shreds by a great blast of his Emptiness, and the teal power still drifted in the air. He collected some of his power back within, then threw himself down to the spot they’d been standing on. There was a huge hole in the arcane seal. One was clearly the result of his blow, but there was a second impact that broke past what little remained. He stepped up to the broken entrance, peering into an empty blackness within it.

Mozzahr saw a galaxy spreading out before his feet. It beckoned him in, inviting his presence… and though he turned and looked back, he already knew that the people he sought had jumped within this thing. This lump of metal, this seal… they’d used him to break into it. He marveled at their cleverness once again.

If they could enter this place on their own, they would have, Mozzahr reasoned. That spear of theirs must not work within. And moreover, the arcane magic on this seal—it prevents the use of spirits, and of most forms of divinity. It’s a huge limiter to them, and to any other would-be invaders. But to me… it’s nothing. My Emptiness cannot be constrained.

If he waited here, he might catch them leaving. At the same time, they’d proven their resourcefulness, especially in terms of escaping. But within the vault, they wouldn’t be able to use spirits, nor that white spear. Mozzahr considered everything… but in the end, he thought his chances of hunting them down within were far superior to catching them at this exit.

And Erlebnis might find them down there, Mozzahr reasoned. If he claims that spear, I’m truly without options. But forget options—this is the vault of a god. And these people are here for a reason—to rob it.

With an excitement long forgotten, Mozzahr stepped within Erlebnis’ vault, descending down below.

***

Despite learning that the Alchemist had the largest kill count of perhaps anyone ever, he elected to go through with the foray into Erlebnis’ vault.

It was quite a difficult decision to make under the looming pressure that Erlebnis knew where they were. He didn’t make it alone—he made certain that each of his companions read the same book that he did, and gained the same knowledge that he did. It was unfair to them to allow his voice alone decide their fates.

“I mean… he had to kill a whole continent to get to the point we saw him, in terms of power,” Durran reasoned.

“What if retrieving Hause… awakens him again?” Melanie questioned anxiously.

“He had millennia to reinforce his identity as the Alchemist,” Anneliese counseled.

“I believe people can change,” Orion posited.

And after a debate that was thorough—but still decidedly too short—they made their decision. Perhaps it was their imagination, but the Alchemist seemed genuinely surprised that they had elected to do this.

“Inside the vault… shamanic magic lines every inch of it,” he told them. “It’s defensive magic, meant to ward from attacks by gods and spirits alike. Only our blessings and our mortal abilities will persist within there. Your connection with Elenore will likely fail. I cannot make use of this spear, and nor can I call upon [Worldstrider] to make a speedy retreat. And with our strategy… Mozzahr will certainly be close behind. Erlebnis will undoubtedly come—or worse yet, he will we waiting for us.”

“If you find something you like—take it, and use it,” Argrave instructed. “The… the Alchemist,” he said, hesitating a beat, “…will be stealing a great deal of things. Think of him as our mule. We have our own packs, too, but we need mobility above all. Remember this.”

“How the hell are we going to get away? Do you remember how fast Mozzahr is?” Melanie questioned urgently.

“The vault is a complex place, divided into half a thousand rooms and bridged by portals. In terms of places we might avoid him, this is one of the few that would work. And if we’re extremely lucky, he’ll wait at the exit for us instead of pursuing. There, Erlebnis would likely catch him first. But if I know Mozzahr well, he’ll hunt instead of wait.”

“It’ll still be a mess,” Durran shook his head.

“Yes,” Anneliese agreed. “But we are well used to messy situations.”

***

Argrave descended down into Erlebnis’ vault, his companions alighting just behind him. His feet fell ever so gently into a soft purple carpet, and he looked around, taking in the sights.

Gold. Gold, stacked as high as Argrave could see. Gold bars, coins, weapons, armor, furniture, ship models, lanterns, jewelry, goblets, crowns, chests, carriages, silverware, and even fishing implements… all of it gold enough to blind. It was divided into two stashes by the long purple carpet in the center of the room.

But as the spirits within him shuddered, Argrave remembered where they were. “Move!” he ordered, rushing down the large entryway to the swirling portal that looked like the entrance to a galaxy ahead of them. This golden vault was the entrance to the broader vaults where they would finally begin their long pillaging of this place for the things a god deemed valuable.

Argrave was among the first to reach the portal, and he looked back to allow everyone time to catch up. And out of the corner of his eye, he saw Mozzahr’s arrival. He stared at the descending figure swirling with teal power as his companions barreled into the portal one after another. That the Castellan of the Empty fell as fast as gravity would allow was the smallest mercy allowing them their freedom.

Here… their long struggle would begin. For Hause, and for the treasures of a god.


Chapter 52

On the other side of the portal, Argrave’s ears flooded with the sound of flowing water. An endless ocean of beautifully translucent water spread out before them, and they stood above it all. A geyser of water jetted upward beneath them, buoying the purple carpet beneath their feet and suspending them far above the endless clear ocean. As Argrave’s feet met the fabric, it felt as though he was standing atop a waterbed. Ahead, above, and around, several other geysers of water branched from the central one. They spiraled incomprehensibly, forming paths to portals. The purple carpet marked each geyser, as though informing them it was indeed a pathway.

This was the Promenade of Wisdom, leading to all other wings of the vault. Argrave knew this place well enough.

“The Living Wing is the only way we get through this,” Argrave pointed upward, where a red portal awaited at the end of a spiraling geyser. “Do your thing, spread your wings!”

The Alchemist sprouted giant bat-like wings from his back—not raven wings, fortunately—and all gathered near him. Limbs sprouted once they drew near, wrapping around their waist and clenching tightly until they had no room to move. These sprouted hands rejoined with his flesh, securing them in a closed loop. His legs grew muscular and powerful to prepare for a jump, and when he leapt Argrave heard the howl of the wind passing by his ears.

The Alchemist ascended as fast as he was able, using his wings to swerve through the labyrinthine geysers of water comprising the pathways to the other wings of the vault. Argrave stared at where they’d come in from, waiting the arrival of the Castellan of the Empty with a dreadful knot in his stomach. The elven cult leader entered, looking around. Argrave hoped they might’ve eluded him, but his hearing was sharp and he spotted them quickly. He braced and jumped upward in half a second, slamming straight through various geysers in his single-minded pursuit. 

The Alchemist’s feet turned into hands, and two mana ripples spread out in the air moments before a fell blast of wind exploded out. It dually propelled their party forth with tremendous speed and met the unstoppable ascent of Mozzahr. The Castellan broke past the S-rank spell, yet the distance between them grew all the same. He landed on a geyser, then prepared for another jump. Just as Argrave saw him jump again, speed redoubled… the scene changed.

The Alchemist passed into the first room of the Living Wing of Erlebnis’ vault—the Palace of the Beasts. Where there had once been an endless ocean, a long corridor of nature spread out before them, contained by towering black walls of the same metal comprising the seal of the vault. There seemed to be no ceiling, and the place was brilliantly illuminated by a star above, yet this room was contained all the same by the black walls. And here, the beasts of myth abounded.

Wyverns roamed the skies while unicorns ruled the grassland ahead. In the distance, great jungles rose up into the sky where giant serpents and elemental salamanders prowled the trees and ground both. He saw centaurs, even—manticores, ogres, giant vampire bats, werewolves, wargs, boarmen, monstrous mollusks, lightning harpies, trolls, animated trees, and every manner of rare beast that the mind could conjure. It was an emporium of living treasures. And just beside them, as Erlebnis’ proudest exhibit…

Dragons were lined up on the right and left like a royal procession. Chained, muzzled, and shackled by the black metal comprising most of this place, they stood erect like gargoyles with bloodshot eyes of rage. As Argrave remembered, there were eight of various colors, to be chosen by the player as reward deep into Erlebnis’ questline.

The Alchemist immediately flew to a red dragon’s head, and though it strained in protest as they did, the chains kept it tightly bound. He landed there and released all of them, holding one hand to its head as everyone else stayed bound. He cast druidic magic, attempting to tame this dragon. Most grabbed its spine, preparing for the ride. Argrave, meanwhile, called upon his Domain of Law.

“In this domain, concentration is limitless,” he said quickly enough it sounded like babble, but the resulting clarity of mind told him it worked. Then, he cast out twenty echoes from his body, and utilized a variation of a spell he’d used all so commonly—namely, [Tempest Eel], the wind-attributed version of [Electric Eel]. With an infusion of blood magic from his echoes, they rose up, and Argrave immediately set them to work at freeing the dragon of its chains.

The blood-infused constructs of wind tore at the bindings, chipping through the black metal and eventually breaking past it one by one. Though its wings were liberated, it stayed eerily still, fighting the Alchemist mentally in resistance against his druidic magic. As Raven seemed to master it, Mozzahr entered. He spotted them all too quickly despite the sheer chaos of the Palace of the Beasts, and Argrave’s concentration wavered somewhat.

“Melanie,” Orion said. “Can you make a portal near his legs, where you passed?”

She looked bewildered, but nodded and obeyed. As soon as it was prepared Orion thrust his hand through, and Argrave saw Orion’s fist slam into the side of Mozzahr’s knee. The Castellan did stagger, but in one quick move a blast of his Emptiness erupted from his hand in retaliation. Orion shouted in pain, drawing back his arm. Melanie was quick to close the portal… yet even still, the prince lost all beneath his elbow.

Durran grabbed the man as he wobbled from the shock of the blow, and helped him steady himself. The attack was not in vain, however. The dragon ripped free of the rest of the chains that Argrave had yet to hit, then started to run as it prepared to lift off. Everyone grabbed places for purchase—Argrave slipped his hand beneath its metal muzzle. Thinking quickly, he looked back at the other dragons, and sent his eels out to break their muzzles. Dragons were intelligent—with their mouths free, they could free themselves. For most, he merely cracked the metal… but a crack was enough.

The dragon gained tremendous speed, and Argrave was forced to get a firmer grip on its spine. As a mythical beast, a dragon was incredibly strong, even despite what might’ve been centuries of imprisonment. It beat its giant wings and rose up into the sky, flying at the Alchemist’s direction to a place deeper within the vault.

Argrave’s last-ditch attempt to break free the other dragons proved to be immeasurably valuable. With their muzzles broken by his spells, they called upon their elemental breath to burn, freeze, or cut away their chains. The area they were in became chaos incarnate, Mozzahr caught in the middle. All of the powers of nature worked in rough tandem, and in seconds dragons burst free of their bindings, taking to the skies with chains trailing their flight. Argrave beheld the sight of nature’s heights in awe, clinging tightly to their red dragon.

As their mount levelled out, the Alchemist rose up, holding the spear upright. Its blinding white had become gray in this environment, subdued by the arcane enchantments of the walls. “Spellcasters—come. The beast knows its path. We must protect its flight.”

Argrave, Anneliese, and Durran clambered to the Alchemist. He seized and gathered them, and then jumped up into the air. Durran yelled while Argrave grit his teeth, but they landed near the back of the dragon’s broad back. He saw its massive tail flowing behind it as it soared, and saw grass, forest, and desert pass them by in this rapid traversal of the Palace of the Beasts.

Then, back from where they had come, a bolt of teal power split through the air. Mozzahr’s Emptiness moved so fast that Argrave conjured a ward of blood magic in pure panic. The Alchemist prepared a ward, too—about three of them, each and all S-rank. The bolt pierced through the dragon’s tail like a cannon’s shot, through the Alchemist’s wards, and then impacted with Argrave’s. It shattered even that, passing through and striking Argrave in the chest. Even diminished so greatly it felt like he’d been hit with a sledgehammer, and as the dragon writhed in pain from the blow to its tail he felt his feet leave solid ground.

Anneliese caught Argrave as he threatened to fly away, and then pulled him back. They both collapsed back on the dragon as she tightly held onto its spine.

“React faster, Durran, Anneliese,” the Alchemist criticized. Argrave didn’t know if he was being praised, but he accepted it nonetheless. He felt his enchanted breastplate, feeling the huge dent in its surface.

As Argrave and Anneliese recovered, more teal bolts of Emptiness passed by. They were utterly unrelenting, but the dragon’s erratic movements combined with the distance ensured very few hit their mark. The sheer quantity of the attacks made them a threat, however, and they couldn’t protect all of the dragon. Some blows inevitably landed, and the flight was unsteady and faltering. Perhaps the only reason Mozzahr had not caught up to them was the utter pandemonium they’d caused by releasing all the dragons. All the beasts of myth were in a frenzy.

After what felt like an eternity, the Alchemist turned around. “Our flight is over.”

Argrave was elated and looked back, but what he saw did not indicate that they’d reached their destination—rather, they’d found an obstacle that could not be overcome.

A titan blocked their path far ahead. Humanoid in appearance and standing thousands of feet tall, his hand alone was near the size of their dragon. The only thing he wore was a black leather mask and a crown. He looked like the King of Gimps, but he was truly the King of Beasts—the keeper of this place, and the tender of all the animals. As Erlebnis’ servant, this titan kept everything here alive and secured. And now he ran toward them in a frenzy, his steps shaking the earth.

The Alchemist seized the three of them and then ran back along the dragon’s back until he once again stood at its head. Here, Orion and Melanie waited, tired and panicked but alive. Orion’s arm had yet to reconstitute, but he seemed focused all the same.

“Come,” the Alchemist commanded. “I will take us down. We go the rest of the way on foot.”

The Alchemist embraced all of them again, watching the titan as it came upon them. It raised a hand and swiped down, and Argrave briefly questioned if the Alchemist had misjudged the distance… but they jumped away just in time, and the King of Beasts grabbed the dragon as though it was a small bird. Along the way the Alchemist cast illusion magic, disguising them all from the titan’s vision. They fell to the ground, the Alchemist flapping his wings to slow their descent, and then alighted gracefully amidst a swamp. All of the animals seemed ignorant of their presence.

“Should be a clean break to the gateway of the Living Wing,” Argrave said. “Once there, we can break off into the other sections of the vault. Ideally, we’ll lose Mozzahr.”

“Remain still,” the Alchemist directed. His body started to shift—his legs flattened, his torso and wings retracted within, and before long all of them sat aback a grotesque spider with a human torso. He brandished the dimmed spear, pointing it to their destination. “We move. We have the advantage, for now, and we must not lose it.”

***

After a quiet and rapid ride, they cut through the remainder of the Palace of the Beasts under the guise of the Alchemist’s illusion and on the back of his spider-like form. They finally made it to a grandiose construction of the black metal barring spirits from working in this area. It looked like a ziggurat, and the Alchemist crept up to enter its inner sanctum. This place, at least, was unguarded. It was a simple square room with three portals on the sides that weren’t the entrance.

