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Chapter 1

A few dozen people occupied a spacious stone hall. They looked about the place and spoke to each other in hushed tones so as not to send their voices echoing on the unadorned and immaculate walls brightly lit by yellow magic lamps. There were three sections to this room, divided by two separate and gently sloping stairways. These sections had long, thin, continuous tables in rows with chairs just behind them. They all faced a platform that had two chairs beside each other and a podium before them. There was one double door behind the rows of tables and chairs made of simple, heavy black wood. Its surface bore a carving of a sun with its four rays turning into snake heads at the end.

The door opened, splitting the symbol down the middle as it parted for a new arrival. “All take your places for His Majesty Argrave, sovereign of all Vasquer,” declared a red-headed woman with a scarred face dressed in flamboyant fashion.

The small crowds dispersed, some of them casting glances at the woman and muttering her name—Melanie. She walked into the leftward section, taking a seat of her own beside some people dressed similarly to her. The place she’d just left was soon filled with new arrivals.

The first to step into the hall was a giant knight wearing golden armor. His long and thick single braid of black hair came out the back of his helmet, swaying in the air as he scanned the room. Soon, other royal knights joined him, taking their place in various strategic positions around the room. Content it was safe, Prince Orion stepped aside for the second arrival.

A pale woman with long, straight black hair in a simple green dress followed, escorted by a few knights of her own. She walked quickly, heading down the right aisle with certain steps. People watched her, but she paid them no mind. Princess Elenore took her place at the podium on the platform, and her knights joined the others.

Lastly, an extremely tall man wearing simple clothes of black and gold entered. He was of average build even despite his height and had medium-length wavy hair colored like obsidian. His skin was somewhat pale, but his sharp jaw and strong gaze gave an impression of vitality. King Argrave took the left aisle flanked by a half-dozen knights.

Beside the king was a woman shorter than he was, though still taller than most of the knights escorting them. She had long, straight white hair descending to her waist, some of it brushing past elven ears. She wore a modest white dress with amber decorating it at points, complimenting her eyes of the same color. Queen Anneliese had a dignified calm to her, though when she saw the many people watching took a step closer to Argrave almost by instinct. The Magisters of the Order of the Gray Owl watched her curiously, and the nickname ‘Stormdancer’ was muttered by a few.

The king and queen made their way to the platform in the back of the room, and then took the two seats set out for them behind the podium. Orion came to stand between the two thrones, diligently watching as he stood prepared to guard the king and queen at any moment. With the royal family so closely gathered, one could tell by their obsidian-like hair and sharp gray eyes that these three were well and truly kin.

“The king is here.” Princess Elenore looked about the room. “Parliament is in session.”

Many adjusted in their spot in nervousness or anticipation. Argrave stared at the back of Elenore’s head while Anneliese’s gaze wandered the room. A golden bird landed on the queen’s shoulder. On the stone arches supporting the ceiling, black foxlike creatures with big ears lounged lazily, golden eyes half-closed.

“There are forty members in attendance on this day.” Elenore finally continued, her eyes wandering until they fell on a tan-skinned man with golden eyes. Durran smiled brightly at her. She continued disaffectedly, saying, “Some are temporary members. Some are standing in for their liege, who may be busy with governance or other duties. Some represent townships and cities. And some represent the interest of magical practitioners. Nevertheless, each and all of you are bound by a duty to represent the interest of all the people of Vasquer and ensure just governance. Do you so swear?”

A vague chorus of, ‘I do,’ echoed throughout the hall. Loudest of all was Magister Artur. He sat in the front row beside his colleagues, unadorned with fine jewelry and hanging mantle as he usually was. He simply sat, eyes dancing with many colors.

“Before we begin, His Majesty would like to say some words.” Elenore stepped away from the podium, placing her hands behind her back.

Argrave rose from his seat and stepped to the podium. He looked throughout the room for a moment. “I will be brief. The purpose of this institution is very simple. It is stability. It is the beating heart of the country. No matter what occurs elsewhere in the body, the heart must keep pumping. It must stand as the representative of the people before the king, letting their voice be heard and their will felt. In the event of dynastic complications or extended misrule, it must keep beating ever onward.

“Here,” Argrave continued, hand held out grandly, “I will make my will known. And in turn, you will make the will of the people known. Like this, the kingdom governs as it vows to: on behalf of the people. Though you are forty now, that number will expand as this instrument of governance spreads its roots throughout the land. You must ensure lifeblood from the heart enriches every inch of this land. Remember this, if nothing else.”

With that, Argrave gave one final look to the parliament, then stepped away back to his seat. Elenore stepped up and resumed her position.

Elenore looked ahead and said loudly, “The first matter for the parliament’s decision is confirmation of His Majesty’s accession to the throne of Vasquer. If any protest, speak now.”

Silence reigned throughout the hall. Elenore waited a few moments.

“Then His Majesty’s accession is undisputed, and King Argrave is confirmed as the sovereign of all Vasquer.” Elenore grabbed the edge of the podium, then continued, “The second matter for parliament’s decision is the unprecedented situation that occurred last week. The first advent of Gerechtigkeit has reared its head in the edge of the Bloodwoods.”

***

Argrave and Anneliese were the last to leave the parliamentary hall, barring his personal guards. The wide-open vale of what was already coming to be known as Blackgard awaited him, blooming with wildflowers at the beginning of summer. At the distant edges of the valley, the magic architects of Relize worked to fortify this place in preparation for what was to come. They had made tremendous strides. The mountain was a natural shield, and now the sole path from the south was well-guarded, too.

Argrave’s mind whirled as he stared. As things awaken, spurred and controlled by Gerechtigkeit, refugees will come from poorly defended settlements. By land or ocean, we’ll take them all. This place will have to scale from empty plains to megalopolis very, very quickly. If we can’t… tens of thousands will die. And they might anyway, given the unexpected problem in the Bloodwoods…

There were very many concerns to address about Blackgard. This soil was conventionally nonarable at present. Even once Argrave solved that problem, the food supply would have to scale to the massive population influx to be sustainable for at least two years, until the crisis was finished. Accepting so many refugees en masse came with its own slew of administrative problems, most of all the prospect of tensions from uneasy people. Furthermore, it promised to be incredibly difficult to establish a new center of administration for a kingdom that’d focused around Dirracha for several centuries. Coastal access would be a boon, but the coastal village already here would have to be expanded to accommodate grander harbors.

“Are you going to keep staring off into space?” Elenore asked him.

Argrave looked down at her. “Maybe I am.” He looked back at the wooden double door behind him. “I think that went well. You directed them any which way you pleased.”

She crossed her arms. “It wasn’t complicated. They’re scared. Furthermore, your would-be worshippers of the Relizean army are spreading word of your exploits to anyone who listens—you’re well-liked. On top of that, our parliamentary seats don’t want to exercise too much authority—they’re testing the boundaries of this newfound institution.”

Argrave nodded. “I used to be envious of how damned smart you are.”

Elenore narrowed her eyes. “What?”

“Now, I’m hoping you’re a little smarter than I thought,” Argrave finished. “I haven’t made things easy for you.”

“Could anyone have made it easy?” Anneliese asked.

Elenore shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I can handle it. I can handle them.” She turned her head, watching the distant parliamentary seats disperse. She looked back. “You’ll be off to your wedding, then.”

“Hardly a wedding,” Argrave said somewhat bitterly. “More a business trip than a day of festivity. I finalize things with Dras, get Rowe’s latest revision of my A-rank ascension theory. After all that, we depart to meet with Nikoletta at the edge of the Bloodwoods the day after. Not exactly a honeymoon.”

“You may always renew your vows at a later date, brother,” Orion said, bright voice filled with optimism.

“Veidimen tradition does not call for festivity,” Anneliese reminded Argrave, grabbing his wrist. “And we are not in a position to want for more. Imagine how it would seem, holding some grandiose ball when you preached about Gerechtigkeit’s coming.”

Argrave took a deep breath and sighed, knowing full well she was right. Still, he couldn’t dismiss it from his mind.

“On another note… Durran wishes to speak with you,” Elenore said, her voice tight.

“Did he upset you, somehow?” Anneliese asked, in tune with Elenore’s emotions.

“He always does,” Elenore said with a smile. “I’ll be off. I have to get back to the matter of roads.”

“Good luck.” Argrave left as she walked away.

***

“You’re leaving?” Argrave asked, somewhat in disbelief.

They were in a small party consisting of Argrave, Anneliese, Orion, the royal knights, Durran, and Melanie. Their group traveled across the grass of the vale, heading for the bridge that led back north so that they could head off to the edge of the Bloodwoods.

“No, I’m asking permission to leave,” Durran rephrased it, pointing both of his hands gauntleted in wyvern scale at Argrave’s chest. “If you can think of a better use for me, I’ll stay. That said, I think my best use would be gathering together some allies and treasures in the Burnt Desert to provide aid.”

“I don’t get it.” Melanie shook her head. “You do all that work getting Elenore’s trust, now you want to head off?”

“She’s got minions of higher pedigree, now.” Durran shook his head, disagreeing. “What do you say, old pals king and queen? Am I permitted to leave?”

Argrave looked to the distant bridge, then sighed. “At least Galamon had a wife to come back to. But you? Looks like everyone’s going home. Did I miss the trend?”

“The trend is that the demons have landed, and everyone is trying their best to pitch in.” Durran walked ahead and spread his arms out. “After that stuff from the Bloodwoods spread around, everyone knows that something is very, very off. From what I hear, your cousin is lucky to be alive. I think I’d do better as a liaison with the Burnt Desert than a glorified assistant to your sister.”

Anneliese looked at him. “Is that all?”

Durran clicked his tongue. “No, it’s not. I was hoping you could brief me about the ins and outs of the Burnt Desert, so that my time there can be… especially fruitful,” he alluded vaguely.

“It’s your homeland,” Melanie pointed out, still ignorant of Argrave’s depth of knowledge. “Why are you asking him?”

“She keeps questioning me.” Durran pointed his thumb at her. “Could you give a royal prerogative to muzzle?”

“I guess I can tell you what I know.” Argrave sighed, ignoring Durran’s joke. “Supposed to be my wedding, but I have to talk about that sandy place. You’re asking a lot.”

Durran frowned. “What’s the big deal? It’s just a marriage.”

“Is nothing sacred here?” Argrave caressed his forehead. “Nobody’s ever heard of grand marital ceremonies?”

Durran responded back with banter of his own, but Argrave barely heard him. Occupying his mind was the coming meeting with Nikoletta—the first in many months, and with her father’s whereabouts still unknown. And even more than that… what happened in the Bloodwoods loomed above, like Gerechtigkeit’s personal response to all Argrave’s efforts.

And the worst part… was that it might be just that.


Chapter 2

Argrave stepped into the courtyard of the grand fortress that had been constructed at his behest some months ago. It marked the northern entrance to Blackgard where they’d tunneled through the mountain to bridge the Indanus Divide. The garrison had made the place much more habitable since he last visited, building ramshackle if effective homes like some sort of castle town. He didn’t intend to stay long. Still, someone waited for him: the two-eyed, red-haired Elias of Parbon.

“Your Majesty,” Elias greeted, lowering his head.

“Don’t do that. You get a pass.” Argrave waved his hand. “You and your father can call me whatever you want in private, as far as I’m concerned.”

Elias raised his brow, and Argrave couldn’t help but stare at his two ruby-like eyes. A month ago, one of them had been rotted away by a disease commonly known as the waxpox, but now they were whole and healthy again.

“Why’d you ask me to meet at the north side? I have to travel south to return home,” the man reflected.

“You’re right.” Argrave shook his head. “Slipped my mind. But Durran and his fingers are back, and your eye looks whole… so I have to ask, how’s your sister?”

“She’s singing a lot,” Elias said brightly. “And she says she’s happy. I’m not inclined to doubt her.” He scratched just above his forehead, then began, “Argrave… I can’t thank you enough. Me, my sister, both of us…”

Argrave held his hand out. “So don’t thank me at all. I don’t want to hear it. I’m more interested in that other thing I asked you and your father to deal with.”

Elias shook his head lightly. “You’ve… Never mind. Alright, well…” Elias looked off to the gate. “Things are just like you said; the people that had the plague have a lot of trouble returning to their lives. People won’t employ them, and sometimes their old homes reject them. A lot of fear in the air. Most of the nobles were glad to have us expel the plague-ridden from their land. They viewed it as a personal favor from His Majesty,” the man finished bitterly.

“Then you’ve been rounding them up, sending them to Dirracha?” Argrave pressed.

“Yeah. Most of them got into the temporary housing.” Elias nodded. “I never thought you the charitable sort. Why are you doing this?”

Argrave frowned. “Am I so horrible?”

Elias stared.

“I’m making some changes to the military.” Argrave sighed in defeat. “Whenever the kings of the past needed an army, their options were three—their personal forces, their vassal’s forces, and a widespread levy. Separate, they’re insufficient. Together, they’re rather grand.” Argrave waved his finger and shook his head. “That structure is a mistake, long term. I’m tossing it aside, making something wholly new.”

“You’ll make them soldiers?” Elias looked taken aback. “Argrave, these people—”

“They won’t be treated like levies, don’t worry.” Argrave interrupted Elias once again. “You might not know this, but the waxpox fed on magic to sustain and grow itself. Because of the disease’s attraction to magic, I can imagine there’s going to be a great many diamonds in the rough, so to speak. Beyond that, those young and malleable enough will form the core of my new personal force—not royal guards, but professional soldiers. They’ll be paid. Then, they can take care of their families. And when it’s feasible… House Quadreign will treat those it can with its flame.”

Elias scratched at his cheek. “That’s… rather noble.”

Argrave said nothing. He wasn’t doing this to be noble—he was doing it because everyone available needed to be used in the fight ahead. And he’d stolen the idea from Orion and his Waxknights, regardless.

“I’ll keep sending them to Dirracha, then.” Elias’ voice was a little more optimistic than before.

“Elenore can handle the next part. Don’t worry—she’s been briefed.” Argrave shook his head.

Elias nodded. “So… you’re getting married?” He looked at Anneliese, who had been quiet during this exchange. “Me too. That’s what I’m coming home to.”

“You’re having a wedding?” Argrave pointed.

“Sure, I think.” Elias shrugged.

Argrave looked at Anneliese pointedly.

***

They departed from the fortress at a little past midday. They traveled small, their group consisting only of Argrave, Anneliese, Orion, and some of his Waxknights. The journey from the fortress to Relize had taken four days in the past, but that had been with a sizable force of somewhat uncoordinated infantrymen on a steady pace. With fast-moving horses, the marble city of Relize came into sight by dusk. But Dras’ encampment, their true destination, was long before that. That place was more visible in many ways, considering Rowe’s dragon, Crystal Wind, rested on the ground with its pearl-like body.

When they neared, Argrave recognized Patriarch Dras from a distance. He spotted another person at his side, and hastened the horse even more before Orion chided him to be more cautious. Once the two met, Argrave dismounted, walking forth with a smile.

“Galamon!” Argrave called out, walking to the man quickly.

Galamon stepped ahead of Dras, taking off his helmet. His white hair was usually long, but he’d trimmed it. He stood there, stoic as ever. Argrave gave him a hearty hug.

“It’s damn good to see you.” Argrave pulled his head away.

“I thought it best to come.” Galamon looked to the side. “Anneliese.”

“Hello again, Galamon.” She waved, smiling too.

“This guy treating you alright?” Argrave pressed, pointing his thumb at Dras as he stepped away. “Things going well in Veiden?”

“…I’m glad I asked for him,” Dras said seriously. “And I’m sorry to see these men go.” The patriarch looked back.

Argrave frowned, then looked to Galamon to seek confirmation. The snow elf gave a somber nod, agreeing that things were indeed as dire as the patriarch claimed.

“There are mountains and glaciers in Veiden that are uninhabitable. Most people thought there was nothing beyond them, but… a Twisted Twin of the Winter descended, driven mad by… Well, you can imagine what. The beast killed half a hundred before he was slain.”

“A…” Argrave struggled to remember Veidimen lore from Heroes of Berendar. “A frost ettin?”

“I don’t know what an ettin is, but you’re probably right.” Dras let out a long sigh. “It’s not just that. Things thought long dead are reappearing. On top of that, Galamon is still investigating the supposed reemergence of the Ebon Cult.” The patriarch closed his eyes for a few seconds, then opened them again and fixed his gaze on Argrave. “Hah. It must sound like I’m guilting you into letting me keep my men.”

“I am incapable of feeling shame.” Argrave shook his head.

Dras laughed loudly. “Well, that’s good. I’ve found that to be a very valuable trait as a leader.”

“Galamon,” Orion said, stepping ahead of Argrave. “The royal knights you drilled…”

“Yes?” the snow elf said evenly, staring Orion eye-to-eye.

“They’re very skilled,” Orion said earnestly. “You have the soul of a commander, and that shines through in their eyes. I’m looking forward to seeing how these men of yours will transform Vasquer.”

Galamon furrowed his brows, confused, then dismissed that and said simply, “Thanks.”

The sound of a heavy piece of wood meeting the grass attracted Argrave’s attention, and he turned his head to watch Rowe walking over.

“Galamon—get everyone together, bring them here,” Dras directed him. Galamon nodded and walked off as Rowe took his place in front of their group.

“Look at you,” Rowe said, sizing him up. “You’re getting fat.”

Argrave was taken aback and looked down at his stomach. “No, I think I was just quite skinny before.”

“Not your body. Your head. That has to be what’s inside there, considering how utterly shoddy this thesis of yours remains.” Rowe retrieved a stack of papers, waving them about in the air. “You’ve been eating the low-hanging fruits, and now you’ve found yourself too fat to jump to get the harder ones.”

Argrave laughed, Rowe’s brutal criticism welcome reprieve from being called ‘Your Majesty’ by each and all. “I think I’m almost ready to put that shoddy thesis into action, ascend to A-rank. Just have to get everything in place.”

“You’ve been ready to do so for weeks, now. You’re just a coward. Everything has to be perfect for you to take the slightest step forward. Rather unlike your woman, here.” Rowe looked to Anneliese.

“He is younger than I am,” Anneliese defended. “And he bled for me, elsewise I would have failed utterly.”

Rowe snickered, but as he did, a great rumbling shook the earth. Argrave craned his neck, looking beyond cautiously. Orion’s royal knights came to attention, too, placing their hands on their swords. Then, Argrave realized what it was.

Three hundred Veidimen warriors stepped out of their tents in a refined and practiced order, marching almost in lockstep before they took a formation behind Patriarch Dras. They had Ebonice axes on their waists, swords as tall as grown men in their hands, and shields big enough to cover their whole torso strapped to their arms. Many were larger than Galamon… and each had an icy discipline in their eyes.

“These are your men,” Galamon declared, stepping out of the crowd until he came to Argrave. “I chose them, personally. Each and all signed contracts in blood to serve you, and only you, until their deaths. They will do whatever you ask of them. I will introduce you to the three officers of their number later.”

Argrave looked at them just as they looked at him. They seemed like proud lions, each and all. Just as they would be devastating on the battlefield, so too would they be hard to tame. Their loyalty was assured by contract, but Argrave wanted their respect. He’d have to think of how to earn it.

Dras put his hand on his waist, looking them down. “Three hundred and three—more than was asked for. My three best officers are here, and I hate to lose them. But I made a promise, and it will be kept.” He looked at Anneliese. “They’re a fitting honor guard to be gifted for my daughter’s wedding, I should think.”

“How is the adoption playing in Veiden?” Argrave asked curiously.

“People understand.” Dras shook his head. “And Rowe… spoke on her behalf,” the patriarch alluded vaguely. “Regarding her… before we begin the ceremony, there’s something Anneliese should hear.”

Anneliese’s face grew accommodating as she asked, “Yes? What is it?”

“Your mother and younger sister are here,” Dras said evenly.

Anneliese’s composure faded for a moment as her features twisted in surprise. “What? You cannot be serious,” she said, blinking quickly as her hands moved anxiously. “Why?”

“Is it so strange?” Dras tilted his head. “They… Well, your mother wanted to speak to you before the wedding,” he corrected. “Alone, preferably.”

Anneliese stood there agape.

“I see this might not be as innocent a request as I thought it was. I took you as my daughter,” Dras continued. “If you say no, they will not speak to you. Still, I’ve delivered the message.”

Anneliese looked at Argrave. He offered her his hand, and she took it. For a few seconds, she said nothing. Then, after swallowing, she said, “I will meet them.”


Chapter 3

Anneliese pushed open the fur flap of a traditional Veidimen tent, walking within. The first thing she saw was a wood-burning iron stove, its makeshift chimney piping smoke through a hole in the top of the circular tent. These dwellings could be constructed in thirty minutes by veteran Veidimen, and the fur padding outside and wood stove could stave off the coldest conditions. It brought back memories, and seemed far out of place in the warmth of the summer they found themselves in.

Next, her mother fell into sight. Kressa. She was short for a Veidimen, not at all like long-legged Anneliese. Even still, that placed her a little above six feet. She had bright white eyes and golden blonde hair kept at shoulder-length. She looked a little heavier than Anneliese remembered. The probable explanation for that sat in her hands—a newborn child.

“Anneliese,” Kressa said, her voice bright with genuine surprise. “I didn’t think you’d come. Much less alone.”

Anneliese kept her feet firmly rooted to the ground as she replied, “Dras said you asked me to come alone.”

“Well… yes, I did. But you never listened to me in the past.” Kressa shook her head, then when the baby in her hands made a noise, soothed it quietly. “Look. Your baby sister, Rache,” she said, holding the child out slightly.

Anneliese looked at the little girl wrapped in furs. Though she had Kressa’s eye and hair color, she recognized bits and pieces of her mother’s husband in the facial features. She refocused on her mother and said, “I thought that Dras was talking about Jirella.”

Perhaps I set myself up for disappointment thinking that she would come, Anneliese reflected, but left those words unspoken.

“The day you left without a word was the day we found out I was pregnant with Rache,” Kressa continued. “You can’t blame Jirella for being upset.”

Anneliese sighed and turned on her heel toward the entrance.

“Don’t go,” her mother called out with some urgency, stepping forward. “Don’t go, please. I didn’t come here to fight.”

Anneliese paused and looked back. Her mother’s genuine plea brought her pause, and she hesitantly stepped away from the entrance.

“It was very difficult for me to muster the courage to come here again,” Kressa said with a tremoring voice. “This place brings back only bad memories. The unending green, the people… we barely survived.”

Annelise swallowed, looking down at her mother. “Then why did you, exactly? I have some trouble understanding it.”

“Because I don’t want to part,” Kressa said simply. “You’re my daughter. You’re my family. We can’t just never speak again—that’s not right.”

Anneliese stood silently, blinking as she waited for her mother to continue.

“Word of you reaches home very often,” Kressa continued, looking to her child and lightly swaying. “And look at you. You look wonderful. Apparently, Rowe the Righteous tells all those he teaches that they’re drooling imbeciles compared to you. He gave my mother a real dressing down when she fought back.” She laughed.

Anneliese chuckled quietly.

“I was really glad that she got taken down a peg. I can’t remember how many times she did the same to me. Ah, but… don’t mistake me,” Kressa said. “I’m not here to ask you for anything, or… or take advantage of you, or anything like that. I just… I was very sad when you left. I cried enough your father thought I would miscarry.”

“My father’s dead.” Anneliese shook her head.

Kressa’s face tightened. “You know what I meant. My husband.”

Anneliese nodded calmly.

Kressa stared for a few moments, then said, “Dras claims you’re getting married.”

“In the Veidimen way.” Anneliese nodded.

“To the king, no less.” Kressa smiled. “I remember in my time here… anyone that spoke ill of the king was hated. Everyone answers to him. But you… you’re so talented, smart, beautiful… I think you’re the reason he is where he is, hmm?” She smiled up at Anneliese sincerely, the spitting image of a proud mother. “Your father… your real father, he was that way, too. Even if he was living scum, he was talented.”

Anneliese crossed her arms and shifted away on her feet.

“So, do you think I can meet your husband-to-be?” Kressa pressed. “If not, perhaps you could tell me about him? We can spend the day, maybe.”

Anneliese raised a brow, minutely surprised. She slowly lowered her arms and said, “He’s… His name is Argrave.”

“Argrave… definitely a name from this land.” Kressa nodded, stepping back toward the stove. “Shall we meet him? Or maybe we can sit down, talk? I’d love to hear an update from you. We can take the day to catch up!”

“I, uh…” Anneliese stepped a little more inside the tent. “I fear I cannot, today.”

“Oh, how forgetful of me.” Kressa shook her head. “Your wedding. Then, tomorrow, certainly?”

“No.” Anneliese shook her head. “Not just that. I have other things I must attend to with Argrave. I’m afraid that it’s just not feasible to linger for too long.”

“When, then?” Kressa tilted her head.

“Things are very busy.” Anneliese shook her head. “Perhaps I can write, but we head off to the Bloo—”

“You can’t bear to see my face, is that it?” Kressa said with a tight voice. Anneliese eyed her cautiously as her mother continued, “I fed you, clothed you, kept you safe, and you don’t want to even look at me, talk to me more than a few minutes?”

Anneliese suddenly felt very exhausted, and she rubbed between her eyes to ward that away. Old patterns realigned in her head, and as they did, she remembered the best solution. “Goodbye, Kressa,” she said decisively, stepping toward the door.

“Where are you going? Don’t go, Anneliese!” Kressa called out. This time Anneliese did not change course, and so she spat, “All I did for you, and you’ll never show me one ounce of affection? That man, he’s not your blood!”

The baby, Rache, started crying as Anneliese’s steps quickened. She pushed past the tent flaps, then walked through the camp with quick steps.

***

“It was… strange, coming home,” Galamon said. “So much has changed. So much stayed the same.” The elf took a deep breath and sighed. “Rhomaden was a tiny little bundle when I left. Could fit him in my hand. Now…” Galamon looked off to the side. “I think I’m just a big man called ‘Father’ to him. Missed so much. So much I can never do with him.”

Argrave listened patiently but didn’t know how to respond. Instead, he asked, “But Muriem… she was happy to see you, right?”

Galamon lowered his head and grinned. “…Yes.”

Argrave raised his brows. “See? I told you it’d all work out.”

Galamon fixed his cold white eyes upon Argrave. “But it hasn’t. It’s only begun.”

“It’s true,” Argrave admitted. “That’s why I was hoping to get some details about what…” He trailed off as Galamon’s head whipped to the side.

Anneliese pushed open the flaps to the tent and stepped in quickly. She paused when she saw Galamon and Argrave sitting together.

“We can finish another time,” Galamon said, rising from his chair. He left quickly.

Anneliese slowly walked to Argrave as he rose to his feet. She rubbed her eyes hard, looking as though she was utterly exhausted. She planted her head against his shoulder, sighing deeply.

“That bad, huh?” he said, wrapping his arms around her.

“You noticed? How empathic,” she replied drolly. “My head feels full of rocks. I struggle to keep it above my shoulders.”

Argrave put his hand on the back of her head and jostled it lightly. “Seems normal to me. Might be cement brain, though. Harder to detect.”

Anneliese laughed once, staying still. “I cannot make sense of it,” she said quietly, voice muffled. “In one moment, she acts so kind, so loving… and it is genuine, I know it. She feels these things as surely as she expresses them. The next… her tongue turns to acid. Such a hatred, just as pure as the love had been. I got out before it got as bad as it usually does, but… hah. Historically, I know it is best to avoid her. Still, afterwards… I always wonder if this time, things would have been different.”

Argrave kissed the top of her head, holding her quietly.

“It was like that when I was younger, too,” Anneliese recounted distantly. “She would cry, call me precious, hold me tight… but the inverse came just as quickly. And if I avoided her, she would say she was going to hurt herself, jump into the ocean…”

Argrave basked in the silence, then thought of something. “Is that why you hated those jokes about suicide…?”

“Yeah,” Anneliese finished.

He took a deep breath. “Damn, I’m… I’m sorry, Anne.”

“Hmm,” she grunted into his shoulder. “Maybe I was just being sensitive.”

Argrave shook his head. “Don’t think that way.”

Anneliese lifted her head up and looked at him, amber eyes shining against the last light of dusk. “I like thinking that way. I saw countless people that, when faced with one tragedy, turned it into five or six by weakness of will.” She shook her head. “Self-pity does nothing for no one. No matter what comes, you cannot pity yourself.”

“Is that a lesson for me?” Argrave tilted his head.

“If you had ever truly pitied yourself, you would not have come this far,” Anneliese told him, then closed her eyes. “I think I am preaching. I apologize.”

“I like hearing the way you think,” Argrave disagreed. “But put all that nonsense with your mother behind you, Anneliese.”

“And my sister,” Anneliese pointed out. “My baby sister.”

“Your mother had another kid?” Argrave furrowed his brows, and then when Anneliese nodded, he looked to the side and said, “Wow.”

“We should get ready,” Anneliese reminded him.

***

The red moon was directly overhead, full and bright. Anneliese and Argrave sat atop a hill, peering up at the moon.

“So… we just stay out under the moonlight, and come morning, we’re married? This would be kind of dangerous in Veiden, no?” Argrave asked Anneliese.

“Barring the vows, you’re correct. You would think it is dangerous,” Anneliese agreed. “These joining ceremonies seldom end in harm, though, and then it’s supposedly a sign of a poor match.” She looked at him. “It’s quite rare for people to actually do this. Typically, the couple simply tells the chieftain or makes a public announcement. Like I said, Veidimen culture is not especially grand.”

“Vows, huh?” Argrave lied down against the grass. “I’ve got a lot in mind. I could make the vow to never love another woman…”

“That might make having daughters troublesome,” Anneliese reflected.

Argrave laughed. “Fair point.”

“You don’t need to vow anything,” Anneliese said, and he looked at her in confusion. “I know how you feel.”

“What if I want to?” Argrave looked at her.

Anneliese stared back for a few moments. “Well, I suppose Veid would hear these vows. Then, you’d be punished if you broke them.” She looked back at the moon. “Given that Veid might be coming to this realm soon enough… perhaps it’s best to keep that tongue sealed.”

“Erlebnis told us that a lot of gods are keeping their eye on us, not just Veid,” Argrave reminded her. “Hmm… if that’s the case…” He laughed.

“What?” She looked at him funny.

“I vow… that if any of you godly pieces of shit hurt Anneliese, I’ll personally see to your death,” Argrave declared, pointing to the sky and shooting finger-guns.

Anneliese looked extremely embarrassed and hid her face. “You are practically inviting disaster, you realize.”

Argrave laughed, then wrapped his arm around her waist. “Well, you pointed it out. That neutralizes it.”

She resisted briefly as he tried to pull her toward him, but in a moment fell atop Argrave and rested against his chest. After a moment of laughter, the two of them settled down in peace.

“Since you made a vow…” she said quietly. “I vow… that I’ll make sure you and I live long and happy lives.”

Argrave smiled broadly. “You’ve outclassed me yet again. I think I’m gonna steal your vow, make it my own. And since we’re both saying it, it’s definitely going to happen.”

“You pointed it out,” Anneliese said. “That neutralizes it.”

“Ah, damn,” Argrave played along. “Quick, think of another one.”


Chapter 4

The night came and went very quickly. Argrave and Anneliese spent a lot of time together, but they seldom did so while doing nothing more than enjoying each other’s company. In this manner, the joining ceremony was a precious opportunity that reminded him of the good fortune he’d had in meeting her. Argrave had been complaining about not having a proper wedding, but by the morning he came to realize that this was a far nicer way to celebrate than with expensive pageantry and large groups of people obsessing over the two of them.

They returned in the morning. The Veidimen warriors were eating their rations—salted meat constituted the bulk of that. They were big and fierce, but that meant they ate nearly twice as much as a normal person to maintain that strength. Galamon had assured Argrave that these men were used to dealing with food shortages and foraging, but it still elicited some concern.

After some time to eat of their own, Argrave and Anneliese rejoined with Orion and then met with the patriarch once again. He was with Rowe and Galamon in his tent, dismantling some equipment to pack for their journey back.

“Congratulations,” were Dras’ first words to them as he deconstructed a chair. “The two of you are now husband and wife. Dare I ask what vows you made?”

“Well…” Argrave scratched his ear. “We made a lot of them. Couple hundred, maybe.”

Anneliese laughed quietly in remembrance of last night.

Dras gave confused glances between the two of them, but he prudently shook his head and dismissed it. “Then we’ll be going. The men I promised are yours—the rest will be sailing back to Veiden today.”

“I’m thankful for your support. These men will be well-utilized.” Argrave nodded, then turned his head to Rowe. “And I appreciate your refinement of my A-rank ascension. I think the next time we meet, you’ll be very surprised.”

“Hmm, sure.” Rowe nodded. “I think you’ll still be dragging your feet when next we meet. Or maybe I’ll be looking down at a corpse in a coffin. That would be a little less surprising than your success. Your ascension is an active body reformation—those are the most dangerous kind, you realize. Not many of those are discovered… without incident.”

“I’ve gotten advice from so many people, it’d be embarrassing if I failed.” Argrave shook his head. “And besides, I’ll be doing it in a place that minimizes my risk.”

“Ah, yes. The classic coward’s tactic: take risks only when it’s not risky.” Rowe nodded knowingly. “If you succeed, though…” The old S-rank wizard shook his head, eyes a little wide. “I’ll have to make far fewer jokes at your expense.”

“I question if that day will ever truly come.” Argrave shook his head, and then stepped up to Galamon. “I think it’s time you introduce me to those officers so we can get on the road.”

“Come,” Galamon said, stepping past Argrave.

Along the way, Galamon explained what he’d promised to the day before: namely, the situation in Veiden. It was more or less as Argrave expected it to be. Fear and panic were high, and the problem was exacerbated by occasional assaults of things that fell under the waxing influence of Gerechtigkeit. The same thing prevailed here in Berendar, too, though Veiden was being hit harder—perhaps it was because of their unity, or perhaps there were simply more things for Gerechtigkeit to throw at the Veidimen.

Eventually, they entered into the officer’s tents. The three of them in question knelt on the ground, cleaning up the last of the interior of their tent. When Galamon and Argrave entered, they rose and came to attention. Though uniform in equipment, they all looked a little different.

“This is Bastal.” Galamon gestured toward a white-haired, white-eyed man. He was the smallest of the three and kept his hair long bound into a ponytail. “That’s Grimalt.” The next was a shaven man with amber eyes—the largest of the three, standing taller and wider than even Orion. “And then Rasten.” The last was a lithe man with golden eyes and hair. He reminded Argrave of Durran, and not from eye color alone. “Each of these three command a unit of one hundred.”

Galamon looked at the men. “You will call him Your Majesty,” he informed them, then pointed at Anneliese. “And her Your Highness.”

“Yes, sir,” the men confirmed in bold unison.

Galamon nodded. “In time, I’ll return as knight-commander. For now, you answer to the king and queen first, and this man second.” He looked at Orion.

“They seem like good fighters,” Orion said, voice echoey from behind his golden helmet.

“And spellcasters,” Argrave noted. “Dras went far beyond what I asked.”

“They’re B-rank, all three. They stagnated there.” Galamon nodded. “I may have insisted Dras allow me to choose them in particular.”

Argrave smiled and stepped closer. “I’m going to ask a lot of you. Not just you three, but each and every man beneath you. If you know the prophecy, then you know what comes. And if you know what comes, then you’ll know that what we have is insufficient to fully contest who you know as He Who Would Judge the Gods. You’re going to have a large number of men beneath your command, in time. Not only that, but they’ll all be fresh—you’ll have to bring them from the ground to the skies.”

“We’re prepared, Your Majesty,” answered Bastal, quickest to adapt.

“I hope so.” Argrave nodded. “Tell me—what do you think about fighting Galamon?”

The three of them hesitated, saying nothing. Gradually, Grimalt managed to say, “He’s unbeatable.”

“Even with magic?” Argrave pressed.

“If he has Ebonice, almost definitely unbeatable, Your Majesty,” Rasten confirmed. “The man’s a fish in water compared to a baby in the sea. As a matter of fact, I’d prefer to be a baby against a fish than fight against Galamon.”

Argrave spread his arms out. “Some of that is him. But some of that is this, also.” Argrave tapped Galamon’s armor.

Galamon crossed his arms, nodding.

“We’re going to be heading to a place called the Bloodwoods. But first, we need to make a stop at a city called Relize. Each and every one of you are going to be sized for new armor. It enhances your physical prowess, wards you from lesser attacks. And then… I think you’ll find Galamon a little less unbeatable.”

The three looked at him stoically even despite his uplifting words. Disciplined, professional, stoic—these men exuded the same qualities that Galamon did. It was precisely what he needed to make the sort of force that he wanted.

“Tell the men to gather their things and prepare to march,” Argrave directed them.

“Yes, Your Majesty,” they replied asynchronously, then gathered some things efficiently and stepped outside.

Once they were gone, Orion said cautiously, “I think it will be impossible to find enough large horses to carry these men. Preparing one for you and I and a few others—certainly, it’s manageable, but… three hundred? Few horses are bred stalwartly enough.”

Argrave stepped toward the tent’s flap, parting it. Once outside, his eyes wandered the camp. Grimalt barked out an order. And then… it was like a beehive come alive. Their tents could house five, and each group of five worked with startling efficiency to prepare for travel. In one minute, all the fur lining was gone. In the second, everything within was stowed away. In the next, the wooden constructions were dismantled. By the fourth, they were packing these materials away into backpacks. And before the fifth minute passed, all three hundred stood arrayed. A vast plain lay empty where the camp had been.

Galamon and Anneliese watched with pride, and Argrave looked at Orion. “Something tells me that won’t matter much.”

Orion looked back. Even the tent they’d just been in moments ago was gone, stripped and packed away. Argrave was very much looking forward to seeing them pitch these tents.

***

They parted for Relize not too long after the men had finished preparing—funnily enough, it took longer for Argrave’s party to prepare than it did the troops. After saying a final farewell to Galamon, they left at midmorning. Along the way, Anneliese and Argrave discussed how best to utilize these new elven forces to build up the army he envisioned. Having the snow elves’ disciplined coordination permeate his army would be a greater boon than one hundred thousand men.

Their troop was received by Ansgar Dandalan on behalf of his father, Leopold. Once there, a great many of Elenore’s men were ready and waiting to receive the Veidimen. They took their measurements, wrote down names, and then prepared to send those into Dirracha. There, the royal smiths would reforge royal knights’ gear into armor that fit them. For practicality, Argrave requested that the armor not be ridiculous and shiny gold. Orion didn’t like this but, unfortunately for him, he’d abdicated to Argrave and so was not king.

Argrave oversaw things for a little while, ensuring that the Veidimen would be taken care of here in Relize in way of food and such. Rather than disturb the citizenry, he commanded that they pitch their tents outside the city. He intended to join them to build the beginnings of camaraderie. But first…

“Elenore sent something for you both, Your Majesty, Your Highness, alongside a report,” Ansgar informed Argrave and Anneliese after a while. “It wasn’t urgent, so I refrained from immediately telling you. Still, I think you should see it.”

After blanking for a few moments, Argrave placed what she might’ve sent and smiled. “Right, right. Let’s see it, then.”

Argrave followed Ansgar into the city with Orion as his escort, heading toward Leopold’s estate by the river. Once there, they were led into a side room.

“Leopold around?” Argrave questioned.

“I believe so, Your Majesty. Shall I get him for you?” Ansgar gestured toward the door.

“No, no.” Argrave waved his hand, looking toward the table as Anneliese walked toward it. She picked up a breastplate and held it up in the air. As she examined it, he pressed, “These are the items?”

“Yes, Your Majesty,” Ansgar confirmed. “Shall I send for someone to help you wear these?”

“I think that Anneliese and I can take care of it,” Argrave said, waving Ansgar away. “Thank you. You can go now. Orion, please wait outside the door.”

The prince nodded, stepping out alongside Ansgar. Once the door was shut, Argrave walked up to stand beside Anneliese.

“They are rather pretty,” she said, looking at them.

“Pretty?” Argrave watched her, then looked to the armor on the table.

Argrave’s leather armor made in Jast had served him very well throughout his journey—served Anneliese, too. Both of them might be dead without it. Even still, it was only made to modern enchanting standards, and thus far inferior to salvaged elven gear that the royals worked with. Elenore was going to remedy this rather simply, but in an unexpected turn of events, Artur, a Magister of the Order, had offered to add his own personal enchantments to the gear atop the elven enchantments of old.

Needless to say, this made Argrave paranoid at first. From what he recalled, Artur had argued vehemently against Vasquer’s equal cooperation with the Order. Measures were taken, however—Castro personally monitored the process of making the gear. Anneliese even verified Artur’s sincerity. With those two assurances, Argrave let it happen.

Artur was the best enchanter in all of Heroes of Berendar, barring an enchantment-focused player. He knew a few old elven methods, even—lore dictated he’d discovered them on his own, entirely independent of their civilization. The man had promised a very appealing piece of armor, and Argrave couldn’t deny him.

This new armor was not too far removed from what Argrave worked with last time. It was two sets of leather—one black, one gray. The gray one was heavier, the black lighter. They both had heavy, fur-lined dusters. Beyond the fact they were fully repaired, Argrave saw much more metal at points—this was to accommodate the new enchantments, no doubt, as leather couldn’t carry magic as well as metal. The most significant addition was a large metal breast plate.

Argrave could see the magic pulsing along the metallic armor’s surface. The front of the plate was indented intricately with his personal heraldry—a sun with eight rays, the four on the cardinal directions ending in snake heads. It was a dark, brassy color. As Anneliese said, the magic made the breastplate look rather beautiful.

“Hmm…” Argrave picked it up.

“Would you help me put it on?” Anneliese looked at him.

Argrave looked at the armor, then at her. “No. I’ll wear it first, test dummy it.”

Anneliese scoffed but listened. He removed his clothes, putting on the new black leathers first and then the breastplate over it. Anneliese had to help him with that part, naturally. Last was the duster. Argrave rolled his arms about once it was all in place—at once, he felt some difference. When he jumped, it was much higher than he remembered.

“Damn. Watch me on the b-ball court,” Argrave noted, kicking his legs outward and inward. “I feel pretty powerful.”

Anneliese threw something at his face. Argrave flinched involuntarily, yet nothing struck him. He saw what she’d thrown rebounded, cast to the ground harmlessly.

“What was that for?” he demanded.

“It seems Artur’s enchantments are in place.” Anneliese picked up what she’d thrown—an acorn of some kind. She threw it again. Argrave didn’t flinch this time—wind manifested, batting the projectile aside. “Amazing. I wonder how it works…” she mused, stepping up and examining her own piece. She looked back at Argrave after a moment. “It seems we are a little better equipped than we were. And Artur’s to thank.”

Argrave looked down at his armor in wonder. “Looks that way,” he agreed. “I wonder what else is on this thing…?”


Chapter 5

It was the morning of the next day. They had slept in a separate tent with the Veidimen. Argrave stared at a piece of soft bread with distinct finger marks. That had been his doing—in grabbing the bread, he underestimated his strength and crushed it. There had been several other similar incidents this morning alone, to the point where Orion had even given him advice. That wasn’t something he thought he’d ever be dealing with.

Fortunately, he wasn’t alone in this. Anneliese, too, wore her reforged armor. She adapted quicker, but she also broke a doorknob in Leopold’s home. The power that these enchantments granted was overwhelming. As Argrave got the ball rolling, he intended to specialize his enchantments to those relating to magic. For now, this was a welcome boon.

On top of all of that, there was what Artur had added to the armor—protection from mundane weapons and projectiles on the whole body, temperature moderation, and slow fall. Each and all would be immeasurably useful, though frankly, Argrave did debate leaving it off despite the total confidence from Anneliese and Castro both. The incident with Traugott still rung in his mind, and even today the man’s whereabouts were unknown.

In the end, Argrave’s reason won out. Artur was a very prideful person and hated being looked down upon. He was completely obsessed with personal standing. Unlike Traugott, who found no worth in what people thought of him, Artur only cared what other people thought of him. He wore flashy jewelry, showed off his enchanting prowess by hovering in the air with his mantle, and made sure that his products were far superior to anyone else’s. All that Argrave knew of him suggested that he would never deliberately sabotage some of his work.

Still, the decision was close enough Argrave brought out an old doubt-assuager, perhaps hoping it might magically have new entries.
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Argrave had the bread in his right hand, a piece of paper to his right side, and the bronze hand mirror in his left hand. It had been a long time since he looked at the mirror. It now had Bs all across the board. It reminded him of high school—all Bs, consistently below great grades.

Whatever the mirror said, he hadn’t needed it to bolster his courage in a long time. His brain adapted to this world fully… Hell, he was married, even. If that wasn’t adaptation, what was? And frankly, his nightmares had all but vanished. He did wonder if that might change in short order as Gerechtigkeit started making himself known. Nightmares from beyond the void were rather adept at creating nightmares in the head.

“Hmm. It looks like Vasquer is going to be ready to move, soon,” Anneliese said, hunched over the paper to his right as she read.

Argrave chewed and swallowed, then said, “Really? That’s good news. She’ll be a lot safer in Blackgard, I think. Fewer people around. Big mountain range to hide in. Nothing really dangerous to bother her, barring the stuff that’s deeper under the mountain.”

He took another bite, and Anneliese turned her eyes away from the paper. “Would you like me to dictate Elenore’s report for you, considering you’re busy stuffing your face?”

Argrave smiled as he chewed, then swallowed. “Just give me the summary.”

Anneliese laughed and seized the paper. “Well… okay. Elenore is enlarging the parliament, giving them more official and active roles in overseeing governance. With the money from taxes and the trade from the archduchy, she’s looking into expanding her information network a bit more, and also branching out into businesses that she was unable to as the Bat.”

He nodded as he ate.

“Vasquer will be— Oh, already read that…” Anneliese listed. “The foundation for the army is being set. She hopes to have a large body of fresh troops prepared by the time we return, with basic fitness seen to. She’s establishing provision agents for purchasing supplies more efficiently—that is rather smart,” she remarked. “Repairing and building roads for faster transportation… and the first extermination and retrieval team has been sent out, with Melanie heading it.”

“Which ruin will they be exploring?” Argrave focused.

“Hmm… off the coast, near the mountains of House Parbon…”

“Leviathan Ruins, probably.” Argrave nodded. “I think… Oh, I remember what’s there. Rudimentary golem knowledge, and another something far more important: the first piece to the puzzle that is the nightmarish Iron Giants.” Argrave tapped Anneliese’s hand. “We’re going to be glad we don’t have to deal with those things when the time comes. Fun to fight, though. Err, forget I said that.”

“Your knowledge…” Orion spoke up, and Argrave turned his head. “Sometimes, it overwhelms my mind.”

Argrave shrugged. “Try remembering all of it. You conflate fiction with reality, reality with fiction, all in this strange homogeneous memory porridge that makes you doubt yourself at every turn… I guess it’s an advantage in the end, but still.”

“Elenore seems to have things at hand,” Orion noted. “We head to the Bloodwoods, the land of the wood elves. Only they prevailed against my father on the field of battle. Though ancient evils reawaken on our exalted soil today, they never died in those forests. Giants and worse roam. Even the trees themselves are thousands of feet tall.” He focused on Argrave. “What might transpire there?”

Argrave blinked blankly for a few seconds—the way Orion talked caught him off guard, sometimes. He shook his head and said, “Well, I want to figure out exactly what happened. I heard about some… natural disaster… that wiped out a fortress, perfectly coinciding with a larger-scale attack from Yettles—little warriors made of wood, about this tall,” Argrave demonstrated, holding his hand about three feet off the Ground. “Pretty dangerous. They can attach to you, drain your blood. And their thorns usually have disease.” He looked to Anneliese. “You learned that B-rank [Cure Disease], though. Should be fine.”

Orion nodded, then tilted his head. “What can you learn by coming here? And depending on what you learn, what can you do?”

Argrave turned around on his chair. “If you’ll notice, Gerechtigkeit has never yet had a personal hand in things. That time comes far later. Everything he’s done has been through third parties. He’s corrupting various powers, employing them to his ends in subtle ways.” Argrave scratched his chin. “Felipe was one such example.”

Orion nodded, having been told this long ago.

“Other divine parties will descend before he does… and ruin things,” he said, voice distant and eyes glazed over. He focused and continued dismissively, saying, “Anyway, I just want to find out what it is and whether or not it’s a bigger concern,” Argrave explained. “Like you mentioned, the Bloodwoods prevailed against Felipe in the past. That wasn’t a coincidence. There’s the wood elves… numerous, very deadly, and with a society that’s militarized enough that most kids say ‘kill’ instead of ‘mom’ first. Then there’s the other major group there. You fought versus a centaur, Orion—he was a hard opponent, no?”

The prince crossed his arms. “He was… hard to strike, yes.”

“They roam the bottom of the Bloodwoods in large clans—usually one hundred or more,” Argrave began. “They hunt in packs, preying upon giants, great beasts, elves… They only eat meat, you see, and they’re not particularly discriminating as to whether or not what they eat is intelligent. When their numbers were higher, they advanced out into Vasquer to capture humans.” He looked around, and both Anneliese and Orion were entranced. “They were so fierce, the elves took to the trees for shelter, building homes far above the ground. The centaurs adapted to hunt with marksmanship, building great bows far taller than you or me—then the elves adapted again, so on and so on. It’s a very brutal place with a long history of internecine warfare between the two intelligent species of the land. If they didn’t fight with each other, perhaps they’d have taken over this continent by now.”

“Is that what comes?” Orion asked seriously. “A great conqueror, born among the nomads?”

Argrave smiled. “A universal ruler, you might say. No. The centaurs have a lot of trouble doing that whole unification thing.” He turned back around to finish his meal. “And if I have it my way, we’ll approach this through diplomacy instead of hostility. Might be difficult, but what isn’t? No way we head in immediately—until those Veidimen are equipped with gear on the level of royal knights, it’s a fat chance I’d ever risk walking into the Bloodwoods. I’m liable to get sniped by an eight-foot arrow flying at the speed of sound. And even if Artur’s gear is nice, I don’t trust it to stop that.”

“Why go at all? I think you could achieve this with Elenore’s men,” Orion said, still confused.

Argrave tapped the table for a few moments. “Nikoletta’s father is still missing,” he said quietly. “She did a lot for me way back when. So did her dad. It wasn’t… prudent… for me to head here, this past month. Still, it’s been weighing on me this entire time, making me feel like dirt. But now I have more time.” He looked up. “In the grand scheme of things, she got the worst end of things. I want to try to fix that.”

Anneliese leaned in a little closer. “I remember what you said to me about this place when you thought you were dying. You mentioned steppes, dryads, malfeasance… About how I should side with the centaurs after the civil war because they are cooler.”

Argrave raised his brows, then shook his head. “I promise you that’ll make sense. I just… I never expected to be king back then, I guess. Thought we’d be here earlier.” He played with a fork. “I’m glad I have Elenore.”

Orion opened his mouth to ask more questions, but then someone pushed into the tent.

“Your Majesty, the baggage train is prepared,” Ansgar told him. “It has enough non-perishable supplies to last a group of three hundred about a month. Given the… unusual nature of your men, it might last considerably shorter, but it should suffice for the trip.”

Argrave looked back. With a decisive nod, he turned back and shoveled the last bit of food into his mouth, overstuffing himself. He rose, using gestures in lieu of words. It was time to depart.

***

When Argrave departed from Relize, he did so with energy and confidence. He didn’t care to fall into laxness, but he felt confident enough in advancing to the edge of the Bloodwoods. It was a greatly foreboding place. The trees, though concealed by some mountains near Relize, towered high enough to make it seem like they moved toward a great living city.

As they grew closer, Anneliese thought she understood why Argrave had mentioned steppes—the scenery thinned a lot, all trees and shrubbery dying away until there was nothing but empty plains and a single road overgrown with grass. Argrave had to tell her that this was not actually what he had been referring to, which stoked her curiosity further.

And Argrave’s curiosity was stoked as he came upon the scene of the natural disaster. He could understand why the reports had been so vague. It resembled an earthquake, perhaps, or a terrible landslide. Thick, long roots jutted up and out of the earth from the beginnings of the redwood forest, having overturned vast portions of land until the meager fortress Felipe had left at the edge of the Bloodwoods had been mostly consumed by dirt and root. He saw a great many bodies even from this far away. Some were human—others, the aforementioned Yettles.

A new structure stood a fair distance from the old. It was made of stone, newer, and far better manned. Argrave could spot some mages, probably at B-rank. And waiting outside on horseback was Nikoletta. She was already riding toward them. A bird as large as she was trailed behind, and Argrave slowed his horse.

Nikoletta of Monticci rode a fair distance away from Argrave, slowing her horse. She wore the gray leather armor of House Monticci, a faded blue swordfish emblazoned on the front. She’d had long black hair, but it was now cut to be only a little below her head. He thought merely looking at her that her demeanor had changed greatly. A predatory brown bird that resembled an eagle soared about, circling her far above.

“I have to wait months to speak to you?” Nikoletta said first.

“Be respectful,” Orion reminded her.

“I’m talking to my cousin.” Nikoletta fixed her pink eyes on him fearlessly. “And with my father in a place only the gods know, I’m feeling quite foolish,” she said with a tense and exhausted voice as she looked at Argrave, clearly emotional. “Why even come here, now?”


Chapter 6

Argrave stared at Nikoletta without batting an eye even as her eyes wavered on the point of frustrated tears. He couldn’t blame her for being distraught that he’d not come to help when her father had been captured. Were his reasons understandable, logically? He thought so. He had to prioritize stabilizing the country over saving one man. But with her father caught by Vasquer loyalists and dragged across almost the whole of the country, reason probably didn’t factor into the equation for her, presently.

“I’m sorry, Nikoletta,” Argrave said earnestly. Earnest apologies had solved a lot of his problems in the past.

This time, the apology seemed to make her angrier. “That isn’t what I asked.” Nikoletta shook her head, and the bird above her cried out, drawing Argrave’s eyes away. “Why even come now? Had you forgotten? Did my father and I jump into your head as an afterthought one night, Your Majesty?”

Argrave shifted on the back of his horse, looking to the Veidimen behind him before focusing ahead on her. “I came to help.”

Her firm posture crumpled somewhat, and her head nearly met her horse’s as she bent over. “Well, you’re probably too late to do that. The only thing missing to pronounce his death is his body. If indeed we can find that—perhaps he’s been eaten by the centaurs.”

With those last words, Nikoletta turned and rode back toward the fort that she’d just come from. Argrave watched her ride away for some time, then looked to Anneliese somberly. She gave him a sympathetic glance.

Orion rode up beside Argrave. “Cousin or no, that was disrespectful. She should be reprimanded, Your Majesty.”

Argrave side-eyed Orion. “Her father is missing. Don’t tie the noose yet.”

“Does that give her total amnesty?” Orion’s gray eyes seemed sharp even through the small holes in his golden helmet.

Argrave looked at him pointedly. “Think about how you acted when you lost family.”

Leaving the prince to stew on that, Argrave directed his horse forward after Nikoletta. They took things at a slower pace, giving the garrison of the fort ample time to see the approaching honor guard of Veidimen. As had been the case at Relize, they watched with awe at the sight of the hulking warriors.

There was a small stable established at the side of the fort, and their party trusted their few horses with the people there. They walked through the gate to be greeted by three: Nikoletta, Mina of Veden, and Magister Vasilisa. The blonde sister of the Archduchess of the North was a little taller than Nikoletta. Mina had grown her golden hair out long—it was as though she and Nikoletta had traded hairstyles, with Mina’s long and Nikoletta’s short.

“Your Majesty.” Mina bowed her head somewhat. It was strange hearing her refer to him as something other than her nickname for him, ‘Grave.’ She looked to the next, greeting, “Prince Orion. And your friend, Anneliese.”

“Wife,” Argrave corrected flatly, trying not to sound proud.

Mina stared at him with her greenish yellow eyes. “So she’s not your friend.”

That reminded something he’d said to Nikoletta long ago, and he looked at her to see if she thought the same. It did, evidently, because a small smile played about her lips. Soon enough, melancholy took its roots in her head again, and the air between them grew somber as it had been.

“Congratulations,” Magister Vasilisa told Argrave, then looked at Anneliese. “I suppose I should call you Your Highness, now. I think you’ll be a good queen. You make this man’s scheming antics seem almost noble, somehow.”

Anneliese smiled. “Thank you, Vasilisa.”

“And my niece,” Vasilisa continued. “Is she representing my sister well on the parliament?”

Argrave blinked, trying to think. “Svetlana? I haven’t gotten any complaints.” He looked back at Nikoletta. “To the point, though. That little natural disaster I saw on the way in—it was the roots that disturbed the earth, right? Not the other way around.”

“I…” Nikoletta paused. “I was busy fighting those damnable woodland creatures. They nearly killed me. But I… Yes, I think so.”

“They’re called Yettles.” Argrave nodded. “Anne, I want you to scout out the roots, tell me what you see. Orion, help me get the Veidimen situated here at camp. I want to make some observations before I press any further,” he commanded, feeling it was starting to come naturally to him.

“I can save you some time,” Nikoletta called out as Argrave started to walk away. “I’ve been scouting with my bird.”

“So it was druidic magic.” Argrave looked at the bird still circling about above the fort’s courtyard. A golden flash flew by it as Anneliese’s Starsparrow surged out, already moving to scout as he directed. “Very impressive. That means you have reached C-rank. I thought so, but—”

“There are a lot of elves on the opposite side of those roots. They very nearly killed my eagle.” Nikoletta looked in that direction, lifting her head upward toward the top of the redwoods. Even behind walls, one could see the trees nearly anywhere. “They’re building strange structures atop the offending trees. More of them come every day… but I haven’t seen a single one on the ground, yet.”

Argrave took a deep breath. “I’ll figure things out,” he promised.

Nikoletta stared at him. He wasn’t sure what she was thinking at that moment.

***

Anneliese’s scouting deemed it safe to approach a decent way closer. Argrave was beyond curious. Enemies couldn’t dynamically transform the terrain in Heroes of Berendar—not enemies you could fight, at least. He had his suspicions, but nothing more. He wasn’t sure a closer look could give him any insight, but he looked closely nonetheless.

“Are you going to taste the soil?” Nikoletta asked him as he stared at the great mound of roots that had overtaken the old fortress like a tide. “Will you cut open a pig, read its entrails? However will you magically learn what happened?”

Argrave’s gaze wandered the roots, acutely aware of Mina’s gaze boring a hole in his head. Orion and Vasilisa both stood in front of him as though the thick wooden tendrils might come alive again and assault their party. He wasn’t ruling out the judgement himself. Anneliese watched with a curiosity that suggested she might not be opposed to that happening.

“I see them.” Orion spared a brief glance back to Argrave. “Wood elves. And mayhap they will see us.”

“That big tree in the wetlands…” Anneliese mused. “Where we fought that thing that puppeteered corpses. Waqwaq. These trees look quite similar to it now that we come close. That one was corrupted, but the point stands.”

Argrave nodded. “It was planted by that centaur Orion fought. Matesh. He was an exile.”

Nikoletta’s gaze wandered between the two of them. “When do you intend to go into the woods?”

Argrave focused on her once again now that she’d said something outlandish. “When I can be sure it’s safe.”

“If that won’t be soon, I’ll go myself.” Nikoletta shook her head.

“When did you become so aggressively stupid?” Argrave narrowed his eyes. “Do you think your father would like it if you died searching for him against the advice of people that care for you? This place is dangerous. You almost died. I didn’t think I’d be the one that reminded you of that fact, but here we are.”

Mina nodded in agreement, but Nikoletta was undeterred. “What do you know?” She turned her head away, seemingly undaunted.

“About losing a father?” Argrave looked at her.

Though technically true, the words were empty. He supposed he did miss his real father on Earth, but it felt… different. Regardless, it seemed to strike home for Nikoletta, and she looked guilty. Argrave thought her behavior was rather odd.

In Heroes of Berendar, Nikoletta had changed after the Veidimen sacked Mateth. Many of the people she knew and loved died. She was colder, harder, and more vengeful in that timeline. He saw stripes of that now—the irreverence, the cynicism, the drive. He hoped to turn the car around before she came to that point. But frankly… he shared some of her pessimism about the situation. The prospects for Duke Enrico were slim if he was in that hell with Rovostar and Georgina as was suspected.

In the middle of the silence, Anneliese abruptly walked away. She headed for the somewhat distant shore. Argrave watched her, puzzled. “Where are you going?”

“Checking something,” she said.

Argrave furrowed his brows, then followed after her. Her steps were hurried, and he had to move a little quickly to catch up with her. They walked along the wave of roots emerging up from the ground, and though Argrave was curious about what she intended, he was sure she’d explain in due time.

Eventually, they came to the shore. Anneliese peered out into the slowly crashing waves of the North Sea. Argrave looked behind—on the opposite side was the larger ocean, but the North Sea was contained within land without access to the wider ocean, much like the Caspian Sea. Her eyes wandered the coast. Argrave waited, knowing well to let her mind wander where it was going to wander.

Then, she knelt, dipping her head into the water. Orion arrived by this point and cautiously inquired, “Your Highness…?”

“Be careful. There’s some nasty stuff in those waters. Don’t want to get an infection or something like that.” Argrave knelt down as he offered that reminder.

After a few moments, Anneliese lifted her head up. She conjured magical water of her own to wash out her eyes, then exhaled. She looked at Argrave. “I saw roots poking out all along the coast. I do not speak of little thin tendrils of roots, either—they are long, thick tendrils, as vast as the pile of wood that we see here.”

Anneliese rose to her feet. “I had always been curious why plants do not accept saltwater like freshwater. I could never find the answer, but I did some tests when I was younger before I was scolded for sabotaging crops. And though different, what I guess… What I guess is that these roots are taking in a lot of salt.” Her eyes wandered back where they’d just walked. She walked up to a root, then looked to Orion. “Cut this,” she directed him.

Though puzzled, he drew his sword and cut it. She collected the severed root and licked it. “Mmhmm,” she said, grimacing. “Tastes exactly like seawater.” She tossed the root to the ground, wiping her hands free. “I observed a similar expansion around everywhere in the forest, not just here. This was no coordinated attack. Something has gone awry.”

“Awry? Very astute, Your Highness.” Mina’s breathing was a little heavy. She had the shortest legs of all of them and seemed bitter about the fact she needed to run to keep up.

“I do not recall you mentioning anything of this scale in our late-night talks.” Anneliese looked at Argrave, amber eyes serious.

“Something of this grandiosity… the closest comparison I might draw is that of the Plague Jester.” Orion stepped to the coast beside Anneliese.

Argrave closed his eyes, thinking hard. “An event this massive…” He opened his eyes and looked to the Bloodwoods beyond. “So suddenly, so powerfully, and with wood-based creatures moving in tandem… forget a minor god like Silvic—it could be an ancient god.”

“You speak truthfully?” Orion said grimly.

“…Yeah.” Argrave nodded. “I wish I was lying, believe me. But… yeah, it could be.”

“What does that mean? What are you even talking about?” Nikoletta stepped in front of Argrave.

Argrave looked down at her. “It means that Divine Feudalism might be here, already. And if it’s here…”

He couldn’t finish that thought, he found.


Chapter 7

When Grimalt’s new liege returned, he thought that the king looked rather trepidatious. He always had a keen intuition about how others felt, and the times he was wrong were more misinterpretation than mistake. Nevertheless, Argrave had a strong composure in wake of whatever crisis he faced, and he gave orders to the three Veidimen officers—namely, himself, Bastal, and Rasten.

King Argrave’s order was simple: fortify this frontier fortress better against the Bloodwoods. It stressed the importance of haste as though some enemy might bear down on them at any moment. Bastal and Rasten thought that this was a test, but Grimalt wasn’t so sure. They dug a large moat in front of the fortress, using magic to aid in this task. When that was done, they left it dry—apparently whatever enemies might come didn’t use siege weapons or tunnels, so filling it with water was unimportant. The king himself joined in this task. Though none commented on it, Grimalt could tell that endeared him in the eyes of his fellows somewhat.

But then, all the Veidimen were already quite endeared to the king, considering he took one of their own to wife. The queen was named Anneliese. They shared a distinct eye color, so Grimalt felt a certain kinship with her. It made him question what tribe she had come from. He did not recognize her name, but then supposed she had adopted a name from this land when she became queen.

And in time, they might all take names from this land. Those here had been chosen by the patriarch and Galamon based on several criteria. They were all veterans of many battles, they were all faithful of Veid, and they all had not yet started a family. In coming here, they brought with them hopes—hopes that they might make this fertile continent their home, hopes that they might spread the glory of Veid. There could be no higher honor than fighting against He Who Would Judge the Gods, standing in defense of the Mother of Veidimen. And from all they had heard, there was no one closer to the van than King Argrave. Whether they ended this war in a fire of glory or settled into a life of prosperity after victory, none could deny they lived.

That night, however, the king called the three of them to his tent. The king’s closest council was there, plus the new faces—Nikoletta, Vasilisa, and Mina.

“I’m going to say some stuff. I don’t want it spreading around, so make sure your lips stayed sealed, all of you,” the king began, leaning over the wood stove keeping this place warm amidst the cold air of the night. With the roots having overrun the place, there was no lack of wood to burn.

Grimalt and his two compatriots nodded in a soldierly fashion. Anneliese and Orion remained calm, but the other three did not rest so easy.

“Your men have been scrambling about like ants all day, Your Majesty,” Mina said politely, though Grimalt thought he noticed a subtle undercurrent of unease beneath the woman’s well-developed façade. Human or elf, Grimalt was finding their emotions played the same. Mina continued, asking, “What are you preparing for? What exactly is this?”

“You keep talking, it’s gonna be hard for me to get to that.” Argrave looked at her pointedly. After a few moments, he cleared his throat. “Talk to me casually, here, all of you. Your Majesty takes so long to say that it’s a waste of time. But to the point: our plans have changed, somewhat. They might change more depending on what Elenore gets back to me with. Anneliese is going to get her reply tomorrow.

“I’ll say the facts as I understand them. Once that’s done, we can get into my speculation.” He raised his hand up, counting as he went. “The first fact: those roots encroached upon a fortification. Second fact: large numbers of wood elves have gathered near the edge of the Bloodwoods, and they’re building things in the branches of the redwood trees. On top of that… their wire traps are just about everywhere. Third fact: the roots of the Bloodwoods are expanding unnaturally. The forest floor of the Bloodwoods has been completely overrun with them. A lot of centaurs are dead or trapped and dying.” He entwined his hands together. “Which kills part of my plan…” he said bitterly.

Grimalt listened intently, though some parts he didn’t quite follow yet.

“As for speculation…” Argrave rubbed his palms together, as though he didn’t like saying it. “I think a god belonging to another realm has made a breach between its realm and this realm deep in the Bloodwoods. And I think it’s trying to kill the entire forest, so that everything within is forced to migrate into Vasquer.” Argrave looked at everyone in turn, letting the silence hang. “I say that ‘I think,’ but it’s really Anneliese’s idea—I just stole it.”

“After providing the information,” she defended him.

Grimalt leaned in, placing his hands upon his knees. “Your Majesty…”

“Yeah?” King Argrave stared at him with steady gray eyes.

Grimalt could see his new liege was eager to hear what he had to say. Emboldened by this, he asked quickly, “We are ignorant of this land. What would a mass migration mean for the kingdom?”

“The wood elves… we might accept them, somehow. It’d be difficult. I’ve got a guy coming—Ganbaatar. He’s a wood elf. I want to see how I might swing some diplomacy. There’s the centaurs, too. I hoped to make fast friends with them, but the ones not dead or dying have all retreated to the Mother’s Steppe. They’ll be difficult to reach there, but also safe there… still, they need to eat meat. Carnivores like them can’t stay in the Mother’s Steppe forever without resorting to cannibalism.”

“But there are other concerns in the forest they should know about.” Nikoletta, the king’s cousin, looked at Grimalt. He spotted some lingering loathing as she looked at the Veidimen, but he couldn’t discern why.

Argrave nodded. “Migration from the elves isn’t the concerning bit. There are giants—brutes well over thirty feet tall. Pachamamas—giant herbivores that live in the branches. Those are the primary two that can eat the fruit and leaves of the redwoods in that forest, and so form the start of the food train. Carnivores are far more abundant. The Amaroks are wolves big enough it takes a whole pack of centaurs to take down… and they can walk with the wind, too, making traps or smart formations all but useless. The wood elves use Amarok tendons to make their wires.

“Those wolves fight with the Mishis—panther-like creatures with weaponized tails about fifty feet long, the tips of which are covered in spikes that the centaurs use as arrowheads.” Argrave rose to his feet, pacing about the room. “Then there’s the only other plant life in the forest—the Yateveo, roaming, unintelligent plant life comprised of a digestive core and numerous entwined palpi that eat flesh for sustenance. I could go on to the insects, but looking at your gaping, horrified faces, I think you get the point.”

Grimalt swallowed, feeling a bit uneased he could detect no hint of dishonesty in the king’s voice. What he relayed wasn’t rumor—it was as though he’d seen it himself, Grimalt judged. When his comrades looked to him for confirmation, knowing well his judgement of people, he could only nod and listen further.

“If the trees die… all of that comes out of the forests?” Prince Orion asked seriously. “You’re certain that’s the result?”

“The trees are utterly essential to all life in the Bloodwoods. You look on the forest floor, you don’t see much shrubbery, grass, or even mushrooms—it just doesn’t grow. The trees there monopolize all resources and nutrients. Without them, the entire ecosystem collapses. If the trees fail, there’s going to be mass displacement in weeks.” Argrave turned around and stopped pacing. “Not to mention that lying at the heart of it all is a god. An ancient god, probably, likely with servants of its own.”

Anneliese nodded while staring at the wooden stove. “What motives do the gods have? Why do they want to establish this Divine Feudalism?”

“This once-in-a-millennia event is a period of opportunism for the gods. Only here do they have unabated access to rivals and contemporaries, and only here can they grow their power inorganically by subsuming spirits—fragments of gods.” Argrave put his hand on his waist and looked up to the hole allowing smoke to pass upward from the stove. “Depending on how things go… the ‘winners’ decide how the world is going to shape up until the next run of the cycle. It’s like Black Friday, but trampling on other people is how you get your discount, not an unfortunate side-effect.” The king smiled, but as no one laughed, he seemed to remember something and muttered to himself.

Prince Orion raised his hand to his temple. “My head writhes.”

“Bottom line: what needs to be done?” Nikoletta leaned in, the fire casting shadows over her eyes.

“Quadreign is being notified as we speak. Archduchess Diana is smart—she’ll take this seriously, take measures. The region over there is mountainous and cold, and therefore not exactly easy to traverse. They have an advantage in case of displacement. But here… you saw it coming in.” Argrave pointed to Anneliese, and then to Grimalt and the Veidimen. “Plains for miles, dozens of little villages nested cozily beside rivers. All those abominations would tear this place apart if they came out.”

“So, we prepare for what comes?” Nikoletta tried to confirm.

“Elenore does.” Argrave sat back down around the stove. “But us… we wait for Ganbaatar. We wait for the royal-forged armor to arrive. We wait for volunteer Magisters. We’ll scout things out with druidic magic as we wait. And then… we’re going on an expedition. A hunt, even. Recover a father, fight a god. Fun stuff.”

Nikoletta looked at Argrave with serious eyes, but Vasilisa interrupted, exclaiming, “Are you crazy? You prattle off that list of bad dreams, then suggest heading in there with your pants down, screaming?” She stared, and Argrave slowly nodded. Vasilisa leaned back, crossed her legs, and caressed her forehead. “…Fuck. I need a drink. No liquor in the gods damn frontier… Why am I here? Should’ve booked it the moment I heard he was coming…”

The Magister stood and walked away, projecting exhaustion with every movement. Grimalt watched her go, confused by the high-ranking spellcaster’s extreme reaction and the king’s state of relative calm. “You intend to kill a god?”

“Kill?” Argrave looked at Orion. “He’s killed a god, technically. A spirit in truth, but a god in practice. I don’t think he’s proud of that. But an ancient god? I said fight, not kill.” Argrave rose to his feet again, unable to stay sitting for long. He walked to the tent flap and pulled it aside, looking out at the titanic forest before them. “Gerry wants to call in a higher power? Fine. That’s fine. But he should know these things work both ways. And I’ve been waiting for this moment.”


Chapter 8

“I trust your journey here wasn’t difficult?” Princess Elenore asked from her desk, staring at the two in front of her. She had four golden-armored royal knights standing behind her.

The red-headed siblings Elaine and Rivien Vyrbell shook their heads fiercely. “Not at all,” Rivien began, a statement which Elaine agreed with a mumbled affirmation. “We were accosted by the undead. Fortunately, my sister recently ascended to A-rank.”

“I had been meaning to thank you for your help with my magical progress. I was able to get one of those Magister hoarders to give me the knowledge I needed to ascend.” Elaine thanked her with a hand held to her chest, her green eyes earnest.

Elenore nodded. “Alright. Argrave spoke highly of both your skills, and I’m short of time, so I’ll summarize things for now. Rivien—you’re to become a member of parliament and the minister of Jast. You’re to help deliver the king’s will and the parliament’s will to all within the county of Jast. Elaine—you’re to represent the Order in the parliament. Unofficially, you’re a link that I have to keep track of things in the Order. You understand?”

“I do,” both confirmed.

“This is no joke.” Elenore stared at them with her steely gray eyes. “I don’t want underhanded dealings or corruption on any level. I keep track of things. You’ll be well paid, but well monitored. Let that be a deterrent from any skimming off the top you might be considering.”

“I under—”

“And that includes your men.” Elenore stared at Rivien fiercely. “If there are any rogue agents, your head rolls with them. I trust you know how to spell guillotine?”

Rivien stepped back, eyes narrowed. “Here I thought I was the gangster, Bat. Still hard to believe that it was you I was dealing with this whole time… but I digress. Yeah, we have an understanding.”

Elenore placed her elbows on the table and entwined her pale, skinny fingers. “Good. For the first while, you’ll be helping shepherd plague refugees, facilitate road reparation and construction, and find recruits for the military. You’ll get details. For now, I have something to attend to.” She looked behind her. “See them out.”

One of the royal knights moved to obey, moving the Vyrbell siblings out of the room to prepare for the next guest. Elenore briefly wrote on a piece of paper as she waited, then turned to another parchment that had a long list. After crossing off a point on the list, she stared at the next entry for a long time. She rubbed a golden ring on her finger—the B-rank warding ring that Durran had given her.

“Bring him in.” Elenore looked back once again.

The door opened, the royal knight leading the next guest into the room. She stared ahead, her gaze slowly lowering to keep eye contact as the guest entered further into the room.

“I’m very sure the briefing that was given amply conveyed that His Majesty was seeking S-rank spellcasters for potent, highly dangerous combat.” Elenore leaned back in her chair. “I’m wondering why you volunteered to join him, Artur.”

The stunted Magister looked up at Elenore behind her desk—in a rare display, he walked on his own two feet, the mantle he wore dragging along the ground behind him instead of suspending him in the air. His eyes gleamed as he answered, “Do you think enchanting is only for defense, like that bauble on your finger?”

Elenore instinctively hid the ring with her hand but revealed it again half a second later. “I think that His Majesty made it clear that the possibility of fighting things like the Shadowlander was rather high.”

“Good. Perhaps their bones will make for good materials.” Artur spread his arms out. “I do have my reasons. But I assure you that our interests rather closely align.”

***

Far up in the branches of the redwood trees that constituted the Bloodwoods, a tan-skinned elven woman with white hair sat on one of the branches. Onychinusa wore clothes that covered all but her head, and as her legs swayed back and forth, the outfit changed in color to match whatever it was up against. The complete camouflage made her seem like a head floating up in the tree branches.

Onychinusa’s eyes were gone—instead, two tendrils of black smoke danced out of her sockets, stretching past the branches. Far, far away, at the opposite end of this long trail of blackness, her two amber eyes looked down upon a stone fortress. They moved about, taking in sights. When Argrave emerged from his tent, walking about and delivering orders, they fixed on him. The eyes moved with whatever move he made.

Suddenly, she inhaled. Not a second later, her entire person, clothes and all, burst into black mist, dispersing through the air and clinging to the trees and leaves. Just after, a flash of gold came to where she had been. The Starsparrow hovered there for a moment, wings beating fast enough a hummingbird was put to shame. The bird’s head darted about, examining the surroundings. Then, it disappeared deeper into the woods.

Onychinusa’s body reformed in a different location, wrapped in leaves so as to conceal herself better. She watched where the bird had left for a long while. After a time, her eyes melted away again, reforming elsewhere as they resumed their task of spying.

A gigantic green creature that had been wound around one of the trees craned its body outwards. It was like a great slug, though thick as an elephant and with an armored carapace. The bottom of its body had sucking, teethless mouths that inhaled the leaves of the redwood trees right off the branches and kept it fixed to the trees elsewhere. Its mouths traveled along, inhaling the leaves and fruits of the mutated tree.

When it neared the elven woman, she held her hand out and cast a spell. Spirits danced out from her hand in the wake of a mana ripple, and with a burst of purple light, the creature simply vanished. It reappeared miles away, the spirits tossing it into empty air. It flailed helplessly, falling slowly until its body hit the ground and shook the earth for nearly a mile. Predators of all stripes descended on it, fighting it and each other in search of a meal.

***

Svetlana of House Quadreign opened a door, looking about the room quickly enough her blonde hair became a whip. Someone hailed her, and her blue eyes settled upon that person. She quickly strode toward them.

“Ganbaatar,” she said, coming to sit with the man. “I thought… I didn’t think I’d see you again for a long time.”

“Me neither,” the elf confirmed, red eyes watching her passively as she sat. “But… your king summoned me. I was called to this place.” The elf looked around. “I know this kingdom has grander cities—why does the king hold his parliament here? Beyond the grand fortresses blocking the entrances, there’s only this coastal village with one inn alone.”

Svetlana shook her head. “The king has plans for this place, apparently. It’s not my place to judge—merely to represent Mom.” She tapped her hand against the table. “We weren’t notified. What’s happening?”

“The king calls upon me for diplomacy, apparently.” Ganbaatar shook his head. “Frankly, I would have ignored it… but that letter had contents about my people. He gave claims for betterment I could not ignore and promises of disaster warranting attention.”

Svetlana stared at him seriously. “So you’re only passing through?”

“Waiting.” Ganbaatar leaned back in his chair. “Don’t like all of this waiting. I need to find the blue-eyed vampire—a harder task now with the eye destroyed. But considering the man that hailed me is the one who knew how to banish the scourge of vampirism without death… I would be well-advised to heed him.”

“So you’re staying?” Svetlana’s pleasure seeped into her voice, and she cleared her throat quickly. “I mean… how long?”

“Few days—a week, probably. Long enough for all others to gather, I’m told.” The elf crossed his arms. “Something big is coming.”

***

Argrave watched as Elenore’s men walked throughout the camp of Veidimen, hauling crates in pairs of two. It had to be two—the content of the crates was pure metal, and more than that, metal made to scale with the Veidimen. Elsewhere, he saw his three officers Grimalt, Bastal, and Rasten already handling their armor. It was dark gray steel, all, and though unpolished, the magic on its surface gave it a particular brilliance nonetheless.

“I’ve never known the royal smiths to work this fast,” marveled Orion.

“Maybe it was that stupid bright gold metal that made things take so long. No offense.” He looked at Orion, who wore exactly what he’d just described as stupid. “More than that, I had Elenore tap into her illegal enchanting operations to speed things up.”

The rest of the train of new arrivals was not far behind the armor delivery. The bulk of them were common soldiers and spellcasters to better aid in garrisoning this fortress. Regardless of what they did in their expedition, some migration away from the Bloodwoods might be inevitable. Argrave hoped to mitigate damage from beyond this place while they pressed in.

“So, how much longer before we leave?” Nikoletta stepped ahead of Argrave, crossing her arms as they watched.

“Tomorrow morning,” Argrave told her.

“It’s morning now.” Nikoletta stared at him.

Argrave frowned. “I’ve expedited things enough. If I was taking every precaution, we’d wait a day after tomorrow to let the Veidimen get adjusted to the new armor.”

“You glimpsed what hid in that forest with your druidic bond.” Anneliese spoke to Nikoletta considerably more gently. “The path we routed to the Mother’s Steppe alone is treacherous enough. Caution is well warranted.”

Nikoletta said nothing further. She and Anneliese had scouted together, but without a single sign of her father, her harshness grew more severe. Argrave sighed as he stepped ahead toward a familiar face. Ganbaatar hopped off a caravan and took long strides toward Argrave.

“You meant what you wrote? You can deliver a homeland to my people where they need not fight again? Where no other races vie for land?” the elven rogue demanded at once.

Argrave held one hand out to quiet the man. “Relax, take it easy.”

Ganbaatar shut his mouth, turning away as he ran his hands through his long golden hair. “You expect that to come easily?”

Argrave was going to say more, but he spotted two others—Magister Artur, and an old, wrinkled, and undeniably powerful man. Normally that might mean Rowe or Castro, but there was a third in that peer group, and he was here now… Magister Moriatran, Castro’s self-proclaimed rival. The only thing separating him in appearance from the other two was that he was not bald… but his wispy white ‘hair’ atop his head made him appear only older. Perhaps if he lost that last vestige, he might be their equal. But as it stood, Argrave was very glad to see him. That happiness was overshadowed only by his utter surprise the man would volunteer to come here.

Artur’s mantle wreathed around him, carrying him down from the caravan until he alighted on the ground and bowed his body slightly. “Your Majesty.” He looked up. “I see you wear my armor. I’m very pleased.”

“Artur. Moriatran,” Argrave greeted. “Glad you could make it. I know the two of you will be a big help.”

“And what, exactly, is to happen?” Moriatran’s deep blue eyes turned to the Bloodwoods.

“The war against the world is beginning with a thunderous roar instead of a crescendo that leads to one.” Argrave put his hands on his hip as he looked up at the branches. “It’d be quicker to list what’s not going to happen. By the end of this, we’re walking away having kicked in the teeth of a god and enriched beyond belief… or not at all.” He looked back to the two of them. “It’s an early morning tomorrow. Come on—let’s talk. I want there to be no delays.”


Chapter 9

Orion stepped up a mound of roots, using several separate branches like stairs until he crested the top. He looked out across the vastness of the Bloodwoods, then up, up, and up, at its towering branches far removed from the earth. He turned back and waved, shepherding people onwards.

With the signal given, Argrave’s party advanced fluidly up the mound of roots just after him. The van of the formation was Veidimen bearing large tower shields, though just as many without shields were wrapped around the core so that both front and back were protected. The core was, namely, Argrave and his closest council, with its new additions being Ganbaatar, Moriatran, and Artur. The Veidimen officers, too, were positioned to receive and deliver orders.

As they grew nearer, Orion kept his eyes on the branches high in the sky. Everyone else remained utterly silent in anticipation for his order. Just as their party began to near the first trunk of the redwoods on the edge of the forest, he called out, “Movement!”

Anneliese held her hand up. A rift opened in front of her hand, and from it spilled a silver aura that seemed like a cut in the sky. In truth, it was a mana ripple. The queen completed her A-rank spell. A staff started to crystallize in her hands, spreading out up and down—intricate and elaborate, it looked like it was made of amethyst glass. Eventually, the top of the staff blossomed outwards into a great covering, shielding their entire party. The spell was called [Amaranthine Sunshade]—an A-rank ward. She held the staff and ward up above like a torch, shielding them all as they marched into the Bloodwoods.

It was not one second too late, either. The arrows fired by the wood elves high in their tree came in a unified swell, each arrow released within half a second of the other. With both the power of their bows and the gravity pressing down behind them, the synchronized arrows slammed into her spell with intense power. The spell held firm, though it sounded as though a giant gong had been struck. Anneliese seemed to feel no impact in her arm as the arrows sagged off the [Amaranthine Sunshade] like raindrops. Far up in the branches, numerous deep horns echoed, loud enough it seemed to permeate the entire forest. As they did, Orion sprinted away deeper into the heart of things.

“They blew the horns,” Ganbaatar told Argrave as they bounded over a root. “Every elf in half a mile is obligated by threat of death to join into a Tumen to resist us. More than that, the noise—”

“Is meant to summon every living predator within half a mile should they fail,” finished Argrave. “Just walk.”

The next wave of arrows pounded upon Anneliese’s mobile ward. The magic only chipped slightly from the numerous impacts, shading all those under it very well. The needlelike leaves and sometimes branches of the giant redwood sprinkled down as hordes of wood elves traveled up above to make their formation. Still, their party was able to press onwards for a time.

But then, the obstacle that had stalled King Felipe III’s army revealed itself—though perhaps the term ‘revealed’ was deceptive. Between the trees, hair-thin wires stronger than steel and sharp enough to rend bone and flesh both barely glinted from the faint sunlight pouring through the trees. They were fainter even than spiderwebs, and far deadlier.

Rather than mechanical, the wires were magical. They had three points they were attached to something solid—two to hold them taut, and another between the two to create high tension. When touched, the tension-generating binding would be released, and the wire would spring into action. They could cut a dozen fully armored knights in half in the span of milliseconds.

But they had a fatal failing.

“There. The wire entries are densest there,” Ganbaatar said, pointing to a spot on the tree as he spoke to Moriatran.

“Clear away the right side,” Argrave relayed. His order was repeated by the officers, and the Veidimen morphed to accommodate the S-rank spellcaster.

Moriatran, still under the [Amaranthine Sunshade], lifted his hand up to where Ganbaatar had pointed. A B-rank matrix formed in his hand. When it completed, he crushed it. He turned his hand upside down and snapped. A faint purple light, no more discernable than a fire’s ember, danced from under the sunshade where he’d snapped. It traveled through the air whimsically… yet when it reached its target, it expanded outwards into the pre-completed matrix. A roaring explosion of fire rocked the redwood tree. That was Moriatran’s A-rank ascension: [Spell Storage], the ability to store spells, send them elsewhere, and control when they triggered.

The wires still needed tension to be effective. By dislodging only one of three stakes, a wire trap could be rendered impotent.

Rather than an advantage, that was one small nullification in the face of an overwhelming battery of disadvantage. They pressed on as quickly as they could, but traversing the roots instead of flat ground made the advance difficult. The master enchanter had the least trouble of them all, suspending his body with his mantle as he hovered along with them, uneasy yet alert. Ganbaatar used his knowledge to spot the wires, and Moriatran cast spells to dislodge them, clearing a path. It was a grueling advance, the whole of which arrows rained down upon them, threatening to punish the slightest misstep.

Soon enough, magic rained down upon the ward, too, as spellcasters joined the archers in defense from the treetops. That proved considerably more effective in damaging the amethyst shield… but in reality, it was a bigger boon to them than the elves could know. Anneliese’s diminished magic power surged with every spell that impacted the [Amaranthine Sunshade] on account of her innate magic absorption.

In the far distance, however… even Argrave could see the wood elves, now. They descended the trees like rappelers in vast quantities, forming their Tumen—their unit of ten thousand. Their tactics and organization reminded Argrave of the Veidimen’s efficiency, and his next steps fell heavier than the last in light of that revelation. Even as their army took shape, the rain of arrows and spells did not cease.

Anneliese raised her left hand up and cast the same spell as in her right hand, [Amaranthine Sunshade]. As it finished, she dispelled the ward, flawlessly transitioning between the two to let not even a single arrow fall upon them. They marched, marched, and marched, bounding over uneven roots in their ceaseless advance toward the army that swelled in size with every second.

Arrows struck the van’s tower shields for the first time, a loud clang of metal audible even above the din of power pounding over their head. It was a few arrows that struck home at first… then hundreds, thousands. They soon faced an assault as fierce in front as below. That stalled their advance greatly.

“Diversion! Make way!” Argrave shouted.

Anneliese angled the sunshade to better block the van, and the rear advanced to seek its cover. The Veidimen discarded their tower shields, many of them battered beyond belief, as they made way for Moriatran. The S-rank spellcaster held out both hands to the side. His body came alive with light, and a red mana ripple spread out from his right hand. As it ended, he closed his hand. When he opened it again, he held a ball of pure purple light. The other hand repeated this procedure, ending with the same. In tandem, he pushed them away, eyes closed in concentration.

The [Amaranthine Sunshade] was barely translucent enough to see Moriatran’s stored spells travel to their destination—namely, two trees closest to the bulk of the Tumen, from which many wood elves rappelled down even now. The mana ripples reappeared… and two pillars of howling flame erupted upward like a lunging snake, catching many rappelers and the whole of the tree aflame.

And then… as if from nowhere, Orion lunged between the flaming pillars, right into the heart of the Tumen. He still had his brutish, animalistic speed and unsurpassed power. He collided with the elves, interrupting the rain of arrows for a moment as their formation of archers adapted to the lone juggernaut in their midst. In that moment, Anneliese tilted back the sunshade, revealing the front. As if closing the door behind the prince, Vasilisa finished with a final high-ranking fire spell, filling in the space between the two pillars with flames of her own.

“Move, move, move!” Argrave shouted loudly.

With that, their force advanced toward the tree wreathed in flames. Argrave could feel its intense heat with every step he took and was reminded of unpleasant memories in the distant past. The intense smoke from the flame would hide them from sight… for a time. The redwoods here were not as flammable as mundane trees, so the fire would not spread too far. Still, they took ample advantage of this moment and moved at their fastest pace yet, changing directions to their true destination under the cover of the smoke.

The arrows and spells falling upon them had been as constant as rainfall… yet finally, finally, it ceased. They managed to advance a great distance without receiving any projectiles at all. When their location was finally rediscovered, the assault that came was nothing compared to what it had been. The forces at the edge of the Bloodwoods were like a net—now that they had broken past that net, little would impede their progress.

Just as he saw that, Artur shouted, “Move the ward aside, Your Highness!”

Panicked, Argrave looked up. There, a wood elf clung to a tree, a teal mana ripple spread out from his hand. Anneliese moved the sunshade aside, exposing them to the open sky for the first time in a while. Artur surged past, floating upward with his mantle. He held his hand out. A silver streak spread out from his hands as the wood elf’s spell completed.

A twisting tornado burst free from the elf’s hand, and Argrave could’ve sworn he felt it manifest. Artur’s golden S-rank ward barely appeared in time to protect him, though it spread out slowly enough some wind seeped past and hammered into Anneliese’s [Amaranthine Sunshade]. Her spell chipped and shattered against even a weakened impact from an S-rank spell. In time, the stalwart golden dome blocked against the whole of the tornado.

Even with the Magister’s defense, the spell was devastating. The rebounded wind cut deep into the earth and the redwood trees around, changing the terrain greatly. [Maelstrom] was the spell’s name—a simple, destructive, writhing wind that seemed to come without an end. Seeing his attack was blocked, at the last minute the opponent redirected the spell toward a tree. The wind bore into the trunk, and as it cut deeper the tree began to fold… fold directly toward their party, that was.

A tree weighing millions of pounds collapsed toward them. The Veidimen didn’t need to be commanded, but nevertheless Argrave gave the order, shouting desperately, “Run!”

With the terrain partially cleared of obstructive roots after the [Maelstrom], their flight was rapid, fueled by desperate panic at the prospect of contesting that falling tree. From where they’d come, a pursuing force of wood elves on the ground stopped in their tracks as they saw the tree falling, then started to run the other way. Even the S-rank spellcaster got away, bouncing about like a grasshopper with calculated bursts of wind magic. Argrave recognized the elf—the Myriarch of a Tumen, his name was Batbayar.

But Artur stayed suspended in the air, staring up at the tree. Argrave was in no position to tell him to run, so he simply did so himself, feeling very genuinely that this might be the end. When the several thousand-ton tree struck the diminished golden ward, it shattered it like a hammer against glass. Artur surged to its side as it passed, then cast another high-ranking spell. A hammer of wind struck the side of the falling tree, changing its direction.

The impact as it met the earth was devastating enough Argrave could feel it through the ground. He looked back, heavy of breath, and utterly relieved that he’d lived.

“Move, Argrave!” Nikoletta reminded him, grabbing his wrist and running toward where Mina and the rest were.

And so they moved. He realized belatedly when Artur rejoined them that the ground troops’ pursuit would be greatly mitigated by that tree. They ran, ran, and ran through the winding roots, still pursued by archers in the trees.

And yet finally, within the rotted stump of a great tree… he saw a descent into the earth that marked their destination. All of them ran toward it with unabated enthusiasm even in their tight formation, as though it offered some hope of freedom. He heard the howl of wolves far, far behind, signaling the coming monsters.

Once within the cave, all of them collapsed to the floor, breathing heavily. Argrave leaned up against a cave wall as the last of the Veidimen entered. Anneliese stood at the entrance, then cast a spell to light the way. Orion was the last to enter. He looked like Argrave felt—battered, with bent armor.