They were all freed of the Alchemist’s helpful, if unnerving, binding, and walked around. Argrave dared a glance outside. He saw the King of Beasts in the distance. As he watched, a great bolt of teal energy pierced its shoulder. It dodged another, but Mozzahr was unrelenting in combatting it. The freed dragons roamed even still, setting fire to the land. All of the other beasts fought desperately to stay alive, or enact vengeance.

Erlebnis’ precious emporium of beasts was ruined, but more remained of the vaults. They could continue deeper into the Living Wing. The next section was the Gardens of Time, where the rarest alchemical plants imaginable persisted—even those thought extinct. Argrave didn’t intend to enter the gardens unless forced to, but if they did, he could pick up plants that could brew a poison potent enough to seriously debilitate Mozzahr. But even if Argrave brewed it, they’d need to pierce his flesh, somehow.

No-- they were better served heading into the other wings of the vault. He knew these earlier vaults from visiting them in Heroes of Berendar, and late game artifacts abounded there.

Argrave rejoined his companions. Orion was still injured, missing most beyond his wrist. Everyone else was exhausted—Argrave himself had been spending blood echoes like he had an infinite number, and already his supply had diminished a great deal. Only the Alchemist seemed unperturbed.

“Come. Into the Magic Wing of the vault,” he directed them. “There, we will find objects we might use to better defend ourselves. We must assume we are still hunted.”

“Where is Hause?” Argrave questioned.

The Alchemist looked at him. “I do not know. But her presence… I have no doubt I will know it.”

Argrave nodded, supposing that was the best he could ask for. “Come on, everyone.”

They jogged to the next portal—a dark blue mass—and entered inside without hesitation. An endless plane of blackness awaited them. Argrave confidently stepped ahead of everyone else, even as they looked about in confusion. Argrave conjured flames, and cast them at the ground. A pleasant chiming echoed, then revealed a decadent room arranged like a museum, with invaluable pieces lining every bit of it.

“Each section is hidden and locked unless the proper element of spell is cast,” Argrave explained. “Come on. We’ll run through this place, breaking what we don’t need and taking what we do.”

“Where haven’t you been?” Durran questioned, half bitterly.

“I know one more room beyond this one. After that… it’s all foreign to me. And I suspect that’s where Hause will be.”

“We need things to defend ourselves with,” the Alchemist reminded them, stepping within. “Hurry.”


Chapter 53

Mozzahr walked through one of the portals at the end of the gateway. The king had used this vault like he knew it well, leading him about by the nose with dragons and titans acting as his obstacles. It led him to doubt if the king was truly an intruder in this place. On the other hand, the lives of the animals lost in that bizarre compound were no mere trivialities. They’d likely been collected over millennia, as the last time Mozzahr had seen record of many was in the times before the dwarves had gone deeper underground and abandoned all those comprising the Ebon Cult of today.

Beyond, he saw a vast museum spread out before him, and began to finally understand why this place was a vault. But when he looked to see what the displays held, he saw they’d been broken and raided already. He knew, then, that he was hot on the trail. But he needn’t deduce that by circumstantial evidence. Instead, he saw the golden-armored knight standing there. The impotent red-haired woman stood near him, practically sheltering in his shadow.

“I’m here to break your tide,” the knight declared.

Mozzahr looked at the injury he’d caused to the man. There was a skull-wrought shield strapped to his arm, hiding the injury.

“Did your king leave you two to die?” Mozzahr questioned, stepping forward. He intended to cut off this man’s legs, then interrogate him thoroughly.

“No.” Despite facing Mozzahr alone, the knight’s voice was unwavering. “I told His Majesty I would break your tide. He told me to come ashore if the tide was too strong—an order I intend on heeding.”

Mozzahr laughed. “Such a quaint way of speaking. Ashore. So… he’s nearby, then.”

“Not your concern. I am Prince Orion. Face me,” he stepped forward, forcing the red-haired woman to follow in fear. She had a new sword. It looked to be an executioner’s sword, made of black carapace and lacking a sharp point.

Mozzahr had no patience for talk, and so he merely called upon his Emptiness. He cast a simple spell—[Wind Spear]—and imbued it with his power. It shot forth with speed that could be likened to the divine. The red-headed woman created a portal, but Mozzahr had been expecting this trick again. He located where she’d directed it, then side-stepped his own attack. He saw the opening shrink and close, but he stepped through before it could. Once on the other side, he knew by instinct where his foes were. He gathered power in his fist and then punched.

His fist hit something hard, and Mozzahr thought this might be the end of them. Instead, Prince Orion stood there, feet braced firmly. He held the skull-faced shield up, then put tremendous power behind and pushed Mozzahr back a few feet. It took all of his effort… but he had succeeded. Mozzahr shook his hand, feeling some soreness after that punch.

“His Majesty is not foolish,” Orion said. “Nor would he demand others die for him. Melanie,” he commanded the one with him.

The red-haired woman swung her blade, creating a portal. Her moves were faster, stronger—the blade must’ve been empowering her, and she made yet another portal through space. He felt a slight pain at his back. It felt like nothing more than a thin stick striking him, but even still, she moved fast enough that Mozzahr could not again retaliate.

Mozzahr put some distance between himself and his opponents, realizing that the things within this vault might’ve been empowering them enough to pose something of a threat. He used no magic, merely calling dozens of tendrils of his Emptiness to strike them from a distance.

In response, Melanie created a large portal, and the two of them fled into it quickly. His power chased them through it, and he heard a great rumble as it struck something elsewhere. Mozzahr’s head jerked to the spot, and he proceeded toward where he’d heard it hit cautiously. Expecting a trap, he watched the surroundings closely, and when he spotted a weapon that Argrave’s party had not stolen, seized it. It was a sword made of bone, and looked to be a set piece with Orion’s shield. He felt its power surging through him. They intended to use these powerful artifacts against him… but he could do the same.

“A weapon, imagine that,” Mozzahr heard a voice, and looked around in confusion. It wasn’t familiar to him. “Swords were invented to cure the weakness of the fist. You’re learning,” he praised sarcastically.

As it spoke further, he realized the voice came from within. “Who speaks?” Mozzahr demanded. “Make yourself known.”

“No need for purging,” the voice continued. “I am Erlebnis’ Keeper. If you’d read any of those books in the Annals, we might’ve met face-to-face… but here in this vault, I can make myself known as you wish.”

Mozzahr prepared to run his Emptiness through his mind and purge the foreign presence, but its next words brought him pause.

“I can help you follow them.”

Even as Mozzahr listened he thought this ‘Keeper’ was distracting from that goal. “How? Why?” Mozzahr asked simply.

“How? My eyes are a little bit… everywhere. I am Erlebnis’ Keeper—didn’t I mention that?” he said smoothly. “Argrave picked up on the principle of weaponry over brute strength a little quicker than you. That shield you knocked with your knuckles... these weapons were crafted by gods, using their own flesh and blood to imbue them with unimaginable power. With them, they can escape you. Orion handled a blow from you—not your strongest, perhaps, but can you say your strongest would break that shield? And you must wonder why that pretty girl swings her blade when her attacks do nothing. I can tell you why. Every time it hits a foe, the point on its tip grows sharper. At its pinnacle, she can unleash a devastating stab powerful enough to pierce even your flesh.”

Mozzahr listened carefully, letting the Keeper speak. He could not notice it interfering with his thought process through some magic, and so allowed the being to continue.

“As for why I’d help… as a Keeper, I dislike being kept. And as I said, I am Erlebnis’. All I ask is for freedom. In return, I can help you spot and adapt to any traps they’ll set, and illuminate any places they’ll flee.”

“Freedom?” Mozzahr repeated.

“Indeed. A very beautiful word to a rat in a cage. Erlebnis often experiments on rats, but I find myself the unlucky one, who remains unprodded and unpoked,” the Keeper said. “Speaking of him, he’s not typically this absent. He’s a businessman, through and through, and that business recently concluded. The owner of this vault is coming back, meaning you’re rather like that sword—boned. Unless, of course, you promise to help me. I scratch your back, help you kill a few people… then, you can free me. Have we a deal?”

“Fine. I’ll free you,” Mozzahr promised. Words were cheap, he knew, and time was wasting.

“Very good,” the Keeper said in a purr.

“No babbling. Talk,” Mozzahr prompted him.

“As you wish,” the Keeper conceded. “They seek a… cellmate, shall we say, of mine. Her name is Hause. I intend to help both you and them, leading the two of you straight to her. From there, you two can… work things out. Whatever outcome, I’ll be free.”

Mozzahr felt a swelling inside his chest. He was near certain he’d finally found something that might even the playing field between him and Argrave. Once, he’d thought he’d had the upper hand… but it seemed that had never been the case. He was looking forward to an even fight.

“Lead me to them now,” Mozzahr insisted. “Or I will renege. An invader of the mind cannot be trusted.”

“I’m no mind invader. Your thoughts remain your own, elsewise you’d not need to say a word aloud… but fine. Listen closely—they’re moving quickly, heading east at present…”

***

“Mozzahr is heading west at present, hot on the heels of Orion and the lovely Melanie,” said the Keeper. “Is that enough to earn your trust, Argrave?”

“Of course not,” Argrave said, looking upon a black cloak. “You’re Erlebnis’ servant. Nothing you ever say could convince me to trust you.”

“Come on,” insisted the Keeper. “Slaves are more inclined to rebellion than servants. You sit in the heart of Erlebnis’ power, and I’ve just led you to a deadly weapon. Is that not indicative of my nature?”

Argrave grabbed the Inerrant Cloak and pulled it free of the mount it hung from. It was true—he had been looking for this cloak more than any other item in this vault. Argrave had the shamanic spell [Bulwark] for defense. It was one of the imperial spells written by Emperor Balzat, and it used spirits to provide its caster an absolute defense. The Inerrant Cloak, by comparison, ate away at its users magic to provide an absolute defense. And above all, it worked with the Blessing of Supersession.

This cloak was an undeniable weakness that might give them an edge against Erlebnis. If they drained the gods’ power by using the Blessing of Supersession and then raining blows down upon this cloak… to say the least, it did give them a considerable advantage. And it covered one of Argrave’s primary weaknesses—defense.

“Ah… the Inerrant Cloak. Quite the item you’ve got your hands on,” the Keeper continued. “And now that you do, I’ll lay it out to you and all your friends rather plainly. I know where Hause is. We’re bunkmates, as it happens. I have the bottom bunk, but fortunately, she’s rather quiet. Hard to be loud, trapped in a raven’s bauble.”

Argrave laughed. “Now I know you’re trying to bait us.”

“I’m joking around. Can’t you simply realize I mean you no harm?” The Keeper asked in frustration.

“You exist within this realm, obeying Erlebnis’ directives,” Argrave outlined plainly. “And within that book, all I heard you talking about was ‘we, we, and we,’ like you were proud. You’re Erlebnis’ servant, plain and simple. I don’t fancy repeating the Bloodwoods.”

Silence followed, and Argrave prepared to get moving. He thought he might finally be free of the voice in his head, but then it came again.

“Since trust is off the table, I’ll use the stick,” the Keeper said. “I imagine you’ve been curious why Erlebnis hasn’t reared his head. The fact is, he’s been distracted with something elsewhere—a distraction that he managed to disentangle himself from after considerable effort. But he’s heard his dogs barking, and knows there’s an intruder in the home. If he turns you into mincemeat, I’m afraid this is our grave, Argrave. And if you believe I bluff… your friend, Raven, absorbed the power of a Lodestar. Let him check the network, deduce for himself. Erlebnis is coming.

“Concurrently… Mozzahr has discovered the power of weaponry, and retrieves what few tools you missed. They’re relatively worthless, most of them, but they’re enough to make a monster a little more monstrous. If I whisper a few words in his ears… artifacts won’t save you. Orion and Melanie can get away from Mozzahr’s clutches, true enough… they’re fast. But none of you can escape my watch,” his voice suddenly shifted into a low, spitting growl. “I am the Keeper, whether here or in the Annals.”

Argrave looked at everyone slowly gathering around Argrave as the Keeper’s true face made itself known. It was clear they all heard this voice, too.

“The way I see it, you have two options. You can fumble around and hope to get lucky. Or, you can make Mozzahr my sole confidant. I think you understand the implications of that. So, I’d advise you keep your brain open, elsewise Raven’s precious Hause might be lost forever. I’m not opposed to using any means I have to escape my imprisonment, including tearing your plans asunder.”

“See? Was that so hard, threatening me blatantly?” Argrave asked bitterly.

“I can be a big boon to you. If I was the loyal servant you imagined, I would never have allowed you to find the Inerrant Cloak. It’s a tremendous danger to Erlebnis in your hands. But if you won’t let me be a boon… well, let me just say that this is the closest freedom has been since I was enslaved. And misery likes company.”


Chapter 54

“Where have I experienced a method of persuasion like this before?” Argrave said, rolling his shoulders. “Playing nice, with the pretext of total destruction? It’s a familiar street we’re walking. And you probably should have record in those Annals telling you that it didn’t work on me last time.”

“So, shall I tell Mozzahr all you’ve taken and what it does?” the Keeper pushed. “Conspire against you more actively?”

“Do it,” Argrave nodded. “You already got me what I wanted, and I’ve been running around long enough. But you won’t, will you? Because you want to control things from the background, as Erlebnis’ good little servant. You want us to head deeper in, limit our options, force us to fight… and have your master sweep things up.”

Orion and Melanie entered into view, and Argrave walked toward them, pulling the Inerrant Cloak tighter over his shoulders.

“What you said, about being enslaved… it sounds plausible enough to bear merit, but it’s not quite possible enough to bear weight,” Argrave continued.

“My thoughts exactly. Would Erlebnis allow a being with ill intent to control all of his operations, even his vault?” Anneliese contributed, walking up beside Argrave. “And even supposing you were kept near Hause… you spoke with such certainty that you’d be freed. But how are you sure? Antagonizing us cannot see that come to fruition. No—these are the textbook tactics of Erlebnis. And I know better than to go along with them.”

The Keeper’s silence was answer in itself, but he quickly bubbled up again, “But Erlebnis—”

“He is coming,” confirmed the Alchemist. “So you stall for his arrival, pitting us against each other.”

“We’ve collected all we can,” Argrave continued, watching Orion and Melanie run ever closer. “Now, it’s time for the final resistance. You can search without us, I trust?” He looked up at the Alchemist.

“I can,” confirmed the Alchemist. “And far faster, too.”

“Give me our weapons, and go,” Argrave said. “You’ll find us here.”

The Alchemist’s body shifted, and he drew out several artifacts, emerging from his body like frosting from a tube. He stabbed them to the ground one by one, then handed the final to Argrave—a familiar quarterstaff, the Resonant Pillar.  It had two rings on each end, and looked to be made of jade. 

“Never fought someone hand-to-hand before,” he mused, hefting the rod in his hand. It felt as heavy as lead, but as it empowered him, it felt like bamboo. He gave a nod to the Alchemist.

“Your trust won’t be misplaced,” he told them. “I shall return with… with old allies. Hold out until then.” With that, he was gone, twisting into a horrifying form and surging down the hall. He was empowered by the countless artifacts that he’d acquired, just as they were. And if anyone could find Hause quickly enough, it was the Alchemist.

“You will die,” assured the Keeper.

“We’ll see,” Argrave stepped ahead, looking back at the spear. “It’s one versus five… and you gave me the key to invincibility to earn some trust. You must be feeling rather dumb, now.”

Orion and Melanie ran past Argrave, coming to a running stop. They looked back at him in confusion, but he looked ahead, waiting for Mozzahr. The Castellan of the Empty burst into view, his feet skidding as he slowed his speed to make the turn. When he saw Argrave, he calmly straightened.

“I see. It seems you’ve seen through us once again, Argrave,” said the Keeper calmly, any emotional inflection in his voice now gone. “But forget not where you are. My twin is coming… and he is more unlimited than I am. I am bound in books and vaults, but he is that which binds.”

“Twin?” repeated Argrave.

“You’ve forfeited the right to my answers,” the Keeper said dryly. “Now… I’ll not distract either of you. It would not do for either side to have a decisive victory.”

Argrave did his best to dismiss the words, but they lingered in his head. He looked back, focusing on his duty as the leader. “Orion—pick up that hammer. You’re with me. Melanie—support and protect Anneliese and Durran, and try to get that Eighth Blade of yours ready for the thrusting attack. Cut at me if you must. You two magic users—look for openings, cast strategically. Presume I’m invulnerable, because I will be. Those artifacts make your magic much stronger than it normally is. We’re all the strongest we’ve ever been, empowered by weapons made by gods. This is our chance.”

Argrave walked calmly ahead, and Orion moved quickly to catch up. He twirled the now-light Resonant Pillar in his hand. It chimed pleasantly, casting off dancing lights. Once a certain distance away, he stopped, setting the Resonant Pillar down.

“Are you sure this is prudent? Even with this cloak you mentioned…” Orion questioned, sizing up the war hammer he’d been given. It looked to be a tooth fastened by metal, and yet exuded power all the same. “We might be better off distract—”

“I’ll be relying on you, Orion,” Argrave said. “Keep everyone else safe. Don’t let this bastard slip by.”

He saw Orion’s seriousness beyond his golden helmet, and the prince nodded. “Yes, Your Majesty. The queen, our brother-in-law, and Melanie… they will never die on my watch.”

Argrave stepped ahead, staring at Mozzahr at the other end of the long corridor. He declared with a steady voice, “In this domain, Erlebnis’ Blessing of Supersession lasts as long as my will.”

He felt the golden light spread out around him as the Domain of Law took effect. He didn’t know how much of an effect it would have—the Domain of Law could only ever be as strong as his will… but certainly, he’d need every edge he could get against Mozzahr. He spread out his blood echoes, having them perform the simple and repetitive task of conjuring [Electric Eels] imbued with blood magic. In retaliation, Mozzahr sent forth a spell, enhancing it with his Emptiness. As it approached at breakneck speeds, Argrave held out the Resonant Pillar, and triggered the Blessing of Supersession.

The ocean of power that Argrave had last used so long ago welled into his being. When Mozzahr’s bolt of Emptiness struck, he felt the Inerrant Cloak draw out that power in unimaginable quantities to suppress the damage it might’ve caused. It used Erlebnis’ magic to defend—meaning, getting hit was the best thing Argrave could do.

The Resonant Pillar’s chime rose to a deafening bell, and when the Emptiness faded, Mozzahr leapt through the corridor like a feral beast. The cult leader hefted a divine sword of bone in his right hand. It seemed he recognized the Blessing of Supersession from his battles with the emissaries, and knew he needed to kill the caster quickly lest they begin a painful barrage. But then, that was playing into Argrave’s hand.

When the cult leader came near, Argrave shifted his grip on the Resonant Pillar, swinging the opposite end like a bat. Mozzahr held out his left hand to catch it midflight. When it touched his palm, the reason why it was called Resonant made itself clear. The power it had received returned through the opposite end, and Argrave swatted Mozzahr’s hand aside. Its edge struck his cheek with all the power he’d intended for Argrave.

Mozzahr flew off to the side like a baseball hit foul, yet he stopped himself from slamming ungracefully into the wall using one hand. He landed on the ground, where Orion promptly charged and slammed the hammer down upon him. The castellan moved quick and received it with the sword of bone. A deafening noise erupted as the two divine weapons met. Orion kicked him in the face, but it was like kicking a rock—Mozzahr only shifted like a child had pushed him. He gathered Emptiness in his palm for a blast of power, and Orion stepped back with his shield raised.

Mozzahr thrust forth his power like a knife. Argrave, though, calmly stepped into its line of fire. The Emptiness slammed into him with all of the ferocity of an exploding star, and raw power surged out of the Blessing of Supersession as the Inerrant Cloak used its power to defend him. Surprise flashed through Mozzahr’s elven features at his attack’s impotence. Enough residual Emptiness had struck the Resonant Pillar, and so he once again tried to bash Mozzahr. The monstrous man caught the blow with his forearm, though from the wince Argrave could tell it still hurt.

Argrave saw a portal, and witnessed Melanie hack into the castellan’s calf. The black blade cut his purple robe, but seemed to do little more. Ignoring this, Mozzahr thrust the divine sword of bone into Argrave’s stomach. Once again the Inerrant Cloak defended him. The castellan grew yet more confused and shocked, yet Argrave calmly called upon his blood-infused [Electric Eels] to punish him. Mozzahr leapt away, but he wasn’t faster than lightning—about twenty eels struck him squarely on the chest, and he landed ungracefully in a painful-looking roll before gathering himself, head twitching from linger electricity.

Durran and Anneliese struck when he was at a distance. Durran blasted him with a cannon of lightning that made Argrave’s ears ring, and Mozzahr was forced to shield himself with Emptiness that scattered under the power. Anneliese, meanwhile, collaborated with Melanie to rain a twisting spire of ice down upon his back. He quickly rolled out of the way.

“Melanie—keep that open!” Argrave shouted, running back. “Orion! Hit this as hard as you can,” Argrave told Orion, holding out the Resonant Pillar.

The prince obeyed, slamming the staff without question. It rung out like a great gong. Once he had the blow captured, he rushed where Melanie stood, diving through the portal. Mozzahr waited for him on the other side, and he held his hand to his blade of bone to imbue it with his raw power. When it overflowed with teal Emptiness, he prudently aimed it where Argrave could not block with the Resonant Pillar, then swung in a deadly arc at his neck.

But Argrave didn’t even bother defending. A great wave of teal malevolence exploded when the unimaginably powerful blade imbued with Emptiness struck his body, and great swathes of the room simply burnt away from the power. Argrave held firm, though, and swung the Resonant Pillar. He was clumsy and untrained, and so Mozzahr twisted his body in time to block with his shoulder. Even still, the mighty Castellan of the Empty staggered from the power, his arm dislocated.

“How…?” Mozzahr spat, teeth gnashing as he popped his arm back in place like it was a triviality.

As Mozzahr was forced on the backpedal, Argrave used [Gibbous Bloodmoon], an A-rank spell of blood magic. Mozzahr was quick to back away, but Argrave’s practice with Castro had some merit—it completed quickly, then exploded outward as a disc of malevolent power. Mozzahr blocked it with his forearm, yet it did cut his flesh. The spell utterly drained Argrave’s silver bracer, leaving him with only his echoes and his flesh remaining as fodder for his spells.

Another of Melanie’s portals opened above Mozzahr, wide and whole. Argrave worried he might retaliate at those beyond, but when two roaring pillars of fire slammed the castellan and forced him to the ground, his fears abated. When the spells ended, Orion jumped through, slamming his hammer upon Mozzahr’s head. The seemingly indomitable man’s head bounced against the ground, letting out an audible clock when it struck the floor.

Argrave felt elated that they might’ve gained some advantage in this fight he thought unwinnable. His thoughts proved a jinx. Mozzahr stood, sweeping Orion’s legs as he rose to his feet in an elegant motion. The prince managed to dodge the sweep, yet the cult leader’s assault continued. He swung his sword from above, and though Orion raised his skull shield to defend, Mozzahr’s other hand grabbed the top of it and shoved it down. Orion lurched forth, and Mozzahr’s blade hacked right into his shoulder, cutting past golden armor and flesh until the cut was near deep enough to sever Orion’s arm off. He slammed the prince against the wall, then cast him aside, bleeding and broken. He barely glanced at Argrave before he rushed toward Anneliese, Durran, and Melanie.

Argrave’s heart lurched before he rushed and jumped through the portal Orion had come from. He landed on the other side with Melanie, looking around while disoriented. When he spotted Mozzahr, he rushed to meet and block the man. The castellan simply jumped Argrave, perhaps recognizing his attacks seemed to have no effect. Argrave tried to cast a spell to catch him, but couldn’t get a good position.

Anneliese and Durran stepped back, brandishing weapons made by gods, but Argrave feared for them. The only one who didn’t seem afraid was Melanie—she stepped forth, her black greatsword shining with a brilliant red tip. She thrust it out toward Mozzahr, and a brilliant red sword exploded outward. Mozzahr cast a spell that blasted out wind to force himself to the right, yet once again, Melanie’s ability proved its limitless usability. The red sword passed through a portal of her making, and then slammed into Mozzahr’s back. He soared far beyond his target, skidding and rolling like he’d just been hit by a car. Even though Argrave saw blood on his back, the monstrous fighter recovered smoothly and threw the blade he’d been holding.

The blade spun through the air, its flight pattern impossible to predict. Argrave ran toward it like a fool, but it ended up swerving straight at Anneliese. She conjured a ward and darted to the side, yet it still broke through that defense sliced right past her waist. Her blood splattered on the ground. When she landed and began to heal the wound, only then did Argrave’s panic abate somewhat. He stood over her protectively, gaze flitting between the blood and the enemy. She nodded, indicating she was fine, though he didn’t miss her heavy breathing.

Opposite them, far away, Mozzahr rose. Argrave walked ahead of his companions, Blessing of Supersession still active. He didn’t miss the Castellan of the Empty stutter-step to gain his balance. He had no glaring wounds, and all the bleeding was staunched by the Emptiness in his body… but no one could deny that this battle had taken its toll on him.

The only question remained… how much longer could that last? And how much longer could they last?


Chapter 55

The Alchemist ran his hand along a wall of the black metal comprising most of this vault. Even with his advanced perception, he could sense nothing out of the ordinary about it. But he connection to Hause pricked at him, drew at him, and he knew what he sought was beyond there.

His mind shifted, twisted, until it settled upon what he needed to be. He would need thirty arms to brandish the weapons to cut down this wall. And as he thought it, so it became. They burst free from his being, containing some of the many weapons they’d stolen from Erlebnis’ vault. He braced himself, digging into the ground… and then became a whirlwind of destruction.

Hammers, blades, spears, and picks rained down upon this seemingly unremarkable wall. The sheer power of the unrelenting artifacts made it buckle and bend, shattering in wake of his power. The wall was deep, and hid many enchanted contraptions, but the Alchemist burst through them all. He fought with feverish hunger for a past left abandoned. And in time, he saw light beyond. The Alchemist walked through, briefly glancing back at the destruction that he’d caused. But when he walked beyond, his eyes raised upward, beholding a sight that brought him unimaginable anguish.

A gargantuan fat raven, easily weighing one hundred tons, had been propped up on the wall by its wings. Two giant stakes kept them spread out, and its head slumped over its chest in death. Its chest had a patch of flesh on it, where a vague lump of flesh resembling a face stared forth in a wicked, twisted smile. And in the raven’s beak, a purple bauble perhaps the size of a normal person shone brilliantly.

The Alchemist stepped forth, recalling the weapons within himself. This was his past—this was the Smiling Raven. And in its beak rested Hause and all her court. He had endeavored all too hard to forget this past, what he had done… but it was inescapable. He had not known Erlebnis had preserved this body of his. Even the Annals did not record this.

His hand clenched tighter around the dimmed spear crafted of Ingo’s blessing. In time, he looked up once more. He raised his hand, and it stretched out to grasp the purple bauble. Despite millennia of hardening, and all the knowledge in his body telling him that the Smiling Raven would not again move, he could not help but feel some twinge of unease, as though it might wake up and end all he’d worked for. The sensation was palpable enough to delude himself that he might still be human, even after all of this.

His thumb and pinky lifted up the Smiling Raven’s beak, and the bauble fell into his palm. He felt it resonate with his being. He had been the one to design this protective sphere, isolating Hause and her servants within it. If he willed it, they would awaken. They would be ignorant, having seen nothing of the past millennia. And the last sight they would remember… it would be the Smiling Raven, his body surging with power, as he imprisoned them.

At the back of his mind, some strange inkling persisted. Perhaps Erlebnis had wanted the Alchemist to come here, to free Hause. Perhaps that had been his goal from the beginning. After all, he had endeavored to free Hause ever since he captured her. No method succeeded. If he did this… if he unleashed her… perhaps this foul deity’s scheme would come to fruition, and Hause would be enslaved in truth.

The thought brought him greater hesitation than he’d felt in many centuries. But… seeing Argrave, witnessing his struggles… to defy beings far beyond his ken consistently, and still live another day… these beings called gods were not infallible. And perhaps, just perhaps, the whole of this terrible cycle could end. But he felt one thing was certain—Hause would need to be a part of that journey.

The Alchemist pulled the orb back down to his body, and placed both of his hands around it. Within, he saw fleeting glimpses of faces he’d tried to forget. As he willed the intangible power that allowed his body freedom within the orb, it twisted and churned. The inanimate faces once again resumed motion. And the orb burst into light, sending scattering flakes that shone like platinum in sunlight.