Mina, who sat beside him, said as she breathed, “Very diplomatic… talk with those elves. I feel the… understanding. Your friend was very… useful,” she finished, then paused to drink water.

Argrave said nothing as he caught his breath. “They met us with arrows instead of warnings.” He turned his head to Ganbaatar. “We need to get them to the table, first. I never expected an immediate talk, elsewise I would’ve used my Blessing. We can do it. That’ll take a little initiative.”

Ganbaatar, also exhausted, gave a few nods at Argrave.

He rose to his feet, conjuring water to drink. He wiped his mouth after. “You alright, Orion?” The prince nodded. “Good work, everyone. Stellar work, Artur.” He looked to the Magister. “We assess, treat injuries if any, and then we move. This is centaur territory now. More manageable… but not safe at all.”


Chapter 10

The capital of the wood elves in the Bloodwoods was not grand at all. It couldn’t be, for it never stayed in one place for too long. The only thing notable about it was that it was a true building, and presently surrounded by an army well-prepared for war. It looked like a longhouse placed atop a thick branch, supported by curling branches. It had only two entrances, one on each side. Within its largely empty halls, four stood with a rigid posture and alert red eyes.

A man entered into the doorless entryway of the hall, landing gracefully. He brushed his hands off and stepped toward the waiting four. With golden blonde hair and eyes wholly red, each of them looked greatly alike. One had to study their faces closely for differences, but even then they were remarkably uniform. All save one, that was—there was one female in their number.

“We greet the Supreme Myriarch,” the four waiting elves said in tandem as he moved to them.

“At ease,” he commanded them at once, and they lowered their hands back behind their back. “I received word that there was a heavy engagement with the Holy Army of the Wind in the south. Batbayar—that was your station. Report details of this force.”

“Sir,” Batbayar began, stepping out of rank and file from the other three. “This group entered from the south at the first quarter of dawn. They numbered three hundred and eleven. Nine of them were spellcasters of probable high ranking. Three were confirmed as A-rank. One was confirmed as S-rank. Others cast no spells, but observation of their magic quantity from myself and my juniors suggests they may be B-rank or higher. Three hundred others were identified as warriors the humans call snow elves. One among their number—one who gave orders—resembled the leader of the invasion against us years ago.”

The Supreme Myriarch clenched his fist at the last part, then nodded. “Report what happened.”

Batbayar did not hesitate a second in responding. “We attempted to intercept, but they managed to reach a forbidden area before they could be stopped. Though we made heavy use of arrow and spell rain, all attacks were intercepted by a ward. My Tumen was diverted by a high-ranking spell of flame, and personal intervention from a monstrous warrior caused the formation to collapse. My personal attempt to intercept their force with an S-rank spell was met with a counter of the same rank. They sustained no casualties, and the interception was a complete failure.”

The Myriarchs looked briefly shocked at the news that not even one of their foes had died, but their military discipline kept their surprise from leaking into their posture. They looked at Batbayar not with disdain, but with sympathy. Their camaraderie was undeniable from their gaze alone.

“What forbidden area, Myriarch?” the Supreme Myriarch questioned.

“They sheltered in the entrance to the holy land of the centaurs, sir.” Batbayar stared unflinchingly. “From scout observation, that was their target from the beginning.”

Stress seemed to overwhelm their supreme leader for a moment, and he caressed the ridge of his nose before remembering his place.

“I haven’t wanted to do this… but it must be. I have three Tumens locked in dealing with the anomaly in the northern forest. With four Tumens, we lack the manpower for a total screen of all exits from the centaur’s holy land.” He looked to the Myriarch to his left. “Myriarch Otgon. You are to take your Army of the Roots and head to all known exits from the centaur’s holy land. Take whatever measures necessary to block them off.”

“Yes, Supreme Myriarch.” The man in question pounded his fist against his heart.

“Respectfully, sir, I believe another course of action should be taken.” Batbayar, too, made the same gesture of fist upon heart. “We cannot risk provoking the centaurs to action while dealing with the forest-wide changes. It may be a message from the old gods.”

“There are no gods in these woods. If there were, they’ve long abandoned us,” the female Myriarch butted in. “Even if it were, the roots expanding has been a blessing. We can walk upon the ground without fear of centaurs.”

“Silence, Altan,” the Supreme Myriarch commanded. “Religion is a personal matter. We all struggle in the same woods, so beliefs are to be kept private. You are to flog yourself twice in private for speaking out of turn in a military meeting.” He turned his gaze to the next. “Batbayar, for your failure to intercept foes, you are to flog yourself twenty times while those that were injured in the battle watch. For my failure to properly allocate troops to the south, I will flog myself twenty-two times before you, my Myriarchs. Let this pain remind us to never make this mistake again. Such is our responsibility as leaders, and the price of power.”

The Supreme Myriarch stepped away to retrieve a flog. As he walked, Batbayar closed his eyes. A face flashed in his mind… an elven face with blonde hair and red eyes, standing just beside the man that resembled the leader of the human invasion years past.

Ganbaatar… what have you brought to your home? Ruin? Or… something else?

***

The caverns that their party entered were massive and complex… but that worked to their advantage, Argrave supposed. There were many entrances and exits to this place, each and all leading to holy ground of the centaurs. Maybe in the distant past he would have been able to direct their party through this place by memory. No longer—things were familiar, but only that and nothing more. Anneliese’s Starsparrow was an able scout even in the dark, however.

“Her Highness…” Moriatran mused as she scouted ahead. Despite his age, he seemed the least exhausted of all of them—that befuddled Argrave, but he supposed it was enchantments. “Her ascension is powerful. An impressive display.”

“Impressive only because she uses it better than anyone else could.” Argrave nodded, missing no chance to brag about Anneliese. He saw her ears grow a little red as she sent her Starsparrow ahead and smiled broadly as he watched her work.

“Castro was saying that you intended to ascend to A-rank,” Moriatran followed up, staring at him cautiously. At that, Artur and Vasilisa both paid a little more attention. “Did you lie?”

“I’ll do it here, probably in a few days,” Argrave said, then looked at Ganbaatar. “I had intended to reach the place in question through a different path at the edge of the woods, but given the troubles, I’m forced to do it at a rather dangerous location.”

The wood elf closed his eyes as Argrave spoke and shook his head but said nothing. Neither did Moriatran, for that matter. Argrave couldn’t get a grasp of the S-rank Magister’s personality, whether it had been in Heroes of Berendar or here in this reality. He was Castro’s ‘rival,’ but the Tower Master ignored the proclamation and paid him little mind. One might expect a person who proclaimed themselves another’s rival while being ignored to be boisterous and obnoxious, or perhaps arrogant and sarcastic like Rowe. The old man was neither. Thus far, he was quiet, speaking only when he had direct questions or answers while offering no opinions whatsoever.

And Artur… his defense of their party had been so stalwart, Argrave still couldn’t erase that scene from his mind. What was the man’s game? Argrave couldn’t say. He’d been nothing but generous. Intuition dictated that spelled trouble. Then again, perhaps he was being unduly prejudiced.

“Artur,” Argrave called out. “You used up all of your magic reserves, more or less. Are you fine with that?”

“Did Your Majesty wish to be crushed? My apologies,” said the Magister with a facetious smile from atop his mantle.

“I was more worried that your enchantments might not have magic to draw on.” Argrave shook his head.

“I’ve… enough,” Artur said simply. “And others to protect me, besides.”

Argrave nodded stiffly. Spotting a flash of gold move in his vision, he realized what it was and said at once, “Find anything?”

“I did,” Anneliese confirmed, her Starsparrow returned. “A path. Heavily patrolled, however. Argrave, that place…” she trailed off, awe in her voice.

“I know. Quite the sight, don’t you think?” He put his hand on her shoulder. “As for the patrols, let my pups do their work.”

As though called, the Brumesingers descended Argrave’s body, scampering out across the floor. They let out their eerie chiming, then vanished into the mist they conjured. Everyone watched with surprise—most of them didn’t even know Argrave had the pets on him. They had become so omnipresent that he forgot sometimes, himself, almost like they were an extension of his body by this point.

“I’ll lead,” Argrave called out. “Moriatran—you’re needed for illusions. None of the centaurs are above B-rank, so nothing too grand, please.”

“Hold on—illusions?” Mina cut in as Moriatran readied himself. “Your Majesty… you don’t think of me for this?”

“You’re C-rank, aren’t you?” Argrave narrowed his eyes.

“B-rank, for illusion magic at least.” Mina shook her head. “Even for C-rank, I doubt they’d send people capable of seeing past my illusions on common patrols.” Mina shook her head. “And my spells are fine-tuned, custom made. I swear to you, I can handle this.”

Argrave looked at Anneliese for thoughts, and she gave a quiet shrug. With that ringing endorsement, Argrave looked at her and nodded. “Alright. Let’s go, Mina.”

They advanced through the caverns. As Anneliese said, the centaurs patrolled the vast caverns diligently. They were easy to hear, for most were armored in steel. They were easy to see, too, standing at well over ten feet tall. The sheer size of the beasts enabled their party to take smaller, branching paths in the cavern where they could not enter.

But beyond the occasional lucky bout… Mina was hard-pressed to provide illusions thorough enough for their entire party. But regardless of how hard she was pressed, she rose to the task ably. She seemed almost eager to make herself useful. It was a great relief to Argrave, who did not wish to expend his Magisters’ magic supply too much.

After hours of their steady advance, Nikoletta spoke to Argrave in a moment of rest in a low-ceiling cavern where the centaurs could not enter.

“I’m sorry, Argrave,” she said out of the blue.

“What, did you step on my foot or something?” he questioned, thinking nothing of it. “Didn’t even notice.”

“No,” Nikoletta said. “I’m sorry for acting like my father is more important than the kingdom. I know why you did what you did. It’s just…”

Argrave stared at her, but he could think of nothing to say. Just then, Anneliese cut in, saying, “Argrave, something unusual—!”

A horn echoed throughout the cavern, interrupting Anneliese before she could say more. It was loud enough Argrave almost covered his ears… and worse yet, it came from deeper within the cavern.

“What’s going on?” Argrave stepped closer to Anneliese.

“All of them… everyone in the cavern is coming back,” she answered quietly.

Argrave panicked briefly before he remembered they were in a low-ceiling area where the centaurs could not reach. He heard the distant rattle of armor and hooves as the centaurs galloped through the caverns, heading further in.

“An emergency of some kind. We take this as an opportunity,” Argrave decided. “Come. Hurry, everyone.”

Though Grimalt expressed some concern, Argrave knew that an advantage had to be pressed when it was seen. At some point, this arduous advance of theirs would be discovered. From there, things could get very sticky. He needed to take this chance. Argrave led with Orion diligently moving with him.

They raced through the caverns, following Anneliese’s path without much variation. As she said, no more guards patrolled the area. What might’ve taken hours with their old strategy became minutes, and their advance was untroubled by any. True light poured through instead of false light from magic, and they slowed their advance.

“This is it,” Anneliese told Argrave.

Argrave hesitated at the top. Then, mustering some courage, he peeked his head up, peering beyond.

The place ahead was vast. Though contained by a cavern roof, he could not see a cave wall on the opposite side. There was only an endless sheet of ice, meters thick. The ice was oddly translucent, with faults within making it seem like blue crystals. It was a frozen, underground lake. Centaurs walked across it in thousands, all heading toward a large gathering place in the center.

One could see the bottom of this frozen lake. The lake floor was a vast grass plain frozen in time. One could see creatures caught mid-stride—horses, herds of cows, pigs… none of the animals of the Bloodwoods, certainly. It looked like a little pocket of grassland, preserved and maintained. But most eye-catching…

There was a gargantuan woman at the bottom of this frozen lake. Argrave couldn’t call her human, but she appeared human. She wore a strange, white foreign dress, almost Romanesque. Probably well over seventy feet tall, she rested in serene peace. Notably, she was the only thing in that suspended scene that moved, her chest rising up and down as she breathed in deep sleep. Her hair shone like the sun, dreaded into sixty separate pieces that illuminated the whole cavern from their spot draped across the grassland.

“The Mother’s Steppe,” Anneliese said.

“Yeah,” Argrave nodded. “Sarikiz. The centaurs’ Holy Mother, and once good ally to the elven gods—enough to link their divine realms together, at least partially. But to us… here’s the boot we need to kick in the teeth of a god. And with Gerechtigkeit meddling, weakening the border between realms, we’re going to try out my idea.”


Chapter 11

Argrave reached into his duster’s breast pocket and pulled free a silver medallion. It was of crude make, with strange letters and a worn image of a woman pouring water from a horn. He twisted it between his fingers as he looked out at the gathering crowd of centaurs, using it to allay his fears. He’d felt it weighing on him the whole journey—a reminder of what was coming as constant as the bronze hand mirror.

When the half-man, half-equine race gathered in one place like this, they were intimidating beyond belief. Armored in steel, far taller than even men on horseback, and with bows that could fire arrows as thick as Argrave’s arm… To say the least, it was easy to see why they rivaled the wood elves, forcing them into that ridiculously organized militarized society. The centaurs’ bows were made for hunting giants—he didn’t care to test how good Artur’s enchantments were at deflecting their arrows.

“Why, exactly, did they scurry back home?” Argrave looked to Anneliese.

Anneliese stared ahead as she answered, “The elves block the entrances as we speak. The centaurs are deciding upon a course of action.”

Argrave winced and said beneath his breath, “God damn it.” He looked to Ganbaatar. “Might not get your wish.”

“My wish?” Ganbaatar repeated.

“The centaurs and the elves might fight after all.” Argrave looked away from the elf, thinking hard.

Ganbaatar shrugged. “I don’t care if that happens. It’s been happening for centuries. It’s why we are as we are. Or have you forgotten that? You, who used my customs to gain my trust?”

“Speak respectfully,” Orion reminded the elf, but Argrave waved at the prince to refrain from undue persecution.

Argrave placed the medallion in the palm of his right hand, then traced the rim of it with his left thumb. Finally, with his mind made up, he closed his palm. “Plan doesn’t change. If fights happen, they happen. So long as I can make the world whole, it changes nothing.”

“And if you can’t?” Mina pointed out.

“He led us through that assault out there, didn’t he?” Artur pointed out somewhat sycophantically.

Argrave stowed the silver medallion away in his pocket once again, closing it shut with a button he seldom used to ensure it didn’t fall out. “For now… let’s just get to the root of the problem. Grimalt, Rasten, Bastal—tell them to get ready.”

Some people seemed displeased the king could make a joke in the middle of such tension, while others seemed eased by the pun even Argrave would admit was bad. Maybe a polarized reaction was the point, though, for Anneliese was the only who could see how nervous Argrave was about this next endeavor.

***

Argrave felt some visceral satisfaction as he watched the Veidimen boost each other up to a high ledge one after the other. Heroes of Berendar didn’t have too many of these moments in the game, but he remembered this one feeling particularly insulting. What was it, exactly? Why, a shortcut. Specifically, a shortcut that took the player from the end of the dungeon back to the beginning. He didn’t mind using them, of course. He was simply always frustrated that having knowledge of them didn’t allow the player to exploit them, heading straight from the beginning to the end.

Soon enough, it was his turn to be boosted up to the ledge. Once up there, Artur waited, suspended in the air as ever. He looked at Argrave peculiarly.

Argrave rubbed his hands together and sought an update, asking, “What? Have trouble with that door?”

“No, it was easy to remove the enchantment.” Artur shook his head. “I’m simply wondering how you learned all of this, Your Majesty.”

“And I’m wondering why you flipped one-eighty degrees on supporting my kingship,” Argrave plainly said. “The important thing in both uncertainties is that it’s working out for us. I’m happy with things.”

Artur raised a brow, and his eyes danced with myriad colors. “It was never about you. It was about me, you see.”

Argrave brushed past that, saying, “Well, it’s about all of us now. King or peasant, you can die all the same when the end comes. We’re all on the same level. That’s what makes it a calamity—no matter who you are, it affects you.” He looked to the side as some people pushed past the cramped crowd.

“Your Majesty,” Grimalt greeted. “None of us can move the door, even with the enchantments gone and the armor bolstering out strength.”

Someone scrabbled at the edge, and then Orion threw himself up. He dusted off his armor—pointless, considering how battered it was—and then walked forward. “I’ll handle it.”

Argrave hastened to follow when Orion confidently declared he’d handle something. The people parted for him, revealing a stone door with ornate floral carvings. It had swirls and vortexes. Seeing the designs alone birthed nostalgia. The Veidimen struggled to open the door, using rocks to employ leverage, or more simply scrabbling at a grabbable spot with clumsy gauntleted fingers. Orion pushed them aside, then took his place.

First, Orion tried to pull the door open as they did. After a few moments of failure, he moved on to try using leverage. Almost immediately, the rock snapped. Orion stepped back, then looked at the rock still lodged firmly in the gap on the door.

Argrave began to suggest, “We can just—”

Orion raised his foot up and kicked, hard. The whole cave seemed to shake, and the door cracked and folded inward. It collapsed onto itself in two split slabs of intricately carved stone. The prince looked back at Argrave, almost proudly.

“That works,” Argrave conceded, stepping forth.

As Argrave took his third step, he paused when he felt a rumble in the earth. He held the wall to steady himself, but the shaking was even more intense by the wall. It wasn’t a shaking, per se—instead, it was like a bunch of sharp tremors echoing out through the earth, their source… above.

And then, the path that had opened up caved in with deafening cracks, and Argrave crouched down to shield himself. Grimalt stepped beside Argrave and conjured a ward above. It proved unnecessary—only what was beyond the door caved in. Dust filtered through their group, setting some into coughing fits as they inhaled fine particles.

When it was all over, Argrave stood up straight once again and sighed. “Well…” He closed his eyes, thinking of the longer path that he’d need to take. Suddenly, he opened them again, their grayness alight with fire. “We’re taking this path.” He walked forward, then crouched. He picked up the first rock. “It’s principle by this point.”

***

It took a long, long while to clear the way, even with Vasilisa, Moriatran, and Artur aiding with earth magic. Argrave wasn’t sure if taking the regular path would’ve been quicker. Even if the regular path had been years quicker, Argrave wouldn’t have taken it. It was the principle—doing things for the sake of doing them.

But the better answer was that it was far safer, too. No enemies, no centaurs, no nothing. Quick and easy, right to the heart. But the reason that Argrave was so nervous about this endeavor was quite simple—he was putting a theory to the test.

After a couple hours of careful excavation, the path was clear enough to walk without moving more rocks aside. The Veidimen took the lead, scouting things out. They entered a great circular stone chamber with a high ceiling and a strange altar in the center. It was difficult to see the walls of the room, for the roots of the redwoods pushed past the stone and curled around various circular mosaics. At points, the roots seemed to be stopping the building from caving in.

The Veidimen filtered in first, looking around the room. Next came Argrave and the Magisters. Argrave stepped right past them, heading for the altar. He came to it and leaned on it. It had a great depression in the center of it, making it seem like a big wash basin. Ganbaatar caught up to Argrave, staring down with him.

“This is one of my people’s holy sites, certainly,” Ganbaatar confirmed. “That altar isn’t familiar, but at times we visited a place just like this. Still, I don’t see how you’re going to make this get the elves to the bargaining table. The Holy Army of the Wind is the only Tumen in the Bloodwoods that still follows the gods. Most have lost their faith. Even if this becomes known, it won’t—”

“Shh.” Argrave raised a finger to his lips.

Argrave’s Brumesingers scrambled up to the altar, the four of them peering down into it like it was a pond they didn’t dare jump into. He felt their fear through his link, and by extension Anneliese stalked up behind them, her arms crossed as she watched with worry.

“…Let’s see if I’m right about what Gerechtigkeit is doing here,” Argrave said. He held up his hand, a spell matrix whirling. It completed, dissipating into nothingness.

The Brumesingers trembled. Slowly, they started to cough. Argrave felt pained as he watched them hack and cough, and his fingers gripped the edge of the basin altar tightly. After an unpleasant while, one of them lowered its head and seemed to retch. A golden mist seeped out its mouth, so rich it was almost like honey. The gas seemed thick and heavy, and it slowly settled into the basin.

Argrave stared, incredibly tense. Ganbaatar was watching all of this, and he inquired, “What exactly are you doing?”

“This place was made by the elves but used by the centaurs… Your people weren’t always enemies, you know.” Argrave looked at him.

“That’s nonsense.” Ganbaatar shook his head.

Argrave sighed and looked back. “Believe whatever you want… but the centaurs made sacrifices to these altars in the distant past. Offerings of life. I’m giving these things a substitute—souls. And I’m praying it works, too, because the alternative is very uncomfortable.”

And even if we do try the alternative—sacrifice—that might not work, Argrave recognized.

As they talked, all four of the Brumesingers continued to puke this golden mist into the basin of the altar. It spread out, pooling inside. As they coughed, the black Brumesingers lost some shade in their fur, turning from jet to a lighter black. They were expelling the souls they ate, and so losing some of their power to project mist.

For a long while, Argrave’s hope dimmed like the flame of a candle with its lid placed back on. Then, the roiling gas stopped moving, almost as if seized by something. Argrave immediately cast a spell to command his Brumesingers to stop. Anneliese stepped closer, transfixed, as the mist grew denser and denser and settled into a hazy, honey-like liquid.

“Hmm!” Argrave restrained fierce laughter as his grip tightened on the basin atop the altar. “I knew it. I knew it, you sly bastard.” He looked at Anneliese. “I was right. Gerechtigkeit was doing something that he did down in the old dwarven cities, with the Ebon Cult. He’s helping gods escape earlier so they can ruin this place, make it impossible for us to mount an effective defense.”

Artur looked at Argrave, particularly focused on what he was saying. Moriatran stepped up to the altar and looked down. “Not sure what we’re looking at.”

“You’re looking at a portal to another realm,” Argrave explained. “This thing shouldn’t be able to open, not now. But since Gerry is meddling, making the boundary between realms weaker… it can open. It can open half a damned year before it ever should have.”

“Another realm?” Orion looked into the golden portal.

“Another realm.” Argrave nodded. “One side has giant trees. What do you think is on the other side of the mirror?” Argrave asked with a smile. “I’m glad your knees haven’t given out, Moriatran. This is a big step up.”

Argrave gathered up his foxes and put them back in the pockets inside his clothes. Then, he raised one foot up to the altar, ready to step up.

***

“That’s your solution?” A centaur with long black hair trotted up to his ally, standing eye-to-eye with the other. “Do nothing? Do nothing until they’ve buried us all in the earth, leaving us here with no food? The Mother has given us iron here to forge steel, and flat land to seek refuge, and a peaceful place where we might gather… but food is to be earned. Such has always been Her message. We cannot stay. Every child must eventually leave their mother.”

The centaurs were large and proud, and yet this mention of motherhood resonated with all of them. Well over ten feet tall, each and all carried bows far taller than themselves, other weapons dangling from their backs where a saddle might lie on a horse. Their arms were as thick as redwood branches, yet despite their unwieldy bodies, there was a civility to their dress. Their legs were armored, and largely hidden by draped cloths that covered their backs. Their hooves had shoes just as horses did—theirs were spiked, so as to gain purchase on the ice or the ground. Their human torso, too, was kept hidden by armor and clothes both, and doubly so for the women.

“If you want to engage the enemy in those root-ridden forests and fall on your side like a fool, be my guest,” the other declared, not backing down. “We cannot thrive while the forest is overrun like that. I’ve made my clan’s stance clear—we should focus on one area, clear away the roots there.”

“We have nothing to fear,” a woman declared, holding her arms wide. “Each and every day, the ice revealing the Mother grows clearer and clearer yet. This is the disaster before the Deliverance. The elves’ gods have abandoned them—and now ours return. We see Her, sleeping even now. The ice grows clearer, melting every day!”

“Melting?” One centaur crossed his arms—one of the biggest of them all. “That the Mother is more visible means nothing. Even with more of us here than ever before, the ice does not grow weaker. Perhaps a demonstration is in order.”

The centaur reared back mightily, raising his armored forelegs into the air. They slammed down powerfully, sending a great echoing noise throughout the cavern. People stared at the sight of impact, watching.

“It remains unbroken,” the centaur who’d caused the impact said confidently.

As people stared, they started whispering among themselves and pointing. Soon enough, the demonstrator looked between everyone, confused, and then looked down. He studied the sight of impact, but the ice remained impeccable as ever. Then, movement caught his eyes. He squinted… and then changed his angle to get a better look.

And what he saw… he could make no sense of it for a moment. In the ever-still grasslands beyond the ice, there was… movement. Living movement. And not the Mother, not the animals… but people, hundreds of them, walking about without a care. They stepped across the steppes with reckless abandon.

So much was said by so many in the moments following this discovery that it was impossible to discern a consensus in the crowd. But one… He stood still, staring with hateful, shocked eyes at the black-haired leader of the moving people below.

“Matesh… what does this mean?” Someone pulled him from his daze. “You’ve seen the gods of other lands and been to their realms. What does this mean?”

Matesh started to breathe quickly, then looked back to the black-haired leader. Their party moved in the direction of the Holy Mother Sarikiz. And as memories of the past surfaced… he felt a dread greater than anything else he’d ever felt before.

“That man…” Matesh muttered, then repeated louder, “That man. In the golden armor, there. He is known to me.”


Chapter 12

“This isn’t the same continent,” Argrave explained as his people looked around the vast open grasslands. “This isn’t even the same world. This is a different realm. Bridges between our realm and others can only form in specific, connected places—in this case, the bridge was that of a mirror image. On one side, trees as tall as anyone can imagine. On this one… only this,” he declared, spreading his arms out and gesturing about.

As far as the eye could see, brown-green grass spread out endlessly across largely flat plains with a few hills no taller than a few feet. There wasn’t a single tree or plant anywhere within sight. The only disturbance was various altars like the one they’d come from, the animals frozen in time, and Sarikiz, the centaurs’ Holy Mother. Above, the sky was a sapphiric blue. Argrave’s eyes wandered above, searching for a sun or a moon that he knew would not be there. Though the centaurs could see past the mysterious ice to glimpse this land, the same could not be said on the opposite side—it was a one-way window. Perhaps they stared at Argrave even now. He didn’t know what they’d make of his presence. It didn’t matter what they thought, though.

Back at that altar, each of Argrave’s party had taken turns getting into the basin of the altar filled with the souls expunged by the Brumesingers. As a display of confidence, Argrave had gone first. The experience was bizarre. After he dipped his body into the liquid, it was like falling asleep while driving, and then waking up only when the car slammed into a wall. Not as devastating, naturally, but after entering the golden pool, the only thing Argrave remembered next was blinking his eyes open, standing here. And one after the other, all came through.

Everyone was having very different reactions. Orion removed his golden helmet and let his long black hair flow freely as he walked about in a daze. The Veidimen were the least fazed of all… yet a great many of them lost their discipline and wandered, touching and smelling the grass in confusion. There were animals strewn throughout this land, frozen midstride as though locked in time. The Magisters tried to take this development with dignity, observing their new surroundings with curiosity… but Argrave didn’t need Anneliese to tell him they were shocked to see it writ on their face.

Orion pushed his boot against one of the pigs, yet despite his tremendous strength, the thing didn’t budge an inch. He looked to Argrave, confused and alarmed. He looked like he sorely needed guidance.

“Time wastes while the forest dies,” Argrave decided, clapping.

“Gather up!” Grimalt shouted, drawing everyone’s attention. The Veidimen were brought back to attention, and everyone else was spurred forth by the snow elf officer’s intimidating voice.

Argrave nodded once everyone was ready. “We’re in no danger, not here. I don’t intend to use this place as anything more than a junction, taking us where we actually want to go.” He turned his eyes to the distant sleeping Sarikiz. “So you can relax, somewhat. Don’t tempt fate, but don’t think the world is out to get you. Let’s go, all of you.”

With that, he walked fearlessly toward the resting god. Anneliese was the first to join by his side, keeping pace with him. Soon enough, everyone moved to follow.

“How in the blazes did…? What is this, Grave?” Mina asked as she struggled to keep up. “That… That woman ahead, are we going to…?”

“We’re going to split up into five groups,” Argrave said loudly, ignoring her question. “Grimalt, Bastal, and Rasten will lead three, Anneliese will lead the fourth, and I the last.”

The people behind Anneliese and Argrave started to falter as they grew near the giant Sarikiz. He could not blame them, exactly—even he balked when seeing that her foot alone was far larger than he was. It was one thing to know that she could not wake up yet, and it was another to test that theory. After all, much had changed.

“This place gives an opportunity to move quickly through the forest unmolested, so long as the entrances are not found. Even if they are found, I can’t imagine the elves would be eager to dive in.” Argrave paused, looking back at the pausing group. “Hell, when they see Sarikiz, they might want to turn tail as you seem to want to. We’re going to use this place as… crossroads, I suppose.”

Ganbaatar was the first to break past the fear, followed by Artur. “Five groups,” the elf said. “Will we open all of the portals to the different altars, then?”

“That’s correct. And then each of you will prepare something for me,” Argrave said, turning back and walking forth. They walked around her legs, heading for her head. “I know what you’re thinking—all of you don’t have the same pets I do, and you can’t open the altars. Well… look at this, will you?”

Argrave walked past the shoulder of the sleeping giant, to the head. Her face was tilted toward them, and her breathing carried wind out like a steady bellows. Being so close to her brought some trepidation, but it was nothing compared to the prospect of his idea to use the altar failing, and he’d endured that fine. Her dreads of golden, glowing hair cushioned her head. If counted, they would be sixty. Argrave stepped toward her face—specifically, he stepped toward the roots of her hair.

He cast a simple D-rank spell of blood magic, calling upon the silver bracer on his arm to supply the blood. Once he had a blackened red dagger in hand, he regarded Sarikiz cautiously and kneeled down, cutting through the hair with the tool. It cut through quite easily, and Argrave watched with morbid curiosity as the blood seeped into the edges of the hair, staining it.

Once cut, it fell to the grasslands soundlessly. Despite being severed from the source, her golden hair still shone with light. Argrave hefted the weightless blood dagger and said quietly, “Drag that away.”

Argrave stepped after the Veidimen as they hesitantly dragged the long braid of hair away, each of them casting uneasy glances at the sleeping giant. “Listen carefully. The five of you are going to haul the pieces of hair I give you to the altars. You’re going to place them in the basins, and then you’re going to burn them. This should open things up fine.”

Nikoletta had gathered up to listen, yet her eyes stayed focused on the sleeping mother. Argrave said annoyedly, “I know you like blondes, Nicky, but focus. This is important.” At his words, she turned back, miffed and nervous at the same time. Argrave changed the subject once again, continuing, “We’re going to be doing something very dangerous. Gerechtigkeit has made the borders between realms here very thin. He’s deliberately expedited things. Now, something strong enough to poke through the thinning fabric has poked through, and it’s posing a major problem.”

Argrave walked to the dread and began measuring out the size of the pieces he was going to cut. “Now, before whoever breached into this world takes the Bloodwoods over completely, we’re going to do something very simple. We’re going to open the floodgates.” He stuck the knife in a spot and began to cut through it delicately.

“All of the old gods of these wood elves… we’re going to wake them up.” Argrave grunted as he kneeled. Anneliese ran her hand across the dread, her curiosity evident. “We’re going to take them to our realm, and we’re going to set them loose.”

“Hold on a moment,” Vasilisa interrupted. “Are you just trying to make the situation more chaotic? How does this help us?”

Argrave stopped cutting, then reached into his pocket with his left hand. After a moment, he pulled free a silver medallion. “Recognize this? Of course you don’t,” he said before any could answer. “It’s the medallion of inheritance for the Lord of Silver. I kept it on a lark, but it has a very nice purpose here.” He stowed away the medallion once again, almost out of fear it might be lost. “Some people say in diplomacy… that it’s not about how smooth your tongue is, but who you know and what they’re willing to do for you. I don’t think the elves we just fought can rightly protest if one of their gods thought long-departed vouches for me.” His eyes refocused on another. “Sorry if this mellows the importance of your role, Ganbaatar.”

Orion stepped up to Argrave as he worked at cutting apart the hair. “But what of safety? Your safety?”

“Not concerned for yourself?” Argrave mused, not looking away from his task. “You’re a capable knight-commander. You’ll be with me. But the real danger comes from the A-rank ascension I’m going to attempt. The risk is a bit mitigated in the spot I intend to perform it, however.” Argrave waved his hand dismissively.

“Your Majesty… Are you saying we’re also expected to converse with…?” Grimalt said cautiously, hands arranged before him politely.

“Oh, no.” Argrave waved the dagger to dismiss the idea. “Just me. I’m the only one talking, here. And I’ll be speaking to the elven god of flesh and blood.”

***

“…And lastly, Argrave disappeared into the golden portal. All of his allies followed shortly after, and I could not follow,” said Onychinusa, lying down on the floor as she spoke in unwitting defiance of common mannerisms.

The emissary of Erlebnis did not seem to care what she did. It was remarkably normal in all but its face, which had two large eyes and a mouth alone. One of the eyes was missing, revealing a reddish-mercury portal. It looked down upon her and repeated questioningly, “Could not?”

Onychinusa blinked. “He entered a portal into another realm.”

“And you were barred how?” the emissary pressed calmly.

“By fear of death,” she said in shrill defensiveness.

“We see.” The emissary crossed its arms, and the reddish-mercury portal disappeared. “Our Lord has no further use for you at this time. Depart back home. Wait for another mission.”

“Those elves in the forest…” she began, eyes closed. “How could they come from my people? Those pale giants, too?”

Onychinusa waited for an answer, but none came. When she opened her amber eyes again, the emissary had departed. She leaned up, looking at the shrine to Erlebnis. Her face distorted in dramatic anger—she was unused to managing her facial expressions.

“Home…” she muttered to herself. “No.”

With that last word, she dispersed into black magic smoke, dispersing through the environment.


Chapter 13

“Be careful,” Argrave told Anneliese as he held her hand. “I think’s it’s pretty well-established you can take care of yourself, but I always hate sending you off.”

“I know. You want to protect me.” She leaned in and kissed him. “But need I remind you… that you still have to catch up to me?” With a cheeky smile, she turned away and walked off, and Argrave’s hand slid off hers. “So, go do that. And you be careful.”

Argrave chuckled and smiled, watching as she walked away. When he turned back, his party was waiting. It was the smallest, yet perhaps the most potent—Artur, Vasilisa, Orion, Ganbaatar, and some of the first people he’d met in this realm… namely, Nikoletta and Mina. He’d changed a lot since meeting the two of them. And maybe they’d changed, too.

Orion carried a glowing section of Sarikiz’s dreaded hair, bound in a red rope that made it look like magical wheat. Artur relaxed on the grassy ground, staring up into the sky nonchalantly. Mina and Nikoletta talked amongst themselves, and Vasilisa caressed her forehead as though she had a headache. Ganbaatar seemed eager to move.

“You two are probably wondering why I wanted you with me,” Argrave said, directing his voice toward the ducal heir and her good friend. “Well, it’s simple. I didn’t want you to think I’d forgotten about my promise to ask the elves to search for Duke Rovostar and your father.”

Nikoletta looked surprised, and she crossed her arms and said quietly, “That’s… benevolent.”

Argrave stared at her when she gave that response. Things had changed, he was realizing. Now that he was king, people called basic human kindness ‘benevolence.’ All he was doing was what he thought was right. Maybe that had never changed.

He rolled his shoulders to dismiss his thoughts and said, “Let’s go.”

***

As they walked across the grasslands, Argrave found himself very out of sorts. Galamon, Durran, and now even Anneliese were absent. He wasn’t quite at ease with Orion yet, and though he liked Vasilisa well enough, he’d yet to build the same rapport he had with his mainstay companions. And as they walked…

“Might I steal a moment of your time, Your Majesty?”

Argrave looked to his right, and then far down to spot Artur’s shaggy head of brown hair. The Magister had expended much of his magic reserves in the fight against the wood elves’ Tumen and had asked them to slow so that he might walk with them—his enchantments drew from his magic supply, after all, and he needed that to replenish.

“Steal? Didn’t take you for a thief,” Argrave said lightly, giving a non-answer.

Artur laughed, though Argrave didn’t think his own joke was particularly funny. When he settled, the Magister cleared his throat and said, “I’m going to be blunt, Your Majesty, because I don’t think you care for delicate speech.”

Argrave spared the stunted man a glance, then turned his head back to the grasslands ahead. His cynicism flared, telling him that now was the time the cost of this man’s favor showed up on the balance sheet.

“I have a certain fondness for delicate speech,” Argrave admitted. “It’s saved my life a few times. And now I’m going to go talk to a god again—I hope I have a talent for it, as I think I do.”

“Again?” Artur repeated.

“Never mind that.” Argrave shook his head. “Say what you want to say.”

Artur focused his eyes on Argrave. They were strange eyes—sometimes gold, sometimes green, sometimes every color one could conceive. It probably had something to do with his A-rank ascension.

The Magister said seriously, “I hope that Your Majesty will allow me to create an institution subordinate to the crown, focusing on rediscovery, research, and development of new enchantments.”

Everyone in their small group save Ganbaatar turned their heads at this declaration. That was a significant statement, to say the least. Argrave took a long time to think about it before he said anything—time which Artur spent patiently waiting.

After a long moment, Argrave responded slowly, “The Order of the Gray Owl does that already. Technically, they’re supposed to have a monopoly on all magical knowledge… but such a thing is almost impossible to enforce, given the autonomy of each Order member. Still, it has prevented other rival magical organizations from popping up in the kingdom.” Argrave turned his head. “…Given the request, I imagine you want me to change that.”

“Yes,” Artur admitted. “I would prefer to be completely unrelated to the Order. I think that, in the years to come, the title of Magister won’t have much weight to it anymore. And I think you’re to blame, Your Majesty. You know things. This journey here is enough to demonstrate that.”

Argrave took a deep breath, thinking. He hoped to delay the conversation and joked, “Well, we still have to talk to a god, first. Might not make it out of that alive.”

“I can guarantee Your Majesty that the armor you wear has no modern equal,” the Magister continued, unwilling to allow himself to be diverted. “And as more and more relics of ancient civilizations surface… I can make their secrets mine, I’m sure of it. Physical enhancements, sight in darkness, resistance to poison or disease, or things like that silver bracer on your arm.” He pointed up to Argrave’s wrist. “If you allow me, I can give all of that to the crown. All of what you know, I can bring to life.”

Argrave listened patiently, then let the silence hang as they walked toward the distant altar. Argrave could hear their boots cutting through the grass as his mind thought of the matter. He didn’t think Artur was overselling his abilities.

“Why?” Argrave asked. “What’s your angle?”

“I think Your Majesty would realize the value of such an organization… and investments would be made,” Artur said diplomatically. “To do away with delicate speech—money. Money, manpower, resources, and—”

“Power,” Argrave finished.

Artur looked at Argrave for a few moments, and then back to the grasslands ahead. “I suppose you could call it that, yes. But… no. No, I don’t think it is that. All I want is something very simple. I want to ensure that no one can disregard me. Or, as it was put to me recently… look down on me,” he finished with bitter emphasis.

It was moments like these that reminded Argrave why he preferred to go everywhere with Anneliese. That sounded a plausible enough answer, but Argrave couldn’t tell what the man was really feeling.

“I heard about what happened to you on the day of the royal summit,” Argrave said quietly. “If you intend to get back at the Order… I’ll say only that I intend to promote development so long as it doesn’t come at the expense of another.”

“As I would expect of a king forged as you were.” Artur nodded like that was expected. “When I was young, I learned something. My parents were farmers in the farthest northern region of Atrus, just beyond the southern border of the old Queendom of Quadreign. Farming was tremendously difficult work, and doubly so in that region of cold, infertile fields. They had no use for a child like me. With this stunted body of mine, I was incapable of so much of what they needed—stout labor, endurance, general physical capability. I learned, then, a simple lesson. If they did not need me, why feed me? To fill my stomach… I had to be needed. Irreplaceable.

“Without my body, I had my mind. I took up administration of taxes in the village. The tax collectors veritably extorted the villagers who were ignorant of how much was in a single bushel—this was long before Felipe’s conquest of the region. I was… ten, perhaps? From there, I took on more and more… I became literate, helped people with trade, learned medicine… It was a life of constantly striving to fill roles that were needed. It was only at thirty that I learned I had a talent for magic. It felt like a blessing beyond compare…” He closed his eyes. “But even having learned so late in life, I made it here.”

Argrave listened curiously, having never heard this backstory before. He knew Artur was from a peasant family, but not much more.

“The point is this, Your Majesty. You might balk at hearing my motivations for founding this institution, but if you allow me, I will become an irreplaceable help to you. I’ve been doing it my entire life, after all. I didn’t wallow in self-pity. I would have succumbed to starvation long ago if I had. I can be what you need.”

Argrave finally reached the altar, and he put his hands on it as everyone else gathered around. If being needed was all that mattered to you, would you have advanced so far? That was the main question he could think of, but he didn’t want to ask it. There was no need to alienate the man.

“Who do you need to be needed by, at this stage? You’re an S-rank spellcaster,” Nikoletta pointed out, voicing Argrave’s thoughts for him.

Artur regarded her with a glance, then looked back to Argrave in expectation without answering her.

Argrave leaned against the stone and watched. “Anneliese has a similar sentiment about self-pity.”

“Her Highness?” Artur raised a brow.

“Yeah.” Argrave nodded. “I hear what you’re saying. You’ve proven yourself many times over in that engagement back there alone. But it’s not my sole decision, anymore. You’re on the parliament—you know I intend for a future where it has more importance in day-to-day governance of Vasquer.” He looked at Orion. “For now, we take care of all this. And when the time comes, your proposal will be put to the parliament.”

Artur looked briefly disconcerted, but he gathered his composure quickly and wrung his hands together as he nodded. “So it is, Your Majesty. So long as you know my will, I am content for now.”

***

Argrave blinked open his eyes. He had returned to the realm he’d come from, standing there on stone like he’d always been there. Back in the grasslands, it had been a strange experience to watch something that looked like hair burn and turn into liquids. Sarikiz had the souls of sixty tribes trapped in her hair—though perhaps trapped was the wrong word, for it implied that it was not a willing thing. Regardless, it suited their needs for bridging the gap between realms.

Argrave cast a simple spell to illuminate the place and threw it up into the air so that it might bathe the room in light. This new stone building was much the same as the first underground altar they had entered in many ways. It varied in two ways—namely, the fact that there were many more entrances, and the fact that it was flooded with blood. Argrave lifted his right foot up and looked at it, grimacing as thick, congealed fluid dripped off his boot like visceral sludge.

Orion and the rest soon emerged from the portal, blinking awake just as he did. Orion’s hand went to his sword at once the moment he saw the room lit by spell light. “Easy, now,” Argrave told him. “Might be you swing at one of the others coming from the altar.”

“What in the gods’ names is this?” Orion asked, stepping up to a slightly elevated place where the blood had yet to reach.

“It means one of two things,” Argrave said. “It’s going to be far less challenging to rouse our friend, Chiteng… or he’s already woken up.”

Orion looked uneased. “What does that mean?”

“I’m not quite sure,” Argrave said distantly. “All I know is that it smells terrible in here.”

As more and more came through, he explained to each of them what was happening. When they’d all gathered, Argrave waded through the thick, viscous blood flooding the underground altar. He’d thought going through the wetlands of northwestern Vasquer had been torturous, but to walk through heavy, red blood was far more unpleasant. Fortunately, the source was not too far from them.

Ahead, there was a circular rock wreathed in roots. The blood flowed down the plant life almost artfully, yet it all began from the stone. The rock was unadorned and unmarked, yet blood flowed in three places. With two side by side, and one coming out from a crescent between and below… the simple, circular rock looked like a face bleeding from its eyes and mouth.

“Ganbaatar and Orion—I think you’ve already agreed to come with me to the elven realm. As for the rest of you… what do you think? Who wants to go?”

Artur had elected to use his enchanted mantle to hover above the blood once again. He asked tentatively, “Will you hold it against me if I decline, Your Majesty?”

“If I did, I’d never say that.” Argrave shrugged.

“Then I think that I will take my chances and gracefully decline.” Artur tipped his head. “So long as the opportunity is open, of course.”

“I’m of a like mind,” Mina said. “I like being ignorant of the divine… and if it’s not the divine and you’re wrong, I like staying out of whatever you intend to stick your hand into.”

Vasilisa stepped forward to join Argrave. “Whatever. I’ll go,” she told Argrave, fully committed to this endeavor even despite her crassness.

Nikoletta stepped forward, too, though offered no commentary. Argrave raised a surprised brow but didn’t intend to dissuade her. She and Mina exchanged some urgent and muttered words, and then the two parted.

“Right then.” Argrave nodded, turning back to the bleeding-face stone. “I suggest the rest of you back away a far distance, lest you get caught.”

They obediently backed away from the shrine Argrave stood before. Back at the other shrines, those four separate—and far more numerous—groups would be taking much simpler actions. Gods of other realms could be called upon using collective will and intricate knowledge alone. That method could be likened to lighting a fuse. Here, though… Argrave simply intended to light the bomb personally.

He retrieved Fellhorn’s inheritance medallion and held it up to the bleeding-face stone. Orion handed him the next items—a mallet and stake. The Veidimen had used these to make their tents, but Argrave had a different purpose for them here. He secured the medallion in place with the stake, feeling a deep sense of nervousness regarding what he was about to do. In Heroes of Berendar, items with divinity like this inheritance medallion could be destroyed before the shrines of deities. That was the sole way the player had to interact with many of the other realms.

He was fairly certain this would work… but if his method was incorrect, he’d anger Fellhorn for no good reason and look a fool before plenty of important people. But he’d been both a fool and a king, and the two had their ups and down. He pushed the spike against the silver medallion, pulled the hammer back, and pounded. On the first, it bent. On the second, it sunk in deep. And on the third…

A loud clang ran out as the medallion snapped in half. The noise was far too loud for what had been done, and the two pieces of the medallion tumbled down while releasing black smoke, before plopping into the blood at Argrave’s feet. It hissed audibly, and slowly… the inanimate liquid began to bubble, churn, as though boiling. No, it didn’t seem to be boiling. It was. Argrave lifted his feet up as he felt heat in his leg.

A great hand formed of blood pushed up beneath them, sending them into the air. Argrave saw five spirits in each of the hand’s fingers and knew then that he could resist if he so wished as he had done with Onychinusa and her shamanic magic. But now… now, he didn’t care to. The great hand’s fingers clenched, almost as though to crush them. And then they were elsewhere.


Chapter 14

Argrave heard a loud, deep rumbling noise echoing across the land, almost like a foghorn. He could feel it through his whole body. It shook the metaphorical cage around his head, and it was only after a few seconds that he remembered to open his eyes.

As far as the eye could see, a great red ocean twisted and cast waves upon the shore just as the real ocean might have. The sight brought back memories, and he urgently turned his head about as he remembered what he’d been doing. Orion, Ganbaatar, Vasilisa, and Nikoletta had all come with him. They looked around in panic. They were on an island of some kind—a tropical island, perhaps, though the trees had bark that looked like flesh and the flat, wide leaves were red and veiny. He might’ve called this a hellscape, yet the bright blue skies gave life to the grim place it sorely needed.

“Take it easy. Don’t do anything stupid,” Argrave told them at once. “We’re in the land of the elven gods, now. Most specifically, in Chiteng’s section of it.”

The deep horn split the air once again, shaking the very earth they stood on. It seemed louder this time. Everyone turned their head toward it source. And when they saw it…

“My…” Nikoletta trailed off, stepping away in fear.

Ganbaatar knelt down in the sand, lowering his head in deference that seemed strangely bitter and shocked. Orion walked to the shore, staring ahead in protective defiance of Argrave. Vasilisa took her place by Argrave’s side. And as for him… he simply beheld Chiteng.

Deep in the heart of the ocean of blood, a blocky throne stood strong, rising from the deep. It was made of rich, radiant ivory, and tall as a mountain besides. It had to be tall to accommodate the giant elven figure resting upon it. Like all of the wood elves, he had blonde hair and red eyes. Garbed in only a crimson robe, Chiteng slouched on his throne decadently… or decrepitly. His limp arms seemed to be the only thing stopping him from sliding further down, and his feet were hit by high waves all too often. Still, his eyes… they saw. He was alive, without question. And unlike Sarikiz, he was awake, too.

A whale swam away from the throne, every so often rearing above the surface and letting out that haunting call that sounded all too similar to a foghorn. It seemed made of the same ivory as that throne, yet still it swam without issue, coming closer and closer and sounding louder and louder. As Argrave saw the size of it, he wondered if it was the cause of every wave in that vast ocean.

“Towards thee I roll, thou all-destroying but unconquering whale…” Argrave said as awe and fear both seized his heart. He stepped ahead as its horn call dominated all thought, standing at the shore with Orion.

“Your Majesty… be careful,” Orion cautioned, but Argrave only waved him away.

It became abundantly clear as it approached that Chiteng’s whale was far larger than the island they stood on. When it came close enough, its great horn call stopped, and its ceaseless swim forward slowed so that it might land harmlessly by the shore.

Eventually, it settled by the island, its great broad head looming over them all. Up close, despite its terrifying nature… it had a beauty to it, Argrave couldn’t deny. It looked more like a marble sculpture than a living creature, yet it moved and bobbed with the waves every bit as alive as any whale he’d seen.

The whale waited, and waited, and waited. Argrave knew what had to be done, it was simply about mustering himself up to the task. Gradually, he swallowed. “I offered the spirits from the ancient god Fellhorn as a gift. My hope is that it aids you in the years to come, as Gerechtigkeit descends upon this earth.”

No response came from the whale. It floated there, its great tail barely moving behind it as it waited.

“I hope to ask of Chiteng two boons. The first… I believe it wholly amenable. In this realm of the elven gods, the forces permeating here rejuvenate the body, making death a difficult prospect. I hope that I can enjoy the benefits of this realm as I ascend to A-rank.”

The whale didn’t move… but Argrave saw from people’s reactions that Chiteng, the distant god, did. He could not see past the whale, but he stepped aside and craned his neck just as the giant elf slammed his fist upon his throne. The ocean began to rumble, and a door rose up, settling along the shore. Argrave stared at the door. It looked like the same ivory as the throne—given Chiteng’s sphere of influence, it was likely made of bone.

After witnessing it, Argrave looked back at the whale. “…I’m assuming you’re telling me I can leave when I like.”

There was no answer in return. Argrave supposed that so long as he didn’t receive a clear refusal, the answer was yes.

“I thank you for your grace.” Argrave dipped his head. “Then… for the other matter. I ask that you forgive my hubris, but I must make a suggestion to you and the other gods of this realm,” Argrave said delicately, leaving pause for a blunt refusal. When none came, Argrave continued. “My subordinates travel to the other ancient altars, rousing each of your family in kind. My hope… My hope is that you will accept my direction in the conquest of another god already laying waste to your worshippers’ homeland, and further unite my kingdom and the elven society against the true threat,” Argrave finished quickly, lowering his head in deference.

From afar, a deep, guttural laugh echoed throughout the land, louder than even the whale’s horn call. Chiteng laughed, he realized. The god sounded amused, like a child had said something funny because of its ignorance. Argrave kept his head bowed and lowered, hoping that amusement did not spell anger. The gargantuan whale backed away from the shore, sinking deep into the ocean and fading away into redness.

It’s over. He won’t hear me out. Despair crept into Argrave’s chest. Yet then… the whale pushed against the shore, moving aside the sand with its broad head as it crept toward Argrave. It seemed liable to split the entire island, and Argrave took a step back in fear. Orion grabbed Argrave, prepared for anything. Yet the whale settled before them, waiting.

Argrave stared down at the whale, expecting further movement at any time. His breathing was a bit quick. When he looked up, the elven god he saw was vastly different from the one he’d seen moments ago. He was still slouched, yet his hand had moved to his temple, and he tapped his finger and stared… expectantly, Argrave realized. Impatiently.

Once he realized what was asked of him, Argrave exhaled loudly, gathering himself. He tried to step forward, but Orion stopped him.

“What are you doing?” the prince asked urgently.

“Let go, Orion,” Argrave directed with a calm he did not feel inside. “We’re going to be taken closer.”

Ordered so blatantly, Orion obeyed and released his grip. Argrave stepped atop the whale, feeling its dense blubber beneath his boots. Just as it began to rumble… the prince joined him atop its broad head.

“Are you sure?” Argrave asked him.

“I must protect you,” Orion confirmed. “You are my brother and my king.”

With that, the whale slowly backed away from the shore, keeping its body as level and steady as any cruise ship. Slowly, slowly, it rose up out the water, turned, and began to swim toward Chiteng. The elven god of flesh and blood waited, his red eyes fixed upon the two of them.

The lone call of the whale had been a haunting thing from the shore alone, but as Argrave and Orion sailed out deep into the open sea that call of theirs became more numerous. A faint red mist shielded one from seeing too far, so the harrowing noise of distant foghorns penetrated the bloody ocean’s fog as the giant Chiteng watched on from above, staring.

“No matter what happens, I’d ask that you stay quiet,” Argrave said. “It’s safest for both you and me.”

He waited for an answer, and then looked to Orion when none came. The man stood there quietly, his helmet in the crook of his arm, watching Argrave silently.

Argrave caught on—the man didn’t intend to speak, just as he’d directed. “Good. Thank you. Both for being here… and for being cooperative.” He looked back up to the meeting that awaited them, eyeing the red-robed elven figure.

Now… how was he to persuade a god who’d laughed at his idea? It seemed a very difficult proposition.


Chapter 15

The god of flesh and blood, Chiteng, filled the role of a god of fertility primarily. Men were intended to pray for virility. Women were intended to pray to prevent their children from being disabled physically or mentally—specifically, they prayed that the flesh and blood of their children was sculpted to be both beautiful and strong. Supposedly, he made the figures of all men and women. All the elven gods took sacrifices, but Chiteng supposedly used the bodies to craft their children inside their wombs.

When Argrave looked back from where they’d come, he could see the shore no longer. Soon enough, the blocky throne of ivory came into view past the fog. It had been difficult to see from so far away, but there was a small white harbor leading to an entrance with a door well familiar to Argrave. The whale swam up alongside it, planting its broad head against the smooth stone. Argrave and Orion stepped up onto it. When they looked back at the whale, it sunk into the deep and disappeared before their eyes. Argrave wondered what else was lurking beneath in the deep beside that whale—the player could never swim in there. He didn’t care to find out now.

When he looked upward, Chiteng peered down at the two of them. He seemed to exert pressure with his gaze alone that almost made Argrave want to drop to his knees. Perhaps it was just his size, but maybe there was something more to divinity than mere power. Argrave felt entirely a fraud calling himself ‘king.’ But he did call himself king, and that came with certain responsibilities. So, he had to begin.

“Are you interested in an early victory in the struggle to come?” Argrave asked boldly. Though he felt intimidated standing closer to the divine figure, the fact he had been brought here suggested there was some leeway he might have.

The god leaned forward until he hunched, placing his arms atop his knees. He said nothing, but only stared at the two of them, waiting and watching. Orion shifted uneasily, and Argrave gave him a glance, pleading that he would do nothing to provoke Chiteng.

Argrave looked back up at Chiteng. “I was able to reach you because Gerechtigkeit is targeting the region, specifically. He’s bearing pressure upon the Bloodwoods strong enough that an ancient god has been able to enact its will on the land itself. This has destabilized the situation tremendously, and if left unchallenged, the forest itself will die—the forest that you and your family made for the elves.”

Chiteng tilted his head from one side to the other, still listening.

“The god that comes is a fell being strong enough to be the first to break through the division between the realms,” Argrave continued, speaking slowly and clearly so that his nervousness did not cause him to stutter. “Whoever it is clearly has no interest in cooperation—they intend to destroy the forest to make way for their domain. I can give you an advantage in this situation. With my presence in the mortal realm, I can facilitate the connection of realms and position your family to strike back against—”

Chiteng laughed once again. Every time his guttural voice echoed out, the harbor they stood upon shook. The great god leaned back on his throne and laid his head back, chuckling. Slowly the laughter faded away, and taking its place was the constant sound of deep horn calls pushing out from the fog as Orion and Argrave stood in uneasy silence.

“I’m not suggesting you hunt and kill an elder god,” Argrave finally started to speak again. “But if someone sticks their hand through a hole, they only have themselves to blame when their limb receives an injury from those already present. And if you think me incapable of actually doing what I claim to be capable of… know that I opened the altars to the centaurs’ great steppes using Sarikiz’s hair, and that I know the location of your holy artifacts—the spade, your father’s mattock, your sister’s sword. I can use these to manifest them. I can make good on my promises—I swear on my soul.”

Chiteng silently watched Argrave, all the mirth drained from his elven face. His hand clenched around the armrest of his throne, and then his lips parted, saying two words that echoed across the entire ocean. Two words, yet one name.

“Kirel Qircassia.”

Argrave took a deep breath when he heard that name. Anneliese and Argrave had come to the conclusion that it was an elder god behind all of the trouble in the Bloodwoods—nothing else could come close to that kind of power. They were wrong, as it turned out. It wasn’t an ancient god. It was the ancient god.

Humanity was not alone in conceiving the idea of unity against the threat of Gerechtigkeit. It was a stage of opportunism for the gods, true enough. But just as some people sought protection under Argrave, some gods sought protection under other gods. Kirel was the self-proclaimed eldest god, who allegedly had been through the judgement cycle hundreds of times before. To be fair, the claim was not in question—many with old ties to Kirel supported that claim and obediently fell under his banner—the Qircassian banner.

The principles were simple—those who took the name of Qircassia had total autonomy, but they had to fight together against Gerechtigkeit and all outside threats. Infighting was strictly forbidden. Beyond that, they were free to do as they pleased. It was nothing more than a defensive coalition. When its founder and enforcer was Kirel, a force in and of himself, a defensive coalition was nothing to balk at in the free-for-all Gerechtigkeit enacted. It was stability in insanity.

It would certainly be laughable if a mere mortal wandered into your domain, claiming to have the key to deal a crippling blow to the leader of a divine faction that had persisted for many of the cycles of judgement. Argrave didn’t think he was wrong in claiming what he’d claimed—that the elven gods, working in tandem with true presence in the mortal realm—could expel Kirel. Making some roots overturn the earth and suck up saltwater was potent, relatively speaking… but it was a drop in the pond compared to what Kirel was truly capable of. He wasn’t fully manifested. They could push him back before he did.

Argrave turned away from Chiteng and stared out across the ocean of blood. There was no problem with Argrave’s plan. The problems would come later. The problems would come when things really got bad, and when the full force of the Qircassian Coalition had come to recognize Argrave and his godly allies as those who had cut off the grasping hand of their founding member. The gods had long memories… and unforgiving vendettas. Argrave and the elven gods were one blip on the radar to them.

He listened to the pleasant sound of the waves battering against Chiteng’s throne of ivory as the whales let out their calls, one after the other, in endless ambience. Argrave was running down his list of favorite curse words. He could remember more than he usually could. Even if he had been prepared for this… Persuading Chiteng? Persuading all of the elven pantheon to go after the heaviest hitter? Even if he told the elven gods that he knew both their favorite color and who they had a crush on, his knowledge about Heroes of Berendar paled before the overwhelming might of the Qircassian Coalition. Knowing how a gun worked didn’t stop him from getting shot—it just told him to stay away from the line of fire.

Kirel usually appeared overseas, on another continent, Argrave reflected. If he’s here… when the time comes, all his crony godlings will come and make Berendar their territory. If I know that’s coming, I can prepare better. I can position us to take the least of the impact. We’ll… have to submit to them. If we’re lucky, we’ll be dealt a good hand. Maybe I can influence the way things shake out. For now, we have to fortify Vasquer for the collapse of the Bloodwoods. It’s going to be devastating. God damn it, why…?

As a total defeat settled over Argrave, some words came to him.

I saw countless people that, when faced with one tragedy, turned it into five or six by weakness of will. Self-pity does nothing for no one. No matter what comes, you cannot pity yourself.

Anneliese’s words rang in his head so clearly, he could practically feel her breath on his ear. He wished that she was here. But she wasn’t. And he couldn’t allow this one setback to turn into a spiral toward oblivion because he was weak.

Argrave turned around and looked back up at Chiteng. He was glad the god did not speak much, then—it gave him ample time to choose his next words carefully.

“I think this situation is rather funny, too,” Argrave began with a disciplined calm brought by near a year of constant hardship. “Maybe you think that you’ll be allowed into the Qircassian Coalition, to fight against Gerechtigkeit side-by-side with all of the other members. You think there might be some loss of life, but if you submit, you can mitigate the damage. If your family submits, you might not gain as much as you wish… but you can survive.”

Argrave stepped slowly down the harbor, heading toward Chiteng. “But Kirel has already staked his flag in the Bloodwoods, and already made the trees your family grew obey his will. His emissaries are already fighting your worshippers to claim their territory. You and your family have no ties to the coalition—I can’t imagine Kirel even knows your names. Forget allowing you to subsist in his ranks; the raiders already pillage and plunder what existence you eked out fighting against the centaurs and the giants in the last cycle of judgement. Why would he stop to negotiate when he can simply have all you own for himself? He is powerful, well-connected… and so why should he respect anything you wish to happen? After all… this is the cycle of judgement. No one would balk if you were shattered and consumed.”

Chiteng slowly leaned forward once again, whatever amusement he’d shown entirely vanished.

“If you want to make it through this… So do I,” Argrave continued, coming to a stop as he stared up defiantly. “And I’m not content to sit by and let every god flatten this continent. The cycle of judgement determines who is worthy of surviving another millennia, if any at all. And in the coming years… you and yours are just as mortal as me and mine. So, let’s cooperate.”


Chapter 16

When Argrave finished demanding cooperation from Chiteng, he felt a little lightheaded from the rush that brought on. He managed not to do anything foolish or embarrassing in the wake of that, though he furiously replayed what he’d said in his head to make sure he’d said nothing overtly disrespectful. He hung on every word uttered, thinking of how it might be interpreted… then wondered if his interpretation was fruitless, because he couldn’t think as a god could.

Still, Argrave did not come this far to submit to the advent of the gods so meekly. He fought against Gerechtigkeit—if he bent before the elven gods or the Qircassian Coalition, he’d failed before he’d even begun. If anything, this meant that old Gerry viewed Argrave as a bigger threat than the Qircassians, for he intended to use them to snuff out Argrave. That realization made Argrave only more certain his choice was the right one.

Still, his brain whirled as he thought of what he’d said and what he needed to do. He barely processed, then, when Chiteng raised his hand up and pointed.

“Return,” the elven god said simply, voice as loud and disruptive as it ever was.

Argrave stared up, trying to make sense of that. He heard something behind him and looked back to see the great whale that had carried them here swimming back to the ivory harbor, placing its broad head up against the side so as to give them a ride once more. When Argrave looked back to Chiteng for further explanation, he saw the god had closed his eyes, leaning his face against his fist while his elbow braced on the armrest.

Return. What did that mean? Argrave wished to ask a thousand more questions… but given that Chiteng had thus far only laughed a couple times, said a name, and said one word, it was safe to say Argrave couldn’t expect a further elaboration. He took slow steps away, walking backwards until he nearly collided with Orion. The prince grabbed and steadied him, giving him a wordless nod. Then the two walked back to the whale.

As the beast slowly swam away from the harbor back to the island, Argrave watched the elven god sit seemingly in stasis. He couldn’t tell whether he’d failed utterly, failed slightly, or simply delayed things for another day. But he was alive. He was alive, and other things needed doing.

Argrave realized that Orion was staring at him. He was perplexed for a few moments but saw the prince fidgeting with his hands and remembered his earlier order.

“You can talk again,” Argrave told him. “Still… don’t think we’re alone here, ever.”

“What was the outcome?” Orion asked the question Argrave himself had been pondering.

In response, Argrave stayed silent. Things weren’t necessarily over vis-à-vis negotiation. There was more that could be said and more that could be done. There were other gods that could be spoken to if Chiteng refused. He wouldn’t stop—couldn’t stop—until things were done right. He’d go, go, and go until they bent or gave in. And if they didn’t bend, if they never listened… he could rouse Sarikiz, rouse other primeval forces. If necessary, he’d be willing to do anything to win on his terms… because Argrave knew that his terms would be better than any that a god would be willing to offer. Anneliese and Artur both had been completely right—there was no place in life for self-pity.

When Argrave opened his eyes once more, he laid eyes upon that door Chiteng had called to allow him to return back to the mortal realm. That made him remember half the reason he had come here—to ascend to A-rank. Argrave took a deep, anxious breath as they neared the shore once again.

“I’m going to ascend to A-rank real quick,” Argrave said to Orion with bravado he did not feel. “After, we can discuss our next move.”

***

Castro sat at his desk, writing something by the light of a magic lamp. He was completely ignorant of heavy footsteps and a single heavy staff sounding through his chamber.

“Is that the moon I see reflecting all that light, or a bald head?”

Castro looked up, surprised. He narrowed his eyes in the dim light, and then rose to his feet. “Rowe? What in the gods’ names are you doing here?”

Rowe the Righteous, ancient-looking Veidimen of the distant continent of Veiden, strutted through into Tower Master Castro’s chambers with his staff in his right hand and a book in his left. “You gave me access to your tower, remember? That elevator you have… took me half an hour to get up here. What’s the damn point of something this tall? You’re surrounded by grassland—save yourself some time, build simple, wide buildings. Could have a city here. Instead, you have some stupid monument.”

Castro stepped around his desk. “I didn’t build it.”

“When it’s destroyed by Gerechtigkeit, eyesore that it is… I suggest you don’t rebuild it.” Rowe stepped up to him. Though both hunched from age, he stood a great deal taller than the tower master. The elven man held out the book he held to him. “Anyway… here.”

“What might this be?” Castro put his hands on the book.

“Smut,” Rowe said sarcastically. “What do you think? What do us two wizened wizards have in common, hmm? Argrave.”

“This is… Oh!” Castro said in revelation. “His A-rank ascendency. This wasn’t necessary,” he said, but took it off Rowe’s hand nonetheless.

“Wasn’t necessary,” Rowe repeated with a scoff. “You did as much good work fixing that thing as I did. It needed a lot of fixing, granted…”

“He’s not here. You can say nice things about him without fear,” Castro commented as he walked around the desk.

“I can’t risk it. He might hear about it.” Rowe shook his head, then narrowed his eyes. “You seem… off.”

Castro set the book down on the desk. “My apprentice is getting worse. Health issues.” The old man took a deep breath, then exhaled.

“Ask the boy king for help,” Rowe suggested. “He… knows many things, sad as it is to say. If it’s uncurable, maybe he can cure it.”

Castro nodded. “He already promised aid. But he is unable, now—not that he’s busy, but merely that he can’t do it yet. Ingo’s health issues relate to Gerechtigkeit’s advent.” Rowe narrowed his eyes and looked liable to press further, but Castro quickly changed the subject, tapping the book he’d been given as he said, “What do you think of this?”

“The boy king’s bid for supremacy on the magic field?” Rowe tapped his staff on the ground, then looked about.

“Supremacy, you say. So you think it’s potent?” Castro sat behind his desk.

“It was made to be.” Rowe spotted a chair and pulled it up to the desk, not bothering to make it quiet. He sat down with a huff, then leaned his staff against the desk. “But I’ll tell you what I told him: he’s going too fast. If he tries, he’s going to die.”

Castro nodded. “I am well inclined to agree. But when he left this tower perhaps a year and a half ago, he was only capable of casting D-rank spells. Now… he’s mastered a suite of B-rank spells. As much as any High Wizard of the Order I can think of, at the least.”

“Yes, I know. He was very keen to tell me how talented and great he is.” Rowe spotted a bowl on Castro’s desk and craned his head. He reached forward and snatched it—it was full of nuts of some kind. “Anneliese is doing way better than he is. She’s always going to be ten steps ahead, mark my words.”

The Tower Master smiled at the blatant favoritism but didn’t mention it further. “Do you think it’s viable?”

“Paper is worth its weight in gold in Veiden. Might not be saying much, given how light it is… but paper being as expensive as it is, I still made a copy for the libraries, and I don’t intend on throwing it out.” Rowe snacked on the nuts from the bowl. “Yes. What he described is viable.”

Castro nodded. “But…?”

“But it’s an active ascension.” Rowe pointed his arthritic finger. “He has to reconstruct his entire body magically, essentially. That sort of ascension requires a mastery over magic spanning decades. Mastery that he lacks. There’s a reason why passive ascensions are more common by the thousands. When he makes a mistake and kills himself, I’ll learn about it and amend the book as necessary.”

“Passive ascensions are difficult, too,” Castro pointed out.

“Not really. Anything you can do by accident can’t be.” Rowe chewed on another nut, then raised his hand. “Don’t act like I’m defaming those poor passive ascenders. My method was passive, too. I took that route because it was easy.”

“And what is your A-rank ascension?” Castro entwined his hands.

Rowe stared silently for a few moments, eating nuts by the handful. He set the empty bowl down. “You want to know my secrets?”

Castro stared back, then looked at the bowl. “Well… those were my walnuts you just ate. I deshelled them myself. Salted them personally.”

Rowe wiped his face off slowly and intently. “And they were good. So what?”

“I thought we were allies,” Castro said flatly.

“You first, then.” Rowe gestured. “Tell me your A-rank ascension’s ability.”

“Alright.” Castro nodded, and Rowe raised his brows. “We’ll play word games, like proper old men. I can give you a one-word riddle. You’ll give me one in turn. We’ll guess.”

“Interesting. Go ahead,” Rowe leaned back in his chair.

Castro thought on it for a long time, then said deliberately, “Age.”

“Hmm…” Rowe tilted his head. “Limits.”

The two old men stared at each other, thinking hard about the word the other used.

“What a pointless exercise,” Rowe shook his head.

Castro laughed, then as the silence extended between the two of them, he seemed to be reminded of another matter. “There is one other thing you should see. I’m wondering… do you think Argrave can still use this?”

Castro opened his desk, rummaging through various papers. Rowe waited patiently, and then received a stack of papers from Castro.

“Blood Infusion…” Rowe read it quietly. His face shifted as he neared the end of the first page. “Making all spells blood magic?”

“That’s right.” Castro nodded. “This was Argrave’s independent research paper back when he was still an acolyte of this Order. It’s not finished. In conversation, he implied one would need to be A-rank to make use of it. My own thoughts are that it would need to be a blood-magic related ascension, specifically… but I’m not sure.”

Rowe raised the papers up. “This is a little bit more than one page. I can’t tell you immediately if it’s viable.”

“So when you come back next time, tell me then.” Castro nodded.

Rowe looked a little pleased at the invitation but hid that fact well. “Sure. Next time,” he agreed.

Castro’s face slowly turned into a frown as he thought of something. “I know I gave you access to the tower as you wish, but… how did you get here?”

“Dragon, of course,” Rowe said, looking back to the papers.

The tower master looked quite concerned. Suddenly, something fell in the other room, clanging noisily.

“Do you have guests? A girlfriend, maybe?” Rowe said, the picture of calm.

“No, that’s…” Castro slowly rose to his feet. He froze as Ingo, his apprentice, stumbled into the room.

Ingo’s eyes bled. He clung to the wall as he said in a half-groan, “Twenty thousand hands… traitors, all.”

Then, he collapsed on the ground. Castro moved quickly, throwing over the chair as he rushed to the young man. Rowe stood uneasily and stepped over.

“Ingo? Stay with me. Ignore the visions,” Castro directed him as he turned him over and supported his head.

“Dimocles’ guillotine… a shadow trailing, bigger than the darkness man faces ahead…”

Castro cast a spell. Ingo’s shaking stopped, and the bleeding slowed. The tower master let out a slow sigh.

“Prophetic visions?” Rowe questioned. “Some apprentice.”

“Not prophetic,” Castro disputed. “Ingo sees what is. If someone is throwing a punch… he’ll see the punch, but not whether it’ll hit or land. He sees only that it’s happening.”

Rowe stepped around to get a better look at the blue-haired young man. “Who’s Dimocles?”

“I don’t know.” Castro shook his head. “He’s been having so many of these… fits, lately. All of them… chaos. Chaos, war, and destruction. The fact we’ve seen none of it concerns me.”

“Humans aren’t the only ones on this world, you realize. And the Veidimen have seen chaos enough.” Rowe sighed. “Things are coming to a head. That’s the larger reason I’m here. I’m ashamed to even utter these words, but… we need help. Anything you can spare.”

Castro looked at Rowe, sobered and serious. “By His Majesty’s order, I’ll help where I can.”


Chapter 17

“I’ll be watching,” Vasilisa told Argrave. “But like I said, it’s not like there’s much I can do to help. This is your battle, not mine.”

Argrave nodded at her, then turned his head back to the ocean ahead. Most of his clothes, barring his underclothes, had been removed and set aside. He knelt in the sand before the bloody ocean, facing Chiteng. He didn’t know why, but he couldn’t be at ease unless the giant elven god was in his sight. He didn’t think he was in danger, yet even still he couldn’t dispel this idiosyncrasy of his.

He had gone through this procedure in his head half a thousand times. Even then, he wasn’t quite sure he’d be able to do it right, so he ran through it again. The fundamentals of this A-rank ascension had been reviewed by peers that weren’t really peers—namely, they were people far better than him at magic. People like Anneliese, Castro, Rowe, Vasilisa, Hegazar, Vera, and essentially every powerful friend he’d made had their hands on this process of Argrave’s.

They had refined the method greatly. Argrave thought that his undying soul was a clear and necessary element for this procedure, but Rowe and Castro had analyzed that idea and applied it to a normal soul. After redevelopment, they made it work with any person, not just someone who so happened to be very lucky and born with an undying soul. Or unlucky, depending on whether or not a necromancer got their hands on them.

Having an undying soul amplified the power of this A-rank ascension beyond compare, however. Argrave’s base idea was simple, inspired by seeing the vampiric beast within Galamon. He would use his soul as an anchor for what he called ‘blood echoes.’ Like the silver bracer currently on his arm, these would store the essence of blood magic, eliminating the need for the caster to use their own blood in blood magic. Additionally, they could be projected and used elsewhere.

With an undying soul… Argrave could create as many of these echoes as he wanted. He had the heaviest anchor in this world for them to attach to. And with his black blood, forget blood magic—these echoes could be a store for all magic. He could project these bloody apparitions and make a firing squad of deadly magic—deadly blood magic, at that. All of this… at zero cost to health and wealth.

The idea was simple. Was doing it simple? Not particularly. Argrave needed to rewire his veins, essentially. It wasn’t his veins, in truth—it was more so the magic conduits that drew blood from the body when blood magic was cast. He had to link those to his soul, inextricably. The ‘inextricable’ part was the tricky bit. These conduits were fussy. Blood echoes were foreign to them, and they liked to revert to the mean.

These conduits would become both the method for the creation of blood echoes, and the path by which A-rank matrixes were completed. It was similar to other ascensions involving blood magic—Argrave hoped that meant Blood Infusion into other spells would be viable for this method. Regardless, he had to place his blood pipes into their proper place.

Naturally, toying about with the pipes made for blood magic wasn’t risk-free. And so Argrave came here.

Argrave’s breathing grew heavier as he recognized what he was about to do. He held out his hand and cast an exceedingly simple spell of blood magic. He was cognizant of slight pain as the spell completed, but ignored that and sought out the conduits that siphoned his blood into the primal power of the sacrificial magic.

After a time, he found one, drawing away his blood for its purpose. Then another, another, all up and down the vessel that was his body. His will was a tangible thing in his body, like a sparking imagination moving through his body with his hand guiding it. He slowly took a survey of all the spots in his body siphoning his vital essence into magic. One after another, he got his hands on them. He found his soul, too—Vasquer had helped him with this part, so it was considerably easier.

With everything in place, he pulled the conduits away.

Fiery pain lit up Argrave’s entire body, yet he stayed firm. He moved these conduits toward his soul, hoping to get them all into rough place where he might then do a more precise manipulation. It was a trying task, like trying to pull fifty separate wires precisely with only two hands. And the pain… the pain didn’t stop. The pressure kept growing and growing, pushing out against the container that held it in—namely, his mind.

Argrave felt pulled back to this world with startling clarity. He hunched over and puked blood into the already-red ocean. It wasn’t just puking, though—his eyes, ears, nose, all of him was bleeding. He heard people panicking behind him—Vasilisa, Orion, Nikoletta. He succumbed to the terrible sensation. Meanwhile, a great budding warmth spread up within him, mending the wounds as quickly as they came. It was the power of this elven realm.

After a long, long while, Argrave felt cognizant of the world again. Vasilisa held him, preventing him from dipping headfirst in the red ocean. Her blue eyes were wide, concerned, and trembling.

“I’m fine,” he told her, blood still leaking through his lips. “Small pipe leak. I’ll get it fixed in no time.” He started laughing when he said that. Forget fixing it—everything he’d done had already been reverted. He’d made no progress.

“What in the god damn is wrong with you?” Vasilisa held him, shaking. “You were crying blood. What is this, some kind of sacrifice?”

Argrave wiped blood from his eyes to see better. “Take it easy. Not my first time bleeding from every part of my body,” he told her, laughing again.

He finally straightened, then looked at his body. Already, the pain was gone—the elven realm had healed him, just as he suspected. He took an assessment of himself as everyone nearby watched in confused panic.

“Alright,” Argrave nodded. “Again.”

Nikoletta stepped up beside him. “Again?! Argrave, you—”

“Again,” Argrave said firmly, then raised his hand with the spell already formed.

***

“I was surprised when you contacted me,” said a tall blonde man, a steel helmet depicting a boar resting in the crook of his arm. The rest of his equipment was laid out before him, polished and ready. All that remained was putting it on.

“Surprised I could, or surprised I would?” Durran asked, leaning up against the wall with his glaive to his left. He was fully armored in gray wyvern scale, seemingly ready for war. Off to the side, his gargantuan black bear slept peacefully.

“Both,” Boarmask said simply. “We didn’t part on the best of terms.”

Durran nodded slowly. “Because of Titus, largely.”

“…Yet I ended up leaving the Burnt Desert, nothing done all the same.” Boarmask shook his head and laughed.

The golden-eyed man shrugged. “Hey, I wasn’t exactly jumping for joy when I left Sethia. You saw what became of me there. Paraded about through town, mocked, called a traitor… I was ready to do something regrettable.”

“So, why go back?” Boarmask stared, curiosity lining his blue eyes.

“You must’ve heard the news a long time ago.” Durran pointed, then fixed his dark hair back with the other hand.

“Gerechtigkeit.” Boarmask nodded, then placed his helmet down. “I thought you worked under Argrave.”

“I did. Do,” Durran corrected. “Actually… I was mostly working under his sister in the latter days. Still, she’s got people willing and able to replace me. That’s just the problem.”

Boarmask narrowed his eyes. “Meaning…?”

“Bad things are happening. I need to do something that no one else can do. Something no one else is willing to do.” Durran looked off to the side. “Plan’s pretty simple. Argrave told me Fellhorn’s going to come to the Burnt Desert, eventually. Before that happens, I’m going to unite it all under one nation.”

Boarmask laughed, stepping away. Durran only stared with a serious smile on his face, and Boarmask gradually began to understand that his friend wasn’t joking.

“I hope there’s some pivotal details I’m missing.” Boarmask took slow, steady steps forward, disbelief writ on his face.

Durran nodded. “About half a hundred. But you can learn them as we go, see.”

Boarmask looked a little relieved. “Right. There’s no way you’d do this with just the two of us, of course.” He watched Durran’s face, and when he saw the same serious smile as earlier demanded, “There’s no way, right?”

“A nation isn’t one person, so of course not. But Argrave started alone, and look where he is now.” Durran waved his hands.

“He was the royal bastard of King Felipe III.” Boarmask spread his arms out.

“And I’m the sole male heir to the last wyvern-rearing tribe in all the Burnt Desert.” Durran pointed his thumb at his chest.

“Sole disinherited heir, last I checked.” Boarmask rapped his knuckles against his helmet, sighing. “What in the blazes goes on in that head of yours?”

“The whispers of a severed head.” Durran nodded. “Want to know a little secret?”

“From you? I hesitate,” Boarmask quipped.

Durran held his hand up and cast a spell. Boarmask backed away in fear, but Durran never willed magic into the matrix. It stood there, suspended and spinning.

“I don’t know what that is, Durran.” Boarmask shook his head.

“A B-rank spell.” He closed his fist, and the magic dissipated. “It was… really, really easy to learn. I have no idea why, but it was.” He shrugged. “Actually, I do have an idea why, but I think that’s best left in my head. Mine and Garm’s.”

“Do you plan on killing every Vessel in the Burnt Desert with those mighty spells of yours?” Boarmask waved his hands up in the air.

Durran chuckled. “I remember you being more somber,” he noted. “Well, no. I don’t intend on fighting all of them. I can’t, really, not alone. But with Gerechtigkeit coming—gods be damned, with Fellhorn alone coming, the Burnt Desert is at its tipping point. The region can either remain forever doomed to be a wasteland ruled by tyrants or divided into petty warring tribes as it was before my birth… or, better yet, I can make something good out of these existential threats. I can unite all the people of my blackened and burnt desert to fight in the war these gods wage against the world, so that I can hold my head high when I mention my homeland,” Durran finished with his voice loud and firm.

Boarmask went silent at the passion in the other’s voice. He stepped away, thinking. “That’s a nice sentiment,” he finally said when he turned back. “But if there’s anything I can attest to, it’s that hot sentiments mean nothing before cold truths. They once called me the Romantic Warrior. I had to learn that lesson the hard way, but I learned it. And our world is quite the cold one, need I remind you. Vessels, Titus, and tribals who think you a traitor. That’s your homeland, Durran.”

Durran crossed his arms, leaning his glaive up against his shoulder. “Believe you me, I know how cold the truth is. I’ve touched that godless ice enough for the both of us… enough to know that I should use it in my favor.”

Boarmask took a deep breath and sighed. “Well… and gods be damned, but I’ll say this; if your plan makes sense, I’ll help you.” He sighed once again. “Can’t believe I said that. After being with Orion for a little, nothing really feels dangerous anymore.”

Durran’s eyes widened. “You too? You met him?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.” Boarmask held his hand up. His eyes wandered to the giant bear. “You’re, uhh… bringing a bear to the desert?”

“No. I contacted a friend of mine—he’s sending someone to pick him up by boat.” Durran looked at the creature. “He was a gift. It’s not that I don’t appreciate him, but I don’t want him burning up in the desert. Besides… that beast was made for someone else, I’m certain. The letter Galamon wrote back in reply was the happiest I’ve ever heard him. And this was letters on a page we’re talking about.”

The bear lifted his head up when the name ‘Galamon’ was uttered.

“See? Mention his name alone, the beast perks up.” Durran gestured.

Boarmask chuckled. “So… what is your plan, then?”

Durran looked at him. “Metal people, dead people, earth people, elf people, et cetera. I learned a lot from a friend of mine. I intend to exceed his expectations. His… and maybe a certain Alchemist’s.”


Chapter 18

Argrave laughed enough that it seemed like everything was okay. But with blood pouring from his body in waves every time he threw his head against the wall, and his clearly involuntarily grunts and shouts of pain, Nikoletta could tell that everything was the opposite of okay. What he did caused pain great enough it was hard for him to even speak. Yet every time he crumpled, in perhaps half a minute, he raised his hand up and cast that spell once again, renewing the process from the beginning.

She didn’t know the specifics of what he was doing to ascend to A-rank, as he hadn’t divulged that to her. In the initial confusion of it all, she, Orion, and Vasilisa had pleaded with him to stop, and then to take it slower, and then to take breaks. Even Ganbaatar, unaffiliated with them though he was, cautiously suggested Argrave ease up. None of their suggestions were heeded. Even the gentle cries of his fennec fox pets didn’t sway him from his task. Argrave blazed forth with an iron will, bleeding onto the shore again and again.

With his body still persisting despite the river of blood pouring from it, they settled into an uneasy acceptance of what he did. They tried to do their best to ease this period of intense pain for the king. Nikoletta found it incredibly difficult to watch, almost vomiting her meal as she watched… yet her concern for her cousin prevented her from looking away. She helped him the only way she could—keeping him from falling into the ocean, cleaning the black blood off his body. And all the while, thoughts poured into her brain one after the other. Questions, in truth.

Why? Why was he willing to do this? No matter what power he gained, was it really worth torturing himself in this manner? Nikoletta thought no one would be willing to do something like this—that no one could. Yet second by second, she was proven wrong as Argrave thrust his hand back into the veritable flame again and again, repeating that simple word like a mantra: again.

It was one thing to hear Argrave describe what was going to come, to see the symptoms manifesting all around the world of Gerechtigkeit’s advent. It was another entirely to see his conviction laid bare before her. He pursued this path to stop the calamity with conviction enough to turn his body inside out. And why?

She thought she knew the answer to that. Argrave felt it was his duty.

Nikoletta felt unimaginable guilt for her bitter attitude toward him these past few days. She had seen Argrave whole and happy, Anneliese at his side, his brother supporting him whole-heartedly… and felt what she recognized now was only base jealousy. With her sole parent missing, likely dead… with her strained relationship with Mina… she had acted foolishly toward a man who bled enough to turn the red ocean before them redder.

When Nikoletta realized she was crying, she felt ashamed. She’d thought Argrave had changed when she spoke to him again. And he had. Somewhere along the way, he’d gone from the man who smacked his head on the doorframe because he was too tall… to this. Someone bleeding for his country and for his people.

Argrave bent over, bleeding once again. Nikoletta held his limp body up as he got ahold of his faculties once again. As the distant horn calls of the ivory whales blew across the turbulent ocean in what was almost sorrowful lament, she felt a fiery resolve worm its way into her heart.

I must be more, Nikoletta told herself. I must be better. I am a young girl no longer. How many times must Argrave spill his blood for me to realize what is obvious? If I can do even half as much for him as he does for everyone… it might just be that we make it through this.

Nikoletta’s eyes settled on him firmly, not balking at the blood any longer. Every drop he spills here today is a debt we all owe, she reflected. And I will pay you back, Argrave.

***

The elven god of flesh and blood, Chiteng, sat on his throne of ivory in solitude. The ocean of his creation crashed against his throne, sometimes splashing his feet. Still he sat, head leaning against his fist. He looked to be lost in thought. His existence was a lonely one, made only lonelier by the haunting calls of lament echoing out from the whales of ivory.

After a long time of complete silence, the god opened his eyes once again. His black pupils settled upon the distant island before him. The human man the others had called Your Majesty knelt there in the sand, staring directly at Chiteng. Then he raised his hand up, as if in toast. When he completed that spell of his… pain and blood erupted.

The human crashed down into the waves, likely having failed at whatever he had been trying to do. When he rose again, they pleaded with him, begged him… yet he did not heed their orders. Indeed, they heeded his absolutely, obeying him no matter how foolish what he did seemed.

And so the human crashed down into the sand again and again, trying and failing to manipulate an intricacy of the fundamental force of the world the humans knew as magic. But every attempt came without hesitation, and in every attempt, he stared Chiteng in the eyes even as his salty black blood stained his vision.

Soon, the method that the human used began to change in subtle ways. On one attempt it was harsher—on another, more focused. On one it was reckless—on another, measured precisely. He was like an ant before a mountain, yet even still he traversed it looking for a path his small body could proceed. What was it for? His fellows? Or for himself? Nonetheless, he charged forth without an end in mind.

Even as minutes turned to hours, the human did not waver. He only said one word—again. Chiteng stared without passion, yet he did not blink as he watched all the same. He and the human stared at each other with unspoken messages. Slowly, Chiteng lifted his head off his fist, and sat straighter on his throne.

And then… the human did not collapse. His head sank down into his chest, and he spit out the last vestiges of his previous bloody failure down his ruined underclothes. Chiteng watched as an essence of magic—an essence he was well familiar with, having long ago mastered it—pooled into the human’s being. It was the essence of life—vitae. It was blood magic.

And then… the human lifted his head up again, looking Chiteng in the eyes once again as if in message. A triumphant grimace marked the man’s face. Chiteng’s stoicism wavered, and the debate in his head finally settled.

***

Argrave stared at Chiteng in complicated embarrassment, feeling that his big talk earlier had been invalidated by half a thousand failures. He could practically hear the god thinking, ‘This is the guy that talked about taking down the Qircassian Coalition? What a joke.’

“Told you I’d get it eventually,” Argrave said lightly, cleaning out his mouth with his tongue.

“What?” Nikoletta leaned into his vision, grabbing hold of his shoulder. “You’re…? Is it…?”

“Yeah.” Argrave rolled his shoulders, feeling remarkably alive. “It’s over.”

Despite the intense pain and the blood pouring out from his body in volumes enough to fill an Olympic-size swimming pool, the elven realm’s innate healing ability had kept him whole. It enabled him to act with reckless abandon in pursuit of his goal. And that goal… he couldn’t quite believe it himself, but he’d reached it.

The biggest limiting factor, initially, had been pain. The pain shot up outwards through his body as though slowly building pressure. It became so intense, it was almost unmanageable… and then he’d lose concentration, and the conduits of blood essence would return to where he’d wrenched them from. Perhaps ‘pressure’ was a good term to describe it—after all, just afterwards blood spewed from his body as though forced out. He was like a very gross espresso machine. His extraction time was far off the mark.

After his failures at brute-forcing the metaphorical conduits into place, he’d tried several different ways to fix things. He tried one at a time, five at a time, all at once again, keeping them in place… so many methods, and some of them repeated accidentally by failure of will or simple forgetfulness. Argrave found it was hard to stay focused with pressurized pain pushing against his skull, but perhaps that was just him.

In the end, the method that had worked was a combination of several. He anchored the conduits to his soul, and then used these now-anchored conduits to quickly monkey-branch down the line with the rest before they reverted. It made sense in Argrave’s head, but he didn’t think he could conjure words to describe it.

And… Argrave had done it. After the distinct and involved experience moving them, he was acutely aware of the constant siphoning of his essence away into these echoes. He held his hand up, willing this force forward…

A faint, dark red hand emerged from his, so faint it was almost indiscernible. The others around him said something, but he was too caught up in awe to pay them any bother. It was there. His blood echo was there. Though he kept calm inwardly, his Brumesingers were freed from their subdued state and sprinted about the shore in excitement, mirroring his emotional state.

“He isn’t even listening,” Argrave finally heard Vasilisa say. “By the gods, this man…”

“You’re right,” Argrave said cheerily. “Maybe I ought to clean out my ears. Bit of a blockage, there.”

When he stood and turned around, everyone stared at him with some mixture of disdain and relief. Nikoletta plopped on her back, and Ganbaatar shook his head in disbelief.

“You people look more tired than me,” Argrave said, then started to realize just how much of his body was covered in blood. “Maybe I should wash.” He looked back to the bloody ocean. “Don’t think jumping in there will help, though.”

“You’re… really alright?” Orion hesitantly inquired.

“Of course I am.” Argrave nodded. “Told you it’d be fine, didn’t I? Why do you think I came here, a tropical vacation?” He waved his hand. “I’m going to go wash myself with magic. Don’t look for me,” he directed them, then stepped for the tree line deeper in the island.

He walked a fair distance away until he was out of sight, looking back in paranoia. Then his happy-go-lucky persona crumpled, and he leaned up against a tree in triumphant exhaustion. He laughed, aggrieved yet pleased. He’d done it. He’d done something against what he knew of Heroes of Berendar. He’d carved a new way forward for himself. And going forward, he’d do just the same for the rest of this hellish place. He’d make a new way.

Argrave washed himself thoroughly with water magic. The crimson wasn’t especially easy to remove, and he gave up on the stains to his underclothes almost immediately. After a time, he returned to them wet. And waiting… one of the ivory whales pushed up against the shore again, almost inviting them to step on its back with its tail.

“It came while you were washing,” Ganbaatar informed Argrave. “I think… he’s made his mind up. Chiteng.”

“You can take a rest,” Nikoletta told Argrave. “I think you deserve that much.”

Argrave walked over to his pile of clothes and looked down at them, thinking her words sounded quite sweet right now. A rest seemed just what the doctor ordered. But he leaned down, picked up his pants, and made to put them on.

“Nah. I can rest on the ride over,” Argrave said determinedly. “That blubber has to be comfortable.”

Ganbaatar chuckled quietly, but he seemed impressed at Argrave’s willpower. Vasilisa chuckled loudly, but she seemed to think he was insane. Maybe they were both right.