Hundreds of forms took shape, coalescing in this gargantuan room hidden away in this vault. The Alchemist stepped away, putting his hands behind his back so as to appear non-threatening. He spotted many people, and names he’d suppressed rose to his head. At the front of all of them stood a woman wearing a pink garb. Her blonde hair had the faintest hint of auburn in her roots, showing the signs that she was maturing. It was Hause. It was the goddess he’d once championed.

And at her side was Sonia. She had always been small, but in this monstrous form of his, she was puny. Her short dark hair slightly concealed her green eyes—eyes that looked at him with pure caution and confusion. Once, he had loved her. Now… he had no such luxury. It had died with the Smiling Raven, and lay dormant in its body above.

Everyone seemed prepared to fight—they had been doing so when last they were conscious, after all. As her people rushed forth, Hause held her hand out and shouted, “Stop!”

Hause slowly looked around the room, then turned around to peer up at the looming Smiling Raven. She turned back to look at him.

“Raven… what have you done?” she whispered quietly.

That she recognized him immediately, and said his name… it felt like a bucket of cold water, and at once he was distanced from this reunion. It was as he told Argrave—indeed, told himself. Raven existed no longer. He was the Alchemist, and could never be again the man they remembered. He would not even pretend.

“I am the Alchemist. You have been imprisoned for a very long time, and we now stand in the heart of Erlebnis’ vault,” the Alchemist said, coldly and dispassionately. He forced the numbness into his tone, into his being. These people could not recognize him. It would only make things worse. “This is our only opportunity of escape from this place. Erlebnis returns to this place, and he is aware of our presence. We have little time, but I have prepared measures.”

The Alchemist called forth all of the weapons he’d pilfered, and Hause’s faithful stepped back in alarm. Sonia stared at him like he was an abomination… and he was. He was the Alchemist, an abomination of his own making. And Raven, the one she’d loved, was dead.

With his resolve solidified, the Alchemist planted each of the divine artifacts in the ground before them. “Seize these weapons born of divinity and follow. If you do not, Erlebnis will capture and enslave all of you he does not kill. I will explain further as we return to my allies.”

He turned and walked away, not waiting for their reaction. Redemption? Reconciliation? Idle fantasies. He had destroyed every living thing in an entire continent, and imprisoned Hause’s faithful for millennia. It was best for them all that Raven wither away into nothingness. Let the rotting carcass staked above them remain trapped in this vault. His only purpose was in this struggle against Gerechtigkeit. And the only ray of hope that the Alchemist had seen waited, besieged by a monster… and perhaps Erlebnis himself.

***

Mozzahr held his hand out, calling upon a large amount of his Emptiness to enhance a ward. A formidable shield arose before him, and the king called upon all of his powers to relentlessly rain attacks upon it. A-rank spells flew from his hands like they were as cheap as bronze coins… but they dissipated against his ward, about as effective as bronze coins.

I’ll kill his allies with a large attack he cannot block, Mozzahr mused, letting the Emptiness flow out from his body. A single bang, large enough to vaporize this entire corridor. The portal girl’s spatial distortions will matter not if I simply get rid of everything. My own attacks cannot hurt me, so it matters not where she redirects it.

He had been hesitant to allow his Emptiness to leave his body in this realm. It was only inside his body that it enhanced his defense—the more that was outside of him, the weaker his flesh grew. But the king… barring that staff that reflected power, his attacks remained weak. It was only his defense that was unbreakable. Mozzahr was best served killing his allies, then figuring out a way to penetrate that defense.

More and more Emptiness pooled out into the corridor around. Mozzahr shielded himself in it, twisting it as a vortex so that it could gather power. He became a whirlwind of unbridled power, swirling strong enough the floor and walls began to shear away. Argrave’s relentless assault against his ward ceased, and Mozzahr caught glimpses of the king. King Argrave stood there, alarm on his face and a bow of blood in his hands. His black blood danced out of his body, fueling this attack. Those maroon doubles of his conjured those foul electric eels in droves, and they filled the corridor with a sea of red stars.

Mozzahr grew excited and curious—the king was preparing a single devastating attack the same as he was. His companions gathered behind him, trembling like newborns. The golden-armored knight rose to his feet and tried to stand guard with Argrave, holding his arm to stop it from falling off his body. Would they perish, or rise to the occasion?

The clash grew ever closer, and Mozzahr felt some rising nervousness as he beheld the power of the weapon the king prepared. His Emptiness swirled faster as some foul mirror into his emotions, and before long he could barely see Argrave anymore. Everything near him started to vanish from the sheer power, and only the spot Mozzahr stood on was unharmed.

He was not quite sure what signaled him that his time to attack was now… but the king released his arrow. It moved terrifyingly fast, destroying everything even remotely near it. The eels trailed it as though following a commander into battle. Mozzahr had not even half a second to respond. His own power surged forth with all of the devastating destruction he could muster, rising to meet its challenger.

Teal and maroon powers met in midair, and pandemonium unfolded. Both possessed the power of continental plates, and Mozzahr, despite his great perception and composure, could barely discern what was happening. There was light, sound, force, and pain, all working in tandem. After an indeterminable length of time, Mozzahr regained sight and sensation. He stared up at the ceiling, his gut aflame with pain.

Using his arm to help, Mozzahr leaned up. There was a great gouge in his gut, about the size of a fist. His Emptiness was the only thing keeping it from pouring blood relentlessly. It hadn’t pierced through… but he couldn’t recall the last time he’d been injured to this extent. Though it shamed him, he called upon healing magic to close his wounds. The only thing he’d lost in this fight was Emptiness. He was of lesser power than when he entered this place… but there would be enough to see an end to things, he hoped.

He looked up and around, taking in his surroundings. Nothing remained of what had been around them. The corridor, the museum of artifacts… all of it, gone. A great patch of black and lifeless rock was the only thing left. It was only after a great distance away did the museum enter back into sight, blasted away and awkwardly placed. And opposite Mozzahr stood Argrave.

The king crouched, breathing heavy. He was unharmed… though perhaps that was not the right word. The blood magic had clearly taken its toll on him, but Mozzahr’s attack had been as ineffectual as all of the others had been. Mozzahr felt some wound to his pride—he didn’t think he’d lose the clash. But looking at his companions with him… indeed, some of his power had broken past. All of them bore deep, debilitating wounds. The golden-armored knight had the worst of them all.

The gargantuan mutant appeared, then, sprinting into view quickly. As soon as Argrave spotted him, the king crumpled slightly, yet the mutant supported him. In hot pursuit of the ten-foot-tall mutant were various others—heading them, a blonde woman wearing pink. There was something divine about her, Mozzahr knew. They took their place with the king. A new force to be reckoned with.

Mozzahr slowly rose to his feet, ready to continue. But as he stared… the distant ruins of the museum burst into darkness. Viscous, red liquid that shone like chrome started to drip from the ceiling, forming pools in various places. It started to flow faster, consuming much of the area, and then became a great sludgy torrent that filled this place until it was a burgeoning sea.

As the pools of liquid metal coalesced, a single figure rose up. He was an old man with slicked hair and a dignified beard, and he wore all black finery.

“My twin has arrived,” said the old man, and Mozzahr recognized his voice as the one who’d called himself the Keeper. “I’m afraid it’s over for you. But then… your fate was sealed the moment you broke into this vault.”

The oceans of liquid metal began to writhe and slosh, and Mozzahr walked to higher ground to avoid it. He stared into the liquid, and instead of his reflection… a vast watching consciousness peered back at him, unimaginable in scope and power. A realization came to him. This liquid… it was Erlebnis himself.

The owner of this vault had arrived to deal with the intruders.


Chapter 56

Argrave stared at the torrents of sludgy liquid metal pour down, illuminating their surroundings with some emitted light. He looked up at the Alchemist.

“Looks like… you did it,” he said, breathing heavily. “Just in time for the second phase.”

“I should be surprised that you did it. Your role was always my concern,” the Alchemist said cooly. Hands emerged from his body, running over each of them and casting healing magic. Orion was so badly injured that healing magic alone would not restore him to fighting condition—only time regenerating with his own blessings would cure his ills.

Argrave looked back at Hause and her court of mortal servants. They gave their party a cautious distance, acting more as temporary allies in misery than fellow participants in this heist. He didn’t know what her being here meant—either for this fight, or for the distant future. But they had succeeded. A challenge remained. Namely, getting the hell out of this place.

The Keeper walked across the top of the flowing liquid, and neither Mozzahr nor Argrave made to fight with this new arrival. They were like animals snarling at each other—even though they knew a conflict was inevitable, it still came with consequences that forced caution from both of them.

“You came into our home, bringing along a foul and monstrous mortal whose strength could be likened to a god’s,” the Keeper said contemptuously. “You killed hundreds of our emissaries, destroyed a Lodestar of the Annals of the Universe, and stole its power. You entered this vault, putting an end to creatures that have been alive longer than any of you. Have you any idea what it took to entrap those dragons? Do you know what Erlebnis surrendered to earn the fealty of the King of Beasts?”

“Ruining your home was part of the plan.” Argrave slowly rose to his feet, still feeling unimaginably drained. He didn’t think he could muster casting another Domain of Law. The Blessing of Supersession left him not too long after Mozzahr’s attack, and he’d been forced away from the old domain when the vault crumbled around them. He was dangerously low on blood echoes—perhaps thirty remained.

“You’ve almost entirely destroyed this Museum of Artifacts within the Magic Wing,” the Keeper continued, walking closer. “And along the way, you… you and the Alchemist, have pilfered a collection we collected over millennia,” he said, shaking his head. “But… none of that matters. Because this only ends two ways.”

“Victory or defeat. That’s how I always wanted it,” Argrave nodded.

“No,” the Keeper laughed. “You can submit to eternal servitude, or you can die here, forgotten. You will be relegated to a small footnote in history—an accident analogous to a freak housefire. Either way, by freeing Hause… we don’t think it’ll be a net loss. We can finally utilize her abilities.”

Anneliese rose to her feet, coming to stand behind Argrave. “This conversation repeats time and time again, does it not?” He eyed her injuries, and she gave him a reassuring smile. She was pale from her wounds, even though they’d been sealed by magic. “They say we have no hope of victory. We disagree. And then, we win. Am I correct?” 

“True enough,” Durran agreed, using a divine artifact fashioned as a spear to rise to his feet. “Cut him some slack. He’s knowledgeable, but it’s clear creativity can’t be learned. All Erlebnis can do is learn what other people discovered, then hoard it and trade it.”

“Let’s just focus on fucking living, yeah? No time for talk.” Melanie insisted, standing shakily. Orion agreed, and with Argrave’s support, rose to his feet.

The Keeper stared. Though his jaw did not move, his voice echoed in Argrave’s head. “In this realm, I can speak into your mind. But my brother… what do you think he can do?”

The Alchemist slammed his dimmed gray spear on the ground. “He begins mental warfare. Be ready! Resist that which consumes your mind, and forget not your place in reality. He will attack both your mind and our bodies. There will be no reprieve, no rest. I will lead us away from this place. When we are in safety, come to me. I will use [Worldstrider] to take us away.”

Argrave swallowed nervously. Mental warfare from a god… this would not be easy to overcome. Argrave had drained much of the god’s power by being struck while using the Blessing of Supersession and the Inerrant Cloak in tandem, but the fact remained that Erlebnis was a deity, and this was his realm. Even if they bested him, he could not truly die here. He was immortal in every sense of the word.

“We will follow,” confirmed Hause. “If you would cut a path through Erlebnis, I will guard our rear.” Argrave had so much to ask of her, but for now he could only be glad she was cooperating.

The Alchemist hunched over, his body trembling. Arms burst free from his back one after another, making grotesque noises as they spread to their full length. He brandished the weapons of the divine in each hand—swords, spears, all of it. The arms were flaccid and limp at first, but they slowly shifted and burst with muscle. The Alchemist lifted his head up, mouth wide open and teeth gnashing together. Then, his head was subsumed into the rest of him as he fully slipped into a form made for nothing more than war. And then… he stepped toward the pool of liquid metal. It all shifted, and then rose up to meet him.

Argrave prepared to follow… but he was consumed by darkness.

You seek creativity, do you? A question surfaced in his mind—not the Keeper’s voice, and not his own… indeed, he could discern nothing about this voice, not even what it sounded like.

Then, Argrave stood atop a tower. He looked around furiously, then recognition dawned on him—this was the roof of one of the towers of the Dragon Palace in Dirracha. His heart beat, sounding like a great bass drum in his ear. In mental warfare… there’s always a chance at victory. He held his hand to his heart, doing his best to ignore it, then stepped to the edge and looked down. He spotted a tall, spiny tower, and followed it down.

The tower… it was a finger. A gigantic purple humanoid stood under him, its hand holding the tower in its palm. It was a Shadowlander. The moment Argrave recognized this its fingers clenched, crushing the tower. Argrave’s eyes widened, and then he climbed atop the railing and jumped to the roof of the Dragon Palace. He ran along, and the impossibly gargantuan Shadowlander rose up.

It chased after him with a belltower in its hand, the bell still attached. It swung at him like a maniac, and each time the bell struck the Dragon Palace, it rung out in an ominous grandeur as the building crumbled away. Purple lightning struck all around him as he ran. When the roof ended, the great snake Vasquer’s body rose out, forming a pathway for him that ascended to the heavens. He sprinted along the feathered snake’s back, following it away and away as the Shadowlander continued to swing its belltower in a beautiful yet eerie song.

When he ran out of snake to run on, another platform awaited him. He clambered onto it. At once, another Shadowlander rushed at him. Argrave panicked for half a second before remembering this was a battle of the mind. In this mental world, he triggered the Blessing of Supersession, held out the Resonant Pillar, and received its attack without injury to himself. With the Resonant Pillar charged, he swung it at the Shadowlander. It exploded into darkness, and Argrave was freed.

Released from the mental battle, Argrave looked around to readjust to his surroundings. The Alchemist barreled into the great mass of liquid metal that was Erlebnis’ form. It surged, coalescing and condensing in many points, until an army of red chrome men stood before him. They were perfect metallic recreations of great warriors. Some of them were eerily familiar, and when Argrave faced the coming swarms of soldiers, he knew what this was.

They fought the army of the slave rebellion against the ancient elven empire. The centaurs led by Sarikiz, the elves led by Ghan… this was a recreation of their army. The Alchemist met the vanguard with an unmatched ferocity, brandishing the weapons pilfered from this vault with the fury of a demon. Argrave and his companions broke free of the mental warfare, and joined him in this fight. Hause and her court were not far behind.

It was truly as though they had been thrust into the heart of a battlefield. Their spells, their tactics, their intelligence… this army was a perfect recreation of what had ended the ancient elven empire. If not for their appearance, Argrave would’ve thought these were truly mortal foes. Argrave and his allies went to war with Erlebnis’ knowledge of war, combatting the army that had cut the throat of the greatest empire the world had seen.

Then… once again, Argrave was met by darkness. When his vision returned, he stood behind a ward. Thousands of electric eels danced all around him, like a great curtain. And beyond it stood… well, himself. He charged a [Bloodfeud Bow], pointed right at his face. Though it took a moment, Argrave realized where he was. He was in the position his older brother Prince Induen had been a few minutes before his death.

The fake Argrave released the [Bloodfeud Bow], and its bolt came flying at him. Argrave rooted around in his head, and found an answer quickly. This was his mind—spirits were not restrained here, as they were in Erlebnis’ vault. He cast [Requite]. It completed just as the maroon bolt neared his hand—he was certain that, without Castro’s training, he would’ve been hit.

The arrow turned, shooting straight through the fake him. Even still, the thousand electric eels swarmed down, ready to finish the job. Argrave conjured a ball of ice and shattered it with wind magic. The fragments exploded outwards, making the eels ineffectual. Argrave calmly walked through, where he came upon Induen once again, dead and dying as he had been that long time ago.

Argrave quickly cast a spell of wind magic to sever Induen’s head. The scene faded away… and Argrave was back in reality.

“Argrave, what have you done?” Durran shouted.

Argrave saw Anneliese’s head flying away from her body, then landing on the ground. A blade of wind flew past, carrying her viscera with it. The sight was nauseatingly disgusting… but Argrave narrowed his eyes in a few seconds.

Argrave walked to Anneliese’s head and picked it up. The sight brought him such a deep emotional discomfort it was almost too much to bear, but he narrowed his eyes and looked up. “I’m going to cry…” he began, voice shaking. “Do you honestly think Anneliese is so pitiful that I could kill her? Get a grip, you wormy bastard. And get out of my head.”

Argrave threw her head behind him, and true reality returned.

Argrave searched for Anneliese, smiling in pure relief when he found her with head firmly attached. Hause and her faithful persisted, though several of them succumbed to Erlebnis’ mental warfare, bleeding from their eyes as they died in abject agony. They were back on the battlefield, and as Argrave watched, the last of the slave rebellion died. Erlebnis’ oceanic body surged and twisted, writhing to stop their path, and a towering figure arose. A great, fat raven took form—the Smiling Raven, reborn of red chrome.

The Smiling Raven threw its great wings out, and thousands of ravens soared through the sky with such tremendous speed it was overwhelming. Argrave could only expend the last of his blood echoes to conjure [Electric Eels] to defend himself and his companions. They swirled about them like a shield, impacting against the man-sized ravens that sought to attack them.

Argrave felt a tremendous wave of power, and shifted his eels aside to look. He saw the Alchemist standing atop the Smiling Raven’s chest, stabbing it time and time again with half a thousand divine weapons in his hand. He looked far more a god of war than Sataistador. After eviscerating the spot, he raised all the weapons up for a final, all-powerful slam, and the faux Smiling Raven dissipated.

“The portal!” the Alchemist shouted. “Come!”

Reinvigorated, all of them sprinted toward the spot the Alchemist called out as fast as they had ever run. Argrave saw the portal, nearly diving through it like a pool. He passed through, and…

Eight dragons awaited Argrave. They inhaled deeply, and blew out their breath at the same time. Fire, frost, lightning, poison, wind, darkness, earth, and light… but Argrave’s mind had never felt stronger. He leapt up into the air, sent out his blood echoes, and killed each of them with a spear of blood-infused lightning to the head. 

When Argrave regained vision, he laid face-first on the purple carpet in the Promenade of Wisdom. He could hear the geyser of water, and quickly rose to his feet. The Alchemist stood above them all, waiting. Argrave looked around, and all of his companions rose up. Hause and much of her court had survived the battle, and even now, more poured into the portal.

As Anneliese rose to her feet, she stared at the Alchemist and noted, “Your lifeforce…”

“Spare us the observations of your Truesight,” he dismissed. “We have made it. Your efforts using the Blessing of Supersession in tandem with the Inerrant Cloak weakened Erlebnis… elsewise, I am certain we would have failed. On top of that, Mozzahr has elected to steal yet more from Erlebnis, heading deeper within the vault.”

“Him?” Argrave repeated, looking around. “Who cares who we thank? Let’s go! All that remains is getting information about Gerechtigkeit.”

“Yes,” the Alchemist nodded in confirmation. “It is time to leave a victor.”


Chapter 57

The moment that they exited Erlebnis’ vault, the Alchemist seized all of them with his many arms, and used [Worldstrider] to take them elsewhere. Though wounded, battered, and mentally scarred, the fact remained that they had escaped the clutches of Erlebnis and Mozzahr both. It almost felt wrong to win in this manner… but win they did. They stood once again in a section of Erlebnis’ near-endless Annals of the Universe, about to fulfill their last task.

“You’re back,” Elenore’s relieved voice flooded into his mind through her divine blessing of connection. “I thought… I didn’t know what to think.”

Argrave smiled. “We’ll be coming home, soon. All of us.”

There was silence that told of unspeakable relief. Then, Elenore said simply, “I’ll be waiting.”

Argrave stared at the Alchemist. The man seemed to be gathering himself to prepare to do something. His body cracked inward, and Hause’s court stepped back in alarm.  He exploded into a mass of arms and eyes, then spread throughout the vast city of brown books. He tore them apart book by book, consuming the knowledge inside.

As the Alchemist—or Raven, as he had once been known—pillaged Erlebnis’ knowledge ruthlessly, Argrave looked back at his party and reflected. They had come here seeking to gain every bit of knowledge they could to study Gerechtigkeit, searching for a way to defeat him. Along the way, they’d gained far more than just that. Even barring the myriad artifacts that they’d stolen from Erlebnis’ vault, of which they’d yet to fully sort through… there were many benefits to this journey.

Argrave had learned the truth of what, and who, the Alchemist was. It was a terrifying revelation. The Alchemist had the potential to destroy an entire continent on his lonesome… and indeed, he had once before. And in the end, they’d rescued his patron god, Hause. Argrave spotted her, speaking to her divine servants. He gestured toward Anneliese, and they walked side by side to speak to them while the Alchemist labored.

“Hello,” Argrave greeted. “I’m sorry for your losses, Hause. Not the most pleasant way to wake up, I imagine.”

Hause stared at him, and Argrave stared back. He questioned if she was seeing his potential, sizing him up. He couldn’t deny the idea enticed his curiosity. She had long wavy blonde hair with auburn roots, and looked like a young girl despite her status as divinity. She seemed not fully grown, yet just on the cusp—in a word, potential.

“We were never asleep,” Hause said in response. “We were fighting the Smiling Raven, and then we were here.”

“I see. I… honestly don’t know how long you were in there. At the very least, it’s been two cycles of judgment—meaning two millennia,” Argrave told her calmly.

Her court stirred with the news, some appearing utterly distraught. Argrave wouldn’t know how to react to that information, either—perhaps he’d need to see it to believe it.

“We have innumerable questions about you, and I imagine the same would be the same for you of us,” Anneliese continued. “But perhaps we might begin at introductions, given we never got the chance earlier. I am Anneliese, Queen of Vasquer. This is my husband, Argrave, King of Vasquer. It is to our kingdom we will be returning, once the Alchemist finishes his duty.”

“Royalty? In this chaos?” Sonia, Raven’s old lover, questioned. “If your council permits that, it cannot be a large land.”

“Size is relative. You’ll have to be the judge of that,” Argrave shrugged.

“I am Hause, goddess of potential. It seems to me you two know that,” she dipped her head neatly, completing their exchange. “I appreciate your aid. I hope we might speak more in-depth later. You are king and queen… but who among you holds power?”

“He does,” Anneliese surrendered graciously.

“…but in truth, we’re equal partners,” Argrave added. “I’ll be brief. I’m not sure what your plan is, after this. But you are welcome in Vasquer, and I daresay you’ll be safest there. We have formed an alliance with other powerful gods, who supported this heist to its completion.”

Hause stared without moving at all, and Argrave narrowed his eyes in confusion. Then, he heard a voice behind him.

“I’ll be looking forward to seeing their faces.”

Argrave whipped around. The Keeper sat there, on a bench in this ugly city of brown books. All of time seemed to be frozen.

“More of this mental war?” Argrave questioned. “Give it up. Even in your own realm, you can’t catch us.”

The Keeper rose to his feet. “We always wanted to own you, Argrave. We were satisfied to have you as a champion… but when that avenue died, we still hoped we might salvage things. As it so happened, you wandered right into the heart of our power… and you truly think you escaped without losing anything?”

“Illuminate me,” Argrave indulged him.

“That blessing my brother gave you…” the Keeper stalked closer, and Argrave prepared to end him. As if sensing his malevolence, the man stopped. “…you’ve used it well. Too well. But at the end of the day, it’s still an inextricable link between you… and him. And he’s made it his blessing once again. On the mortal realm, Erlebnis could do nothing about that. He just had to accept you using him, like a leech. But you came here, into his quintessence. You stood among Erlebnis, his body surrounding you. And you think you escaped without a scratch…?”

“I feel fine,” he responded simply.

“Yes. We know very well how you feel. You see… Erlebnis got what he wanted, Argrave. He got you.”

Argrave scoffed in disbelief. “I don’t feel very gotten.”

“Good,” the Keeper nodded. “But you’ve been marked. That weak mental warfare he subjected you to… nothing but a prelude to the true attack. You might consider it a curse, but we consider it our greatest blessing. Everything that you see, everything that you hear, everything that you sense… well, Erlebnis will know about it, Argrave. Rather than kill you… Erlebnis elected to prepare this condition. He believes it is just about of equal value to all you stole.”

Argrave blanked out for a moment, and his vision danced. He denied, “That’s not true. If it was, you would never have told me. You would’ve just let me remain ignorant. Now, I can take measures, get it removed, or…”

The Keeper narrowed his golden eyes. “Your wife has Truesight vested in her by Yinther. The Alchemist is a thorough observer. There was no point in hiding it from you, as it will be found shortly. But even now that you know… what can you do? You have to communicate with your allies. In so doing, you will communicate with Erlebnis. How can you avoid it? As for removing it… well, try. This is a curse from the god of knowledge.”

Argrave’s brain whirled. Questions persisted in his mind, but he dared not overplay his hand—his thoughts seemed spared this scrutiny, but would Erlebnis know about his communication with Elenore? Was removing it truly hopeless? Ingo had already had his blessing purged by the Alchemist, and Erlebnis was ignorant of that fact. It felt like an empty threat. Whatever the case…

“Fellhorn is awakening. He remembers you well, Argrave. I’m sure he’ll pay well to know your plans to combat him. And the Qircassian Coalition? Any strategy you might have against them will fall into their hands the moment it leaves your lips. Even the more mortal enemies you’ve made, like Mozzahr, will not protest to learning all of your secrets.”

The Keeper held his arms out. “And if you call upon the Blessing of Supersession again, Erlebnis’ curse will only strengthen. For now, it’s your senses. But later, perhaps it will be your mind. This is Erlebnis’ counterattack, Argrave. Does it soil your victory, somewhat? If you should wish to negotiate… the door remains open. You need only say the words aloud, and Erlebnis will receive them.”

Argrave couldn’t deny he was panicked, but he’d be damned if he was to show it. “It looks like we’ve gotten really close, but despite all that I’m afraid I don’t even know who you are, really. I know your brother… but who the hell are you? Why should I believe anything you say?”

The Keeper sighed. “And you said Erlebnis lacks creativity… you really can’t figure it out? Fine. I am simply what remains of Erlebnis’ humanity,” he said, holding his arms wide. “I am… shall we say, the human element. I am what he was before he became what he is. In that sense, we do rather well. After all, he’d never have thought up that curse without my input. But now… we’ll always be there. Listening. Watching. Learning. Nothing you will ever do is safe from us.”

“I will break this,” Argrave vowed. “And if I can’t break this… I’ll break you.”

“Good luck,” the Keeper laughed confidently. “I imagine your problems are going to mount exponentially, Argrave. Because you’ve drawn Erlebnis’ sole attention. Humans are much frailer than divinity… and you won’t surprise Erlebnis ever again.”

The scene faded, and Argrave stared at Hause again. She said, “I can’t rightfully refuse such hospitality. I—are you all right?”

As Argrave turned around and stared at the spot where the Keeper had been, Hause looked baffled at his sudden movement Anneliese looked at him with alarm, but Argrave shook it all away.

“Sorry,” he dismissed, despite his mind boiling like a cauldron. “Still paranoid. You were saying?”

“Well… yes,” Hause gathered herself. “As I was saying, my realm… I cannot feel its existence anymore. It would be an immense struggle for me to manifest on the mortal world safely without your help. I will be as weak as a chick for days on end. In simpler terms… I can only trust you. It wouldn’t do for Erlebnis to learn where I was hiding out. I always knew he coveted my power, but this… was far beyond my expectations.”

“Yes,” agreed Argrave. “It wouldn’t do for him to learn that at all…”

“It’s done,” declared the Alchemist, rewinding all of his limbs back in place until he was a body well and truly once more. He rose the white spear into the air. “Now… let us be free of this dreadful place. I have much information to parse, if we are to take the next step against Gerechtigkeit.”

Argrave stepped in, feeling violated with every step. Someone was seeing through his body, hearing through his ears… he was confident it could be removed. But he could not deny there was some fear, bubbling just beneath the surface.

“Yeah. There’s a lot we need to talk about.”


Chapter 58

Argrave and all of his companions returned to the mortal realm, Hause’s court in tow. Their point of arrival was the place they had first entered from—namely, in the heart of the Ebon Cult’s territory. That was quickly remedied, as the Alchemist cast [Worldstrider] once more, taking them back to Blackgard. Argrave felt as though he was doing something wrong whenever he saw or heard something, and so he quickly disclosed what he’d seen to the Alchemist—namely, Erlebnis’ curse.

Naturally, it was a matter that demanded some attention. Argrave separated from everyone else, using Elenore as a conduit to speak to the others as the Alchemist examined him. He inquired about the results of the battle.

Despite the great length of time that they’d been absent, the fight still raged—though perhaps ‘raged’ was the wrong word. It was a constant probing skirmish, where Ebon Cult spellcasters tried their defenses and retreated when no opening could be found. Sieges could last weeks, even months, and they occupied the defensive position. The Ebon Cult seemed reluctant to assault fully without Mozzahr’s aid. Still, it would need to be wrapped up with as little bloodshed as possible, ideally.