Chapter 19

Argrave stared at his hand as they drifted across the sea. Not his first or second, but his third hand. There was one small benefit to active ascensions over passive ascensions—the effects were immediate. Anneliese had needed to wait a few days, but Argrave already saw the fruits of his labor before him. It was quite a small and singular fruit—a faint dark red hand projected out from his own, so translucent it was invisible when placed before the red ocean the whale took them across. His entire body had this little echo, and it obeyed his will absolutely.

He waved his hand in front of his face. The echo followed his movements with a slight delay, fading like foggy breath into the air. Over time, this echo would draw from his blood just as the silver bracer on his arm did. Once it could bear no more, another echo would be born. And another, and another, and another, for all eternity. They were all bound to his soul, and his will alone directed them as he pleased. Everything was just as he’d hoped from his A-rank ascension.

An idea came to him as he saw the thrashing waves. He started to siphon a great deal of his blood into forming the echo quicker. It was painful, but he still had to make full use of the elven realm’s regenerative abilities to skim a little off the top before he returned to the mortal realm. The echo’s hand gained clarity, going from a faint red mist to what was almost a red shadow. Before long, he could no longer see through it.

“Given how you’re grinning, I can take it you’re satisfied with the results?”

Argrave looked back and down to see Nikoletta sitting anxiously on the whale’s back. His blood echo, without his will holding it separate from his body, fell back in place inside him. His cousin had elected to travel with Orion and Argrave this time to seek an audience before Chiteng. He didn’t know why she’d decided to do so, but he certainly couldn’t protest.

“Yeah.” Argrave nodded simply, not wishing to speak for long.

And that was no lie. He was very satisfied with the results—it felt like he’d just found some addictive new toy. Of course, he’d made the toy. And this toy was actively killing him, technically. Many things that were addictive did end up killing people, he supposed.

The blood echo suddenly gained enough of his essence to complete itself, and he felt as though it shifted back to another layer within his body as the next took formation. He projected them both from his body, one faint and forming and the other dense and shadowy, its maroon a bewitching color. It required intense concentration to manipulate both at the same time, like driving two cars at once. In time, they would be dozens, or hundreds even.

The whale they rode atop shifted, and Argrave’s attention was forcibly diverted as the creature made harbor at the ivory docks before Chiteng’s throne. He looked up to see the god of flesh and blood staring down at them. He wanted nothing more than to spend all of his time delving into the intricacies of his new advancement, but he couldn’t. Other matters demanded his attention.

Still… while I’m here, I’ll make as many of these babies as I can, test out if my undying soul really is the best anchor I could hope for.

Argrave watched Chiteng up above as he stepped back up on the harbor. The god stared down at them, dispassionate as ever. He waited on the harbor with his cousin and brother until he heard a faint stone click and lowered his head toward the noise’s direction.

The towering white door at the base of the throne slowly parted. An elven woman in a red dress walked outwards, her hands held before her in a dignified manner. Argrave waited patiently for her to approach, making no rash moves.

She stopped before them, staring. Argrave didn’t recognize her, which was a rarity for important places like this. But that red dress was quite similar in tone to the robe Chiteng wore, so he made some assumptions. He wasn’t sure enough to voice them, though, so he waited as her eyes jumped from Nikoletta, Orion, and himself.

Her wholly red eyes finally settled on Argrave. “My father will receive you in his holy temple,” she said, not unkindly. “And you alone.”

Argrave spared a glance upward. “Might we speak here?” He made sure to sound polite.

She made no indication of pleasure or displeasure as she informed him, “That would be ungodlike.”

Argrave nodded slowly. He was well used to dealing with people that needed to be given a lot of face—counts, dukes, margraves. Even now that he was a king, there was always a bigger fish. Gods ranked a little higher on the social pecking order than kings.

“Lead on,” Argrave said.

“Are you sure, Your Majesty?” Orion asked, his voice tense.

“If we’re alive now, we’ll be alive later,” Argrave explained, then followed after the red-dressed elven woman as she walked away. “See? Now you just stand out here waiting, Nicky. Told you it wouldn’t be fun to come.”

Nikoletta crossed her arm, hiding the blue swordfish heraldry on her armor incidentally. “Be careful,” she called out sincerely.

Argrave gave a gentle wave behind his back, then kept walking firmly forward. He passed by the two heavy doors, looking at the intricate carvings on them… and then into the holy temple beyond. He came here knowing what to expect. Between Erlebnis’ creations and the Order of the Rose, he had seen many fleshy abominations in his day.

Chiteng’s house of worship was not like that.

All of what was within idealized purity of flesh and blood—the natural body of the elves. All the stone was as white and clean as the throne without. The ivory halls had only one color supporting them—the deep, dark, and rich red of blood. The two were so starkly contrasting it was a little wondrous when he saw banners of red, carpets of red, and finely dressed elven men and women all bearing red.

The figures here were all beautiful beyond compare, men and women both. Not all of them were so modest as to wear clothing, either. It was like a cult. He supposed religion was just a big cult, and this one didn’t necessarily seem depraved… indeed, they all knelt in respectful devotion to the figure far down the hall. Argrave kept his eyes fixed firmly ahead, using the pain of making the blood echoes to keep his mind sharp.

Finally, the lady escorting him stepped away into the crowd of worshippers, and Argrave turned his head back to see the white door shutting behind him. He looked up at what they all worshipped. An elven man sat in a throne sternly, wearing a vibrant red robe. From the look of him, Argrave supposed he was the lady killer of all lady killers.

“You don’t care to admire all you see?” the elven man questioned.

Argrave put his hands in his duster’s pockets and looked back for half a second. “They’re pretty ladies. Handsome men, too, I guess, but I can’t judge that half given as it’s not my inclination. Doesn’t matter. I found the prettiest thing a long while ago.”

“Perfection is a falsehood,” the elf continued.

“You say that, but love disagrees.” Argrave shrugged.

The elven man chuckled convincingly enough. But he wasn’t a man, just as all the men and women he’d seen weren’t elves. Each and every one of them were Chiteng’s servants. Supposedly, beautiful men and women that died before their time in honorable service to their people were sculpted to become immortal monuments in these halls.

“Can I speak to Chiteng?” Argrave got to the point. “One on one?”

“That would be ungodlike, as you have been told,” the representative said. “We know His will. We can transmit it to you.”

Argrave nodded, half-expecting this sort of treatment. “Dying isn’t particularly godlike. I wanted to try to stop that from happening.”

Argrave barely stopped himself from flinching when that great rumbling chuckle from the god sitting above them shook the house of worship. Argrave’s Brumesingers fell from his coat, looking up above and whining softly.

Chiteng’s representative stood and walked behind the throne. He grabbed a curtain and drew it across, hiding an area beyond the throne. Just then, Argrave saw gargantuan fingers poke up from above and watched with a frown.

“Father has deigned to appear,” the representative explained. “Though the flesh is beautiful, the act of making it lacks propriety. Please wait.”

Argrave watched as the giant hand moved behind the curtain, gesturing precisely as it rolled, kneaded, pulled, and pushed… no, as it sculpted something out of view. In time, the hand straightened once more and slid back into nonexistence. A normal-sized hand poked free from the edge of the crimson curtain, grasping it as though to pull it aside. Then, it pulled the cloth off the rails, and the figure standing there wrapped himself in the soft curtain, tying it with practiced grace until he stood with a neatly tied toga.

Chiteng walked out of his alcove to his throne, taking his place atop it. He slouched down until he was a mirror of the lazy, lounging figure outside. As ever, he stared passively.

Argrave thought it would be his turn to speak up, now, but before he could, Chiteng said, “You had a bold message.”

His voice had such natural authority that Argrave found himself standing straighter. “I did.”

“You stare me in the eyes and bleed before me, inviting pain and misery unto yourself countless times until you reach your goal,” Chiteng noted, finger tapping on the throne’s armrest. “A human comes before me with that message, not moments after declaring your intent.”

Argrave blinked uncertainly. Had that been a message?

“The boldness of your message resonated. I intend to hear you speak in detail,” Chiteng said. “The Qircassian Coalition in force is beyond my family’s ken—this is truth.” It was an admittance of weakness, but Argrave did not feel the pressure abate in the slightest. “It is my duty to seek alternatives.”

Argrave tried not to jump in exuberance, using the pain of accelerating the process of making blood echoes to ground him in reality. Instead, he took a deep breath and said simply, “Thank you.”

“Another matter demands primacy,” Chiteng said powerfully, leaning forward. “Explain why you bear the taint of another god in your being. Should I take you as puppet for another? Why should one tyrant be welcomed while another is expelled?” His voice grew in volume until it was the same deafening rumble as the giant’s outside.

As Argrave’s Brumesingers yelped defiantly, the man himself stood as though rooted in place.

“Speak,” Chiteng said, voice shaking the walls. “Why are you thusly blessed? To whom do you offer allegiance?”


Chapter 20

“Are you talking about the god’s blessing within me?” Argrave asked with a firm voice—he was proud of himself for staying steady given the walls themselves were shaking.

“You admit, then, that you have the favor of another god.” Chiteng’s red eyes narrowed somewhat.

“No. I was blessed, but I have no favor from him.” He shook his head. “We traded. Bartered. I had something that he wanted, and in return for it, he lent me access to his power. I will admit he did express interest in making me one of his champions, but I refused the offer.” Argrave scratched at his ear as he shook his head.

“And why refuse?” Chiteng threw his hand up gently, prompting elaboration. His voice had quieted, so he didn’t seem as angry as before.

“The same reason I proposed cooperation with you, not subservience to you.” Argrave spread his arms out. “I have a duty. To myself, and to others.”

The congregated servants behind muttered, but Argrave stayed razor-focused on the figure on his throne. The truth of the matter was that Argrave thought he’d be better than the gods at making this world habitable. This little eerie red ocean this throne stood on was a perfect example at why allowing gods with narrow focuses unadulterated access to the world was a net negative. Humans were the best to serve humans—that was his purpose as king, now. He’d gotten the crown, and now he needed to hold it. It was as much for his future as it was for others—that was how these things worked.

Chiteng didn’t look satisfied by that answer. “Duties are long, thankless threads that can form impeding knots when intertwined. You propose cooperation. I do not intend to subvert my own duty by wrapping it in yours without understanding your intent fully.”

Argrave nodded, filtering past the grandiose speech to get the root of the matter—he wanted Argrave’s motive. He took a breath and answered, “My duty is simple. I must allow everyone who falls beneath my banner to get through this without painful submission or death. And why? Because I want to live in a nice place.”

Chiteng watched without judgement. “You don’t care for their fates?”

“As much as about anyone else, yeah, I do.” Argrave nodded, being quite honest. “The world is better with others living in it. Innovation, structure, safety… that’s what organized and civilized society offers, in large part. I want to preserve that for me and mine. I’m sure you understand, having watched over the elves for as long as you have.”

Chiteng tapped his finger on the throne’s armrest. “The chains that bind are long and greedy. I once thought it foolish that we divinity should fight amongst each other for territory, for worshippers, but death is the thing we fear. The gods will try to make their mark on your people. I am rooted here in the Bloodwoods because my family and I served the elves, earned their worship, protected them, and gave them a home to live. Your life has been short, but many of us have seen dozens of millennia pass by. The opportunism stems from seeking a staging ground for the next cycle, for it never truly ends. We seek to build a fortress in the hearts and mind of the mortals, so that when next the arbiter raises his judgement, we may step upon familiar soil.”

The elven god leaned in. “They will come for all you have. They will try to erode your people’s will with filling pleasures, try to conquer the land by might, try to beat you down with reason honed over centuries. I do not chide your resistance, but they resist all the same against powers greater than they are. In your land, bodies that meet the earth nourish the crops that grow in years to come. For the gods, we need only eat each other to grow stronger. You know this, having offered that silver medallion laden with divinity.”

Argrave listened intently, surprised the impersonal god spoke so personally. At the end of that, he nodded. “Life is hard, that’s what you’re saying. I don’t see that as any reason to give up.”

“No. I say that cooperation is a rare luxury, for the opportunism and base greed of one alone can pervade the attitudes of all into a ubiquitous and internecine struggle for power and supremacy. Such is as we see plainly on display.” Chiteng fell back into his throne, lost in thought. “You spoke sense. Kirel Qircassia has no reason to so meekly allow myself and my family to join his coalition, when he could establish his presence in these woods both for this cycle and the next. Experience has taught me that people rarely speak sense without another motive behind it, and I find it difficult to cooperate with one who bears the taint of a power well known to me.”

The god spoke fast enough Argrave felt the proceeding silence after he finished unbearable. Eventually, he defended, “Erlebnis is fair in his dealings.”

“Yes. But mortal beings are not bound as he and his servants are by reputation and expectation. He has earned a powerful place for himself in this world by trading knowledge between all powers equitably. Nevertheless, many names have been stomped beneath his feet and forgotten in the time of the arbiter’s judgement. For a god to grow, other gods must die. And your swift arrival in an hour of need bears implications. Your pervasive knowledge, too, bears implications.”

“You need me to quell uncertainty,” Argrave finally realized.

No response came. Chiteng watched and waited, his monologue finished.

“I can’t,” Argrave said. “But I can return the favor.”

Chiteng shifted in his throne, saying nothing further.

Argrave paced as he talked. “I didn’t know whether or not my party would make it through the barrage of elven attacks without being harmed. I didn’t know whether or not I’d be able to lead my people through the caverns where the centaurs patrolled. I didn’t know if I could open the portal to the Mother’s Steppes without sacrificing someone. And I didn’t know, coming here, if I would be received… and if I would live. And I was very far from certain that my A-rank ascension would work.

“If people only acted when they were certain, then uncertainties would never be eliminated. The future itself is uncertain.” Argrave paused, briefly losing track of his point for a minute. He stepped up the stairs toward Chiteng’s throne, then paused before him. “But I see something coming that’s hard to ignore. And the only way I see crisis being averted is cooperation.”

When Argrave finished, the only reply he received was a steady tapping as Chiteng’s finger thumped against the stone. “You will need to explain how you will aid in combatting Kirel to my family.”

Argrave brightened. “Meaning…?”

“I will stride into uncertainty certainly. I will speak to my family. But they were not revitalized with an offering of divinity as I was—they will be slower to wake. Though your friends have already stirred them, give it time.”

Argrave smiled broadly. “Excellent! Then I’ll wait a few—”

Chiteng’s fist slammed down upon the armrest, and the noise echoed like a giant gong out across the room until Argrave’s ears felt like they would bleed.

“But I will not relax my vigilance. I watch for signs of Erlebnis repeated anywhere,” he stressed. “Return.”

***

“Your absence was noted.”

One of the emissaries of Erlebnis looked down at the elf Onychinusa as she sat before the shrine. Its too-long arms were crossed before it in what appeared to be disappointment, but the abominations of the ancient god of knowledge never expressed emotion, so perhaps it was merely illusion.

“I was absent only a day,” she defended herself, looking up with pleading amber eyes.

“You were told to return, and yet it took you twenty-five hours to do so.” The emissary stepped forward, thin lips speaking harsh words casually. “We cannot stray far from the Lord’s shrines of yet. As His mortal servant, you can. This is a privilege granted to you to extend His reach. If you cannot follow His will absolutely, you will be retained and reeducated.”

The woman shuddered and lowered her head, playing with the grass before the shrine in panicked helplessness.

“You will facilitate His descent, here,” the emissary continued as though its gentle scolding never was.

Onychinusa lifted her head. “The Lord’s… descent?” She blinked quickly, a mixture of awe, surprise, shock, and anxiety. “The presence… The presence of that king, will it…?”

“It is because he is present that the time is ideal,” the emissary interrupted. “You will get in touch with His mortal servants. You will direct them to do as they have been bid. And then you will return to the shrines, to hear and wait for his directive.”

“To the shrines? Not to His realm?” she questioned.

“That was not said,” the emissary answered neither harshly nor softly.

She said nothing in response but rocked back and forth on her spot happily. Then, she looked up. “Why does the king’s presence matter?”

“He has insight. His purpose is known,” the emissary explained, remaining behind unlike last time. Perhaps it knew the reason she had wandered last time was because of her frustration that it did not answer her questions.

“He has knowledge the Lord wants?” Onychinusa questioned.

“Yes.” the emissary nodded.

Onychinusa looked pleased her question was answered, then followed, “Why are these elves here, when I—” She cut herself off, then smacked her face hard with her hand. When she raised her head up once more, cheek red, her question changed. She instead asked, “Is this insight how he knew my name? Not previous correspondence with the Lord?”

“Presumably.” The emissary nodded.

She stood up suddenly. “I will do my duty.”

Then, the emissary was gone. Onychinusa took a deep breath of anticipation, and then stepped toward the exit from the shrine’s alcove.


Chapter 21

Argrave rode back on the ivory whale for the island where the rest of his companions resided. He was ferrying back and forth often enough it felt like a waste of time, somewhat… but then, this would be the last time they’d step on its back, he supposed.

“Argrave… I want you to know that whatever happens in this place, this damnable forest… I’ll always be your woman,” Nikoletta said as they neared the island.

Argrave narrowed his eyes and turned his head slowly. “I thought we had this talk.”

“No, not ‘your woman’ like…” She sighed and rubbed her face. “I want to be of use to you, to the crown. I live to serve.”

“Commendable,” Orion praised.

The whale set upon the shore, and once they crossed back to the island, Argrave grabbed Nikoletta’s shoulder and walked to the door that led to the exit of this realm. “If that’s true…”

Nikoletta, led by Argrave, did not have time to be surprised as they passed through the door’s threshold. In a very smooth fashion, they were once again back at the underground altar, their feet sinking deep into messy blood.

“I can think of something for you to do very soon,” he finished telling her.

She looked greatly off balance by the sudden shift of scenery and the abrupt request, yet the words still made some eagerness light up on her face. Before she could voice a response, the others that had been waiting back on the mortal realm stirred in surprise.

“Nicky!” Mina said, rushing over to her.

Artur greeted, “You made it. Had a little doubt, I’ll admit. I guess I need to learn to squash that.”

“Hello, Artur. You’re missing a nice tropical vacation,” he greeted the Magister as the two girls reunited.

“Am I now?” He tilted his head, eyes gleaming. “So… did you succeed?”

In response, Argrave projected the hands of one of his blood echoes out, and Artur cocked his head back in surprise.

“It’s… filled to the brim with magic,” he said in wonder. “You seem… your movements are strange, almost floaty. And you seem… fuller.”

“Yep.” Argrave nodded. “But we can talk later. Things are still in motion. Nicky, let’s talk.”

Nikoletta glanced at him, then walked closer as Argrave finished casting a ward. “What do you need me to do?” she questioned while watching Mina who stared into the ward in suspicious annoyance, like a cat might watch fish inside a fish tank.

“If I’m right, Chiteng is going to bring all of us to a certain place where he and his family gather. There, my tongue is going to be flapping enough to put a hummingbird to shame.” Argrave pointed at her face. “I need you to steal something for me while that’s happening.”

Nikoletta’s pink eyes went blank, and she blinked a few times in quiet ponderance. “That’s why you stepped outside. Aren’t we…? I mean, you intend to make an alliance. Do you often steal from allies?”

Argrave thought about Margrave Reinhardt. “Well… it’s not stealing, exactly… it won’t be missed…” He sighed. “Look, I know that the prospect is intimidating,” Argrave said slowly. “But I’m going to be attracting all of their attention, and this place lacks the omniscience that these gods have in their respective territories. I can understand why you might be intimidated after seeing that giant on his throne, seeing the teleportation, hearing the eerie damned whales, and—”

“I’ll do it.” Nikoletta nodded. “I trust you wouldn’t do something to get me killed.”

Argrave looked surprised. “Are you sure? I mean, if you feel it’s unsafe, Orion can take—”

“I will do it,” she repeated. “What did I say? I’m your woman.”

Argrave frowned. “Well, I wish you’d stop saying it.”

“Come on.” She raised her hands up. “How many times have you heard someone say, ‘I’m your man’? Don’t make it weird.”

Argrave laughed. “Yeah, fine.” He spared a glance to Mina, who still peered into the ward ominously. “Let me take some time to tell you what you’re stealing. I’ll be talking quickly, but stop me if you have questions. I want to get back inside… and test things out.” Argrave held his hand up, willing one of the many blood echoes blooming inside his body move past his skin. “Remember not to breathe a word of what I’m about to say inside that realm. Betray nothing.”

***

Argrave held his arm up in the air. Alongside him, three echoes of identical stature raised theirs up with his. He cast a spell, held it… and then released. In tandem, the blood echoes cast the same spell. Four spiral bolts of blood magic rocketed outwards, tearing through the trees on the small island. It carried on for dozens of yards, and trees fell down one after the other.

“You won’t… get in trouble?” Mina asked cautiously.

Argrave looked down at her. She’d come to this side, too, after hearing what Nikoletta was asked to do. Only Artur remained behind, unwilling to pass through the door of the elven god’s making. He supposed he couldn’t fault him for that. Besides, it made Argrave comfortable having someone on the other side. Artur had proven himself reliable. Besides… who would even come down into that altar?

“I don’t think so.” Argrave shook his head. “Elsewise, it would have happened a long while ago.”

Still, her cautious words did make Argrave change his method a bit for the next task. He projected the blood echo over the roiling red ocean, where Chiteng’s figure still sat with eyes closed. He made the echo cast [Bloodfeud Bow] while he himself did not. These echoes were easier to use when they were mimicking something that he did—if he cast a spell, it was easier to make them cast a spell. To make them act independently, however, was a trying thing. He pointed its arrow up to the sky.

As the arrow of the bow grew larger and larger, consuming the blood echo, Mina noted of Chiteng, “He’s just sitting there… watching.”

“And listening. So keep your lips sealed,” Argrave told her, and she flashed him an annoyed look before turning back to watch Chiteng, immobile yet with eyes open. Argrave felt the god was like a tired adult watching his child on the playground.

Chiteng and Argrave waited for the elven gods to rouse. Argrave had jumpstarted him with an offering of divinity, but the other members of his family were different. It would take some time to wake them up. Not too long, but enough they needed to wait. Argrave was extremely glad to have the opportunity to generate blood echoes. He kept that to himself, though, as all his companions hated this place.

As Argrave watched, the blood echo grew from solid to transparent in a matter of perhaps half a minute. When it finally vanished into nothingness, the arrow of [Bloodfeud Bow] released. It soared up into the sky like a rocket, and Argrave smiled as the gale it generated whipped against his cheeks.

Not nearly as strong as the one I used at Margrave Ivan’s tower… and maybe a little weaker than the one I used on the Shadowlander. Still, that’s easily as powerful as an S-rank spell.

Every ounce of that agony felt worth it just to see that. Argrave thought that coming to this realm would be a boon, but he severely underestimated just how important it was. If he hadn’t come here, practicing using these blood echoes would be impossible. They built up over time—very slowly, unless stimulated. If he’d gone into battle without proper practice, he’d have no idea how to make use of them efficiently. And now when he left this area, he’d have both experience and numbers. That was invaluable.

Vasilisa, Ganbaatar, and Orion watched Argrave like he was putting on a show. Vasilisa looked greatly uneased by his displays of power. She had seen [Bloodfeud Bow] firsthand and knew well its power. Ganbaatar and Orion didn’t understand the magnitude, but they looked at Argrave differently nonetheless.

It was extremely powerful. Argrave was proud of that fact. But things were scaling up very quickly… and when thinking of what he’d fight in the next weeks alone, that power seemed like the bare minimum he needed. Even with these echoes on hand, there was no way in hell he could defeat even one Shadowlander unless he ambushed it or got lucky. He simply didn’t have the skill or finesse necessary to combat something so fast, durable, and powerful. It’d toss a rock or something at the speed of sound, and his head would turn into a fine red mist before he could react. He was a glass cannon, even with warding magic and fancy armor included.

Reminding himself that the Shadowlander had been an endgame threat, Argrave refocused. He next tried casting normal spells—elemental spells. Fire, lightning, ice—it worked, all. It depleted the blackness of his blood, however, and once that was gone, the spells failed to cast. Once the echoes were depleted of magic, he could only cast blood magic. And if they were depleted, they drew from his personal pool of magic to cast the actual spell. These spells were weakened.

It was a very intricate way of fighting, and Argrave questioned if he had the mental capacity to do all of this in battle. He supposed that all things would come with time.

As he looked at his Brumesingers sleeping on the rocks, an idea came to him. Using his blood echo, he conjured a C-rank weapon of blood magic, the common spell [Putrid Paramerion]. The curved blade manifested in the blood echo’s hand, and Argrave made it swing its arm… but the blade passed through, dropping onto the sandy shore harmlessly.

Argrave sighed and stared at the persisting blade in disappointment. The blood echoes were intangible—they could interact with nothing physical, conjured blood weaponry included. Then, he frowned.

“Orion… pick that up, will you?” he asked eagerly.

The prince came to attention then rose to his feet. He stepped to the blade cautiously, eyeing Argrave’s floating echo, then bent down and grabbed it by the handle. He straightened his back and looked at Argrave.

“And now, Your Majesty?” Orion brandished the blade.

Argrave smiled broadly. “I’m feeling rather glad I didn’t ask Elenore to make enchanted weaponry for the Veidimen. Would’ve been… redundant, maybe.”

***

Argrave tested things with his blood echoes until he was blue in the face—whether that was from exertion or blood loss, he wasn’t certain. If only the mortal realm could be as forgiving as these realms of the elven gods… but alas, it couldn’t be so.

There was one thing he couldn’t test, and that was whether or not these echoes could cast spells higher than B-rank. What he had was already fantastic—it decreased his reliance on Erlebnis’ blessing to a tremendous degree, which was something that had been weighing at him especially hard since their last interaction, and doubly so since Chiteng thought him a puppet for the god of knowledge.

He was so immersed in his testing he failed to notice one of the ivory whales set its broad head up against the shore, one of the red-robed servants of the elven god of flesh and blood on its back.

“The Lord believes it prudent to head to the mainland, that we might arrive just as the others do,” the statuesque woman told them.

“Is there no safer ride?” Mina questioned nervously.

“Don’t answer that,” Argrave told Chiteng’s servant, then moved toward the whale. Orion, Nikoletta, and Ganbaatar were quick followers. Mina looked trepidatious, but still swallowed her fear and stepped aboard. She clung to Nikoletta sheepishly and redoubled that reliance when the whale sailed away.

“…I may say that the Lord’s family reacted rather… poorly, to your suggestion,” the servant disclosed. “The Lord thought you should know.”

Good, Argrave thought.

“Unfortunate,” Argrave said.

He had to get them on his side. He needed both their might and the might of the elves that would heed their word. Failure was no option. And if they were unconvinced, all that meant was that there was more time for the duo of Mina and Nikoletta to carry out their mission impossible. Long-term, what they were going to get might be more important than Argrave’s A-rank ascension… Not for him, but rather for the entire kingdom.


Chapter 22

They walked through the verdant palace that marked the elven gods’ meeting area, following just behind the red-robed woman. This place was clearly a collaborative effort—the stones were beige and pleasant, the place was overgrown with greenery likely furnished by the god of agriculture, and it was all kept temperate by the pyres of the elven god of flames and war. Servants of Chiteng’s make wandered, tending to various things as they kept this place pristine. Elaborate fountains and streams of water fed the whole of this place, giving ambience and life to the tiered palace gardens.

Towering over all, the same great redwoods of the forest on Berendar shrouded this place in a dim yet pleasant canopy. Argrave felt like he strode through the Hanging Gardens of Babylon reborn in the heartlands of Californian redwoods. Though he followed after Chiteng’s servant, his eyes wandered whenever he caught flashes of purple before adjusting back quickly so as not to draw attention toward what needed to be stolen.

Perhaps ‘stolen’ was the wrong word, Argrave reasoned. If one is led through an orchard and plucks some fruit from the tree, is that stealing? How about thirty fruits? As it so happened, thirty was the number he’d asked Nikoletta to get—an arbitrary yet satisfactory figure. Argrave needed the purple berries growing in the gardens of his would-be allies. And the beautiful part of the thing was that he was near certain they wouldn’t be missed.

With Chiteng’s servants wandering, it’d be difficult. He trusted Nikoletta’s resourcefulness, doubly so when supported by Mina. They hadn’t been explicitly told they couldn’t pick berries, but they hadn’t been invited to partake, either. Argrave hoped he never had cause to try that excuse in the event she was caught. Regardless, they were too important to simply pass by. If he asked to take some, these stingy elven gods and goddesses might say no. Refusal wasn’t an option. Those humble purple berries slightly resembling strawberries were the key to supplying food for all of Blackgard, and perhaps all of Vasquer.

How did the saying go? Argrave thought as he followed the elven recreation. Ask for forgiveness, not for permission.

They came to the center of the elaborate tiered gardens where a giant metal portcullis rested above them, raised for passage. The servant stopped, turning on her heel. Beyond, what appeared to be a colosseum waited with a distant circle of chairs and people.

“My Lord advises you enter alone. Not all welcome humankind, and numbers might draw ire,” she said with a plastic politeness betraying that she was not mortal.

Argrave nodded. “Humankind, is it? Then… Ganbaatar?” He reasoned that the divinity might be positively predisposed if he entered with one of their children—a nice token companion to prove he didn’t hate elves.

She turned her gaze toward the elven warrior who looked surprised to be asked to come along. “The Lord did not…” She closed her eyes. “I’ve conveyed all the Lord has. Unfortunately, He waits within. I cannot ask more of Him. Another thing He intended to disclose… though the gods within will not know of the seed of Erlebnis vested in your being, He suggests it is in your best interest to introduce this fact subtly. Do not draw any attention to it, but do not exclude it.”

Argrave was mighty pleased to hear that both Chiteng could not be reached, and that Erlebnis’ Blessing of Supersession would remain undetected—that meant, just as it had been in Heroes of Berendar, this place was free of an active effect called [Omniscience] common in most gods’ realms. That effect prevented all stealth—anywhere one was, one could be found. Sensible people might hazard a guess as to why that would make stealing something difficult.

“Let’s go, then.” Argrave patted Ganbaatar’s shoulder and moved past the raised portcullis. He looked back. “Don’t get eaten by the plants, you three,” he told Orion, Nikoletta, and Mina, though the message was truly meant for two. Orion waved as they walked away but didn’t look happy about being left behind.

He was half-expecting the gate to fall down and some sort of battle to erupt, but nothing of the sort happened. No, they merely walked across the beige stone in even strides, heading for a meeting with the gods every bit as casually as one might a meeting with friends.

Argrave saw Chiteng standing there beside a chair, his arms behind his back and his red robe billowing in a slight breeze. This area was one of few where the sunlight poured past the giant redwood canopy unabated, and it illuminated a large disc in the center of the vast arena majestically. The light looked like beams of golden dew. Other elven figures stood beyond. Argrave counted them… and fell a fair bit short of the figure he had been expecting.

He walked up to Chiteng. “Are we waiting on more?” he asked quietly.

“Some did not feel they should dignify this meeting with their presence,” Chiteng explained. “My younger brother and sisters being the four absent.”

“And I question if they were right,” an elven goddess garbed in gold noted calmly. Though her hair was blonde like all other wood elves, her eyes were blue and vast—she was Dairi, goddess of water. “Not only do you bring a human into our hallowed ground, but you force indignity upon us by having us converse as mortals do?”

“We did not need to meet here, talk here. Times have changed, Chiteng. We cannot do as we used to. We did not need to leave our territory to converse,” an old elven man with long, long blonde hair reaching well past his feet and draping across the floor noted, his whole hair shaking as his head shook. He was Merata, god of agriculture. “Your sister is right. Meeting here is undignified, unsafe.”

Argrave had a response but thought to let Chiteng speak so as not to incense all parties present immediately.

Unexpectedly, Ganbaatar stepped forth, saying, “Dignity? Will dignity kill our enemies? Can you armor yourself in it? No. It’s only something to make the dignified feel better about themselves. Not only do you abandon us, but now you deem it undignified to converse with us?”

Argrave started at the passion in the elf’s voice. The rogue warrior was usually very low-key, speaking only when spoken to… and Argrave couldn’t quite tell where this outburst had come from.

“Woodschild, we speak to the one beside you. You are here before your time, but we know you and think well of you,” a lithe, tall elven man said from a cross-legged position on the colosseum floor, a bow on his lap with a light flame burning on its string. He was Gunlik, god of flames and war. “The situation conspired against us.”

“Woodschild?” Ganbaatar repeated. “You affirm something I know—my prayers were not heard. I disavowed all of you, cast aside my worship. And now here I am, following alongside the best hope for my people I have found… and yet you speak of indignity.”

Argrave narrowed his eyes. Ganbaatar had cast aside his worship? He had not known of this.

Even Chiteng warned, “You overstep.”

“Overstep?” Ganbaatar said, voice cold and hard.

“Ganbaatar…” Argrave lightly touched his shoulder.

“If you should slay me, curse me to eternal pain… then so be it.” Ganbaatar shrugged off his touch and stepped forward. “But I will not stand by and listen to this talk of dignity. The tales of old spoke of how each of you fought among us, bleeding just as we did in defense of what was to become our home. And war does not come—it has already taken root. Your dignity will turn to ash when my people burn, as they are even now.”

Good lord, if I’d known… Argrave lamented, but barring physical restraint didn’t see any way to shut Ganbaatar up. He grabbed the man’s arm and squeezed firmly, but this man was a hardened fighter used to pain and Argrave barely got his attention.

“And why should we listen to a lone dissenter’s reprimand?” Dairi patiently indulged even as the others around her had their faces turn black.

“Lone?” Ganbaatar repeated. “The Tumen I served in… it is the last army still following the old ways of worship. And even though it is the last, perhaps half of those within it pray genuinely. The other half care not, barring the fact they do their duty to protect and feed our people.”

Truth was a bitter drug. The gods here didn’t seem exempt from that fact.

“Time passes inexorably, and I shan’t spend mine here, being chided by the ignorant,” Merata said, waving his hands so as to bunch his hair together that he might walk. “Even now, the mortals do not know what they want until they have it. We shall deliver salvation to them on our own terms, not at the urging of mortals. Come, Dairi, Gunlik—let us leave.”

Argrave stepped forward in panic and swallowed, then said the first thing that came to mind—well, the first polite thing.

“I know what everyone here wants,” he claimed. “And I can get it.”

Dairi walked with Merata without paying his words mind, but the god of war Gunlik planted his bow upon the ground and leaned on it curiously.

“And what do I want, hmm?” he asked off-handedly, almost a joke.

“You? You want to settle the score with Sarikiz. It kills you that you barely scraped by on the last cycle, and now the Bloodwoods are polluted by centaurs, giants, the Amarok, Mishis… so you want things to be different, this time. You want total domination of this land.”

Gunlik laughed, but his tone seemed fake. “The god of war desires domination. A revolutionary deduction.”

“Dairi wants her people to sail the seas.” Argrave gestured even as she walked away. “She grows green with envy whenever she sees a seafaring vessel while her people remain trapped on the land.”

The elven goddess did stop and look back… but not at Argrave, but at Chiteng. “You told a human of my dreams?” She shook her head in disappointment and walked off quicker.

Argrave sat there, thinking as quickly as he could. Fearing for Nikoletta, he called out, “God damn it all, you want to go back to the days of the old elves, where your empire spanned the whole of Berendar! And don’t deny it, damn you,” he cursed at them, leaving no holds barred.

Merata, the god of agriculture, paused and turned back, his long golden hair dragging along the floor as he stepped back toward them.

“You dare presume?” he demanded, voice cold wrath.

Argrave caught his breath, realizing he might’ve misspoken badly in urgency. Despite the fact he was taller than Merata in this form of his, he felt small as he said, “I regret the words I spoke, but not the message behind them. You’ve just heard one of your Woodschildren voice his thoughts, and they’re not pleasant.”

Merata glared with his red eyes, then looked at Chiteng. The god of flesh and blood defended mildly, “I told him nothing. Not of Dairi, Gunlik, or anyone.”

Merata looked back. “Explain your words,” he ordered. “And know I suffer not tricksters.”

Argrave looked around. Well, he mused, heart beating quickly. They’re definitely listening to me now. And it might be I can turn Ganbaatar’s outburst into my advantage.


Chapter 23

Artur sat in the dank and smelly altar, where the iron and rot of the blood pooling on the floor pervaded every inch of this place. He had refused to follow Argrave into the other realm not once, but twice. He didn’t think the king judged him for that fact, but it still weighed on his mind. He could not quite say why he followed the man into the portal leading to the vast steppes yet not the elven realm… and he hoped that would not make the king hold a grudge.

But waiting here was dreadfully boring. He was glad to have the chance to recover his magic, at the very least.

As he started to drift off, a voice cracked into Artur’s hearing, rousing him immediately.

“Artur Nibwyrm,” the woman said, and he jerked his head upward to attention.

A white-haired woman with amber eyes stood before him. Upon seeing elven ears, he briefly thought the queen had returned to him here, but her voice sounded nothing like the calm and even Anneliese’s. This woman… she was a monstrous spellcaster. People like Castro and Rowe were overwhelming, but Artur had never seen an earthly parallel to the sheer quantity of magic this woman exuded. Immediately, he came to attention, fruitless though it felt to try to defend against her, weakened as he was.

“…Who are you?” he demanded cautiously when she did nothing.

The woman held up a piece of paper and tossed it. It glided like a jellyfish through water, floating down toward Artur with eerie, unearthly grace. He was alarmed, but he did catch it. And when his fingers met the page, the woman burst into black mist, vanishing like she never was. Artur’s breath quickened, and though he looked around in alarm saw no sign of her anywhere.

Artur eventually swallowed and looked down at what she had handed him. It was a decadent thing as far as paper went—gold trim, a wax seal. But what made Artur’s heart pound quicker was the fact that it was enchanted. This was no cheap enchanted scroll one might buy in a corner shop for a party trick. This was an elaborate enchantment, deep and rich enough Artur thought its like could only fit onto metal. It was far beyond what he was capable of.

The Magister looked around once again for the elven woman, but seeing he was alone, opened the page. He read through it, and as he neared the end, his hands began to tremble. And when he read the last page and closed his eyes, the thing degraded before his very eyes. He didn’t seem alarmed at this—rather, it seemed he expected that. Artur’s eyes gleamed with a thousand colors, and he trembled in uncertainty.

***

“I told you I could get you what you wanted, didn’t I?” Argrave said even as Merata seemed liable to mince him. “I can’t rebuild the elven empire of old. But I can give it a second chance in the new generation.”

“Are you fearless or ignorant? I cannot tell,” Gunlik joked from behind, leaning on his bow.

“Ganbaatar said it himself. He thinks I’m the greatest hope for the future of the elves,” Argrave pointed to his still-angry companion with his thumb. “With Kirel Qircassia coming, and his coalition surely nipping at his heels… do you think the way to restoration for your people is to kowtow before overwhelming force? Even now, I have little doubt those you call Woodschildren fight against the servants freed from Kirel’s realm. If one side is winning handily, why would there be a need to sue for peace? This is no equal struggle—this is his first wave of conquest.”

Merata’s red eyes narrowed. “A mortal younger than my shortest hair knows nothing of the judgment.”

Argrave nodded. “I’ve never been through one. But I’ve spoken to others who’ve been through it, and they imparted vast amounts of knowledge unto me.” He looked back to Ganbaatar. “The reason why your gods lost contact with those in the Bloodwoods is simple: their position here was weak. Their primary focus was surviving the cycle, and so communication and presence in the mortal realm suffered. In the last hundred years or so, it’s degraded into no presence at all.”

Argrave felt something against his throat. When he turned his head in surprise, he saw Merata holding a crook, its hook already wrapped around his neck. “Knowledge of our situation should inspire caution, not boldness. You are weak. I could kill you with a twist of my wrist alone, and this is despite weakening myself greatly manifesting in this… limited body. Why do you claim to be a help? Why does a human of no grand capability claim to be the spark that would ignite the roaring flame of a dead empire?”

“It’s very simple. I know the mortal realm better than most everyone in it, and I have the freedom to do as I like,” Argrave said, making no effort to free his neck from its precarious position. “Whether Erlebnis, Fellhorn, or a Gilderwatcher ancestor of mine… I’ve soaked up knowledge from all like no other. I know enough of this realm alone that reciting it all would take days.”

Merata narrowed his eyes yet kept the crook firm beside his neck. Dairi, goddess of water, walked up behind and listened closely with her arms crossed.

“The cycle of judgement is the only time everyone is truly mortal,” Argrave carried on unflinchingly. “And though you are very far removed from those already living on the mortal realm… there, you’re not all-knowing. But if you know your opponents, if you know the land, if you know weaknesses and strengths, strategies, quantities, qualities… even a small force can best an overwhelming one.”

“Knowledge,” Merata said lightly, half a question and half a deriding statement.

“Knowledge.” Argrave nodded, chin bumping against the crook. “You’ve seen some of it. I traveled through the Mother’s Steppe of the centaurs to reach your altars. There, I used souls to open the gates. And I offered a medallion stolen from Fellhorn to rouse Chiteng.” Argrave looked back to the still-standing god of flesh and blood. “Do you think that was something I stumbled into by accident? Of course not. I knew how to come here. And I know much and more besides, I promise you. Enough to do exactly as I claim and more.”

Merata twisted his wrist, and the crook came free of Argrave’s neck. He hid it back inside his long flowing hair adroitly as though it never was.

“I keep my promises,” Argrave continued, though inwardly his heart stopped pounding as his safety felt more certain. “I promised Ganbaatar something. I promised him a land where his people would be the only ones within… a land where the centaurs and all other foul beasts making the Bloodwoods named thusly are absent, without exception. The centaurs betrayed you nearly a millennia ago, as I remember. It might sting to think of cooperating with another race.”

“Sting?” Gunlik repeated, and the fire on his bowstring burned brighter. “No, it itches. It’s a rash that needs to be burned away, utterly. A shame that needs to die.”

“…Be that as it may,” Argrave continued, “the four I sent to rouse the rest of you—you saw them, surely. Elves, one and all, though of a different descendance than your Woodschildren. One is my wife. I don’t care about heritage, dignity, or pride. I’m just trying to ensure me and mine survive this cycle of judgement. And I hope I can count all of you in that number.”

Words of survival and togetherness seemed to resonate with the gods… though whether it made them angry or contemplative, Argrave couldn’t tell.

As the silence hung, Argrave suggested, “My first act would only benefit you. Freedom to act in the mortal realm before others is a boon not even Kirel Qircassia might expect, and I can offer it to you without expecting anything in return. When your divine forms alight upon soil beyond this realm… perhaps, then, you will believe my claims of knowledge.”

“I will get the others in line,” Merata said before Argrave even finished speaking.

He blinked for a few moments, confused. “You agree?”

“You claim to know so much, but you know not when words spoken inspire agreement?” Merata raised a brow.

“No, it’s just… generally these things aren’t decided on so quickly and unilaterally,” Argrave defended.

“Because you deal with mortal minds.” Merata nodded. “But joining the Qircassian Coalition is no option at all. My family are survivors. We intend to be more. We were like you, once. Leaders of many. Now… the cycles pass us by.” He turned. “Who will all of you speak to?”

“The sisters,” Dairi said, then walked away.

“I suppose I’ll speak to father,” Gunlik said, hefting his bow up.

“That leaves me with our brothers,” Merata finished, turning back. “Chiteng shall give you an item of our favor.”

Argrave blinked. He had intended to ask for that. “Yes, I—”

“Then go, return.” Merata pointed with his crook. “If things are as you say, and you intend to grant us freedom to act in the mortal realm before the arbiter thins the barrier enough for us to pass… then go. Tell Chiteng your plan. He has introduced you—he can serve as intermediary. All of us are in agreement.”

Argrave was pleased things were moving so quickly until he remembered that Nikoletta might need more time. Still, his breath caught in his mouth as the whole of them turned and left, leaving Argrave with Chiteng alone. He turned to look at Ganbaatar, hoping he had yet more to say. The abrupt shift surprised them both, it seemed.

“Go,” Chiteng said, then walked away too.

“Hold on.” Argrave stopped Chiteng. “With Erlebnis… should I…? I mean, you told me to be subtle, but was that really alright to leave it like that?”

“Do not mention it again.” Chiteng stopped. “Say nothing. Think nothing. Do nothing.”

Argrave was taken aback, but he nodded. Chiteng straightened and added, “…It does no good to stir the waters. Put it out of your mind.”

Argrave was surprised that the elven god had justified himself, but could ask nothing more before he walked away. With a heavy responsibility so one-sidedly dumped on him without proper communication, Argrave stood there nearly babbling. But he was reminded of the jeopardy his friend might be enduring, and so stepped back toward where he’d come with purpose.

“You’re content with that?” Ganbaatar asked. “Those… vainglorious people threatening, then taking advantage of you?”

Argrave didn’t speak, passing beneath the portcullis where only Orion and Chiteng’s servant waited.

“Come. Let us return,” the red-robed elven woman said, then turned and walked. Argrave looked to Orion, but his brother looked as clueless to their whereabouts as he was. As they followed down the road, Argrave’s gaze wandered the tiered garden in desperation, fearing what he might find… or might not.

He walked mutely, thinking of some excuse he might have to go out searching in the gardens. Had he asked too much of them? The thought felt like a millstone about his neck, but he saw not a sign of the pair even as they proceeded further.

As they neared the docks where the whale waited, Argrave’s footsteps slowed, and he looked back. Weak excuses bubbled from his mind, yet he feared to say any of them. But he had to go back, search. He could not leave them.

“What are you standing about for?” came a derisive woman’s voice.

Argrave looked back and saw Mina step around the corner, emerging from an illusion. Shortly after, he saw Nikoletta’s pink eyes gleaming out of the shadow.

“We waited near the docks. That place was uncomfortable,” Nikoletta said, breaking past the illusion.

“You’re supposed to be A-rank, but you didn’t notice me,” Mina chided him. “I think I’m in the lead, Grave.”

He didn’t respond as he stared at Nikoletta, wide-eyed and hopeful. She gave a small, knowing nod with a smile on her face as she tapped a satchel on her side, and unadulterated joy welled up in his chest. She’d succeeded. He stepped forth and ruffled her short hair.

“Had me worried there,” he told her enthusiastically. “Didn’t want to fish your skeleton out of some hungry plant.”

As Nikoletta smiled, Mina said, “You would’ve. But I was there.”

“Let’s get the hell out of here.” Argrave walked away, loosely guiding Nikoletta with his arm on her shoulder.

Despite the delicate situation, everything was going well. Perhaps this disastrous arrival of Kirel would be salvaged splendidly, and he’d earn steadfast allies in the Bloodwoods. The fact remained that, though he’d talked of expelling Kirel Qircassia… that was a monumental task, and bore heavy implications on the future of the whole battle against Gerechtigkeit.