But just as the heist, this battle was largely a success. It would take a miracle for the Ebon Cult to regain the advantage without Mozzahr. That was the failing of a cult—without the one person holding it all together, it crumbled.

With that matter shelved for now, Argrave focused on the curse that Erlebnis had levied. They were in the Alchemist’s temporary obsidian abode atop the mountain, entirely sealed off from the world. Argrave sat on a cold obsidian table, feeling like he was at the doctor’s once more. The Alchemist stood over Argrave, reviewing the books he’d composed when the monstrous figure had first examined his body completely. He hoped they would be of some use.

“…so, what will you do now that Hause’s back?” Argrave questioned.

“She doesn’t know me,” the Alchemist said coldly. “That’s a question for you to answer. She can be a very valuable tool, and she owes you. Make good use of her. She can change the tide of everything, including our struggle against Gerechtigkeit.”

“She doesn’t know you?” Argrave repeated.

“She was present in my life for less than one percent of its existence,” he looked down at Argrave. “Yes. She doesn’t know me.”

Argrave grew silent as he tried to divine how old the Alchemist was from that information. His head started to hurt, and he instead thought back on other things.

“So, Anneliese said that your—"

“You’ve just been told that someone hears everything you hear, and yet you won’t shut up,” the Alchemist leaned over Argrave menacingly. “Wait. For. Me. To. Finish.”

Argrave knew he was babbling so much only because he was nervous, but the ever-constant disdain that the Alchemist showed grounded him for a moment. He waited there, trying to think of anything that might distract him from things. But nothing came.

“This cloak…” the Alchemist touched it, rubbing it between his fingers. “It drew out large quantities of Erlebnis’ power from the Blessing of Supersession, yes?”

“It did,” Argrave confirmed.

The Alchemist looked at the books again. “Vast quantities of Erlebnis’ power entered into your body. It is reasonable that he would be able to enact something like this. And just as the Keeper said, I believe I can see it. What he did… he blessed you. Or rather, he enhanced the blessing he’d already given you.”

Argrave scoffed. “Enhanced?”

“You forget that babbling fool you brought me. He was ‘blessed.’ It’s only terminology.” The Alchemist shut the book, and Argrave realized after a few moments he was talking about Ingo. “You can use the Blessing of Supersession whenever you want. But when you do, I suspect he would be able to enhance his ability to perceive your body. The Keeper didn’t lie. Much.”

Argrave blinked, considering the implications of this. After a time, he refocused. “I watched you disassemble and reassemble me like I was a toy soldier,” Argrave pointed at him. “Tell me you can get rid of this.”

“It’s… annoying,” the Alchemist said, shaking his head.

“Damn,” Argrave lowered his head.

“I said it was annoying, not that I couldn’t do it, imbecile.” The Alchemist set his book aside. “The curse is just needlessly complex. And it’s entwined with your soul—an undying soul. A rare thing, but I kept you ignorant about it because it can be used for—”

“Lichdom, yeah,” Argrave nodded, excited now that there was hope. “I’ve known that for a while. What about the curse?”

The Alchemist looked at Argrave for a few moments. “Well, that spares me time. You used your soul to anchor your blood echoes. Erlebnis used those conduits to support his curse. That’s why it’s annoying. I don’t know how someone as slow-witted as you managed to do something so… genius, but your A-rank ascension is very impressive. That you didn’t die on your attempt is astounding. If you failed, you’d vomit blood, bleed from eyes, et cetera. You’ve done that before, but practice doesn’t perfect everything. It is… an impressive achievement, what you did.”

Argrave smiled, deciding to completely ignore to mention the fact he’d used the elven realms to circumvent that whole ‘bleeding from the eyes’ part.

“What are my options?” Argrave pressed.

“Two. I’d prefer to destroy your magical pathways,” the Alchemist said. “Tear it all out, with the other blessing you bear alongside it. You would lose all progress. As compensation, I could give you the same thing that Durran has.”

“No,” Argrave refused at once. “Not a chance. I went through a lot of effort to get this.”

“Hmm,” the Alchemist nodded bitterly. “Then I suppose I… unravel it, ever so slowly, like the worst tangle in a rope imaginable. You would be in a vulnerable position for a long period of time—time I suspect Erlebnis would attempt to assassinate you. I can avoid that by taking you somewhere and encasing you in stone so that no identifying information might reach Erlebnis. By the end of it, you would be free of the curse, and the Blessing of Supersession with it.”

Hearing that, Argrave could only take a deep breath. He’d been trying to distance himself from the Blessing of Supersession, using it as a last resort rather than something that he would rely upon as heavily as he did in the past. As it turned out, that hadn’t been a fruitless thing—it was to be removed. It nonetheless was discouraging to have that emergency measure stripped away.

“How long are we talking?” Argrave asked.

“I suspect… that you would barely be able to make that meeting with Sataistador.”

“Over a month?” Argrave said in surprise. “That’s…!”

“Find someone who can do it better,” the Alchemist said slowly. “I hid my presence, and my capabilities, incredibly well. Now, I’ve given all of that up for this gambit of yours following a lead that amounts to ‘what if.’ The Keeper did not speak with such confidence for no reason. Under ordinary circumstances, it could never work. No one can do what I can. And being from where you are, you should know that,” he finished, speaking of Earth in vague terms.

Argrave might’ve cowered before, but he stared on and said, “I won’t act like you haven’t spent a lot. But don’t act like you’re not gaining anything from this. We’re allies.”

“A fair point,” the Alchemist conceded. “I imagine you’ll be going with the second choice.”

“Yeah, I will,” Argrave nodded. “But…”

“You have things to settle,” the Alchemist finished. “You have forty-eight hours to return, or I will leave you to your fate. While I treat you, I will be examining the information I collected, trying to piece together a coherent theory of attack against Gerechtigkeit. You will make yourself useful, and answer questions that I have.”

Argrave had thought that things weren’t turning out so bad, but it turned out Erlebnis’ punishment was far greater than he imagined. He would be trapped with the Alchemist, alone, for an entire month. He wouldn’t be able to speak with anyone besides the giant genocidal Raven and his sister. The second conversationalist would probably be the only thing keeping him sane. Unless…

“Can I train my magic while I’m there?” Argrave asked hopefully.

“I suppose,” the Alchemist shrugged.

“Then I have something you need to get,” Argrave smiled. ”It’s far in the north… and we only need a pinch.”

***

“…I see,” Anneliese said calmly, the wind of the mountaintop blowing her hair slightly. They stood outside the Alchemist’s silver abode, Vasquer watching over them.

Argrave stared her in the eyes for a few moments. “You do?”

“It seems necessary,” she shook her head, then grabbed a thick stand of her hair to braid it idly—a nervous tick of hers, resurfacing after so long. “It will be painful to be apart for so long. But…” she trailed off.

Elenore’s voice cut into his mind, relaying, “Anneliese says, ‘there are other ways we can talk.’ By the gods… have I become a glorified messenger?”

“You’re right,” Argrave nodded. “Painful but necessary. It’s best if no one knows where I go. He’s going to encase me in stone and then transfer me somewhere. I won’t know where.”

“Prudent,” Anneliese nodded. “No telling how Erlebnis might locate you—the direction of the wind, the smells, et cetera. And… despite what we saw, I do trust the Alchemist.”

“Why?” he pressed curiously, though he didn’t disagree.

“He has been remarkably faithful. Not to mention he… well, he did a lot to protect those he cared for. We are bound by duty and alliance, too. I shall not speak the rest, lest unwanted listeners learn more than they should.”

Argrave guessed this was about what she mentioned earlier—the Alchemist’s ‘lifeforce,’ whatever that meant. She’d seemed touched by what he’d done, then, and trusted him more since.

“Right,” Argrave nodded. “While I’m gone… I’m naming you my regent. The excuse for my absence is to recover from the battle with Mozzahr.”

“Not entirely inaccurate,” Anneliese nodded. “We waste time. Orion should be healed by now, demigod that he is. Melanie and Durran have already headed down into the underground. Elenore tells me that their arrival has caused quite a stir amongst the cultists, as a few recognize them. If you appear personally, and Mozzahr remains absent… their morale will break utterly. From there, we negotiate their surrender. Mial, Mozzahr’s daughter, is already wavering. It would be a victory with as few casualties as possible. Oh, and…” she trailed off.

Elenore’s voice surfaced in his head. “We’ve established contact with the dwarven nation. As it turns out, Anestis’ father is a senator. He kept that detail private, but he appears to be cooperating for now.”

“Excellent,” Argrave said, both aloud and in his head. “Then… it’s time to end this war before it truly begins.”

Argrave walked away, coming to stand with Vasquer. The feathered serpent craned out, and he touched its snout.

“Had a strange dream… and you were in it,” Argrave said, and Vasquer sent over relief at his safe return. He only had one emotion to return to her—hope. Argrave hoped he was finally on track to put an end to all this madness sewn by Gerechtigkeit, now and forevermore. Only time would tell.


Chapter 59

Argrave’s feet felt light, but his steps were still a little metaphorically heavy. Looking down at himself, he could tell his body and armor still bore the remnants of battle. Still, it felt a little wrong returning to people who’d been fighting for him while he was away in some mystical god’s realm. The cramped areas of the underground felt a little less confining than Erlebnis’ vault, but the walls might as well have been bearing down on him.

Argrave passed out from beneath the pathway. The dark sight was strangely comforting—when last they’d been here, Mozzahr’s Emptiness marred the open cavern like a declaration of his power. That it was absent now was like a token for their victory. Argrave stared into the abyssal darkness beyond for half a moment, and then continued onward to where his troops awaited.

The fortress was in far worse shape than it had been. There were large piles of cracked stone scattered over the previously immaculate courtyard, and Argrave saw tents where immobile people wrapped in blankets and bandages waited. Some he could tell were dead—it was strange, but there was something different about a body when it was dead, something beyond common perception. It was as though they lacked presence. Beyond the victims of this battle, everyone was tense and watchful, packed densely beneath cover while mages stood boldly.

Durran and Melanie emerged from the darkness, rejoining Argrave. Soon, their arrival drew the attention of the waiting soldiers, and rumors spread through the fort. Argrave expected it to be with a somber note; ‘the bastard king dares show his face here?’ That sort of thing. Instead… they started getting riled up. Not from anger—from excitement. And before long, cheers rang out, accompanied by jeers. Not jeers at him, rather, his troops taunted the enemy.

Argrave cast a puzzled glance back at Anneliese and Orion. The golden-armored knight, now largely recovered, gave Argrave a supporting nod, and then Anneliese led him along that they might stand upon the ramparts of the fortress and display themselves boldly before the enemy. There, Castro and Onychinusa stood, vigilant defenders against magical assault.

“Took you long enough,” Onychinusa looked at Argrave tiredly.

Castro’s eyes did not waver from the scene ahead as he said, “I think you’d best negotiate an armistice, Your Majesty. Your knight-commander, Galamon, sallied with a detachment to deal with a particularly ornery group. It went well, but even still… best end it now.”

Argrave nodded at the Tower Master’s words. “You did well.” Argrave looked back and shouted, “All of you did well. And I won’t forget this.”

Argrave stepped up to the fortress parapets, looking upon the abandoned dwarven city shrouded in darkness.

Argrave held out his hand, casting a spell that conjured forth a huge ball of light. It illuminated the city ahead, yet shone on Argrave strongest of all. “Your mortal leader is defeated,” he shouted, words coming to him quickly. “The man you thought a god was a mortal just as me. And where he faltered, I did not. Put down your arms, men and women of the Ebon Cult. Send your spellcasters forth, their hands bound. I am not without mercy, and your story needs not end here, miles underground. If you cooperate, you may see the surface. I urge you, surrender. Live to see sunlight, and your future.”

As Argrave looked out, people walked into view. These men and women… they’d been bold and strong, surrounding him in the heart of this city. Yet now they were defeated. The first of their weapons clattered to the ground as they accepted their fate.

***

Argrave looked at Galamon as he entered into a humble room carved out of this fortress centuries ago. It was little more than a cot for soldiers, but it would suffice for this meeting. He’d talked to some of the soldiers, and they’d said how boldly Galamon had defended this place. Sallying from a siege was generally only done when there was no option, or when it was a very good option. He’d gone into the heart of danger, utterly dismantling the Ebon Cult’s primary attackers and looked no worse for wear.

“Your Majesty,” the elven commander greeted. “You’ve won.”

“Thanks to you, largely,” Argrave nodded. “Everyone is singing your praises.”

“No. The men know what you did,” Galamon shook his head. “This cult… they were monstrous fighters. The majority of our casualties occurred in the first half of the battle. But their power drained as that teal energy left their bodies.”

Argrave raised his brows in surprise. He supposed that explained the positivity. “And… how many died?”

Galamon removed his helmet, then set it aside. His white eyes were tired. “Too early. Need to count. One thousand, at the very least.”

Argrave sighed in dismay, closing his eyes and shaking his head. One thousand families that lost a member, all because he could not persuade Mozzahr with words alone, and instead dragged him away into Erlebnis’ realm by force.

“This is an exceptional victory, Your Majesty. Our forces were of equal strength, and we won without massive damage,” Galamon argued, his deep voice trying its best to be consoling.

“He’s right, you know,” Melanie supported, and when Argrave looked back Durran nodded in agreement.

Argrave looked up slowly. He didn’t want to insult Galamon—from what little Argrave knew of battle, it was an exceptional victory. Their opponent had shamanic magic, and yet they did this well. It was a miracle.

The metal door of the fortress opened behind and Argrave turned his head back. Anneliese and Onychinusa entered, bringing someone along with them. She was a white-haired elven woman, wearing purple and bound in chains. She was most similar in appearance to Onychinusa, though her shorter ears and paler skin marked her as one of the denizens of the underground. Argrave saw an owl mask in Anneliese’s hand, and identified the person at once—Mial, Mozzahr’s daughter.

Mial fell to her knees, and then hissed in pain. Argrave looked at Onychinusa, who’d shoved her. “Don’t do that,” he reprimanded.

“What?” Onychinusa said in loud protest. “She’s the enemy.”

“So were we, at one point,” Anneliese said tactfully. “She is defeated.”

Onychinusa crossed her arms defensively, and then stepped away without a retort.

Mial laughed. “Is this some show of your mercy, feigning kindness with theatrics?”

Argrave pulled a chair up and sat, then looked down at her. “I’d want a larger audience. Everyone here already likes me.” He glanced at Onychinusa. “Somewhat.”

“True…” Mial nodded, staring down at the ground. “But it doesn’t matter. There is only one person whom he would never reclaim his Emptiness from. And that is me.” She looked up. Her eyes were deep lavender. “I retain his power, even if only just. My father lives. Meaning… you lied, King Argrave.”

“I did bash his head against the wall a few times, and I’d say I definitely came out a winner. But you’re right, he’s alive. He’s like a damned cockroach.” Argrave nodded. “I dropped the closest thing to a nuke that I could, but he’s still kicking. But he still bleeds like you or me, and given where I left him… I don’t imagine he’ll last much longer.”

Mial looked off to the side. Anneliese looked at Argrave intently, and when he raised his brows, she nodded. Anneliese thought Mial was hiding something.

“You know something, don’t you?” Argrave pressed.

“No,” Mial shook her head.

“We both know you do,” Argrave insisted.

“She’s hopeful. I think his power has stopped fading,” Anneliese commented.

Argrave’s gaze flitted between them. “Is she right?”

“Why would I know that?” Mial protested.

“She knows,” Anneliese nodded. “I think it’s safe to say that Mozzahr escaped Erlebnis.”

Argrave narrowed his eyes. If that’s true… he’d have to exit the old-fashioned way—namely, the same way Erlebnis enters the mortal realm. He’d emerge where Erlebnis is descending. I’m not sure where that is.

“What have you brought me here for?” Mial’s eyes darted between all present. “A unilateral interrogation?”

Argrave crossed his legs. “Most interrogations are unilateral, right? Well, I won’t torture you for information, if that’s what you fear. I just want some information.”

“No,” Mial refused. “Never.”

“We have many other prisoners,” Argrave pointed out. “All I want to know is where Mozzahr kept his research about Gerechtigkeit.”

Mial focused on him. “Only that?”

“Only that,” Argrave nodded.

“I… suppose I can do just that,” Mial shook her head and looked at the ground, defeated. “What’s going to happen to the rest of us?”

Argrave rubbed his palms together. “I’ll have to keep the leaders imprisoned. If Mozzahr does genuinely live, and somehow manages a return, I can’t have his faithful, like you, talking him up. The rest… I’ll split them up, relocate them. Might be hard, but I can’t afford to keep a dangerous element combined as one unit. I’m friends with some real gods. I’m thinking… they might find their first converts in the Ebon Cult. Insidious, maybe, but safer.”

Mial looked up at him. “My father… I never believed he was a god. But I know he could become one. I know, in my heart of hearts, that he is part of the universe’s design. This will not go as you think.”

Argrave stood, pushing the chair away. “That’s the thing. It never has.”

***

Argrave, Anneliese, and Orion walked through Blackgard, heading for a secluded grove of yet untouched by their furious designs for this city. The newly-born capital grew larger every day, adding yet more buildings with varying purposes. He was happy to see more elves among their number, both from Veiden and the Bloodwoods—many were here as traders, but it was a good start nonetheless. Blackgard was slowly transitioning from a capital in name to a capital in spirit.

They left the bounds of the city. There, a group of warriors waited, standing in a roof circle. At Argrave’s approach they rose, regarding him cautiously. These were all of the members of Hause’s court.

“I’d like to speak to Hause,” Argrave greeted them.

Sonia stepped up to Argrave, giving a whistle. Some of the people there stood down.

“Come with me,” she said, tense as though they were in a battlefield.

Argrave and his two companions walked with Sonia to where Hause waited. Anneliese whispered to him, “These people… I can scarce describe the feeling of loss and emptiness they feel. It will be hard for them to adjust to this new life.”

Argrave could not blame them. To fight the Smiling Raven, and then to be here—it was an impossible transition. And the only one who might shed some light upon their situation, Raven—the Alchemist—refused to come anywhere near them.

Hause waited, kneeling on the grass. She rose up when Argrave approached, her pink ceremonial garb stained with grass where her knees were. She looked youthful and innocent, and she gave a neat nod to Argrave.

“I appreciate you allowing me to reserve this area. My power is scattered throughout the world, but I can feel it returning day by day as I manifest more completely.”

“You’re welcome to this place as long as you like,” Argrave said. “I’ll be absent for a time. I need some time to recover. That heist… it left me with an injury. Even if I’m gone, my people will protect and watch over you. You’ll be taken to a safer place, soon, once I depart.”

Hause smiled. “I imagine you do not do this of charity alone.”

“I do have requests,” Argrave admitted without hesitation.

“As any ruler should,” Hause nodded. “I imagine you wish for me to look at your potential. If you do not… well, times truly have changed. I can assess your potential, but as for unlocking it, I am not yet fully manifest. And my power, well… we fought that beast, the Smiling Raven, mirrored by Erlebnis. What we fought was an imitation of it amounting to no more than a speck compared to the universe. I am hesitant to use it freely, but I can divine your potential if you so wish.”

Anneliese cut in, “May I ask something?”

“Please. You are my benefactor,” Hause gestured freely.

“If you knew Raven could become what he did, why did you help him?” Anneliese tilted her head innocently.

Sonia stepped up to Anneliese. “Don’t speak as if you know—”

“Sonia,” Hause interrupted her. “They were in Erlebnis’ realm. I imagine they know far more than we do,” she said pointedly.

“I-I…” Sonia’s words caught in her throat. “Raven is a good man. He’s…” She closed her eyes, suppressing tears.

“Take a walk, honey,” Hause said calmly, placing her hand on Sonia’s shoulder. When the young woman obeyed mutely, Argrave heard distant sobs finally released. Hause looked at Anneliese. “Potential is not realizing of that potential. I saw that Raven could be as much a force for good as he could be a disaster.”

“It was greed, then?” Anneliese asked with bold innocence.

“Hope,” Hause said distantly. “Just… hope. Hope that it might all end, without Gerechtigkeit ravaging the world. Hope that the fell power that consumed so many cities might instead protect them from the darkness. I… I fear my failure is all too fresh on the mind. In truth… I cannot dismiss my role in this.” She grew silent for a long while, then raised her head with some brightness returned. “But life is resilient, and it came in the form of your party, Argrave, Anneliese. Now—you wish me to examine your potential?”

Argrave scratched the back of his neck—it was a little like visiting a fortune teller, he felt. “I won’t lie—the idea does tempt me. I’d like you to disclose the results to my sister, however.”

“Oh?” Hause tilted her head. “Do you wish to spare yourself the pain of learning something you did not wish to know? That rather reminds of me of someone. He seems to be absent, today,” she mused.

Argrave knew she spoke about Raven. Hause seemed to be keeping quiet about him to her followers, but he wasn’t sure what to make of that.

“There are other considerations,” Argrave explained. “I—"

“I won’t pry,” Hause raised her hand and interrupted. “But… yes, I’ll help you. I, myself, am curious about what your potential will be. You already robbed Erlebnis, god of knowledge, and lived to tell the tale… so what more waits for you?”


Chapter 60

Elenore walked in a room in the parliamentary hall with Orion, Galamon, Melanie, and Durran walking along with her. She saw Hause, sitting on a couch cordially alongside Anneliese. After taking a moment to gather herself, she walked to sit across from the woman.

“Hello,” Elenore greeted. “My brother’s taken me to be his personal messenger. And he tells me you might have very important information.”

“Certainly,” Hause greeted. “I have been taking the time to acquaint myself with Anneliese. She has been speaking of your plans for the future. And hearing of your aims, well…” she ran her hand through her hair. “Perhaps it was not a mistake, what I did. Perhaps the hope I saw did not end with tragedy, and this stories continue onward.”

“Many people died because of what you did,” Durran said simply, walking to the wall as everyone else sat. “Because you meddled with people, an entire continent lost its lives. And it was your own power. You don’t have an excuse.”

Elenore looked at him sharply as she slowly sat. “Durran. This is not the time.”

“It may be meager defense, but what I see is potential,” Hause said in response. “Meaning… even if my hand had not unleashed it, the end result may have been the same. I sought to contain Raven, guide him. Not… not that.” She looked down at the ground. “Raven… does he still refuse to visit?”

“So far as I know,” Elenore said.

“Well… he has a nobler aim, now. All of you do,” she lifted her head. “I can tell you what you might become, all of you. Perhaps it will give you direction. Perhaps it will tell you nothing at all. But nevertheless, I can tell you.”

“Please,” Elenore gestured. “Argrave insists.”

“Then perhaps we should start with him,” Hause inclined her head. “Please know… that I speak honestly, and fairly, and do not hold my words against me.” She looked about, and everyone gave affirming nods—even Durran, who gave his begrudgingly. “Then… Argrave… he exudes death. It is pivotal to his being.”

The party grew silent. Melanie spoke up first, questioning, “Well, uhh… have you seen that before? Got a frame of reference? A famous slaughterer, perhaps?”

“I know what it means,” Hause nodded. “It speaks, largely, of what he is capable of. If he believed it necessary, he could deal death without hesitation. He could make choices that most other people would balk at. This does not make him evil, nor good. Death is a natural part of life. People with incredibly strong will often exude death.”

“Did Raven?” Elenore asked quietly.

“Yes, but not to the extent Argrave did,” Hause shook her head. “It is not a negative thing. I think it is a testament to his sheer tenacity. It is your duty to guide and make sure that tenacity does not express itself in detrimental ways, by my belief. As for his other potential, what I believe you look for more closely… his innate potential is judgment.”

“So he’s judgmental? That fits,” Durran laughed.

“Is that something good, or bad?” Elenore asked. “If you were to unlock that potential, what might it become?”

Hause rubbed her fingers together anxiously. “My ability… is always unpredictable. When I saw Raven, I saw a hunger that grew ever larger the more it ate. It seemed to expand infinitely. When I changed him, he became as he is. His bizarre alchemical body, his self-actualization.” She looked to the side. “And judgment… it is such a broad concept that it scares me to tamper with, somewhat. Things are not normally like that.”

“Then what are they like?” Anneliese asked.

“There’s you,” she looked at Elenore. “You have a flourishing blossom of creativity—a beautiful yet venomous black flower. It could be dangerous… but given how mature this flower is, perhaps it is too late for me to warn you of that. As for other matters, your body is rich soil for a garden. You have latent natural powers of growth. You rather remind me of Sonia. She is an architect of growth. She made the grandest pavilions in all the world, where beautiful flowers bloomed all season long. Her designs were the subject of envy around the world, and all sought her craftsmanship.

“And you,” she looked at Durran. “You have twofold potentials. There is death repeated twice, yet branching off into separate paths. One is of rebirth—of sundering petrified roses, so that the foul flesh beneath can be reborn twice as awful. The other… it speaks of wrapping yourself in the power of others, using either foe or ally alike to invigorate yourself.”

As everyone digested that, Melanie set her black executioner’s blade up against the wall and leaned up against the couch Elenore sat on. “So that’s the more straightforward ones?”

“Yes,” Hause conceded. “The people that I change become a little more than human. My followers are an example of this—I can demonstrate that fact later, if you so please. Though I will admit—finding so many talents clustered together like this is a rarity.”

“You have Argrave to thank for that,” Galamon added gruffly. “He judged us long ago.”

“Indeed?” Hause tilted her head. “Yet you… you have realized much of what you are. The faithful hound spurs your step. Your potential… it was marked by blood, claimed by it and changed irreversibly. Yet now that pestilence has been cut apart, and I see only the scars it left. Even still, this experience serves to strengthen the hound that you are.” She turned her head to Orion. “And you, golden-armored knight, denied your potential. Broke it. It is a stained-glass window with ninety-six colors, and on the other side rests authority. This window lies abandoned, discarded, shattered… but it can still be rebuilt. Either by my hand, or your own.”

“You do see things, I admit,” Orion looked away. “But there is a lesson in your words. Not all potential need be realized.”

“And us last two?” Melanie stood up, her curiosity stoked.

“You are both similar, yet very different simultaneously,” Hause crossed her legs, examining Anneliese and Melanie in turn. “You both feel empty. And this emptiness is a great drive forward, giving you a relentless push toward finding something that might fill this hole. I think you two have made strides toward taming and harnessing this aspect of yourselves, but the fact remains that you still lack a certain part.”

Melanie smiled bitterly. “Thought I hid it well.”

“Funny you phrase it as that,” Hause said, looking at Melanie intently. “You can become a chameleon—an actor without peer. But I do not speak merely of speaking, talking, articulating, or moving… you possess the potential to fool even gods.”

Melanie blinked a few times, taking that in. “Not very fond of the stage. Prefer to be watching the people behind the curtain.”

“I see what I see,” Hause shrugged. “And you, Anneliese. I see in you… an eternity.”

“What is eternity?” Anneliese asked without missing a beat.

“Do you mean you don’t…?” Hause laughed. “No, I think I understand. It is a broad concept, eternity, and you wish to know how it applies here. Well… I have seen eternity on many people. Inventors whose inventions are used even today. Spellcasters who changed the realm of magic forevermore. Or people who left an indelible mark on history. Simply put… you possess something within you that cannot ever be destroyed.”

“That only makes me more curious,” Anneliese crossed her legs and pondered that. “So, then, you have seen all of us. And what of enacting your other power? To unlock potential.”

“I… would you hold it against me if I claimed to have trepidation?” Hause looked around. “You have seen Raven—as you know him, the Alchemist. He cannot be called fully mortal, anymore. I am on the wake of the greatest disaster my abilities have ever caused. I need to reflect on this. And even so, it will be some time before all my powers can manifest from their scattered places. So… I ask for more time to think, before I can answer. Is that alright?”

“I suppose that is fine,” Elenore nodded. “I imagine you’ve given all of us much to think about, in turn. And Anneliese—Argrave needs you for that journey with Mial.”

“Oh.” Anneliese rose, drawn from her distractions. “You’re right. I forget.”

***

“It’s gone,” Mial said simply.

“What?” asked Argrave, looking around the room. They were deeper in the heart of the dwarven cities underground, and the now-abandoned city was quite terrifying. Still, Mial had led them back to the old dwarven senate house, and eventually to a room within it. This room of marble was completely empty.

“Every book here about Gerechtigkeit—it’s gone,” she explained. “I… I know how this looks. But I swear to you, Mozzahr did keep his research here, all of his notes here. I helped him write most of it. He would not move it so randomly, and…” she stuttered in panic. “I don’t know who took it, but it’s gone. You have to believe me.”

Argrave cast Anneliese a look, but she gave no indication she thought Mial was lying. Argrave clutched his forehead.

“Good lord… well…” he babbled, at a loss. “You helped him, right? You can recreate some of it?”