But surely that would be the worst challenge faced here.


Chapter 24

“This is our favor,” Chiteng said, holding a silver coin out.

Argrave took it, examining it. It looked old and battered, more like something out of an archaeological dig site than something actually used as currency. Even the image was barely discernible as a face. Perhaps it was something sentimental to them—the last coin of the ancient elves, something like that.

“That is valuable. If you intend to cheat us, you have already received more than you offered as tribute.” Chiteng smiled, then looked off to the distant red ocean they’d returned to. Argrave stood on the white harbors before the elven god’s throne. It was disconcerting seeing both the giant sitting up there and the smaller form right beside Argrave.

Argrave hefted the coin, looking at Chiteng uncomfortably. He supposed that meant this coin had more divinity inside it than the medallion of inheritance they had taken from the Burnt Desert after defeating the Lord of Silver. But something about the way he said it made Argrave wary that he might know of the stolen berries, and so he asked, “What does that mean?”

Chiteng kept smiling, but his face slowly returned to the bleak stoicism most of the gods displayed. “Divulge your plan. I listen.”

With that, Chiteng stepped away into the red ocean. It looked like his body turned to liquid as it met the ocean, and he made no splash as though to affirm that theory. When Argrave looked up, the giant Chiteng opened his eyes and gazed down at Argrave, waiting.

Argrave put the god’s favor in his pocket right beside the bronze hand mirror, then looked up. Orion stepped to the pool’s edge and looked around the red ocean in confusion, while the rest of his companions listened just as intently as the elven god of flesh and blood did.

“To begin with, you’ll be set free from this realm. All of you, though one at a time. Anneliese has been working on that side of things—she’s the white-haired elven woman one of your kin might’ve seen upon being roused. That part takes some doing, but it’ll get done. She’s capable. And with your favor, I’m confident it’s in the bag.” He tapped the coin in his chest pocket.

“Once that’s done, the elves need to be persuaded to accept us—us meaning both my party and your divine selves.” Argrave pointed between the two of them. “I think it should be easy to win their loyalty—if gods return on the eve of drastic conflict, the salvation narrative is going to be easy to buy into. When we entered the forest, they were already resisting something foul in the heartlands. I can’t imagine things have gotten easier for them.”

Argrave stepped around, almost thinking aloud by this point. “What was a huge disadvantage for you in the past that prevented elven dominance—other belligerent parties in the woods, backed by gods of their own—can become a decided strength, now. When we entered the forest, your Woodschildren had this great big horn that could be heard for miles. It was meant to attract beasts just as much as it was signal allies.” He tapped his temple. “That gave me an idea.”

Emulating his plan with his hands, Argrave continued, “The elves have entrenched against Kirel’s advance. He’s a dual aspect god, embodying both land and sky—small wonder he’s so powerful. His servants can dominate both the ground and the air. Nevertheless, the more land and sky they seize, the thinner they’ll be stretched.” Argrave slammed his fist against his hand to emphasize that point, then continued, “The entrenchment should end, with retreat ordered. The elves will fall back, and the further they go, the more they’ll attract the attention of the others in the forest—giants, Amaroks, Mishis, maybe even the centaurs. All the while, the elves will be coalescing into a single unit; a single unit, where you and your family will be ready to join their forces. There, you can unite, punch a hole through the enemy’s thin ranks, and lead us to victory.”

Nikoletta and Mina had been listening, and now, as Argrave divulged his plans, they grew uneasy.

“That would be quite difficult for any army,” Ganbaatar said incredulously.

“Near impossible.” Argrave nodded in agreement. “But the elves have a structure and discipline unlike any other army I’ve seen. They can coordinate this—I know it. You must know this, having served in a Tumen.” He tapped the elf’s shoulder, then looked back to Chiteng. “All that remains is endearing myself to the elves, making sure that they trust enough to follow this plan. I need a long-term alliance.”

Chiteng said nothing more in protest, and so Argrave continued slowly, “I’m sure we’ll face some resistance, especially near the end. But our destination is simple: the breach.”

“And how will you deal with the centaurs response? Can you ensure they will stay idle?” Chiteng’s booming voice echoed out from his giant form.

“That’s just the thing,” Argrave said, a little less daunted by the gods after what he’d been through. “That’s the magnum opus of this whole plan. I’m certain that you and yours were scratching your heads, wondering how exactly you could beat Kirel black and blue and send him back to whatever idyllic realm he’s crawling out of.” He wagged his finger. “Who says you have to get your hands dirty at all? What if there’s a willing participant to charge into a wide-open land and sky?”

“You speak so grandiosely. To the point.” Chiteng waved his big hand.

Argrave smiled bitterly. “The point is this…”

***

Argrave stepped out of the elven realm, back into the harsh and unpleasant reality of the real world. Nikoletta stood waiting on the other side, holding up a vine full of berries.

“Be careful with those things,” he reprimanded her. “I don’t want them to fall on the ground, or in these damned puddles of blood at this altar.”

Nikoletta glowered, but Argrave focused on the small fruits. They looked a little like strawberries, though they were an imperial purple and the seeds outside the fruit’s skin looked like flakes of gold. He had to admit, they looked very delicious.

“Excellent work,” he told Nikoletta. “If you wanted to serve the crown, you might’ve just saved us a famine or twelve.”

“It still needs to be delivered, doesn’t it?” Nikoletta asked quickly. “On that note, I volunteer to transport these using my druidic bond. I’ve kept him lingering above the earth to track where we were, roughly, and I can say proudly he’s still there.”

“Thinking ahead, I see. Don’t get ahead of yourself. I have something in mind.” Argrave patted her shoulder, then looked to Artur. “Anything happen while we were out?”

“Why would anything happen?” Artur asked in turn.

“Fair point.” Argrave shrugged. “Now… Good lord, I’m certain it’s been days since I slept. Let’s get the color red far out of my sight, and the smell of iron far out of nose… and then rise early tomorrow morning. Or night. Damn, I’ve lost track…” he rambled, stepping past all of them in good spirits despite his fatigue.

Artur’s gaze lingered on Argrave as he walked away. His eyes were dark and nervous, but he said nothing more as he followed behind, drifting along wrapped in his mantle of velvet.

***

A pair traveled down the dark streets of Relize, which remained brightly lit even in the heart of night. The clean marble streets seemed like gleaming pearls when reflecting the light of magic lamps and torches both.

“This king of yours asks much,” Leopold grumbled to Elenore.

“He’s no king of yours?” the princess returned as they walked the marble docks of Relize.

“I crowned the man, but he’s your brother. It’s more intimate,” rebutted Leopold, then came to a stop to look out across the ocean. “Our ships supplied the war in Atrus, doing more than their part… and now they’re being requisitioned again, bound for an even fouler port. Indeed, there’s no port at all—just savage elves, and giants, and the gods only know what else…”

“Argrave said they’re needed, and so they’re needed. He insisted they come this way. ‘Water is the enemy to land and sky, so they’ll make it safely,’ he said, whatever that means.” She peered down at him, her gray eyes cold. “Don’t act like you don’t receive fair recompense, Leopold.”

“Aye.” The aged patrician nodded. “Everyone’s getting fair recompense… You’ve made some very rich people in this city with your conquest of Atrus. Money comes from that place like they have tributaries, not indebted people.” He looked at her. “But I hear tell of the undead sprouting from every corner of Vasquer. Necromantic abominations, seeking to raze cities and tear down castles. Can knights truly be spared?”

“Why did feudalism come about?” Elenore asked him. “It’s simple. To own land in a king’s stead. The crown’s armies and administrators could not be everywhere, receiving orders at all times directly from the throne. Whenever insurrection or enemy raids occur, his representatives—his lords—rise to the occasion. In return, they’re entitled to the land they defend.”

Elenore looked out across the ocean. “In simpler terms… the threat of undead arriving everywhere is precisely the sort of threat feudalism was designed to combat. The land is theirs, and they’ve their own troops to defend it, granted autonomy by the crown to govern and defend. The lords are eager to die in defense of their land, precisely because it’s theirs.”

When next Elenore looked at Leopold, her eyes were solemn. “All the while… the crown and the parliament will build itself up. A standing army. Thorough infrastructure. More efficient governance. The first waves of Gerechtigkeit will erode old powers, but when they fail, instead of disaster befalling the people… what we build now shall rise to take the place of the old, sheltering all within the kingdom beneath our rising wings. And there will be no resistance, only acceptance. A new order will be well needed to fight the coming threat efficiently.”

“You mean… subverting the nobility entirely?” Leopold furrowed his bushy brows.

Elenore said nothing.

“This is Argrave’s aim?” Leopold continued.

“It’s my interpretation. In case you’ve missed it, he likes to leave me to handle things.” She smiled. “But don’t worry. Those of Relize have a rather prominent position, focused on merit as they are.” She began walking down the dock again. “By the way—I’ve heard whispers your wife is pregnant. Congratulations,” she told him.

Leopold shuddered. He had only learned of that himself this week, yet already this woman knew that fact. He scratched his cheek nervously and followed after, saying, “Perhaps House Dandalan can spare a few more ships…”


Chapter 25

Argrave woke up early the next morning. He’d slept very soundly—it was one of those sleeps where it felt like he’d just blinked and the next day came. He stirred to his feet and woke up feeling fresh and pure. He stared at his hands and wiggled his fingers, each of them leaving behind a slight crimson echo that was much thicker than it had been yesterday. He’d accrued much practice and quantity with these blood echoes of his in the elven realms. He couldn’t say he was eager to try them, as that would mean he’d be in combat… but he was eager to see what they could do on things other than trees.

He walked to where his other companions slept, clapped his hands, and shouted, “So! Who’s ready to manifest some divinity?”

Everyone stirred, most of them grumbling. Barring the untiring Orion, only Artur looked to be awake, but that was only because he hadn’t fallen asleep. Dark circles marred his eyes from a tired night. Argrave sympathized, but he couldn’t slow his trot for the Magister with dwarfism, pitiable though insomnia was. After all, it was do or die time. And Argrave much preferred the do.

“Get up. Get up!” he shouted eagerly. “You can’t sleep while the world’s catching on fire.”

***

When they came back to the Mother’s Steppe, Anneliese waited there for him on the grasslands before the first of many altars. They reunited with a hug, and the others stood around awkwardly as they caught up, still waking after Argrave’s greeting.

“You succeeded,” she said when she pulled away. “Congratulations.”

“Failed a lot before that,” Argrave admitted.

“Hmm.” She stared at him. “I see it. The echoes. Like faint maroon shadows following your movements. It is… rather bewitching,” she admitted.

Argrave smiled—he’d been nervous about how she might take it, seeing as she disliked Garm’s eyes so much. “Is everything prepared?” he asked her.

“Yes.” Anneliese nodded, refocused. “Exactly as you wanted it, I think. Provided you obtained the essence from the other side, then all that remains is creation.”

“I did get it, little lady. Let’s go.” He pulled her along, heading for the altar with determined steps. “Let me tell you how deep we’re into this, Anne…”

Perplexed, she followed after as he caught her up to speed with the foe they faced.

***

The sole boon they had in rousing the elven pantheon was the ability to travel quickly by utilizing the Mother’s Steppes. Though allowing fast travel, walking across those grass plains frozen in time with Sarikiz sleeping amidst all of it made Argrave uncomfortable. The Holy Mother uneased him, like she might wake up at any moment and cause problems. But waking gods was rough enough work and doing it accidentally would be quite the feat. He only hoped that the centaurs paid him little mind from that icy lake they took refuge atop.

The key to allowing gods freedom from their other realm before their time was something well-documented in a side quest down in the old dwarven cities, where the Ebon Cult persisted. The most important factor was giving the gods on the other side an anchor to this one. With an anchor in place, they could manifest through their own efforts. There, the process of melding the mortal and the immortal worlds would begin for this cycle of judgment.

An anchor to the mortal realm required two things, primarily—something containing an aspect of the gods themselves, like the favor Argrave had been given, and something persisting on this realm that was directly tied to them. It might be, for instance, a weapon they’d used in battle during the last cycle, or a garment they’d worn while manifested on this realm.

Fortunately for them, finding items they valued had already been attended to. Argrave had merely circumvented the cycle in talking to Chiteng, using spirits from another source to empower him briefly. The other parties had been tasked with the more conventional method of awakening. Grimalt, Bastal, and Rasten, his Veidimen officers, had been assigned larger parties for the purpose of finding, securing, and using these items.

Anneliese dealt with the minutiae of the ritual for each altar—ensuring that the environment suited the god in question properly so as to ensure the process went smoothly, gathering excess items of sentimental purpose to strengthen the anchor, and other such tasks to make sure everything went flawlessly.

The altar she’d visited was Merata’s, and it was the first place they stopped. The altar had been overrun by small bloodsucking woodland creatures, and so retrieving the man’s item—his crook—had come difficultly, she told him. But Moriatran had come with her, and she said that helped with that task. And in the end, they stood before that altar.

***

Anneliese planted the crook into the ground before the rock altar of Merata, unadorned and unimpressive just as Chiteng’s had been. Wildlife bloomed up it, rising up the rock and onto the grasping roots of the Bloodwoods in a display of his unchecked yet unwitting power. Elsewhere, there was a sickle, a pair of sandals… all items of Merata’s, placed here to enhance the strength of the anchor.

Anneliese had done well. Argrave felt rather uncomfortable seeing the crook that had been placed at his neck just yesterday, but he pushed past that and placed the silver coin acting as the elven pantheon’s favor in place atop the crook. He balanced it gingerly, then stepped away.

“And lastly…” Argrave looked back. “The blood and prayer of an earnest worshipper.”

Ganbaatar returned Argrave’s gaze, then looked to the crook and coin. Everyone looked at him expectantly.

“…Maybe we ought to find someone else. I didn’t know your circumstances about the whole disavowal.” Argrave clasped his hands together. “You can still contact your people, right? You have friends, don’t you? True believers?”

“I’ll do it, damnit.” Ganbaatar stepped forward, untying the loops on his leather bracers to free his arms.

Once the bracer was off, Argrave watched as Ganbaatar drew his knife and cut his forearm. He held it out, letting it pour out over the crook and coin both. Anneliese made to heal him, but he waved her away and held his hands together.

Nothing happened for a time, and Argrave watched the coin expectantly. As time ticked by, he looked at the rejoining Moriatran, who remained reticent as ever. Anneliese claimed he had been quite the large boon in clearing a path to obtain this crook. He didn’t quite have the measure of the man yet, but was thankful to him nonetheless. He looked back to Ganbaatar, but things remained slow.

“…Maybe think about why you believed in the first place,” Argrave suggested.

Ganbaatar exhaled in what might’ve been annoyance. Argrave stepped away, letting him do his work in peace. He looked at Nikoletta, Mina, and Anneliese in turn, waiting patiently. Finally, he looked back and was about to suggest heading back when dancing teal sprites emerged from the silver coin, wreathing around the crook. In time, these sprites jumped to the sickle, then the sandals, and then every other item of import in this room.

And without so much as a noise, they all vanished, fading away like breath on a mirror. The coin fell through the air, and Ganbaatar quickly grabbed it before it touched the ground.

“Hey,” Argrave said in surprised pleasure. “There you go. That’s done it.” He patted the elf’s shoulder.

“…I decided to proffer one last chance,” Ganbaatar said lightly, handing him the coin back. “Despite their failings… if they can help us, I want that.”

Argrave didn’t know how to respond for a moment, then said quietly, “…Well, you’ll have to proffer a couple more last chances, considering that was the first of many stops we need to make.”

Ganbaatar sighed.

“Be thankful you have this chance,” Orion’s voice came, hard yet raw.

***

Throughout the whole day, they gradually reunited with the other members of this expeditionary force as they headed for each altar in turn. All things considered, it had been quite a fruitful day and he was proud of the work he’d done. Though he hadn’t done much of anything—he’d let the others take care of it all. That was the role of the king, he supposed. He talked to the leaders, and now he let his people do all the bleeding.

Then again, he’d done enough bleeding for all of them yesterday.

Argrave sat down in the endless grassland, Anneliese by his side while the rest of the party camped out in the tents of the Veidimen’s making. Though a short while had passed, he was still happy to rest and catch up with her. They’d managed to knock out half of the anchors today, and the rest would come tomorrow. Now, the burden rested on the gods to manifest themselves. He was a little muddy about the specifics of this, but he was relatively confident it would work out well. If not, he’d figure something out.

“You were right about that self-pity being useless spiel. Hell of a motivator,” he told her absently.

“You carried yourself well,” she praised him. “I cannot imagine going through that.”

“The abandoned dwarven cities faced this scenario previously—there, Gerechtigkeit used his influence to thin the boundaries between realms, causing gods to emerge earlier there,” Argrave explained to Anneliese. “Presumably he sought to curb the Castellan of the Empty and his waxing power, as Gerechtigkeit viewed them as a big threat.” Argrave stroked his chin. “Little humbling, reflecting on that. Means Gerry’s scared of me enough to do all of this.”

Anneliese nodded, looking at distant rising smoke. “What does this mean for the dwarven cities?”

Argrave blinked for a moment, then shook his head. “No use to think on that. I need help, Anne. The difficult part remains carrying out this ridiculous plan of mine to combat Kirel. Any refinements to what I told you?”

Anneliese opened her mouth to respond, but closed it and looked elsewhere.

“Argrave…” came a man’s voice, and Argrave turned his head to see Artur standing where Anneliese looked. The Magister continued, “We should talk.”

“Talk?” he repeated, displeased to be interrupted. “We’ve been working hard all day, and you didn’t sleep. You should—”

Anneliese grabbed his arm. When he turned his head, puzzled, she shook her head and looked at Artur in concern. Evidently whatever he had to say had gravity.

“…Alright, let’s talk,” Argrave eventually gave in.

“When you were in that realm…” Artur looked off to the side, his eyes dark and colorless. “Someone appeared before me. An elven woman.”

“What do you mean, appeared?” Argrave asked, completely caught off guard. “She snuck in, what?”

“I mean she appeared.” Artur managed a glance at Argrave’s eye, but could not hold it for long. “She was suddenly there—not a step, not a sound. White hair, tan skin…”

“Amber eyes?” Anneliese asked, her mind quicker than Argrave’s by half a second.

Artur looked at her. “Precisely. I briefly pondered if it was you, Your Highness, for half a second, but she was shorter, with far longer ears…”

“Hold on, hold on…” Argrave stood suddenly, feeling a sinking feeling in his chest. “You’re serious? Wha—” He sputtered in panic, then gathered himself to ask deliberately, “When did this happen?”

“After you had returned from the elven realm the first time.” Artur managed to look up at Argrave. “She provided me with a letter.”

“A letter,” Argrave repeated, then asked quickly, “Where is it? What did it say?”

Artur closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “It was a contact from a business associate of mine. Or… someone who I thought was a business associate, but now…?” He sighed. “In it, he called in a favor I owed him. It was about your activities here.”

Argrave stepped forward and grabbed the Magister’s arm. “You got a letter from Onychinusa while I was in the god damned elven realm… and you didn’t think to tell me?” he said in a low voice. “Didn’t think to inform me immediately?”

“What in the blazes was I supposed to do?!” Artur ripped his arm free. “A woman appears from mist and bursts into it again in not half a second, delivering an enchanted letter from a man I’ve conversed with for years! Gods be damned, I’ve met this man in person!” he yelled defensively, holding his arms wide. “She was a monstrous spellcaster, well capable of killing me before I could even blink. She found me in some dank underground altar where there was more blood than air. Who knows if she was listening? Who knows what she’d have done if I started spilling my guts the moments you got out of that portal? What do you expect from me?!”

Argrave pinched his fingers together before and held them before the man’s face, shouting, “The bare minimum, which is to tell me!” He stepped away, throwing up his hands. “Do you know what this means? I’ve got the laser focus of over half a dozen gods on me, eagerly watching to see if I’m trying to screw them over, and I’ve just woken most of them up. They’re already suspicious of me, but now you’re—”

“It is already done,” Anneliese interrupted him with a firm voice.

Her voice brought him away from the rising panic and fear, pushing his paranoid thoughts into harsh words. He calmed and quieted, stepping away from the man and walking toward Anneliese before he did anything else that was unbecoming.

But the paranoia did not end so quickly. Erlebnis was here, and he knew exactly what Argrave was doing, where he had gone, and who he traveled with. Was Artur compromised? Was this letter some bait to sow dissent? Artur was the only of them who’d refused to enter the realm of the elves… Did that have meaning behind it, or was it a coincidence? Were other members of his group part of this, involved in this, informing on him? Moriatran, perhaps, or one of the hundreds of Veidimen under his command, could all be watching, reporting, and waiting. But to what end?

“First Kirel… now this?” Argrave shook his head, then as he reflected on the whole situation started to laugh slowly.

“Why are you laughing?” Artur asked from behind.

Argrave turned back, still laughing. After a while, he explained, “Sometimes things are so thoroughly messed up you just have to laugh.”

Anneliese put her hand on his shoulder, offering quiet assurance in a time of distress. He put his hand over hers idly, trying to focus on how he might get out of this pit. Anneliese hadn’t indicated that Artur had been lying at all. Still, he’d need her insight once this conversation was finished.

When Argrave was calm enough to think clearly, he asked, “What did the letter ask of you, precisely? Do you still have it?”

“No. It was enchanted better than anything I’m capable of, and burnt the moment I finished reading it.” The Magister shook his head, then looked up. “It mentioned what you were doing here,” Artur explained, finally able to meet Argrave’s gaze without turning away. “And it asked me to meet him in person.”

Argrave closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose, at a total loss. This alliance he’d earned was shaky enough as is, but with this… He could only laugh again, reflecting on how desperate things were getting.

“Do you think I should meet with him?” Artur asked.

Argrave opened his eyes and looked at him squarely. “Who?”

“Dimocles,” Artur answered.


Chapter 26

“Should we meet with this man?” Anneliese asked, staring out across the sea of grass. “Who is Dimocles, even? You seemed to have knowledge of this name.”

“One of the player characters,” Argrave said shortly.

“Ah.” Anneliese nodded. “Then maybe we…” She stopped, then rephrased, “As I recall, you once said all of the player characters are good… more or less.”

Argrave put his hands in his pockets. “This guy’s the more or less part of that.”

Anneliese nodded slowly, then stared at Argrave’s cheek as she asked, “Eliminating the other options we have already encountered, he would be a spellcaster first and a warrior second, correct?”

Though his mind was dancing as he scrambled to think of ways he might deal with this matter with Erlebnis, he turned his head and said, “Yeah, you’re on the money. I’ll tell you what he really is, though—he’s scary.” Argrave took a deep breath and crossed his arms. “If there’s anyone that fits the archetype of the game’s player, it’s Dimocles. He doesn’t enjoy eating, drinking, socializing… any of the normal human pleasures, basically.”

“Then what does he enjoy?” A frown spread across her face.

“Collecting.” Argrave looked down at her grimly.

“Collecting what?” Anneliese pressed for more.

“Spells. Weapons. Armor. Houses. Talented people. Unique people. Anything and everything that draws his attention, he tries to collect.” Argrave looked up at the endless blue sky. “Induen killed his parents, so you might think he’d have some good will toward me for settling that unchecked score… but damn it, I’m not quite sure if such a thing as goodwill exists from that man.”

As he stared up, Anneliese asked, “He collects… people?”

Argrave closed his eyes and sighed. “Yeah. It’s not…” He grasped at the words. “It’s not like he does anything weird with them. I don’t think he has the desire to do anything with them other than own them. It isn’t about having power over them, it’s just about them being his. That manifests in a bunch of different ways.”

Anneliese blinked for a few moments in confusion, then questioned quietly, “Does not the meaning of owning imply power over another?”

“Sure… Sure, I guess,” Argrave agreed, his head still swimming. “But he doesn’t abuse that power. Like any collector, he likes to keep everything that he owns in very good condition, mentally and physically. Collection is about preservation, not domination. He’s rich, charismatic as a sociopath, smart, and talented… It isn’t hard to keep a little swarm of people he likes in his villa.” He looked back at Anneliese. “The cruelest thing he does is deciding that someone isn’t worth collecting any longer. He spends all this time making the other person totally dependent on him, to where their life revolves around his… then he finds someone better and the Fairy Godmother’s spell wears off, leaving them with nothing but a pair of glass slippers. They’re on the streets, destitute.”

Anneliese still looked like she didn’t get it, so Argrave continued, “Hell, the reason Dimocles might’ve been talking to Artur was that he thought the man was someone worth owning. A master enchanter Magister with dwarfism? Come on.” He spread his hands out, his point made.

“Owning a Magister?” Anneliese said incredulously.

“Hey, he’s persistent. This is his sole joy in life. It might be a very expensive collectible, but if he wants it…” Argrave sighed. “And it makes sense for him to work with someone like Erlebnis.”

Anneliese looked a little overwhelmed, but she rubbed her forehead and asked, “So, should we meet with him? Should Artur go alone?”

Argrave stared off into space. “There are so many angles for this, my brain is leaking out of my ears. Did Erlebnis intend this? That letter… Artur said it was about what we did, but not why we did it. How much do they know?”

“All leading back to the same thing—we need more information,” Anneliese said.

“Yeah, but I don’t trust Artur to go unwatched. The information we get from him might not be the whole truth, even if he’s not lying—hell, perhaps Erlebnis knows about your uncanny empathy.” Argrave looked at her. “And that’s the reason I don’t want you near that damned sociopath.”

Anneliese tilted her head. “You think it may be a trap?”

“So long as the meeting place is far away from any shrine to Erlebnis, I don’t fear a trap overmuch. Maybe Onychinusa might show up… but even then, you’re her antithesis.” He looked at her amber eyes. “One touch from you, she melts away. Her body is all magic. She can’t teleport about during the fight at all, or you’ll be tearing bits and pieces of her away.”

Anneliese looked at her gloved hands, seeming disquieted.

“Either way… you’re right. If we hope to have any chance of dealing with this crap, we have to understand what’s going on.” Argrave rubbed his hands together. “But the show has to go on.”

“I can observe with my bird,” Anneliese reminded him. “I need not place myself in harm’s way.”

“Fair enough,” Argrave said. “If the meeting is tomorrow, we have more to discuss. I thought we might sleep tonight… but that’s wishful thinking.”

***

The place where the meeting was to be held was somewhat difficult to infiltrate with the Starsparrow without issue. It was the first of the altars that they’d entered inside to reach the Mother’s Steppe. The only way to reach that was by entering inside of it, and given the closed-off and mystical nature of that process, that presented problems.

In the end, it was remedied by having the Starsparrow smuggled in by Artur himself. It was a small thing, easily placed inside a piece of clothing on the Magister’s person. Argrave had almost been paranoid to the point he feared the bird would be killed or stolen, but Anneliese reminded him how ridiculous that would be.

And so, the time of the meeting came…

***

Artur blinked open his eyes, disoriented from the transference of the altar that resembled a water basin. His eyes adjusted to the dimness somewhat before he cast light into the air with a quick spell. Anneliese observed this all with her Starsparrow, which had already taken its perch in a forgotten corner of this room.

“Rather bright,” Dimocles said, and Artur took an involuntary step back.

Anneliese looked down at the tall man, who was dressed rather strangely. His robes were a bewitching combination of dark gray and a dark blue-green that swirled mesmerizingly about each other. Heavy metal baubles dangled from his sleeves, sewn on tightly so as to be a permanent fixture. He had seven rings on his fingers, each and all different from the other.

Dimocles’ eyes were a dark blue-green matching the color of his robes, and unlike the swirls on those, his eyes were truly mobile. They danced like a rippling pond. His skin was pale, yet with some scars and a certain roughness to it that made him seem hard. He had a strong jaw with the faintest untrimmed beard on it as though he hadn’t shaved for a few days, and an easy smile that never left.

“You’ve changed a lot since I last saw you.” Artur straightened. “Gotten… much more powerful, too. What rank are you by this point?”

“I’ve learned a few S-rank spells.” Dimocles nodded. “I can only cast A-rank, however.”

“Is that even…?” Artur began, but laughed and shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. What is this? That white-haired elven woman—is she your servant, your superior, what?”

The spellcaster stared, blinking with those unnerving eyes of his. Anneliese thought that the whole of what he showed others was fake. But if the whole of him was fake, what was real? She couldn’t answer that question.

Dimocles didn’t engage with Artur, instead saying, “I want to tell you a story.”

“What?” Artur laughed.

“It’s a good story. I’ve heard a lot of stories,” Dimocles continued, tilting his head. “It’s about a group of traveling merchants.”

“Some parable to convey your intent?” Artur narrowed his eyes. “I don’t like this.”

“That’s saddening. We exchanged many stories, so I thought you might be interested. Regardless, perhaps you might tell it to someone else later down the line who will be interested.” Dimocles placed his hands together. “These traveling merchants, you see… they were led by two men. Rufio and Lant.

“They used the mobile nature of their business to profit from war,” Dimocles continued. “They traveled from place to place, exploiting discrepancies in price between warring nations. It was dangerous work… but for people capable of weathering danger like both Rufio and Lant, nothing was better. They went from humble origins in a farmstead to having children of their own in a gilded palace.”

“Think I know where this is going,” Artur cut in. “They incurred the wrath of both sides.”

“Not quite.” Dimocles rubbed one of his rings. “I said nations, did I not? These two were quite successful for some time. They were wealthier than kings, and they died happily with a large family who loved them.”

Artur slowly furrowed his brow. “I don’t follow the moral of this story.”

“But the next generation… they thought to follow in their father’s footsteps. They’d been taught, trained, and raised all of their life to do this. The issue was… the continent was at peace. Their elaborate trading network facilitated this, in part, though that’s a digression.” Dimocles put his hands together. “Rufio and Lant’s descendants made a decision, then.” Dimocles stepped forward. “They’d have to make a war to profit from.”

“Can we talk frankly?” Artur held his hand up.

Dimocles pursed his lips. “I’m not overfond of the mysterious storyteller act either, but we both have our parts to play as proxies, don’t we?”

Artur looked caught off guard, but the confession made him laugh. “Yeah, well… you’ve got a point.”

“I’d like to give some advice to you, as a friend,” Dimocles continued. “Advise your king this. Light the fire… but don’t stay as the building burns, even if your friends die around you. Why? Because fire doesn’t care that you gave it life. It just consumes all that it can.”

Anneliese shuddered at the sight of Dimocles, so perfect in his acting that even she was left feeling uncertain if he was being truthful. And when Dimocles lifted his head to look at her Starsparrow, she knew then that Argrave was right to fear what this man spelled. Then, he turned and left.


Chapter 27

“God damn it all… proxies, parables, metaphors, rituals—why can’t these damned gods just talk straight?” Argrave bit at his knuckle, stewing on what Anneliese had reported.

“Because then we would know what they intend to do. That might make their plans a little more difficult to enact,” Anneliese reminded him tactfully.

Argrave chewed a few more times, then looked to her. “I’ll tell you one thing, though. Dimocles… or maybe that was Erlebnis’ advice after all, can’t rule that out… he wants us to use the elven gods and then toss them aside like dirty dish rags. ‘Light the fire, but don’t stay as the building burns.’ Heh.” He looked off to the side, a little disgusted.

“I think we can say safely, though…” Anneliese began, closing her eyes. “I do not think Erlebnis knows precisely what we intend to do. I think that comes in large part from your tendency to give out your plans piecemeal—barring me, none know of your full plan. Have you been doing that all along to mitigate the impact of potential information leaks?” She looked at him, amber eyes gleaming.

Argrave swallowed. “If anybody else asks, I would say yes, I did act mysterious to hide my plans. Since you’re asking, though—no, it was just a happy accident.”

Anneliese seemed amused, though the gravity of the situation prevented much exuberance. She grew somber as she asked, “How does this change our plans?”

“We’ve committed, right?” Argrave sought to confirm, seeing no way to change course.

“…Definitely,” Anneliese confirmed after hesitating half a beat. “Metaphorically speaking… we head north, but in going north, one can still go northeast or northwest.”

“Poetic,” Argrave complimented, then sighed. “I think overthinking it will be just as dangerous as paying Erlebnis’ presence no mind… but if we consider that changing things up might be precisely what Erlebnis wanted us to do, then staying our course might be the best option to subvert him. We drive on, stay focused, try to learn as much as we can… and whatever he throws, we adapt to it.”

Anneliese heard him out, and then questioned, “Have you considered that might be precisely what Erlebnis is doing to you? Waiting for an opportunity?”

Argrave paused. “Maybe. But what’s that matter?”

“There is no better way to get information than to probe for it. If we bait a reaction… we learn how he moves,” Anneliese pointed out. “And how he moves might highlight what he seeks.”

“We’re playing a delicate damn game, Anneliese. One move from Erlebnis might make my so-called allies decide they’re not as fond of the pep in my step as they were before. And if we put on a show, overextend… Erlebnis might also move to burn down our building.” Argrave held his hand up.

“Yet it is better than doing nothing,” Anneliese argued back.

Argrave clicked his tongue, staring out across the grasslands.

***

A lone elf wandered into a large grove—one of few places in the endless Bloodwoods where hills rose tall, obscuring a portion of the place as a valley cut off from the rest of the place. She carried what looked to be a bouquet of flowers… but in actuality, they were arrows, their arrowheads branched and split to resemble flowers.

There were several great stone monuments in this secluded grove. They were plain stone rectangles, unadorned and uninscribed. She went to each and brushed it off with practiced grace, clearing leaves and the strange, unnatural fruits of the redwoods away from them all before leaving a single of the arrow-flowers at the foot of them.

When it was done, she knelt in the center of these monuments to pray… until something caught her eye. It was beige, and situated at the top of a hill. It looked unnaturally smooth. Puzzled, she rose to her feet and walked to it. With some effort, she managed to get up to it. She realized it was larger than it seemed, and began to clear away some of the leaves that had fallen to cover it. Her eyes widened when she saw what was unmistakably a fingernail. Believing it to be a giant, her instinct kicked in and she ran down the hill she’d ascended moments before. She grasped at a horn at her side, ready to blow… yet then, the owner of the nail sat up.

With the horn at her lips, she paused abruptly and a weak and pathetic noise came out of the thing as she hesitated in shock. This giant had elven ears, and golden hair all the way down the length of his body. He reached for a crook and planted it in the ground, supporting himself.

Behind each of the monuments, other elven giants sat up in turn. When one set down a bow with a flaming string, the elven woman’s eyes widened in recognition. She pranced about in fear as she was surrounded by ten elven gods.

One—an old man who was badly scarred, and seemed the only among them with white hair—reached his hand out. The woman tensed, but did not step away. He lightly brushed her cheek, his finger far larger than her entire body.

“Pitiful Woodschild…” he muttered groggily, then planted his other hand down upon the hill he sat upon. He began to rise, coming to his full and staggering height. “Be not afraid. We are returned,” he declared, both to the last visitor to their monument and to the world itself.

It was a declaration well worth noting… as these were the first true gods to step foot upon mortal soil in preparation for the arbiter, Gerechtigkeit. And more were listening than the elven woman alone.

***

“Looks like it’s go time,” Argrave shouted as he came back upon his group.

They were all reassembled—the Veidimen and their officers, Grimalt, Bastal, and Rasten, the Magisters Vasilisa, Moriatran, and Artur, his cousin and brother, Ganbaatar, and a small yellow cat. Argrave felt a little different, looking upon them. It was likely someone here was flapping their gums to Erlebnis. Who, though? He might have Anneliese go through them piece-by-piece, but there was no time for that, and sowing disunity before meeting with gods invited disaster.

He suspected either Moriatran or Artur. The latter was largely cleared of suspicion, and Argrave needed the former’s strength enough he didn’t dare ruin things by accusing him.

“All of you are all packed, but there’s one thing I need you each and every one of you to keep,” Argrave began. “I need you to keep your cool. Staying alive in a fight is one thing, but you do not fight unless fought, and you do not instigate anything.” Argrave waved his finger between them all. “I know all of you are professional, but this time, it’s different.”

Grimalt saluted. “Yes, Your Majesty! We hear and obey!”

The other two Veidimen officers mirrored that, half a step behind Grimalt. Argrave was starting to like the amber-eyed Veidimen the most of his officers, but the other two were reliable enough. As the others gave less disciplined expressions of support, Argrave eventually called aside Ganbaatar, taking the elf for a walk as they talked.

“The Supreme Myriarch… has he changed in the past two years or so?” Argrave inquired. “Chances are, he’s going to be the one we end up dealing with.”

“I’ve been gone from the woods well over a year and a half,” Ganbaatar said. “Even if that weren’t the case, I wouldn’t know. The Supreme Myriarch abandons everything when he assumes the role—name, family, home, pleasure… only the Myriarchs of the Tumens even know when the position has changed hands, mostly, and that’s because they elect among themselves. It isn’t hard to guess, but even saying the name of the Supreme Myriarch once he’s in that role is taboo. Unlike kingship, the role isn’t about prestige or power—it’s about duty.”

Argrave patted his shoulder. “All things are about duty with your people. Your commanders whip themselves more than they whip their subordinates.”

“Because time has proven time and time again that leadership can turn incompetence into unmatched ferocity.” Ganbaatar looked back. “Those royal guards of yours seem to know that lesson.”

“You’re calling them incompetent?” Argrave joked.

“No, I’m…” Ganbaatar trailed off when he caught Argrave’s smile. “I see how it is. If there’s nothing more…”

“There is something more.” Argrave stopped him. “I want you to know something. If you play your cards right, you could be blessed by the whole of your pantheon.”

Ganbaatar narrowed his eyes, then laughed. “You must be joking. After what I did at the—”

“What you did stuck in their heads,” Argrave interrupted. “And each and every one of them heard your voice. It anchored them to this realm, lest you forget. They already liked you starting off, too. And blessings… Well, look at Orion. They can’t ever be retracted.”

“Why would that be important?” Ganbaatar squinted his red eyes.

“…No, it’s not important.” Argrave shook his head. “Just letting you know about the permanence.”

Ganbaatar stopped as they walked. “If you’re trying to tell me to play nice with these gods… I have my principles.”

Argrave sighed long and hard. “Yeah, I know about your damned principles. Good lord, I’m just letting you know a fact.” He walked back up to the elf and pulled him along. “You’re going to be vouching for me with the Supreme Myriarch. If the man’s the same man I remember, then I think I know how to play this. Best listen closely, now…”

***

“The elven gods have awakened. I conveyed what the Lord needed conveyed to the centaurs, but I’m uncertain it took root in the whole of them,” Onychinusa explained, speaking to one of the emissaries of Erlebnis. “We’ve contacted all associates in the forest that we could, and measures were taken precisely as instructed,” she relayed.

This emissary was fat and grotesque, far too bulbous to be called human. Yet it still spoke in the same even and passive tone as the rest, saying, “The next two weeks are to be chaotic beyond compare. Alliances shift second by second, faster than can be reasonably perceived. You and Dimocles have been positioned to box in the king. Never forget that role, no matter how the scene changes. And avoid bouts of impulsivity. It would be contrary to our objectives if either the king or queen were harmed…”


Chapter 28

The Supreme Myriarch stared ahead at giants moving through the trees, trampling the overgrown roots of the Bloodwoods beneath their feet as though they were common twigs and not the redwoods comprising their homeland. From this far away, they almost seemed like normal-sized elves walking in one of the small forests beyond these lands, where one determined human with an axe could fell a tree in less than a day. But that image was ruined in seeing what rode on their shoulders—namely, people.

“Reporting, Supreme Myriarch.” Batbayar pulled himself onto the branch the Supreme Myriarch perched atop, then gave a salute. “My scouts confirm that those riding on the shoulders of… our gods… are the very same who broke past the southern border and sought refuge in the centaur’s tunnel. Should we take further action?”

In thinking what was best for the nation, the Supreme Myriarch often first thought of what would be worst for the nation. And what would be worst for the nation… surely, it would be angering their gods. That would sow irreparable disunity in all Tumens. With the centaurs rampaging, the winged demons seizing their high homes, and the grounded monsters nipping at them from below… many felt it the end times. Already, people thought this coming a salvation—a light amidst darkness.

The gods asked to meet with him. And as a leader, he could not refuse them, even if they brought humans on their shoulders.

“I shall receive them with the Kheshig,” he decided, then reached into his Amarok-leather armor’s pocket.

The Supreme Myriarch blew a whistle quickly, and then jumped down from the trees. He maneuvered nimbly through the canopy with elven wires in a show of extreme prowess, and in a few moments was joined by a coterie of his kin moving quickly enough to put even his skills to shame. These were the Kheshig—guards of the Supreme Myriarch, and archers skilled enough to strike a man down even if he hid beyond the horizon.

As they grew near, the elven god with long golden hair stretching down to his feet—Merata, god of agriculture—slammed his crook upon the ground. The nearby redwoods all bent and contorted to his will, and the Supreme Myriarch and his Kheshig slowed in caution. Roots and branches and trunks all heeded the god’s directive, pushing through the forest ahead of where they walked. When they stopped, all the forces called upon converged to make a platform.

The scarred patriarch of the gods, Ghan, reached up to his shoulder. Those standing by his neck walked out to that hand, and he lowered it to the platform where they stepped off. As the Supreme Myriarch watched, he noted their group was not human alone. There were elves of impure heritage in great numbers coupled with one of their true kin, undoubtedly born in these woods.

“Do not act rashly,” the Supreme Myriarch reminded his Kheshig, and then began his departure toward this platform.

The wood elves landed on the sturdy wood platform that felt as alive as any branch one after the other. Even in this extraordinary position, the Kheshigs maintained a disciplined formation that was well positioned to protect the Supreme Myriarch in the event of any danger. And as they watched, four approached.

Their apparent leader was an exceptionally tall human with obsidian-colored hair reaching his shoulders and calm, confident gray eyes. He had a heavy gray duster on, beneath it a metal breastplate depicting a sun with four biting snakes as its rays. His movements left a bewitching maroon trail, lending every action he took an otherworldly dignity and grace to it. With gods standing behind him, all felt small before this single man.

At his side walked an impure elf of the northeastern continent. Her clothes matched the human’s perfectly. Her long white hair fell past her waist, presently braided back in a half-crown to keep it from blocking her vision. Her amber eyes seemed like a calm that came before a storm—the Supreme Myriarch had seen their like on great commanders. His intuition about the measure of a leader had made him successful as commander of all Myriarchs, and he felt this woman had that measure.

Beside and behind the both of them walked a gargantuan knight in golden armor and an elf of the forest, still clad in Amarok-leather armor and still with wires hidden in his bracers. Though he was well and truly born to this place without a doubt, the Supreme Myriarch did not recognize this kin of his. He wondered how his name had escaped Myriarch Batbayar’s reports.

“I am King Argrave,” the leading man introduced himself, placing his right fist over his heart. “I reign over all the lands of Vasquer with an army in excess of one hundred thousand willing to fight for me, a number growing day by day.”

The king of Vasquer. That title alone invoked enmity, as those who held it caused great wars of ages past and ostensibly stood responsible for the dissolution of the Old Empire. Yet now this title was conveyed in a manner customary to their people, not in the belligerent fashion in which kings reputedly acted. Tumens often had disputes, managing ten thousand soldiers as they did. Disputes or negotiations began with introductions and establishment precisely as the king displayed.

The Supreme Myriarch raised his brows briefly in surprise, but recovered quickly and responded in kind, explaining, “I am the Supreme Myriarch of the Bloodwoods, commanding all pure elves alive.”

The king looked pleased, like he was speaking to the person he’d hoped to speak to as he continued, “Standing at my side is my queen, Anneliese, and my treasured brother, Orion. I have come here at the behest of this good elf, Ganbaatar, as the leader of all humans in Vasquer, as the protector of my family, and as the favored of your gods.” As though to prove this claim, the man held up a worn coin, though the Supreme Myriarch was ignorant of its purpose. The king continued formally, finishing, “I seek peace and cooperation between us, that we might drive out the threats that endanger both your homeland and the entire continent. I have aided your gods in returning to this realm as a show of goodwill… and an act of optimism for the future.”

Though the words were formal and customary in their society—a formal introduction, followed by establishing the purpose of the meeting—both the purpose behind them and the gravity of the man who spoke them caused the Supreme Myriarch to feel a rising nervousness. Discipline and duty kept him composed, and yet even those two constants were pushed to their limits.

Now that formality was set aside, the Supreme Myriarch spoke more freely and questioned bluntly, “Can centuries of hostility and war so easily be set aside, even if we both will it to be so? Wounds linger on my people. A little over a decade ago, the king of Vasquer led his swords singing into battle, seeking elven flesh.”

“That was my father’s doing, not mine.” The king raised and waved his hands, his stiff and proper speech gone. “I won’t make excuses. I love my family dearly… enough to die for them, even, but I hold no love for my late father and his actions were inexcusable. They were unjustified wars of conquest, nothing more. But another god threatens to eliminate all of you in the wake of his descent, and I believe that holds the greatest importance.”

“You must notice that times without a precedent come,” the queen, Anneliese, said. “If your people seek restitution, let us aid in preserving their lives where they were once ended.”

At the impure elf’s words of unique times, the Supreme Myriarch’s gaze wandered to the gods standing behind as silent authority behind the king’s words. Ghan and Ujin, patriarch and matriarch, and Chiteng, Dairi, Gunlik, Merata, Lunho, Orda, Murgid, and Volgar, the five sons and three daughters… this could be no human trick. Even as his gaze wandered, he saw elves filling the canopies to behold this scene.

As Supreme Myriarch, he favored neither the religious nor irreligious elves in the Tumens. The law dictated religion was a personal matter, and never to be used as excuse for disputes. But this… this spoke of things afoot grander than what mere mortals were able to contend with.

“I simply cannot consent to human forces entering the woods en masse, even if they come to our defense.” The Supreme Myriarch shook his head. “Our borders must be preserved.”

“Rather fortunately, I don’t intend to bring in human forces en masse,” Argrave said with the faintest smile. “Just as you faced winged demons, my people face the risen dead—and soon, far worse. I cannot spare enough to send an army. I must protect my family and my people.”

“Then what do you intend?” the Supreme Myriarch pressed.

“Supreme Myriarch—though I violated the chain of command, I sought Argrave’s aid in securing us, alone, as sole vying species in the Bloodwoods.” The one named Ganbaatar stepped out and kneeled. “He intends precisely that.”

“You do not kneel,” the Supreme Myriarch reprimanded by instinct. “You are a soldier, not a subject. Rise.” When Ganbaatar came to his feet, he turned his gaze away and stared at this king for a long while.

Everything about this meeting had been staged perfectly. The king adhered to local customs, brought one of their kin with them, brought the backing of the gods themselves… certainly, everything was in place for easy acceptance. But the Supreme Myriarch defended against conquest by deception as much as conquest by sword.

“I need a guarantee of your sincerity,” the Supreme Myriarch said.

“Such as?” the king pressed. “An example in battle, perhaps? We have time for nothing else.”

The Supreme Myriarch stared, thinking. From what the king had said of his love for family, and from what he knew of the human kingdoms, they placed much stock on blood relations.

“We would take one of your kin with us to establish sounder relations,” the Supreme Myriarch decided.

The king narrowed his eyes. “Is that necessary?”

“If you’re sincere, yes.” He nodded, feeling this was all the more pertinent after his hesitation.

The king stepped away, speaking to his queen in a hushed tone. He looked torn. When he turned back, he said heavily, “…I can do this. But this is a very significant gesture. Those beneath me will be greatly unsatisfied to bending, and I can’t be perceived to lose face. If you can help with this…”

“What must be done?” the Supreme Myriarch pressed, deciding it must be a human custom.

“My cousin, Nikoletta. She’s here with me today. Over a month ago, her father entered this forest. If you take her in under the pretext of aiding search for her father, and indeed make some effort to genuinely do so…” Argrave sighed as though this concession weighed on him heavily. “I will instruct her to stay here. But if she is harmed, there will be no forgiveness,” he cautioned, voice low.

“I can spare a hundred good men for a search and give them the authority to extract information from all Tumens in the forest,” the Supreme Myriarch suggested.

Argrave’s lips twitched as though he hid a smile, but the somber expression that soon overtook his face suggested that it was merely a mistaken observation. After a time of mulling, he decided, “Alright. She can stay with your people.”

The Supreme Myriarch sighed, some tension draining from his body. “If this is true salvation, it is welcomed. We face threats from the north every passing day—winged demons, just as you said. Now, with the centaurs attempting to raze every part of the forests…”

“The centaurs?” Argrave pressed. “They’re launching an attack?”

“Aye. A raid like nothing we’ve ever seen before.” The Supreme Myriarch nodded, relaxing a little. “Their numbers were thinned greatly by the disturbance of the roots in the woods, but when united, they are a force to be reckoned with. If they had our discipline… we would be dead, surely.”

“Hmm.” The king closed his eyes. “I hadn’t intended on doing this early, but… if things are like that, plans need to change.” He opened his eyes again, and faint traces of maroon danced on the grays of his eyes. “I can demonstrate sincerity best by helping you overcome this problem, certainly. And in cooperating, we will come to know each other better.”

The Supreme Myriarch nodded. “Then… it is time for you to meet more than our armies alone.”


Chapter 29

Argrave, Anneliese, and Orion followed behind the Supreme Myriarch and half a dozen elite soldiers of the elven army—the Kheshig, they were called. They didn’t walk on the ground… rather, they walked hundreds of feet above it, standing on the branches of the redwood trees. Down below, the elven gods and the Veidimen marched on foot, but the canopies of this forest were the home of the elves.

“Maybe it was a foolish thing to try to block the entrances to the centaurs’ retreat,” the Supreme Myriarch confided. “I thought to narrow the points they might attack from… but by bunching them closer together, they decided to unify. When the roots churned the ground, bursting free, the centaurs were the hardest hit. They thrive on the open ground—with the ground obstructed, we are benefitted while they are hindered.” He shook his head. “They’ve unified to cope with that hardship. It’s a disaster.”

Argrave agreed, but he thought the disaster was more so that the centaurs were attacking at all. He’d hoped they just stayed in that cave, twiddling their thumbs. Eventually, Argrave could would come to rouse Sarikiz, unifying elf and centaur in combatting Kirel Qircassia. But now, between Erlebnis and this…

If the elven gods’ faith in me wavers, it’s over, Argrave realized. I need to put the brakes on these issues, solve them quickly…

“Not much further to home.” The Supreme Myriarch looked back. “I’ll be frank with you, King Argrave, as your presence will mark the first time one of Vasquer has come not as a conqueror but as an ally. We are fewer than Vasquer, but having gone through this forest, you should know that means nothing. We live in a forest with Amaroks and Mishis, with giants and centaurs. And amidst all that, we are dominant. I hope you do not mistake our hospitality for naivete.”

“What is this place called?” Anneliese questioned.

“We do not name our cities,” the Supreme Myriarch answered her. “We change their location too often for them to be named. To us, it is merely home.”

With that, the Supreme Myriarch moved ahead. Argrave followed, and as he did, he saw light ahead. The canopy grew thinner and thinner until the open sky greeted them, sunlight beaming down splendidly at this high altitude.

The city of the wood elves was not fixed to one location, but in a way, it always stayed the same. It required something consistent as its foundation—a gathering of four redwood trees, with branches strong enough to support a sizable population. Once they had that, the elves would clear out a great portion of the branches until it became a flat circle. From there, their city was born.

Though an elven warrior could enter the city from any direction, there were four entrances for the non-acclimated, or for those who hauled the creatures hunted on the forest floor—four pulley elevators, crafted of elven wire and wood. Even as Argrave watched, the first of his Veidimen honor guard was pulled up on these platforms. When their platform docked, the snow elves looked out across the cleared canopy in wonder. The floor of this city was held together by a patchwork of rope, wire, and woven branches in an intricate yet sturdy manner that incorporated enchantments at points. Still… one would need to watch their footing.

Everywhere else… the industry of the wood elves was on clear display. The primary food in the Bloodwoods was meat, and that showed. Towering wolves—Amaroks—and giant cats with tails as long as ten men were laid out in rows, then disassembled by skilled warriors in a systematic order and distributed to cooks. They extracted tendons, then gave those to mages who made the exceedingly potent wires they used for transportation and trapping. Everyone worked, even the children, the elderly, the pregnant, or the sick. Everyone had to pull their weight, lest the Bloodwoods leave them for dead.

Traditional houses were nowhere to be found, but Argrave saw people dip below where branches sloped downward. All of the residences were just beneath this top layer, woven and carved from the branches. It was an exceedingly compact place. There might be five or six of these cities at a time, each working to support the local Tumen as it defended and hunted for them. When it came under fire, or more simply when the Tumen thought it necessary, the elves would abandon the city and migrate to build another. In time, the redwoods would regrow. Like this, the wood elves moved through the canopies, struggling for dominance in this vast and magical forest.

But with Kirel’s intervention, his wanton destruction of the forest, this method of city-building would fail fast. If the trees died, this way of life died. And the elves would surely not be ignorant of the forest’s condition.

“My men will escort you to a building, and treat you with hospitality,” the Supreme Myriarch informed Argrave. “Your men will receive much the same treatment. I must confer with my counsel, and with… with the gods,” he said in wonder. “In time, I will join you. I ask for your patience, King Argrave.”

“Then you have it,” Argrave answered.

***

Argrave, Anneliese, and Orion sat on a wooden floor before a table woven of branches. Orion and Anneliese both looked around in wonder, but Argrave had seen much of this place before. Some wood elves walked into the room, placing down cups filled with a reddish liquid. They were hospitable, but not servile.

“This is a tea made of the fruits of the redwoods—firefruits, we call them,” an old female elf explained. “Though bitter and tasteless ordinarily, when roasted, ground, and dissolved in water, they become firemilk. Please, sate yourself with this. We shall prepare a large meal of meat while you wait.” She gestured, then walked away.

Argrave and Anneliese both picked up their cups at once, but Orion sat there unmoving. Argrave took a drink of fruit from a redwood, something that shouldn’t truly exist. He found it was quite a wondrous thing—it resembled cinnamon in taste, though had a natural sweetness to it and a certain resemblance to milk that gave it both a pleasant mouthfeel and an airy pleasantness.

“Way better than I expected,” Argrave said in surprise, then quickly took another drink.

Anneliese set her cup down, her focus on more urgent matters. Argrave’s praise got to Orion, and the prince was tempted to pick his cup up.

His queen conjured a ward over them. “Let us discuss strategy,” Anneliese said decisively.

“Yes, let’s,” Argrave agreed, leaning back comfortably. “We need to examine each and every member of our party for any ties to Erlebnis. Agreed?”

“I was just going to say that.” Anneliese nodded. “We cannot ignore this before it springs on us. Whether among the elves, or among our own, the elven gods cannot think we have ties to Erlebnis.”

“Chiteng is the only one that truly knows about my Blessing of Supersession,” Argrave pointed out.

“But he might’ve told them. He is their family. And regardless, that message Dimocles delivered was ominous,” Anneliese continued.

“But what can we do?” Argrave took another drink, finishing it. He looked down at the cup in disappointment, but no more liquid remained. “We’re in this, ride or die.”

“We can make sure that we find any problems before they arise,” Anneliese insisted. “And perhaps… I believe we should avoid the gods before the time comes.”

Argrave nodded. “They’ll be busy, anyhow. Though they’ve manifested… existence on the mortal realm is a process,” he explained. “With their physical form present, the realm that I visited will slowly converge with this one. Their divinity will spread throughout the land, making it theirs. I don’t suspect they’ll make any grand changes to the layout of the Bloodwoods, but once they exert ownership, it should prevent any other breaches from another realm—more accurately, breaches from another god.” He set the cup down firmly. “They’ll get stronger as time passes. But before they can claim the whole of the Bloodwoods… Kirel’s gotta go.”

“And a breach—is it different from what the elven gods do?” Orion asked.

“Great question,” Argrave praised. “Yes, it is. The god breaching has no earthly connection to this place. The elven gods ended the last cycle of judgment here, and their worshippers still abound here, even if greatly diminished. They have a direct claim to this land, and so can appear fully. Sarikiz could, too. I don’t think any others would qualify. Kirel Qircassia, on the other hand, is forcing his way through. You can picture it… like he’s stuck his arm through a hole, and now works to widen it large enough to fit his whole body through.” He looked at Orion. “One small mercy is that Kirel Qircassia is morbidly obese, cosmologically speaking. It’ll be some time before his physical form appears.”

“Then why do the elves struggle?” Orion pressed.

“Well, Kirel has mortal servants.” Argrave shrugged. “As he becomes more present, he can field more of them. They’re what’s pushing the elves back, not the god himself. I don’t think it’s worrying. Kirel could kill all of us with ease, but I can’t imagine he has any servants has that are strong enough to resist the elven gods.” He looked back at Anneliese. “As you point out… we just need to make sure the elves and their gods stay on our side. Perhaps that’s what Erlebnis meant about starting the fire, but not sticking around to watch it burn. He might intend to sabotage, or… something.”

Anneliese nodded. “Indeed. We must do a thorough review of all our party members.”

Argrave saw movement, and turned his head to see the Supreme Myriarch walk into the room, descending a sloped branch. “There’s another matter, isn’t there? The centaurs.”

Anneliese turned her head, too, and when she saw that the Supreme Myriarch had come, dispelled her ward.

“I can give you more time,” the commander offered graciously, hesitating at the end of the branch.

“No, you’re fine.” Argrave beckoned. “I just wished for some quiet time alone with my wife and brother. Please, sit.”

The Supreme Myriarch nodded, then came to sit opposite Argrave. “I’m curious to hear how you intend to help with the centaurs. Those under my command wish to meet you, but I thought to engage with you first.”

I’m curious too, Argrave thought. How would one put an end to a rampaging mass of centaurs? Ideally, Argrave would make use of them, as the original plan entailed.

“What are they doing, specifically?” Argrave asked. “You must have scouts.”

“It’s as I said. They have merged into a horde of unmatched size, and roam in a party that razes all it comes across. They hunt everything—elves, the wildlife, but of even greater alarm, they topple redwoods and burn them.” He shook his head. “Our wire traps have been working, but they come without relenting. Ordinarily, we would simply take this opportunity to punish their foolhardiness… but with this strange breach from the invaders in the central north, our Tumens are hard-pressed.”

Argrave listened and thought. Though his mind drifted, wondering if there might be something else driving them into a frenzy, he tried to focus on simply solving the problem. After a while of silent thinking, during which the meal was served, Argrave narrowed his eyes and looked up.

“How densely packed are they?” he questioned, eating the meat. To say the least, it was not as pleasant as the firemilk.

“From my reports, they spread out somewhat, then converge on any resistance they encounter until it is entirely wiped out,” the elven commander summarized.

“You know the terrain of the forest well, right? You have maps.” Argrave leaned in.

“Very well,” the Supreme Myriarch said with some pride. “It matters less now that the roots have disturbed all, but topography will still apply.”

Argrave placed his elbows on the table and entwined his hands. “But how well do you know the underground? Caves, caverns, and the like.”

“That’s… more difficult,” the Supreme Myriarch admitted.

Argrave chewed over his idea more, then said, “It may be time to improve your cartography, Supreme Myriarch. I think I want to meet the rest of the elven commanders.”

“Certainly.” The Supreme Myriarch stood, and Argrave rose with him.

As they made to walk out, Anneliese stopped him. “What is your idea?” she asked in curiosity.

“Do you know what roots help prevent? Landslides. Sinkholes. Other such natural disasters,” Argrave explained. “They help fix the ground in place. And all the roots, Anneliese, are out of whack. If we want to stop, but not to kill?” Argrave looked ahead. “I think there’s a way. But for now… let’s get involved in elven high society.”


Chapter 30

To say that the wood elves in the Bloodwoods were an army with a country rather than a country with an army would not be an exaggeration. It would also be a stolen phrase, but Argrave supposed such things didn’t matter if one crossed over to another world. Still, he kept this thought to himself as the Supreme Myriarch led the royalty of the party to meet with the Myriarchs. Nikoletta joined them, too, to officiate surrendering the ‘hostage.’

They walked across the open clearing of the elven city. The children watched with distrust, but their parents watched with caution or outright contempt. Even still, there were no incidents. The Veidimen were fitting in well, assisting with disassembly of creatures or eating or any number of the thousand tasks to do in the city. The Magisters, however, ate alone with a quiet caution of just about everything near them.

Finally, the Supreme Myriarch dipped below, heading into one of the large buildings. Once inside, Argrave recognized this place as the commander’s room. Here, the Myriarch of a Tumen would communicate with his officers. Now it served the same purpose, though the Supreme Myriarch would instead communicate with his Myriarchs. As Argrave made way for Anneliese, Orion, and Nikoletta, he sized all of the elven commanders up.

Of the three Myriarchs here, two of them were S-rank spellcasters. One they had seen coming in—Myriarch Batbayar, Ganbaatar’s mentor. He had dropped that tree on them. The other S-rank was Myriarch Otgon. Argrave’s eyes lingered on this one for half a heartbeat—this elf was the source of the malfeasance in the elven army, the one rotten egg in a batch of flawless discipline. His main sin was nepotism, but that sin made him puppet to another, far rottener egg: namely, one of his officers.

The last, Myriarch Purev, was as magically mundane as the Supreme Myriarch. Still, none of those present could be discounted. Even Otgon, corrupt as he was, had tremendous intellect and leadership capability. Theirs was truly a meritocratic society. With golden hair and red eyes all, they seemed a completely unified clan, gathered around a rough square table as if to judge Argrave.

The Supreme Myriarch took his place at the head. “These are the commanders able to attend this meeting,” he explained. “All of the others are direly needed at the north to hold back the tide of winged demons advancing day by day. Myriarch Batbayar engaged with you as you entered… and Myriarch Otgon was responsible for carrying out my order to block off the centaurs’ holy land. The last is Myriarch Purev, responsible for the Army of the Wire.”

“I hope you do not mean to say the white-haired one is your cousin,” Myriarch Otgon began with some disdain. “Even we can tell an impure elf from a human.”

“Anneliese is my queen,” Argrave said with some pride, then put his hand atop Nikoletta’s shoulder. “Nikoletta of Monticci is my cousin. And hearing your arrogance, I question if you’re capable of holding your side of the bargain,” he shot back with equal aplomb.

“She will be safe,” Myriarch Purev assured—he was a grim and hard man, but exuded trustworthiness. “And her… father, is it? We will make our best effort. But humans do not live long in this forest.”

“That’s all I can ask for,” Nikoletta answered solemnly, seeming resolved to confront her father’s corpse if it came to that.

“Myriarch Purev—handle the king’s cousin,” the Supreme Myriarch delegated at once, sensing there would be the least problems there. The man stood and walked to Nikoletta, ready to move her along. “Once you have men on this, you may return.”

Argrave gave one final farewell to Nikoletta, saying, “Be safe.”

In response Nikoletta only gave him a brief hug, and then they parted. Argrave turned back to face Otgon, Batbayar, and the Supreme Myriarch.

“When we spoke, you mentioned seeking to learn of Bloodwoods cartography,” the Supreme Myriarch began.

Otgon scoffed. “Supreme Myriarch, if I may… Can such a thing be surrendered so easily?”

“Can gods be so easily roused?” Batbayar said levelly, though with a force behind his words that was impossible to ignore. “Now is time to put aside disdain. The enemies batter at the north relentlessly, and discrimination earns us no allies.”

“…Fair enough,” Otgon conceded, crossing his arms.

The Supreme Myriarch nodded in contentment, pleased he did not need to intervene. Argrave stepped to the end of the table opposite him and said, “I don’t need to learn the lay of the land fully. What I need are portions of the land where it might be vulnerable to collapse—places with caverns, caves, or perhaps even abandoned mines from the days of the ancient elves. Without roots in place to hold it solid, I believe we can cripple the centaur army without expending significant manpower.”

Argrave could think of caves in the region from Heroes of Berendar, but they were not fresh enough on his mind to pull together a plan of this caliber on short notice. To lure the centaurs into, or force, a landslide would be the perfect way to slow the centaurs’ assault. Broken legs and crippling falls would take some time to heal, and so they would retreat. Ideally, all the elves would have the time to prepare for the assault against Kirel Qircassia.

“How many men would you need?” Batbayar questioned, evidently intrigued.

“If we can find a proper location?” Argrave looked to Orion, and the prince gave him a quick nod. “One.”

Otgon laughed, but neither Batbayar or the Supreme Myriarch joined him.

“My men talked about a monstrous warrior that disrupted them. He could tear apart the ground with his bare hands, and no matter how hard he was struck, he continued rampaging.” Batbayar rose, then pointed to Orion. “I believe he looked like that. And his armor still bears the marks from battle.”

“I have fought centaurs before.” Orion nodded. “Though fast… I am faster, stronger, and tougher. I can serve as the bait around which they rally.”

The Supreme Myriarch shifted on his feet, looking impressed. “That’s a generous offer… but one man alone might not draw their attention. Let my Kheshig assist you, should this truly prove to be a viable idea.”

Otgon looked at his leader. “…And what of your safety, sir? What of our southern front, left undefended for an ally of dubious reliability?”

“Our gods walk among us once again,” he responded. “Behold their forms as they spread their divinity across this land and ask if these people are the opposition that we need fear.”

Batbayar nodded in agreement, and then rose to his feet. “I can help with this task of theirs. Spellcasters that can work the earth are best suited for surveying the underground. I can gather a suitable force. Still… I cannot promise it will be quick. Days, at the very least.”

“Waiting that long will not cause problems for the forest?” Anneliese asked. “For your people?”

“Razing takes time,” Otgon answered. “It will damage the forest greatly, but the elven city in the area has already begun its migration, leaving wire traps to cover them. Can I order my Tumen to fall back completely, Supreme Myriarch?”

“You can,” he confirmed. “Then… you’ll be working with Batbayar, Argrave. But beyond that, we must refine our plan of assault on this breach by the foul interloper, Kirel Qircassia…”

***

After a long strategy meeting, they exited that building to be greeted by the red moon directly overhead. Argrave watched it for a bit, and then looked to Anneliese. “Thoughts?”

“None of them.” She shook her head. “I cannot think any of them have ties to Erlebnis—or at least, not ties strong enough to draw an emotional reaction. We extracted what we could in the situation.” Her gaze wandered. “But frankly… the culprit must be among us.”

“Then…” Argrave sighed, mind running through the list of culprits. The Veidimen extended the list by many magnitudes. “Let’s suss out who that might be.” He paused for a moment, and then looked to Orion. “You’re alright with what I asked? I didn’t… push too much on you, did I?”

“I fought the Shadowlander, Your Majesty.” Orion pounded his chest. “Beastly people will prove little challenge.”

“Don’t discount them,” Argrave said, still feeling guilty. As his mind worked, he said decisively, “I’ll be near, ready to step in. And other than that, you should hold this.”

Argrave sent out a blood echo, casting a spell. It was a B-rank blood spell, and it conjured a huge claymore of blood. Orion took it firmly in hand.

“This greatsword…” he began, holding it near his face. “It conjures memories. My father used this in battle against me. And I used it to sever his hands, cripple him as a spellcaster and a human.” He swung it once, striking a monstrous image. “I can feel its power. And the black blood is far different from the nightmarish blade in my memories.”

Argrave hesitated to speak again, watching the prince brandish the blade with grace. “When the battle comes… will it help you?”

“Indeed.” Orion nodded, planting it down. “Weapons tend to break in my hands. But this…” He gripped its blade, squeezing tight. His gauntlets suffered deep gashes, but the bloody edge held strong. He slammed it against his knee, but even still it stayed straight. He nodded decisively. “With this, I can face all comers, Your Majesty.”

Argrave looked at his brother. Once, he’d felt only fear near him. Now, there was a certain security with him around.

“Like I said, I’ll be nearby,” he said, tapping Orion’s shoulder.

Argrave would be sure to preserve this lunatic, even if he seemed determined to face death. It was the least he owed him.


Chapter 31

If Erlebnis’ play had been only to inspire paranoia, then he succeeded splendidly.

In the time to come living in the unnamed elven city, they ate meat aplenty and drank that strange brew of firemilk. But their time was occupied with darker tasks than eating and drinking, naturally. Argrave and Anneliese made a point of surveying each and every member of their party. They had time to spare while Batbayar assembled a team and prowled the land, determining where there might be a newly-induced foundational weakness caused by the upheaval of roots. The elven commander assured it would not take long.

The first subjects of their examination were the Magisters. They were both the most potent and the most suspect. Artur had already been under scrutiny by the both of them, considering that he was the first point of contact by Onychinusa and then later Dimocles. Vasilisa had long ago proven her trustworthiness, and they saw no way she could be even an unwitting informant.

Naturally, their lens of scrutiny was drawn to Moriatran. The man stayed in one of the Veidimen tents pitched on the ground beneath a particularly sizable root. They visited him one night.

They asked him pointed questions—why he had decided to come with them, what he intended to gain, what he thought of the direction of the expedition… but through each and every inquiry, the man answered the questions naturally. Eventually, Argrave just decided to ask a very decisive question.

“Do you have experience with any gods in your days? You’ve lived a while. What do you make of this?”

The old man looked at them, his eyes dark and shadowed from the light on his woodstove. “I avoid the gods. I’ve lost pupils to them, seen even Magisters go mad. But before today, I never thought they’d take physical form…” The man sat back, and then slowly rose to his feet with a painful grunt. “Perhaps I ought to clear the air, Your Majesty.”

Argrave raised one brow. “Please.”

“I don’t want anything from you. I don’t work for anyone. The fact is, you asked for volunteers to help you in this journey. I came because you impressed me, with word and with deed. That’s it.” The old man spread his arms out as though to profess innocence. “I do not intend to so meekly fade into history books beneath greater names. That is all this old man at the end of his days seeks.”

With that, Argrave looked to Anneliese… but her expression solidified there was no room for doubt.

And so their search began once again. Nikoletta and Mina proved no problems. Ganbaatar was reliable. Orion would sooner die. The Veidimen officers Grimalt, Bastal, and Rasten were uncorrupted… so in the end, they were forced to delve into the ranks of the Veidimen honor guard.

The Veidimen camped in tents of five, and so Argrave and Anneliese visited them in groups of five. They surveyed group after group, learning names, inquiring about injuries, and occasionally slipping in questions about gods and belief. Apparently, it proved very effective in earning respect and endearment, but beyond that…

Nothing. Anneliese’s near-supernatural empathy, which Argrave had seen fail only on the Alchemist, suggested that none of their subordinates were compromised by Erlebnis.

Argrave and Anneliese sat alone in their room, an entire day wasted. “This means… the only option I can think of is that we were followed, spied on.” Argrave waved his hand in frustration. “But I swear, what Dimocles said… he had to know what we were doing. And if not our people, then…?”

“I would agree.” Anneliese nodded, though a look of doubt was on her face. “Maybe… maybe I wasn’t paying enough attention.”

Argrave stared at her amber eyes sternly. “Do you genuinely believe that, or are you just surprised that nothing came up?”

“Just… surprised,” Anneliese admitted quietly.

“Thought so.” Argrave rubbed his face, sighing, “Good lord. I am immeasurably glad we don’t have to work closely with the elven gods. I’d be sweating enough to fill a tub.”

“If we were spied on by someone…” Orion spoke up. “They avoided my senses. That is a difficult feat.”

Anneliese and Argrave both agreed silently, then looked at each other. Both seemed to wait for the other to tell what happened next.

“The only thing I can think that would help us investigate more is shamanic magic. We could look for any taint of divinity.” Argrave shook his head. “Shamanic magic employs spirits—fragments of divinity. But we lack spirits, and we lack shamanic magic. The only place I can think of finding some… it’s the place the dryads are, and it has one without the other.” Argrave shrugged. “But the dryads don’t have to be found if they don’t want to be. We can’t get there, not without the elves’ guidance. And as things stand, they simply don’t trust us enough to do that.”

“What if your Blessing is the culprit?” Anneliese asked in a whisper.

“Couldn’t be.” Argrave shook his head firmly. “Just not what it does. It’s a one-way road. I could fight Erlebnis with his own Blessing—that is why they’re seldom given to the unaffiliated like myself.”

Anneliese sighed, and then threw up her hands. “Then I have nothing more, Argrave. What can we do but keep our eyes open and our mouths shut?”

Argrave thought for minutes in total silence. Orion turned his head to the right after a time and declared, “Someone comes.”

True to his word, an elven warrior came down.

“Myriarch Batbayar has surveyed a few locations,” the warrior said. “He’d like to speak with you when you are prepared for battle—tomorrow, perhaps.”

Argrave rose to his feet at once. “How about right now?”

***

Myriarch Batbayar was sitting leisurely and enjoying a drink when Argrave arrived. The commander paused, seeming surprised, and then rose to his feet.

“I thought we would talk in the morning.”

“Forget that. I need to do something useful today,” Argrave said, and then came to him. “So—you have a spot?”

“Spots.” Batbayar nodded. “Some of them are far from the centaurs. One of them is close, but somewhat awkward.” He stared at Argrave. “You need not rush. Already, I have men working them toward this spot. Come morning, the battle will come. If we fail there, we lure them again to the next spot. And again, and again, if need be. So as I suggested… tomorrow morning.”

“Well…” Argrave scratched his head, somewhat disappointed. “Alright. You’re Ganbaatar’s mentor, so I trust you. I’m going to sleep, then.”

As Argrave made to leave, Batbayar called out, “King Argrave. If I may… can I ask you some questions?”

Argrave turned. “Can you? That’s up to you.”

“What are gods? And how did you awaken ours?”

Argrave paused, then slowly walked toward him. “Big question you’re asking.”

“When I was a boy, I had grandiose images of what the gods were. But they look like us,” he said quietly.

Argrave nodded. “Because they were like you, once. It was Ghan and Ujin, father and mother. Then Merata, the eldest. Chiteng, Dairi, Gunlik, and then the quadruplets Lunho, Orda, Murgid, and Volgar.” He chuckled. “Time was, the most notable thing about them was the fact they had quadruplets. But at some point… the mortal that they were became a little blended together with the actions that they took.”

“You mean… they were mortal,” Batbayar said, narrowing his eyes. “Certainly, it… it would fit, but… that’s possible?”

“Don’t get your hopes up.” Argrave held his hand out to caution the man. “It won’t happen on Berendar. Can’t. But that family, when they took part in the slave rebell—”

“Not another word,” Batbayar interrupted, glancing around at others in the room. He lowered his head. “Apologies, King Argrave.”

“Ah. Said something I shouldn’t have, anyhow.” He shrugged, knowing the slave rebellion was a secret shared only by the leadership.

“I should have been more tactful.” Batbayar lowered his head further. “That you know our history and our gods well… it surprises me.” He straightened. “I look forward to working with you on the morrow. The Supreme Myriarch has promised his Kheshig, but I will offer men of my own. And we will be sure that our grand ambition is not impeded by the centaurs.”

***

“You can hear them from here…” Argrave muttered, peering through the great redwoods. Ganbaatar and a few other members of the Supreme Myriarch’s Kheshig had carried the royal pair up here, and now Anneliese and he crouched side by side. He watched with his eyes, while she watched with her bird.

Far below his feet, thousands of foul animals fled from the rampaging horde. The Amaroks, great wolves that they were, resisted fiercely but died or fled before fire and steel. The leonine Mishis fared better, possessing their lengthy spiked tails to ward away foes from a distance, but most thought it more prudent to flee than face harsh resistance. Great arrows as thick as pillars soared up into the sky, leaving wide holes in trees as the centaurs sought to end retreating elves.

Argrave raised his fingers to his lips, angling them in a peculiar yet familiar way. When he blew, a loud whistle echoed throughout the canopy. He’d learned this trick from Anneliese, and now he was glad he had. It was loud, yet quieter than the elven horns—perfect for their needs. Soon enough, the whistle echoed once, twice, and thrice, sending signals to all who needed it.

But really… only those near the ground did.

Argrave took a step off the tree, falling through the canopy. Now, it seemed, was the time to use Artur’s slowfall. He drifted daintily down, keeping one hand to the tree trunk as he saw the horde of rampaging beast-men come ever closer.

***

Orion strode over the wild roots of the forest floor. In his left hand, he carried an axe of Ebonice, lent by one of the Veidimen warriors. His right was empty… but a red apparition appeared beside him, a matrix swirling in its hand. When the spell completed, a maroon greatsword manifested, plummeting toward the ground. The prince caught its handle easily, staring at it even as the centaurs moved forth.

This greatsword of blood… it had been the same spell his father had cast in combat against him. It was this greatsword that he used to cut off his father’s hands and end his career as a spellcaster. Orion held it near his face, examining the edge of it. It brought back memories, though the uneasy familiarity was slightly quelled by the black blood his brother possessed, far unlike the blade in his memory.

When he lowered it, he saw only the rampant horde of the centaurs, growing ever closer in their destructive mayhem. He raised his left hand and pushed down the golden visor of his helm with his thumb, and then bounded over the roots steadily. And soon enough, the horde noticed him.

The first attack came—an arrow as tall as Orion and thick as his arm, headed straight for his chest. He strafed it easily, then took the next step. More arrows came one after the other. Orion raised his foot and stomped down. One of his blessings caused wind to surge, diverting all projectiles upward.

Soon the whole of them came, their arrows shooting one after the other with meteoric strength. He dodged or blocked all he could and held steadfastly against all those he couldn’t. Their projectiles were fast enough to break his steel-like bones, yet still he came, ignoring all pain from wounds received as he walked right into the heart of his king’s foes.

Their van cast aside their bows, reaching to their equine backs to draw swords and ready lances. Spellcasters stepped forth, casting a wave of fire forth to clear the land ahead of obstructive roots. In unified tandem, they began to gallop in the path cleared. The armored man-beasts with lances in arms made the charge of heavy cavalry seem pathetic by comparison—tons each, armored in steel head to hoof… they were a roving wall of destruction, ready to roll over the prince.

Orion held wide the Ebonice axe and the greatsword of black blood and shouted, “For Argrave!”

The prince rushed toward the first lance, cutting its tip off with his sword while his axe batted what remained aside. The centaur advanced, thinking to crush him with its body, but Orion braced down, planted his knuckles firmly against its body, and tossed it over his head while delivering a slash. The man-beast shouted in surprise but crashed to the earth in an ungraceful sprawl on the other side, its stomach opened.

With their initial charge failed, the centaurs abandoned their lances and took their swords firmly in hand. In an organized yet barbaric fashion, they circled around him, taking turns rushing in and swinging their blades to claim his head. Orion circled about wildly, batting aside blows of strength enough his arm shook.

“For Argrave!” he continued to shout, again and again.

And it was his truth. This was for Argrave. He knew not his purpose for existing now that he learned the truth of the Vasquer pantheon, but he knew this—his brother was a force for good, and someone well worth serving. Perhaps whatever being that conspired to send him here was well worth worship… but until that being was known to him, he would shout his brother’s name until his death, in glorious service. This made him happy, more than anything else. It made him feel alive, feel righteous, and this was all he knew. Even if unhealthy, this was all he could do.

As the centaurs’ blades shattered against Orion’s, and as the supporting elves of the Kheshig rained arrows on them down from above, more chargers joined the fray of battle. The fresh blood came hard, rushing at fast speeds and swinging wicked blades to claim his head. But he met them with his blade, with his blessings, and with his battle cry.

But these were but the van of the horde, and the rest was soon to come. They were to come to this stretch of weak land.

The arrows of unearthly power returned slowly at first—one or two slipping past the charges of the leaders, easily enough blocked by blessings or dodged. But as the ground rumbled beneath the approaching steel-toed hooves of the centaurs, what was one arrow became ten. And what came from the front soon came from the left and right both, targeting Orion and the elves supporting him in the trees.

Orion saw it then, beyond the chaos of battle. The horde writhed around him, splitting like flowing water against a rock in the stream. Their archers circled around, surrounding him. As first they were two thin tendrils of foes, wrapping around the back and firing arrows as they did. But the whole of the horde soon caught pace, and it was as though he stood in the center of a tornado of arrows and magic.

Arrow after arrow and spell after spell flew so quickly from every direction, Orion could think of nothing other than dodging. Each projectile that hit the ground dug into it three feet deep, and even with the wind, fire, and ice of his blessings rising in defense, it was insufficient. He swung his greatsword at one projectile that flew toward his face, and though it cut easily both ends of the arrow, it struck his helmet, sending him reeling.

Another arrow struck his calf, breaking past armor and tearing through flesh. He fell to one knee, supporting himself with his sword. He slammed his fist down to call wind, but wind was incapable of stopping spells of lightning, and he spasmed as they struck him one after another.

He will help, Orion knew. He will come, just as he came to Dirracha.

Abandoning defense, Orion looked up toward the sky. There, above… he saw eight red figures, hovering just above this spiraling whirlpool of death and destruction. They held vast bows in their hand. And right above Orion’s head, Argrave floated down with bewitching maroon echoes trailing his descent. He mimicked shooting an arrow, and his blood echoes followed this movement exactly.

And then, with force greater than anything Orion felt before, these echoes released their arrows. Eight maroon bolts struck the edges of the spiral, burrowing deep into the earth. The impact spread through the whole ground, rattling Orion’s whole body with its intense force.

With eight points struck roughly equidistantly in a circle… the ground finally folded, collapsing. As it gave beneath Orion’s feet, he smiled up at his brother.

“For Argrave!” he shouted one last time before the ground gave way into the cavern beneath.

Orion raised the greatsword given to him and released it. As planned, a knife with a wire flew toward him, and he gripped its blade. Though he fell freely for a few seconds, soon the wire was pulled taut. Orion raised his arm and pulled himself up, bloody and broken in more places than he thought he was. Even now his body worked at reconstituting itself.

Soon enough, he collapsed at Argrave’s side, peering out across the great hole still crumbling even now. The great mass of centaurs had been caught in this trap of theirs. It was Orion’s duty to gather them just above this low-lying cavern. Their equine forms struggled in heaps of rock and dirt, utterly incapacitated. Even with arms, they were not made for this terrain.

“You must like doing this,” Magister Vasilisa noted, staring at Argrave warily. “Collapsing the floor.”

“Ground, this time,” Argrave said, his breathing a little rapid from tension. “Excellent job, Orion.”

“It was my honor and my pleasure, Your Majesty!” Orion saluted, utterly invigorated. “A joyous experience. Your power is unmatched.”

“Whatever you say…” Argrave kneeled down. “That’s most of them. And more than enough to convince them to retreat.” He looked to the Kheshig, even now returning from this task. “You can tell the Supreme Myriarch that we’ll have no impediments to the plan.”


Chapter 32

The Kheshig that came alongside Argrave seemed keen to take advantage of the centaurs’ position… but they bent to Argrave in a display of remarkable discipline. It was true that powerful spells might put an end to the centaurs, so closely gathered as they were. The man-beasts had rudimentary knowledge of magic, but nothing strong enough to defend from S-rank spells. They were generally hardy, and dispersed wide enough that magic alone was insufficient. Having them gathered as such was a rare occasion.

But it wasn’t to be. Argrave needed their strength—he just needed to turn it against the right enemy. So, they headed back. It was a mutual retreat, with the few centaurs free of the trap struggling to help their fellows out of their hole. With injuries galore, they would certainly take some days to heal—and these days would be time enough to enact all the elven gods intended to.

When Argrave returned, he had a rather different preconception of the reception that he’d receive. He thought that he’d be speaking to the Supreme Myriarch, brashly and confidently saying that Orion had faced the army of the centaurs on his lonesome and triumphed. His brother deserved a little bit of credit and praise—he certainly wouldn’t take any himself.

Instead, when they returned to the location of the elven city… Ghan, patriarch of the elven gods, sat on the forest floor. None of the other elven gods were here, but they didn’t need to be. This man alone had a presence enough to intimidate, and in terms of combat ability, he was certainly the strongest of them all. Even sitting, the gray-haired deity came to half the height of one of the towering redwoods. The wood elves in the trees far above looked down at him with both reverence and caution.

Someone was sent out to greet Argrave’s returning party. Instead of speaking to him, the first thing they did was recall the Kheshig back to the Supreme Myriarch’s side—that unnerved Argrave, and his mind immediately went to the prospect of news about Erlebnis leaking. Next, the messenger spoke to Argrave.

“King,” the man greeted—that his title was still used boded well. “Ghan has been discussing matters with the Supreme Myriarch. Now, he wishes to speak to you directly.”

Argrave stared at the man blankly. Was this what Erlebnis spoke of? He wondered. Light the fire, but don’t watch it burn? Was it a warning? Was this alliance doomed to fail?

But from the beginning, he had committed to this. The elves and their gods were too powerful an ally to leave to chance, and Kirel Qircassia’s disruption was too damaging to allow to fester. So Argrave nodded and said, “I’ll go.”

Anneliese grabbed Argrave’s arm firmly. “Not alone, though. Orion and I shall come.”

Argrave was torn between leaving her out of this to protect her and bringing her along to gain her insight into the conversation. At the end of the day, she had agreed to face every challenge that came by his side, and he could not rob her of that.

“Make camp,” Argrave commanded his Veidimen officer, Grimalt. “If you need food… I’d be a little disappointed if you couldn’t bag a big wolf or two, seeing as the centaurs flushed all the game in the forest in this direction.”

“We’re meant to guard you,” the bald officer protested. “That interrogation yesterday… was this what worried you?”

Argrave huffed, surprised this man had seen through their intentions. “Could you guard me?” He shook his head. “If he wants to stomp me flat, I don’t think a few more pointy sticks will help. I’ll be fine. Take care of the men.”

Grimalt seemed to have difficulty swallowing his pride and powerlessness, but his respect for Argrave proved a sufficient chaser for the bitter truth. The amber-eyed Veidimen nodded in confirmation, then went to do Argrave’s bidding.

With that, the royalty of Vasquer headed to meet Ghan. Looking up at him, Argrave saw the dimmest shadow of Galamon. His white hair clearly came from age rather than birth, and the man had half a thousand too many scars, but there was an air of authority, command, and solemnity much the same as Argrave’s good friend. From what Argrave remembered, they certainly had similar personalities.

Ghan’s red eyes followed Argrave as he walked slowly closer. He was wondering when the god might speak, but he never did, not even when Argrave was only a few feet from touching him.

“What did you need from me?” Argrave asked.

“This is becoming more than what I thought,” Ghan began. “My children bring to me a harebrained scheme… but the only detail I needed was that one sought to free us from our bonds. Now, it seems I was the one stuck in old thinking.” He leaned in closely. “You came to us through Sara’s portals.”

Though the name briefly confused him, he recalled belatedly that Sara was an old, abandoned name of the Holy Mother to the centaurs, Sarikiz. “I did.” Argrave nodded, then looked to the others with him. “But to talk more…”

Ghan held his hand out. Magic manifested, even despite the fact that Argrave could see no magic within the deity. An S-rank spell completed, and it shrouded them all in a ward from which no light nor sound could escape.

“She is a traitor.” Ghan didn’t seem angry, but he did state that without room for argument.

“I don’t think she betrayed you. Your two parties had a disagreement about the direction you would take.”

Ghan ground his teeth, and electricity came out of his mouth. “We were allies in our rebellion. And because of that disagreement, as you call it, we did battle. She was cast into a slumber through this entire millennium, while we were left removed enough from our people that they lost their faith.”

Argrave stared. He had plenty to say on the matter. At the same time, his nuanced analysis about the failure in their alliance wasn’t something that needed to be voiced. He was just pleased that this conversation wasn’t about what he’d feared.

“That’s neither here nor there,” he responded decisively after thinking. “What I propose to Sarikiz would benefit her and you in equal ways. Divinity is necessary to close Kirel Qircassia’s breach permanently—since I know you don’t want to volunteer one of your family members, she is the best fit.”

“Do you still care for her?” Anneliese asked suddenly.

Argrave spared her a glance and then turned back to Ghan. The deity mulled over her words.

“…The rest of my family does not,” he admitted quietly, implying that he still did. “She won’t come to harm?”

“No. She’ll be isolated, but the scope of her divinity will expand, I’m sure of it.” Argrave nodded. “Isolation will matter less for her than it will for you. And the centaurs will be out of your hair. So long as I explain that to her, everything should be fine.”

Ghan raised his hand up and clenched it. The ward fell around them.

“Then I shall return. Talk to the Woodschildren. Their leader had words for you. I believe the battle is nearing its beginning.”

***

Argrave rose up to the elven city, riding the pulley elevator for the first time. He felt a strong sense of relief watching Ghan return to the other elven gods. When the fast-moving platform finally came to a stop, Argrave looked around cautiously before proceeding into the city. Once he arrived, his cousin ran at him.

Nikoletta voice trembled as she said, “My father, he… They think he… He might still be alive.”

“You’re serious?” Argrave asked in surprise.

Nikoletta continued, “Rovostar apparently traveled along the eastern shore. He never even entered the Bloodwoods—far too scared for that. The elves have been watching him, but thus far he’s stayed far away from the woods, staying on the beaches. He seemed to be trying to make it to Quadreign. Movements along the northern border made him scared, and so he’s… he’s been camped out, five or six days now. The group’s at least six strong… and one of them has blue hair,” she finished, her voice tight.

Argrave smiled broadly. “That’s tremendous news, Nikoletta.”

“We’re going out with a small party soon,” she continued. “Mina can come, right? You don’t need us for anything?”

“It’d comfort me to know you were far away.” Argrave nodded, then stepped in and whispered, “If you have the opportunity, deliver the berries. I know your hawk can’t fly exceptionally far, but…”

“Yeah.” Nikoletta nodded, then bounced on her heels nervously. “Argrave… do people get this lucky? Do things like this really happen?”

“Luck comes to everybody. Just have to be ready to seize it fully.” He ruffled her hair. “Go on. I have to talk to the Supreme Myriarch.”

Nikoletta stepped to the side, clearly a mess of anxiety. Argrave was pleased for her. He was sure the elves would be more than sufficient to recapture a hostage without bringing harm to him. What remained uncertain was the other struggle.

Argrave entered back into the Supreme Myriarch’s meeting chamber. Now, only Purev and Batbayar remained.

“I received a report,” their leader said at once, almost before Argrave could see him. “What you two did… it was beyond what I thought achievable. And I hope that remains the case. Even with gods spearheading our assault, the things that we fight… if we wait much longer, it won’t be a feigned retreat, but a true one.”

Argrave stepped inside. “I’m well and ready.”

Batbayar nodded. “More and more men are coming to the frontlines. I’d say we’ll be ready to do this in two days. Even still… we must review. Paths of retreat, regroup points, positions… the snow elf honor guard of yours seemed disciplined, and we hope to incorporate them seamlessly into our plans. We would hope for you to take the rear of our formation.”

The Supreme Myriarch nodded. “It might sound safe, but it’s to be a pivotal role. We’re punching through the enemy’s ranks—if ever our march should stall, the rear will face the bulk of the assault. You would become the frontliners in a heartbeat.”

Argrave gave slow, steady nods. “I can manage that.”

It appeared the time grew ever closer for the confrontation with the servants of Kirel Qircassia. Argrave had shed a lot of blood to come here. Perhaps it was time to see how much thicker it was than water.

He raised his hand, watching the trailing maroon blood echo. After only a day of rest… they would march.


Chapter 33

“Grimalt, Bastal, Rasten—you have a very simple goal. I don’t want you to even think about advancing outside of the ranks. All that I want you to focus on is taking care of whatever slips past the front. My Brumesingers will be helping, too—I’ll demonstrate their power before the fight begins so there’s no confusion,” Argrave told the Veidimen officers. “Still, remember this: protect the Magisters above all.” He looked at the lone wood elf among them. “And you, Ganbaatar—I trust you to act independently in defense.”

All of the people that had come with him on this journey stood arrayed before him. Though the results of his scouring for traitors had disappointed him back then, now he felt content with an absolute trust in all of them. The Magisters, the Veidimen officers, Ganbaatar, Orion and Anneliese… the only people absent were Nikoletta and Mina, and they had gone in search of Duke Enrico.

He decided to send Artur with the ducal heir and Mina. The escort that Myriarch Purev sent was formidable—Anneliese had scrutinized all of them to watch for traitors, and one of them was an A-rank mage. Even still, he wanted one of his own men with his cousin, and Artur was still minorly depleted from protecting Argrave back then, alongside maintaining his enchanted gear. If Rovostar proved trouble… Artur would stop that.

“Orion, Anneliese, and I are going to be standing at the front of the action,” Argrave said, tapping his chest. “We have more endurance and power, combat-wise, than anyone else. Even still, I need to receive an immediate response if I call upon your magic,” he informed the Magisters. “If I yell your name, and then ‘S-rank spell, right side,’ I need an immediate action. Inform me about how much magic you have left after so I can make a judgment about who to call upon.”