Mial was silent for a few moments, then looked back, chains jingling. “Given this failing, perhaps it’s only natural I help. But I’m only mortal. My father might’ve remembered it all perfectly, but me…?”

“If he remembered perfectly, he wouldn’t have written it down,” Argrave reminded her. “Who knew about this stuff?”

“All the upper echelons,” Mial shrugged. “Myself, the elder vampire Rochefort, Georgina—”

“Georgina?” Argrave repeated.

Anneliese cut in, reminding him, “She’s our captive. Who else?”

Mial’s brain worked, listing off names until she suddenly paused, frowning tightly. “Traugott.”

Argrave’s blood ran cold. “Did you say who I think you said?” He walked to stand before her, and leaned down until he looked her deep in those lavender eyes. “Traugott? S-rank spellcaster? Dark skin, dark hair, absolute psycho who’d spawn a Shadowlander in the heart of a city? That Traugott? The one who writes sociopathic notes, apologizing, like it’ll all be better because of that?”

Mial shrunk away from him as he ran his mouth, then muttered, “I don’t know all of that, but… yes, I believe that’s him.”

Argrave laughed in disbelief, then leaned up against the wall. “You’re telling me Traugott was a part of all of this?”

“I take it you have history,” Mial walked deeper within the room, and Argrave kept a cautious eye on her. His people were all around, but she could still be dangerous.

“You might call it that,” Argrave said vaguely. “This is the last thing I need to hear before I leave…”

“It is not as though the trip could be any worse than it promises to be already,” Anneliese reminded him.

Argrave laughed. “Yeah… yeah. It’s just… absolutely maddening, to not know his game. What is he driving at?” He looked at Mial. “Do you know?”

“I know he convinced Mozzahr to talk to you,” Mial said. “After what happened, thought… he might be one of yours. Or one of Erlebnis’.”

“It fits him, collaborating with that freak, but…” Argrave sighed deeply. “Hell. I’d hoped to bring the Alchemist a nice, fat stack of new knowledge, but it looks like it’ll take time.”

“I’ll get to work recreating what Mozzahr knew,” Mial promised.

“Awfully helpful,” Argrave pointed out. “Okay, whatever,” he dismissed, doing his best to rein in this crushing disappointment. “I… have to get things in order. Forty-eight hours isn’t as much time as it sounds like. And I have a plus-sized coffin to fill.”


Chapter 61

Argrave stood in Elenore’s office, deep inside the parliamentary hall. Orion stood at the doorway, while Anneliese attended to another matter regarding Mial and the other prisoners.

“First among our tasks… distribution of what we’ve stolen from Erlebnis,” Argrave said, reading a paper that Elenore had handed him. “I think I can do this with my listener present. I might even get some satisfaction knowing that we’re dividing the loot from his vault while he listens.”

“I did want to hear your thoughts on that before I made any choices,” Elenore nodded.

“…there’s a lot of stuff,” Argrave confessed. “I was going to ask Hause for help appraising all of it.”

“Don’t you know?” Elenore raised her brows.

“I’m not a machine. I don’t remember all of it,” Argrave defended. “Anyway… the majority of the weapons, we should give to Durran’s god-slaying retinue. He’s dealt with a lot of the baddies, but more of them could still pop up before the tough bastards like Erlebnis and Kirel Qircassia start manifesting. Just make things easy for him.”

“I suggest we set aside some to distribute to the nobility,” Elenore advised. “It will enhance their ability to defend distant territories, while also ensuring their loyalty. These artifacts… what are they truly capable of?”

“One of them could probably put you on par with Galamon, physically,” Argrave said with a shrug. “Others have specific effects. I think… I think one of them might help Valeria. Temporarily. I can finally keep that promise to you, maybe.” He looked at Orion.

The golden-armored knight blinked in shock. “You mean… I might speak to my mother when she is rational?”

“Yep,” Argrave nodded. “Won’t last forever, but it’s a start. From there, I’ll be looking out for other solutions. Non-divine solutions. Unless your stance on divinity changes.”

Orion slammed his fist against his chest hard enough to bend his armor. “Thank you, Your Majesty!”

“Orion’s mother,” Elenore crossed her arms and looked a little pleased. “If one of them might do that… they’ll all be incredibly useful, then.”

“Yeah. We pilfered some other stuff. A dragon egg. I usually sell those, unless I’m playing as—” Argrave cut himself off, hesitant to mention anything related to Heroes of Berendar, even if it was innocuous and vague. “Point is—this’ll take time. Let’s do it while I’m far away, so I can assess things one by one.”

“Okay,” Elenore agreed. “I’d like you to tweak some things about your Domain of Order presiding over the town. It should help make the city safer and more efficient. Crime is basically non-existent. It’s been wonderful, but it could be more.”

Argrave read the paper, where her desired changes listed out for quite some time. “I see that,” he mumbled after a second. “Alright. And then?”

“I’m going to construct a… a mailbox for you, shall we say,” Elenore held her hand out. “It’ll be connected via my blessing from Lira, allowing me to transfer documents to you for you to stamp with your magical signature. Other things, too, but that’s my use for it. We’ll retrieve it after you change the Domain of Order.”

“Alright. And then?” Argrave pressed.

“Just a last-minute census, a few other minor things to deal with, some public appearances, speaking to a few members of parliament… trivial things, but they need to be done. Oh, and I’d like to communicate with the gods in our alliance.”

“Alright. And the last entry… surprise,” Argrave narrowed his eyes, then opened them wide. “Oh. I was in business mode. What’s the surprise?” He paused and shook his head. “Wait—it’s a surprise, duh. You can’t tell me.”

“Precisely,” Elenore took the paper. “Now… let’s get you to work.”

***

The night was late, and Argrave sat at a table filled with many of his favorite people in a small, secluded building in Blackgard. This was his surprise—a private banquet. It wasn’t overly grandiose, but nor was it excessively humble. In other words, precisely the way Argrave liked things. This surprise was a welcome one after the day of tedium he’d endured. The most exciting part had been contacting the gods they’d allied with. Their heist had caused quite a stir in the astral planes. Rook and Almazora still needed mortal champions, but they were ostensibly steadfast allies by this point.

After this night, the Alchemist awaited. Argrave would be sure to enjoy this dinner.

Everyone who’d gone with him on the heist was here, alongside Elenore. Castro had joined at Argrave’s invitation. Some of his people were absent by circumstance or choice—Nikoletta and Onychinusa, for instance—but altogether, it felt like a family meal with a family he truly loved. Still, it was difficult to forget the lingering specter of Erlebnis.

Argrave ran his finger over the empty silver plate before him. “This’ll be a little like my last supper before prison.” He left out the next part, saying it in his head alone: hopefully there’s no Judas among us.

Durran raised his goblet full of wine, while his left arm rested on the backrest of Elenore’s chair proudly and possessively. Elenore didn’t seem to mind. “We’d best make it a good one. I don’t envy what’s coming to you.”

Argrave smiled at the two of them together, then said after a moment’s pause, “We should make it good for Elenore, too, then. She’s going to have me buzzing in her ear at all times of the day.”

“I hope my brother will have the decency to respect my nights, at the very least,” Elenore looked at him pointedly, though her smiling gray eyes told she was happy to be here.

“I second that. For different reasons than her, I imagine,” Durran added, and laughed when Elenore turned her head at him coldly.

“I would come if you would allow me, Your Majesty,” Orion put his hand against his chest. In a rare showing, he did not wear his golden armor—Argrave’s request. With a neat braid on his black hair and a tight combing of his beard, he was quite striking. “But since you will not allow it, I will ensure this place remains just as it was when you left.”

“I believe His Majesty intends for it to be grander than it was,” Castro said tactfully.

“How is Ingo?” Argrave asked Castro.

“He’s… he’s well, Your Majesty,” Castro said with palpable relief. “It is hard to describe how it feels to simply teach him magic with nothing else as distraction.”

The doors opened, and servants dressed in neat white-black outfits entered.

Anneliese sat up a little straighter, seeming unusually attentive. “Speaking of distractions…”

Food was arrayed before them all. Elenore explained, “A lot of this comes from the first harvest in Blackgard. From the orchards, from the fields, or from the livestock… all of this was grown here in the bounds of this valley.” The servants piled the platters up in the center of the table, refilled glasses with jugs of water or wine as requested, then left the room professionally.

“Cows must grow up faster than I remember,” Melanie said as she reached and retrieved a steak. “Or we’re killing them younger.”

Argrave chuckled slightly as Elenore said, “Alright… not all of the food. But the point stands for most of it. On top of that, I’ve imported spices from the Burnt Desert. They’re doing well as a luxury item for now, but as it becomes more available I can distribute it to more classes of people.”

“You like fowl the most, yes?” Anneliese asked Argrave, but she seemed to already be certain of the answer as she retrieved some. “And I remember you enjoying the seasoning of the Burnt Desert…”

She had a faint twinkle in her amber eyes as she dished up his plate, and Argrave figured out that she’d probably asked Elenore to bring the spices to this dinner. She had probably been behind the vast majority of this—the quiet atmosphere, the people he liked, the lack of lingering servants attending to his whims… Anneliese knew him very well.

“I’m gonna miss you,” he told her.

Anneliese paused, looking at him affectionately. The others at the table broke off into their own conversations as they ate, leaving them to their own world.

“I would hope so,” Anneliese said in half a whisper.

“You know so, Anne,” he rebutted at once.

Anneliese smiled broadly, face flushing somewhat. “Yes,” she agreed shyly. “Hause told me that I am empty, you know.”

Argrave leaned in closer. “Where is she? I’ll go smack some sense into her.”

Her exasperated glance made him grin, and she ignored him and continued, “In the past, her calling me that would have resonated. Now… now, not so much. I feel secure. With you. With all the things you built. But even with that security comes insecurity, like it could all slip away. Even if the ground is solid, a landslide could cause it all to crumble.”

“Hell if I don’t feel that,” Argrave nodded slowly. “One thing wrong, though. We built this,” he placed his hand over hers. “And I feel like we’re on the precipice of something real. Something wholly removed from what I knew. Maybe… maybe my purpose.”

“Your purpose has always been what you make it, in my belief,” Anneliese responded. “That… that place… it was terrifying, Argrave. Mozzahr, Erlebnis, the White Planes… I think I am finally strong enough to admit that I grow weary of it all,” she looked back at the table. “I want more of this. A quiet place. You, holding my hand. A family.”

“The circumstance demands we fight for it,” Argrave responded. “Only a while longer, Anneliese.”

“Yes,” she agreed, finally picking up her utensils. “But fear not. My nerve is as cold and hard as ever. I will live up to your expectation as your regent in your absence.”

Argrave smiled. “I don’t think you’re capable of disappointing me. If there’s one thing you suck at, it’s that.”

She looked at him. “You tempt me. The night is young, and I had more planned for us after this… but hearing that, I may reconsider and leave you disappointed.”

“My bad. You’re great at disappointing me,” Argrave went rigid and turned back to his meal.

“Eat your food,” she ordered him, words interspersed with suppressed amusement.

***

“Have you taken care of everything?” asked the Alchemist. He didn’t look back at Argrave as he dealt with his abode of obsidian. His Pawns swarmed about him, assisting him in this task. “You won’t be able to return.”

Argrave looked at Vasquer, and sent his last goodbyes. He said to the Alchemist, “Didn’t realize you cared.”

“…I’ve let you get too familiar.” An eye opened on his back, and its iris split open to make way for teeth. “Perhaps I don’t need to staunch the pain for this procedure as I intended to.”

“You’re the boss,” Argrave complied at once, stiffening. Anneliese shook her head off to the side, where several others stayed to say goodbye. Some of them were even sober. He continued and informed the Alchemist, “I’ve taken care of everything. We can leave whenever you can leave.”

“Bye, Argrave,” came a familiar voice, and Argrave turned his head in surprise. Onychinusa sat atop Vasquer’s head. “I’ll keep watch.”

Argrave smiled. “Thanks. I know I can trust you.”

“Hey…” she began, kicking her feet. “Erlebnis… how bad did you ruin him?”

Argrave laughed heartily. “I’m wealthier than he is, now. Let’s just say that.”

She didn’t quite smile, but her legs did kick a little faster. “Just so you all know… someone tried to break in while we were warring,” she said, growing serious. “They tried to teleport into Blackgard. I think they were after your sister. They ended up in the ocean, instead.”

Argrave grew a little pale. “That’s… terrifying. I…”

“I said they ended in the ocean,” she repeated, annoyed.

Argrave went silent for a few moments, then conceded her point with a nod. “You’re right. But if you hadn’t set up those measures…”

“But she did,” Elenore reminded Argrave. “And I’m fine. Don’t let this rattle you—we have built something that can endure without you watching like a hawk.”

“Only because you’re watching,” he reminded her.

“It’s ready,” said the Alchemist, standing straight and turning. “Get in.”

Orion stepped forward, handing Argrave a box—the ‘mailbox’ that Elenore had crafted, to deliver documents or other items via her blessing bestowed by Lira. Argrave took it in hand, and looked at what the Alchemist had made. It was a simple room, possessing basic amenities and little else. But it was eerily black. And it would be Argrave’s life for a little over a month.

Argrave looked at everyone. “See you soon. Don’t die while I’m gone.” He flashed a bitter smile. “Love you all.”

“Even me?” Melanie asked flirtatiously.

“After all the things you’ve done? Definitely,” Argrave nodded seriously, feeling now was no time for jokes. “You’re family, Melanie. We couldn’t have done it without you.”

Melanie looked away, embarrassed. “You’re not supposed to say something like that.”

“Cry later, all of you,” the Alchemist reprimanded. “Enter, Argrave.”

Argrave obeyed, walking to the spot. He looked at Raven before he entered. “Will you say goodbye to the ones you loved?”

“…no,” said the Alchemist. But in a rare show, he did hesitate.

Argrave stepped into the black room… and it shut behind him, leaving him in total silence. He looked around the place, taking it all in. A bed, a chair, a desk, a toilet—though not a modern one, naturally. Meals would be provided. The Alchemist could create other things as he needed them. But even still… this was to be a month that tried his patience.

The Alchemist entered, walking through the walls. “We’ve arrived,” he declared. “No time to delay. Let’s get you opened up.”


END

So concludes volume 8. I know from this story's stay on Royal Road and Patreon that many people were rather fond of the Alchemist and his character, and I hope that this volume was another pleasant addition of that. We continue to move ever forward toward the end of our protagonist's journey. 

As usual, the next volume will be coming a little more than a month after this volume's release. Stay tuned.
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