“Done,” Vasilisa assured him.

“I’m a little spent. Can manage two S-rank spells at best.” Moriatran shrugged. “But… done, certainly. Let’s hope you’re not forgetful. And that we live through this…”

Argrave looked at Anneliese and Orion in turn. Objectively speaking, they were the perfect fits for the front of the action. Argrave now had power in spades, and had earned some endurance in the elven realm by creating hundreds of blood echoes—plus, he had a backlog of magic in the Blessing of Supersession. He hoped to preserve it, however. Anneliese would gain some magic back for every spell he cast near her, meaning her endurance was near as high as his. And Orion… he’d already proved his monstrous capability. That still didn’t put him at ease.

Argrave suppressed a sigh before those he led and focused back. “We get one small benefit, being at the rear of the formation… we don’t have to join the initial fighting. Instead, the elves have to do the complicated retreat.” He looked around at the redwood trees above them. “We wait here for their arrival. In time, all the forces in the northern Bloodwoods will be stirred, engaged in a life-or-death struggle.”

He looked back down at his men. The Veidimen honor guard remained ready and able, as ever, but he wanted them to be more than that.

“Know this,” Argrave said, feeling inspired. “No one will soon forget that it was us that beat a god back to the realm he came from. And since you’re taller than all those other elves, I’m sure it’ll be most of you that are remembered.”

He elicited laughter from a few, and that was enough.

“Now… hurry up and wait.” Argrave looked around him. The trees near seemed to have more depth to them. And that was more than an empty thought.

***

That which came from the breach in the northern forest dominated all sight. They were a disorganized legion of monsters, uniform in purpose but varied in strategy. Whether sky or land, Kirel Qircassia’s divine servants filled the gap between every tree.

High up in the branches, a purple fleshy orb with eight white wings on its center and one eye on its front flapped up and down, sagging and then rising like a jellyfish in water. Everywhere it went, black winged creatures poured from its bottom like sand from a cut bag. Though they all fell freely, in moments they took to life and darted toward the elves in the canopy.

These small, black-winged creatures had weak bodies, like frail bats… yet their beaks were sharp and hard as metal, and they dived toward their enemies’ throats, eyes, and other soft parts with tremendous speed, digging in deep enough to sever limbs or pierce heads. They seemed to die upon impact, yet when they did, they rose up again as black smoke, returning to the purple fleshy orb. There, they were absorbed and born again.

The elves were not fools, and their arrows sought the creature that spawned these dive bombers. The purple orb took the blows one and all, seeming to exist without pain. Finally, a mage swung out from the high branches by a wire, a spell prepared that created a mana ripple as it finished. A single forked bolt of yellow lightning slammed upon the top of the demon’s head, leaving a burning gash. The winged orb drifted down, dead and deflated. As it fell smoking, the whole of its body disintegrated into the black dive-bombing bats in one final act of defiance.

And it was not alone in its hunt, either. One creature of purple flesh formed a torso, arms, and wings, with a great eye upon its chest. It had a bow of wind in hand and plucked the white feathers from its wings to use as arrows. It was a master marksman, pulling its bow back again and again to release deadly volleys upon the elven armies. Whenever retaliation came, it maneuvered all too skillfully in elegant dodges.

Another airborne servant almost seemed human, though its arms were wings and it held a gargantuan spear with ape-like feet, soaring through the sky and showing prowess with that weapon far beyond what seemed possible. They were Kirel Qircassia’s servants, and befitting the god of land and sky, those flying seemed masters of all levels of the battlefield. They hunted the elves without word, without mercy, and without pause.

With the steady advance of these monstrosities, those in the canopies of the redwoods did not begrudgingly retreat. Indeed, if this invasion were given time to progress, this would be no feigned retreat.

Things were no different on the ground. Hordes of ant-like creatures swarmed the ground, their bodies thick carapaces that resembled shards of pottery. They acted in complete unity, and whenever resistance was met, their bodies came together to form giants of earthenware. Some of these giants were ten feet tall, while others were one hundred. These constructs rained blows powerful enough to punch through steel. Any attacks against them killed one or two ants out of hundreds, and soon enough more took their place.

When facing such a flood of opponents, it could be well forgiven that the elves retreated. And given the nature of their foes, it could be, too, overlooked that all the elves moved in a very particular manner. If the elven forces were a line holding against the forces of Kirel Qircassia, that line seemed to come into itself as it fell back, becoming thicker and thicker. And all the forces on the outside converged toward one particular point… almost an epicenter.

In the elves’ retreat, and in Kirel’s haste, the other residents of the forest were pushed back so far, they were forced to fight. Great wolves that seemed to become wind tore apart the winged monstrosities. Felines with tails fifty feet long swept at the earthenware giants, killing the ants by the dozen. Giants acted in reckless defense of their children, throwing logs and rocks big enough to crater the earth. The elves seemed adept at navigating this, but Kirel’s forces were not so lucky.

Ever so slowly, the elven forces that had been spread thin centralized in a single force. Commanders met with commanders, coordinating and organizing. Like a puzzle piece fitting just right, Tumens took their place in both the canopies and the ground. Elven wire traps, though absent in the retreat, now dismembered foe after foe, giving pause to the divine servants’ relentless hunt.

Then, deafening cracks echoed through the woods. It spurred instinctual caution—redwoods falling could be a devastating event, killing any no matter how large. Many looked to the source of the noise. A redwood tree was cracking, though instead of horizontally… this tree split vertically. A gash suddenly split the tree down from the top to bottom just as a hand came out, gripping the side of the tree.

Soon, the other trees began to split, too, all along the sides of the elven armies. Though the earthenware ants could take forms dwarfing giants, these things that emerged from the trees… they dwarfed all save the redwoods easily, standing far, far above any in the forest. They were the elven gods. Everyone, even the animals, seemed to know this.

And at once, the momentum shifted.

***

Argrave watched with pride as the elven gods emerged from the redwoods one after the other. Their movements were strong, vital—not at all like he’d seen them upon their first manifestation. They were here now, well and truly. They could enact much of their power. And that was the only key Argrave had to keeping this vast forest clean.

All of the Tumens in the forest had come together at this point, and now gathered closely in what was a densely packed formation that vaguely resembled a square. Argrave raised his arm and pointed straight through the center of it.

“Now… we drive the spike right to Kirel’s breach,” Argrave declared to his men, who already moved to take their place at the back of the elven formation. He followed, Orion and Anneliese at his side.

As if responding to his words, Ghan, patriarch of all the elven gods, stepped forward. Shortly after, the elves blew their great horns. Like this, god and mortal marched in lockstep, death left in their wake. Though the strategy proved to be a resounding success now, barging through all opposition without barriers… soon, they would come to Kirel Qircassia’s lieutenants. The elven gods would do battle with them, but the tide of enemies that they broke past now would surely catch up.

It would be Argrave to meet them, guarding the backend. And there, the Qircassian Coalition would finally know the Kingdom of Vasquer as its enemy.


Chapter 34

The Supreme Myriarch commanded five Myriarchs, who then commanded the officers of groups of one thousand, who then commanded the leaders of groups of one hundred, who then commanded groups of ten. It was a simple yet brutally effective military hierarchy, combining autonomy of individual leaders with the discipline of a drilled army in a show of unimaginable unity. They were a force one could never take lightly.

And with this elven army came their gods, walking ahead like a divine escort. Ghan, the patriarch, walked in the front. He was a walking storm, and all that flew near fell victim to lightning conjured by his divine power. Deafening bolts appeared from nowhere, smiting any fool that had wings and too much loyalty to their god. The electricity struck without warning or obvious source.

Merata walked to Ghan’s right, dragging his crook along the ground just beside his too-long hair. The trees responded to him like a pet reunited with their owner. Argrave reasoned that might be more than a metaphor—perhaps it had been Merata that planted all of these great redwoods a millennium ago when these gods last walked the Bloodwoods. Whatever the case, all of the roots that had writhed out of place at Kirel’s behest scrambled to retract and return and obey the elven god of agriculture. He was their master.

Ahead of the elven army, the roots entwined together and then sank back into the earth to form a perfect path toward their destination. Though the earthenware ants were thousands and the titans they made enduring, Merata’s sieve of roots was enough to catch them. Catch them and crush them, namely. In but a moment, all of the ground forces blocking their path were forcibly merged with the earth, leaving behind only a wicker path that served as the perfect road for the elven army. With no more impediments, the Supreme Myriarch ordered the march. This path of roots continued as they advanced, like a carpet laid out for a royal procession.

Argrave and his coterie were hard pressed to keep up with the relentless elven push north. He felt eager to help these people out, looking for any enemies he might use his magic on. Before long, however… he realized that it was unnecessary. From the beginning, they had one task alone—watching the rear.

Few of the winged demons made it past Ghan, walking storm and heart of the battlefield that he was. His lightning rocked the world in precise bursts, killing enemies while leaving even the leaves of the wounded forest untouched. The deity walked forward with conviction. Like a true patriarch ought to, he fought so that those behind him did not need to.

And what few enemies did escape Ghan’s wrath did not find easy foes in the other gods. Merata, the eldest son, ensured that all walked upon an easy road. The others dealt with any threats that neared—whether fire, water, the brutal physicality of Chiteng, or the quadruplets’ clever tactics, each of the elven gods protected those they would call Woodschildren with the ferocity of a neglectful parent trying to redeem themselves. Argrave just happened to be caught in the glow, he felt like.

“Is this what we deal with?” Orion said, aghast as he stared at the carnage around this procession of war. “Is that what threat knocks on the gates of our kingdom?”

Argrave looked around with him, taking in the scene. It could be said their plan of a feigned retreat to stretch the enemy thin worked—they were allowed to proceed without facing hordes of Kirel’s servants, as the Amaroks, Mishis, and giants inhabiting the forest were forced to fight to defend their land just like the elves. But without the gods… did they have hope of progress?

“Yes. This is what true gods are, Orion,” he confirmed. “But we brought them here. Don’t forget that crucial piece of information.”

“But… how…?” Orion looked at Chiteng, whose kick slammed a winged monster against a redwood. The tree cracked, breaking in the center. The creature cracked far worse. “How can we survive when this comes to us?”

“We can still grow stronger yet,” Argrave promised.

But even as he said it, in the face of these deities standing hundreds of feet tall, the words felt small. And looking at those who’d come with… be it Anneliese or the Veidimen, fearless as they were, or Moriatran and Vasilisa, Magisters at the apex of human power… none of them felt at ease beholding the terrible power of the gods.

They all knew the same was soon to come to their kingdom. Argrave had promised that.

Orion did not ask any more questions, and though Argrave did not feel he gave the prince a satisfactory answer, no one else asked anything further. The march was fast, passing by in an intense blur. He felt like he was trapped in a cage on the back of a car, the bars rattling as they sped ceaselessly toward their destination.

As they proceeded, Argrave could veritably feel life dying. It wasn’t the elves, but rather the redwoods themselves. The further they went north, the more the forest seemed unwell. The pine green became pine gray, and Merata’s weaving of the roots became sluggish as dying trees struggled to heed his direction. Conversely, light became stronger, and the smells of the forest faded in way of an open plain. Kirel had left his mark here, closer to the breach. He wanted to kill this forest, turn it into an expanse of only land and sky. And he was succeeding, here.

When Argrave looked past the legs of deities, he realized that he could see no more trees. It ended here, making way for a vast area of land and sky. Just then, Ghan looked back, holding his arm toward them.

“Halt,” the god commanded, his voice low and commanding. “Hold the line.”

The Supreme Myriarch relayed that command to his Tumen, and only then did the elves obey. As Argrave watched, the elven gods stepped out into the open clearing, leaving the army exposed. At the edge of the forest, a thousand redwoods lay toppled. Argrave thought there were strange twigs atop them, but when wings fluttered, he realized they were moths of some kind. Their wings acted as perfect camouflage to bark. They chewed through the wood vigorously, but as the gods neared, their eating slowed.

In the center of this moth feast, something rose to a greater height, consolidating. Creeping plants sprawled across the ground rolled inward onto themselves, returning back to their source. They slowly gained form and mass as they bunched together, and before long, a wiry figure of plants rose to a towering height. Argrave recognized the figure: the game dubbed him the Sprawling Giant, but his true name was unknown. He was one of Kirel’s lieutenants.

The Sprawling Giant was likely the one responsible for controlling the Bloodwoods to absorb harmful substances like salt and sulphur… and as one of Kirel’s primary servants, his only match here would be the elven gods. The thousands of moths eating away the toppled redwoods came to life, fluttering around the Sprawling Giant like white petals in a storm. The elven gods walked forth to do battle, entering this storm without fear.

“Hold the line, he said.” Anneliese grabbed Argrave, shaking him as a reminder.

Argrave was pushed back to reality and turned around, where already arrows soared over his head to combat the coming threat. He had no place in a battle between the lieutenant and the elven gods. Instead, chasing foes awaited him… and though he was at the rear before, with their convoy paused, he now stood at the heart of the action.

An army confronted Argrave, moving forth bravely against a thousand arrows soaring above their heads. Already, the dive-bombing bats birthed by the Sky Mothers assaulted their armies, suicidally rushing into all of them. It was an equal to any force he’d encountered before, be that the druids, the Lily Lurkers, the Guardians of the Low Way, the Vessels of Fellhorn, the abominations of the wetlands, or the tribals of Vysenn. But in the face of this threat, he did not reach for the Blessing of Supersession. After all, he had his own strength now.

Argrave walked forward, holding one hand up in the sky where demons flew. And with all of them in the sky, partially hidden between his fingers, he lapsed into his practice in the elven realms. He called upon his blood echoes. Argrave became three—himself in the center, two blood echoes at his sides. He walked forward with a confidence backed by desperation, calling upon the spells he’d practiced time and time again.

A wicked briar whip with nine tails erupted free from Argrave’s hands and from the blood echo to his right. On his left, the other prepared [Bloodfeud Bow], taking ample time to charge as he engaged with the enemy. Bloodbriar spells were B-rank blood spells designed by the Order of the Rose in the likeness of whips, and this one imitated the cat o’ nine tails.

Harpoon-bearing male harpies lunged at Argrave with their spears as the [Nine-Tailed Bloodbriars] charged forth, each of the nine maroon tails of the whip snapping to intercept a foe. The tails met flesh with a nauseatingly brutal crack that seemed louder than thunder, and the first of the fliers fell. Each tail that struck a foe faded away, but Argrave did not hesitate in casting the spells again and again as more came.

His nine-tailed whips cracked through foe after foe. Kirel’s servants assaulted from the sky without mercy, and he gave no quarter in kind. They sundered the flesh of harpies and tore into the bodies of flying archers. Dive-bombing bats tried to end him, but Artur’s enchantments proved able to ward them off, deflecting the bats with wind. The giant moths joined the fray at some point, and though the moths were lightning-fast, the whips could move to match them just as easily, turning them into a puff of broken white wings drifting through the air like paper.

The cracks of Argrave’s [Nine-Tailed Bloodbriars] seemed a mirror to the raging fight Ghan led at the front, the god’s noise from thunder and Argrave’s noise from his whips. The only break to his slaughter was when [Bloodfeud Bow] finished preparing. Argrave would fire its maroon bolt off at a distant Sky Mother so they could birth no more of the dive-bombing bats.

Anneliese, Orion, and the others were present, surely, and helping as they could… but in the rote chaos of battle, all of Argrave’s focus was directed toward himself and his destruction. If he used his hands alone, there were eighteen whip tails from himself, and thirty-six with the echo. He made certain they struck thirty-six foes as fast as he could manage. This was no time to hold back.

All before Argrave became a battered mess of inhuman corpses and gashed earth, torn asunder from the sheer force of the countless whips. When he realized he struck at nothing, Argrave paused his relentless assault, panting. The enemies still came, though distantly. And looking back, Argrave had moved far ahead from the main force. He’d need to regroup.

He spotted movement from above, and Argrave raised his head just in came to see a huge brown hand coming to crush him. He readied to cast a ward, but before he could, Anneliese already protected him. The hand slammed against her A-rank spell, letting out a dreadful noise as it held. Orion came to stand beside him to protect him further, but Argrave’s gaze followed the arm to its source.

Perhaps Argrave should have realized he killed no ants—all enemies he fought came from the sky. He killed none because they weren’t coming around to be killed. Even as he watched, a half-complete titan built itself. The earthenware ants, their carapaces like pottery, could come together to be as grand or miniscule as they wished. And now a titan was manifesting before Argrave, its face some twisted angry demon.

Argrave looked back, hoping for aid from the elven gods. They still fought against the Sprawling Giant—though thin and wiry, it was a true servant of divinity, and fought with its long hammer with ferocity enough to keep the gods at bay. It seemed to be losing solidly, but… Argrave could count on no help, not immediately.

No divine help, at least.

“Moriatran! Vasilisa!” Argrave shouted. “Hit the big bastard hard!”

Mana ripples flashed behind Argrave, and two S-rank spells soared through the air—one of fire, one of wind. The titan of earthenware ants raised its arms to block and took the hit. Hundreds of ants exploded outwards, lacerated or aflame. But still the clay demon stood.

Seems it’s time to see the extent of my echoes, Argrave thought, looking up at his foe.


Chapter 35

Nikoletta stared down at a head. She had a strong image of Rovostar in her mind—big, brawny, bald, clean-shaven… but his time on the run made him grow both a beard and hair. And his big body was half-buried in the sand, bleeding even now. He hadn’t even been able to mount a defense—the elves were efficient. He and all his servants were dead. All they managed was a scream.

She had been envisioning this as some desperate struggle, but it was a complete slaughter. Most of that result was due to the man next to her. He was a wood elf and an A-rank mage, and he had been particularly zealous in helping her recover her father. Her father, Duke Enrico, was sitting off to the side, a little bloodied, malnourished, and ill-treated… but decidedly alive. And that was what mattered.

“Argrave told me there’d be a woman with them.” She looked at the elf who’d been so helpful thus far. “Georgina. Did you kill anyone like that? She’d be a mage.”

Every single one of the wood elves she’d seen had red eyes, but this man had rich green-blue eyes that danced like a pool of water. When she’d asked him, he said it had something to do with his A-rank ascension.

“I’m afraid not,” the elf said smoothly. “Only men in their number, I’m afraid. Or extremely ugly women. I don’t care to check…”

Nikoletta laughed through her nose quietly.

“I can say firmly no one escaped,” he added.

Nikoletta nodded. “I’ll ask my father about it, then.” She focused on him. “I have to thank you for trying so hard. I’m not sure that my father would have made it if not for you…” She trailed off slowly.

“Perhaps not.” The elf shook his head. “But I think it best that elves and humans cooperate. It’s in their best interest, wouldn’t you agree?”

Nikoletta nodded. “Indeed. And… what’s your name?”

The elf smiled broadly. “Dimocles.”

Nikoletta blinked for a few moments. She didn’t know anyone by that name, but… even still, it drew her attention for some reason. “That name… It’s from Vasquer, isn’t it?”

Dimocles raised a brow. “Is it?” He grabbed at his ears. “It must be some coincidence. You can see these on my head, can’t you?” Nikoletta looked at them—indeed, his ears were elven without doubt. The man continued, “You can pull on them if you’re curious.”

Nikoletta took a step back, feeling he might be propositioning her. “No thank you,” she politely refused. “Is there some material way I might repay your help?”

Dimocles clicked his tongue. “Well… that chest plate with the swordfish you wear does fascinate me, but it seems a family heirloom. I can’t very well ask you to give it up.” He clapped his hands together. “Why not speak well of me to your cousin?”

“Argrave?” Nikoletta narrowed her eyes. “…Sure, I suppose I can do that. I don’t know how that helps you.”

“Never hurts to have friends in high places.” Dimocles smiled. “Anyway… I’ll give you some time alone with your father.”

Nikoletta watched briefly as he walked off, and then turned back to her father the duke. She walked toward him eagerly, overjoyed to finally put this nightmare behind her.

Behind, Dimocles reached into his pocket and pulled free a strange purple berry. He twisted it in his hand, then stowed it away. Behind a tree out of sight, he retrieved a mirror to watch as he stroked his ears. As he stroked, they stretched a bit further out. After examining them in the mirror, he squashed them back down, and they shrunk back to where they started.

“…Seemed to go fine,” he muttered, putting the mirror away.

***

This titanic mass of ants fighting as one giant nullified one of Argrave’s primary strength in dealing with a powerful foe—namely, his [Bloodfeud Bow]. He might take out a large chunk of the ants, sure enough, but the rest of them could reform to recover from the damage that he caused. Though diminished, they would not be defeated. That was inadequate.

Those ants weren’t called earthenware ants for appearance alone. They were quite literally earthen. Fire would not affect them as severely as other insects. It had no true weaknesses—not elemental, at least. And with things like this, it was time for Argrave to fall back into a practiced tactic… with a new bloody twist, of course.

“Anne, Orion!” Argrave shouted. “Need you to focus on watching me, stop me from getting hit or snuck up on. And I… I’m gonna push my head to its limits.”

Anneliese shouted, “Alright!” Orion, meanwhile, put his hand on Argrave’s shoulder as silent support.

With their assurances, Argrave rooted both feet down. He held his left hand flat off to the side, while the other faced upward at the giant constructed of ants. Its face seemed terrifying… but after a deep breath, he barely even realized it was there.

Argrave’s blood echoes spread out of his body. One by one they spread, again and again, until they were twenty. Argrave felt a headache developing from focusing on so many things, and if he’d needed to focus on keeping himself safe, this would have failed. He barely saw the earthenware titan—instead, there was only himself, his echoes, and their task to come.

And with this sprawling network of power… Argrave began. His left hand conjured [Electric Eels]. His right called forth [Bloodbriar Bullwhip], and a thorny tendril hundreds of feet long erupted out of his hand. The blood echoes called upon their essence, while Argrave used the reserve of the silver bracer artifact on his arm.

The giant of ants had been preparing to move beyond Argrave, attacking the army behind him… but twenty B-rank spells of devastating power met it, cutting straight into the meat of their constructed body. It endured the power of the attacks ably—it had flinched from S-rank spells, but B-rank blood magic would not evoke such a reaction.

Still, the whips cut deep. Argrave saw ants fall from where the bullwhips struck in droves, one after the other. And this encouraged him to pull his hand back and try again. Twenty more whips came—crack, they echoed, the sound multiplied by the sheer volume of blows. Crack, crack, crack, they went, maroon tendrils spanning the battlefield to cut down this army of one.

But Argrave’s silver bracer ran out of reserve blood, and it called upon his blood. As pain exploded up his wrist, he fell to his knees, his concentration broken. All of the blood echoes returned to him. The [Electric Eels] swirled about the air, a small star of lightning. With so much damage already done, he willed all of them toward the enemy with the intent to finish things.

The eels surged forth, a mass of blue-white destruction more than capable of killing most anything Argrave had fought before. They danced across the battlefield, heading for the giant.

Argrave thought the eels’ slower speed compared to most electric magic would never be an issue. But these ants… when they saw the lightning coming, they must’ve separated. He had intended for the shock to spread through all of them, but they split apart, and only a large clump was hit. Hundreds burst into blinding light, but hundreds more fell to the ground unharmed. They formed into smaller giants, each perhaps ten feet tall, and continued their advance toward the army.

Argrave had done this enough times that panic did not find him—he merely thought the situation disappointing. He looked back and called, “Veidimen! Advance!”

The honor guard stepped forward at Argrave’s directive, ready to do battle. Before they did, though… Argrave spread out his blood echoes once more. He cast a final spell—one to summon a blade of blood—and all the echoes mimicked his action. His frontliners were armed with weapons comparable to the sharpest dwarven metals in only a few moments.

Argrave turned back, exhausted, and handed his blade to Orion. “Finish up for me, will you? I think I’ve poured enough heart into this thing.”

“My pleasure!” Orion shouted, taking the blade from his hand.

Anneliese stayed by Argrave’s side, keeping him steady and healed as the Veidimen swarmed past him. Orion met the giant ants first. He tore through them like a hot knife through warm butter. When the Veidimen arrived, greatly outsized by the giants, they acted cautiously. When the first of their blades cleaved through, they realized their advantage. Enchanted armor with old elven techniques, blades of Argrave’s black blood… there was no finer recipe for a deadly soldier.

The ants had divided to stay alive, but now it proved their downfall. The Veidimen were efficient and deadly, and years of battle had taught them how to press an advantage to its fullest extent. The fight was not without its obstacles, but if a descriptor most fit this fight, it was ‘slaughter.’ Beaten in strength, in number, and in resiliency… what had seemed indomitable moments ago was cut down to size.

Argrave heard a deafening boom from behind, and turned his head to see what was happening. Chiteng bore an ivory blade in his hand, and it was wreathed with lightning from his father, Ghan, and fire from his brother, Gunlik. The god swung the blade down upon the wiry Sprawling Titan, cutting past his hammer and splitting the foul abomination in twain.

Argrave watched as Kirel’s lieutenant crumpled, life finally leaving him. Anneliese healed the last of Argrave’s wounds from the blood magic, and then could not help but be caught in watching as well. Even as its body crumpled, Ghan pushed past his son and raised his foot, slamming it down to crush the creature utterly. Argrave could feel the rumble of the powerful attack shake the earth from this far away.

Without pause, the elven patriarch looked back and shouted, “Forward! We end this.”

With that command given, Argrave looked back to his men urgently. Though their battle continued, it was quiet enough for them to disengage. The Supreme Myriarch gave the command to the Tumens, shouting, “March to the breach! March to the breach!”

And Argrave straightened too, calling his men back. “We advance! Advance!” he shouted, voice hoarse yet powerful.

And so they marched to Kirel Qircassia’s breach, that they might put an end to this invasion once and for all.


Chapter 36

“Now that I know what comes, all of this looks so small,” Onychinusa marveled, one of the emissaries of her Lord at her side as she witnessed the march of the elven gods. They stood above the canopies of the redwoods, removed from the conflict yet central to it all.

“Everything can look small from the right perspective,” the emissary answered back.

What occurred down below certainly did not fulfill the definition of ‘small.’ Kirel Qircassia’s breach stood strong. It was a gash in reality itself and existed as a portal to another realm. Rather than a portal made naturally, this was a tear. It connected the two realms in such a way that one could see nothing if they looked at it from behind, but from the front, an entirely separate realm expanded infinitely onwards. Though Kirel already bent this place to his whims, in time the Bloodwoods would be entirely supplanted by his realm.

If Kirel had his way, the two realms would blend, homogenizing until the mortal world and the divine world were one and the same. It would stay in this state during the cycle of judgment wrought by Gerechtigkeit. And when—no, if—the arbiter was defeated, both would separate once again, becoming two diverging paths subject to different forces. The divine realm would heed the divinity, while the mortal realm would once again heed the mortal forces of nature permeating this land. And thus, existence spun millennium after millennium.

Seeing it in this fashion, the great force of elven gods and mortals rushing to plug up this breach seemed small. Thousands of Kirel’s servants battled against a foe they were not equipped to handle in a desperate but loyal attempt to salvage their invasion. Even Onychinusa could see no way to end any of those elven gods with all of the power at her disposal.

The gap between worshipped and worshipper was far too large to bridge. And there were yet more gaps beyond those, of a magnitude Onychinusa could barely even begin to conceive…

Yet still her eyes wandered to the human mage known as King of Vasquer, struggling with his allies with all the same ferocity as the rest. Looking at him, he had reason to be proud of his strength. His spells claimed countless lives in this war, and so he had reason to think his actions mattered. He had certainly toiled to embrace as much power as he could. But with all she knew, he seemed the smallest of them all.

Still, her eyes wandered to the emissary. “You can move beyond the Lord’s shrines, now. Why must we mind things so small? Argrave rejected the Lord once before. Let him die,” she suggested after her question.

The emissary did not respond immediately, but she knew it would. They had been indulgent to her requests these days, in harsh contrast to the coldness they displayed not a week earlier. Even though the back of her mind sometimes whispered this was manipulation, she still wished to be indulged to a point she did not mind if it was precisely that.

“We understand that having other variables around discomforts you,” the emissary responded sagely. “But ask yourself this: is true mastery of the game eliminating all uncontrolled variables, or mastering them so completely they bend to your will?” The emissary held out its hands, almost as though to seize those fighting on the ground. “The Lord believes it is the latter. Brutality has its place, as you will soon learn. But why should He care if Argrave has freedom? It does not matter. The Lord is not playing Argrave’s game. Argrave is playing His game.”

Onychinusa felt a chill run down her spine. “And if this king chooses not to play?”

The emissary retracted his hand. “The only way to determine the quality of clay is to get it wet, and attempt to mold it. If it keeps its shape when worked, then it is good clay. And if it breaks, crumbles…” The emissary looked over. “Then we move on, leaving it broken. We have not risked much.”

As the gaze lingered, Onychinusa’s breath quickened, realizing the emissary might not be speaking of the king alone. She swallowed and said desperately, “I’ll do my part in the battle. I’ll make the Lord proud, I swear it.”

The emissary looked over. “From the looks of things, that part will commence soon. They grow ever closer to the breach… and Argrave will call upon the centaurs’ Sarikiz, if he sticks to his plan.”

***

Argrave’s mind was frayed with exhaustion as he fought, straining his mind to its limit to control the numerous whips surging out from his blood echoes. Though they grew ever closer to the breach, the resistance they faced increased in turn. He burned through much of the power he’d accrued in the elven realms, but it didn’t feel like such a loss if victory could truly come of this. And looking ahead… that seemed to be the case.

Argrave fell back to survey the scene, mentally exhausted. Though even the Magisters had run out of strength on this death march, Anneliese and Orion picked up the slack he left behind. His queen cast grand spells one after another as though it was as easy as walking, using ice and lightning to fell any that would dare come near. Orion warded away all the creatures that avoided her power, and what few he missed were in turn dealt with by the honor guard of Veidimen. Argrave felt proud of them, and even had confidence enough to look away to where the true battle happened.

Ghan and Merata, father and eldest son, walked side-by-side in their advance toward the breach in the world. To the sides of the cut in the fabric of reality, one could only see the mortal world. Looking straight at it, an entirely new realm opened up before the viewer—Kirel Qircassia’s realm. The breach was impossible geometry manifest. The area behind the breach seemed larger than the hole itself. And being a portal between realms… it was.

Even as the battle raged around them, Argrave peered into the rift. All of what Argrave saw of Kirel’s realm was land and sky. The land was black, burned, and lifeless, its uniformity disturbed only by his servants. Some of that lifelessness already seeped into the ground by the rift, transforming it. The sky was a blinding white, exuding light constantly. Land and sky existed as two parallels, almost like yin and yang.

It had been so faint from a distance, but Argrave felt something strikingly familiar. It was the same sort of presence that he’d felt when Erlebnis himself had warned Argrave against meddling with the Blessing of Supersession, or when they had visited him in that shrine of his. But this pressure was not Erlebnis’. It was simply the weight of being behind an ancient god, the immutable existence that consumed the mind. It made his steps feel heavy… and seeing how all others slowed, Argrave knew he wasn’t alone in feeling this.

And more than his pressure… Kirel Qircassia exerted his will. Black hands grabbed the breach from the bottom, straining as they pulled. Opposite them, hands of whiteness worked just as fiercely. Any new servants entering the realm walked on the arms of these hands, using them as a bridge to span the gap between divinity and mortality.

It came to a point the pressure was so intense, Argrave wondered if he could take another step forward. His brain felt crushed, and his limbs felt like jelly. He could move them fine, and was forced to in combatting the waves of servants that still came. But then… Argrave wasn’t the one that needed to advance, anymore.

When the elven gods grew close enough they could nearly touch the breach, the hands wrenching the breach open fell away, one after the other. Argrave felt some of that unending pressure fade… yet as he rose to his feet, half a thousand of those hands burst free, white and black pressed together.

Though Argrave was surprised, the two leading were not. Ghan’s lightning sparked out from his body like a living shield, while Merata called the vastness of life in the Bloodwoods. Both of them engaged this tide of divine will as the other gods circled around them. Lightning and life began to falter… but soon, deadly blades of water joined, and then roaring flames.

Argrave thought for a brief moment that Kirel, even though only a fragment of his being, would be too strong for those here. He thought that his fears were right, and he was wholly insufficient for a challenge of this magnitude. With Ghan and Merata utterly overpowered, would the other gods even make a difference?

But soon enough, Chiteng raised an elegant blade of ivory up in the air. It took in Gunlik’s flames, Dairi’s water, Ghan’s lightning, and all the terrible aspects of nature embodied in the elven gods present. A metaphor became clear to Argrave, then. Flesh and blood were formless, molded to the environment around them like clay. That was Chiteng’s strength.

And when Chiteng’s blade descended, it cleaved through all the grasping hands to prove that true. As the black and white hands burst into small, humanoid forms—spirits, fragments of the gods—that immutable presence became muted. Though the gods had been desperately struggling not moments ago, now they walked into the swarm of spirits as they danced away like a school of fish.

The spirits seemed like fleeing children, but the gods merely extended their hands and all were pulled from their flight to join with their body. Ghan, Gunlik, or Chiteng—all of them took in the fragments of Kirel’s hands with an easy and eager hunger. They stood stalwart in deep satisfaction, feasting like hyenas before hard-killed prey. It seemed like ambrosia to them—a forbidden nectar bringing pleasure Argrave couldn’t comprehend.

When the last of the spirits faded away, the gods reeled as though injected with drugs. Merata moved with uncharacteristic ferocity, slamming his crook on the ground before the breach. Roots buried beneath the earth surged to life, rising upward and winding about each other as though to stretch to the sky in a grander display than ever shown before.

Behind, Merata’s father Ghan turned and raised his sparking fist up in the air. Intensely fierce lightning rocked the earth, so fast and loud Argrave felt their power drumming in his chest. As he looked around, shaken out of his observation, he saw a hellish scene that displayed a power far superior to what was demonstrated earlier. Lightning bolt after lightning bolt killed the vast hordes of enemies fighting against their armies. Where Ghan had been protective before, now he was fierce and hungry, killing for the sake of killing.

But even still… Argrave reveled in it, laughing uneasily as his ears rang from the booming thunder. On one end, the source of reinforcements was blocked by a great wooden fortress that grew larger every second. On the other, all invading armies were struck down by the surging power of his allies.

No more enemies would come, not with the elven gods right here keeping the breach closed. But for things to end permanently, it was not enough. Tears in the boundary between this realm and the realm of the divine were not so easily mended.

His allies had done their part. It was time for Argrave to make good on his promise. He’d thought this situation desperate, almost unwinnable… but here he was. Now was the time to make his work with the centaurs pan out—now was the time to rouse Sarikiz and work out a compromise between all parties that left everyone walking away happy.

It was time for the gods to pass the ball to him.


Chapter 37

Before Argrave left, he thought it prudent to check in with the elven gods. As he walked, slightly weakened from his use of blood magic without either echoes or reserves, the looks that he received were far different than what he remembered. The elven armies had seen him hold the rear. His whips had chewed through enemies without pausing, and even when the earthenware ants came together as giants, he beat them back all the same. They could not look at him the same way as they once had—respect, awe, gratitude, even fear… All of them acknowledged him, now.

But acknowledgement wasn’t Argrave’s alone. Orion and Anneliese had been by his side, every bit as potent and endurant as he had been. Even if the battle was not over, theirs seemed a champion’s procession. Though the Magisters and the Veidimen walked behind them, their party members seemed just as awed as the elven Tumens. That sort of treatment was certainly something that many people found desirable… and admittedly, Argrave did find himself standing a little straighter.

But when they came to stand before gods, whatever burgeoning pride the royal trio might’ve been building was quickly squashed.

Ghan had been standing by his son Merata, but he turned around and knelt before Argrave. Even kneeling, he was the size of a building, and Argrave looked up.

“What you saw… was Kirel’s divine will,” Ghan explained, as much to Argrave as for the elven armies behind him. “Those hands acted mindlessly in defense of this breach. Merata’s fortification can endure, but not forever. By that time…” He focused down on Argrave. “You had best have a more permanent solution.”

“That is the plan,” Argrave said flatly.

Ghan nodded at Argrave, then rose to join the rest of his family. Argrave prepared to move away, but he was stopped by another giant coming his way.

Chiteng came to Argrave, and he planted his ivory blade in the ground. He reached his hand out slowly, and Argrave felt strongly that his time had come. But when Chiteng’s finger brushed against him… he saw spirits rush out from his hand, surrounding Argrave. He felt his fatigue and damage from the blood magic evaporate—and more than that, all of his fading blood echoes rejuvenated. It didn’t replace those that were lost, but this alone was an immeasurably valuable gift. And considering Chiteng used spirits, he quite literally sacrificed pieces of himself to give it.

Argrave looked up at him, puzzled. “That’s… Thank you,” he managed.

“Do not deviate from the plan,” Chiteng said insistently. “No matter how the path veers… you are the key to the Woodschildren safety. Remember them above all, and you will be duly repaid.”

Argrave gave him three decisive nods. Seeming content with this, Chiteng rose to his feet, grabbed his blade, and went to join his kin. Argrave turned back to his people and said, “Time to hurry the hell up, I think.”

***

Argrave, without ceremony or significant announcement, departed to do his duty. It remained a daunting task after how he’d handled their army, but he dealt with Sarikiz, not the centaurs. He needed only the centaurs’ unwitting assistance to rouse her from her slumber. And once she was roused… he was relatively certain he knew what to say to get her to act as needed.

On the return journey, however, Argrave saw the scope of the battle they’d been through not as a participant, but as a survivor of it.

The Bloodwoods had been thoroughly devastated. The marching ants had eaten their way through roots and trunks both of the gargantuan trees, leaving unsteady or toppled redwoods everywhere they went. Corpses from both the mortal realm and those of Kirel’s realm had been scattered in abundance. Roving parties of invaders still persisted. They fled from Argrave’s party, perhaps trying to regroup to mount another offensive. It seemed like their communication had been cut off.

Along the way, however, an elven scouting party came upon them. They relayed some news—namely, that Nikoletta’s father had been recovered, with Duke Rovostar now slain. The surprise was somewhat mellowed by the urgency of the task he was attending to, but at Orion’s insistence and his own curiosity, Argrave agreed to regroup with Nikoletta before heading to the centaurs.

Anneliese quickly scouted ahead, finding his cousin’s party quickly and ensuring that no other dangerous obstacles awaited them. She confirmed what they had been reported—namely, that a blue-haired, pink-eyed man who answered to ‘Enrico’ was in their party. Given the small overlap in people sharing those features, it was safe to say that was their man. Argrave thought that fortune favored them, because their party seemed to be heading toward theirs by sheer coincidence.

Argrave followed behind Orion, walking into a clearing illuminated by dusk light where Nikoletta’s escort of elves and her father waited. When she laid eyes upon him, she grinned brightly and happily, rather like someone who’d just won the lottery. Argrave smiled in turn, both at his cousin and Duke Enrico. It almost didn’t seem right that things should end up like this.

Nikoletta strutted up to him, saying all the while, “I can safely say I should never again doubt you.”

“A little is fine. I’ve made a few mistakes here and there.” He walked up to Duke Enrico. “Good lord… you’ve seen better days.”

“Hah,” Duke Enrico laughed, sitting on a rock. “Had better ones, too. But at the very least, I had them.” He focused on Argrave. “You’re probably thinking the same thing I am. I shouldn’t be alive. And you’re right… but I am alive. And I have to thank you for that.”

Argrave didn’t vocally agree, but he was resoundingly supporting that sentiment in his head. He looked back at Nikoletta and said, “What did I say? Luck does come. You just have to seize it.” He looked around at the elven escorts, to see who he had to thank.

Argrave was about to give credit to the elves who escorted her. As he looked at their number, he spotted the A-rank spellcaster Anneliese had mentioned. And as his gaze lingered on the elf… pieces fit where they shouldn’t have, and recognition came where it ought not to. Particularly on those blue-green eyes of his, dancing like water.

Nikoletta gave Argrave a hug even as his eyes stayed locked on the elf ahead. She said some words of gratitude, but he couldn’t even hear her.

“Was that man with you the whole way?” he interrupted her, his voice tense.

Nikoletta pulled away, confused. When she saw Argrave’s face, hers grew serious in turn and she followed his gaze. “That… Yes, he was here. He helped me a great deal. What’s…?”

Dimocles stood there, hands held behind his back as he smiled at Argrave easily. Though he wore elven armor, had elven ears and elven blonde hair, the face was unmistakably that of Dimocles… the face, and also his rippling green-blue eyes. His features seemed to be contorting, returning back to what he normally looked like. The elves noticed this and backed away from him, drawing their weapons.

“I came peacefully, Your Majesty,” Dimocles began, staying still and unimposing. “And I helped your cousin. Do you think Duke Enrico would truly have been so easily found without my Lord’s help? You say it was luck that he lived… but luck is for losers. The Lord pulled some strings, you see.”

“Polymorphism.” Argrave moved Nikoletta aside somewhat forcefully, and then walked forward. “I couldn’t get it from Anneliese’s description alone, but looking at your eyes now… that’s your A-rank ascension, isn’t it? Shapeshifting? No, don’t answer.” He shook his head. “So… it was you? Listening to us, spying on us? And now you disguise as an elf, follow my cousin?”

Dimocles smiled a little wider. “Of course not. Mortal polymorphism cannot ever be so good as to imitate another flawlessly. I would need flawless memory of the person’s features, and flawless replication of that memory. Both together are an impossibility. And the eyes… you see they remain unchanged, so how could I fool you?” Dimocles raised his hands up to point at his eyes, and Argrave prepared to fight him. The man froze, seeing Argrave’s caution. “Be at ease, Your Majesty. Like I told you… I come peacefully.”

Orion stepped up beside Argrave. “What is this?” he asked quietly.

“All that matters is that he works for Erlebnis,” Argrave answered. He shifted on his feet, and then looked back. Nearly everyone was here—Artur, Vasilisa, Anneliese, Orion, all of the Veidimen honor guard. This was as well defended as he’d likely get. And indeed, Dimocles stood there passively, doing nothing.

Argrave looked to Anneliese for an answer, a gauge of this man’s emotion. She looked as uncertain and anxious as he did, and then it came to him—last time, she’d said this man’s acting was inscrutable. That likely stemmed from his polymorphism. If he didn’t want to, he didn’t need to show emotion. With an option stolen from them, Argrave looked back at a loss.

Argrave held his hand out. “You want to talk, let’s do it.”

Dimocles raised a brow. “How much do you wish to be public, Your Majesty? I know the Lord would not like his second offer to you publicized… and nor would you, I think.”


Chapter 38

When Dimocles suggested a private conversation and a second offer from Erlebnis, caution flared. He wanted nothing further to do with the ancient god of knowledge. At the same time… this couldn’t be ignored, not when things were like this. He reasoned out the situation.

Argrave’s paranoia subsided with the dousing hose of logic, and he finally accepted that this was no murder plot. Onychinusa would be better suited for murder, or perhaps even Erlebnis’ countless emissaries. Argrave walked forward, joined by Anneliese.

“Hang on for a moment,” Argrave told everyone. “I’m going to have a talk with Dimocles. This shouldn’t take too long. Just… keep watch for anything suspicious.”

Everyone looked terribly confused about this development. Orion tried to follow, but Argrave stopped him, shaking his head. He was more worried about what might approach them as they talked than Dimocles himself. Argrave could handle an A-rank mage with polymorphism, without a doubt.

Once they walked near, Anneliese cast a ward to encircle them. As soon as all other sounds faded, Argrave asked, “Hurry this up, Dimocles. I don’t have all the time in the world to waste.”

“That might not be true. Your schedule has been cleared up a great deal, I should think. You won’t need to visit Sarikiz. You won’t need to rouse her, and you won’t need to draw the ire of Kirel Qircassia in doing so. A lot of things that were true are no longer so, Argrave.” Dimocles clasped his hands together, dropping his respectful address of ‘Your Majesty’ now that they spoke in private.

Argrave’s gray eyes hardened as Dimocles said more and more.

Before he could speak, Anneliese said, “We never mentioned what our specific plot with Sarikiz was to anyone beyond Orion. He cannot be your informant. That narrows it down to the elven gods alone.”

When she finished, Argrave realized she spoke as much to him as she did to Dimocles. One of the elven gods… betrayed us? But…

As Argrave’s thought coalesced, he spoke his conclusion aloud. “And given that no others knew of Erlebnis’ existence, of the Blessing of Supersession within me… it was Chiteng. He contacted Erlebnis, told him everything.”

Things that felt out of place fell into place. Chiteng had not insisted Argrave inform the other elven gods about the Blessing of Supersession. When pressed, he seemed to avoid that question. Argrave’s tie to Erlebnis was a point of vulnerability, so he had not tried to escalate things further back then… but because of that, he’d missed a crucial detail. He’d even avoided the elven gods, when they were the source of this trouble. All of it because he was too foolish to think the gods as fallible as mortals.

Dimocles tsk-tsked. “Me and my tongue. I talk to you in person for a few moments, and you figure things out!” He held his arms out. “But it’s fine, it’s fine. I was going to tell you everything right now. After all, there are no secrets between friends. And fate has ordained that we shall walk this path together.”

“What path?” Argrave stared him down, suppressing the rising unease. “What’s Erlebnis’ gambit? Don’t dance around this.”

Dimocles’ unfading smile slowly became a bitter one. “Alright. The last thing I would wish to do is make this meeting unduly combative.” He straightened his back and put his hands behind him. “I will lay out the facts. When Chiteng saw my Lord Erlebnis’ Blessing of Supersession on you, he thought you an envoy, perhaps even an unwitting one. With the threat of Kirel Qircassia looming overhead, he reached out. We established contact with Chiteng a short time after you ascended to A-rank.”

Argrave’s mouth parted as Dimocles continued, “You were looking very desperately for an informant, weren’t you? You seemed to think that Erlebnis knew your plans exactly. Well, you would be wrong in where you searched. Rest easy—not a one of your men or women have betrayed you. The Lord would not so callously invade your privacy.”

“But why did you claim I wouldn’t need to call upon Sarikiz? That implies something is happening,” Argrave insisted, trying dually to keep his patience and divert the subject back to what mattered.

Dimocles focused on Argrave, sobered. “Chiteng and my Lord will slaughter all of the elven gods. They will be broken into spirits and consumed. This will be done as a favor to Kirel Qircassia to earn the alliance of his coalition and his good grace in the fight ahead. Kirel is rather angry at you and your elven gods, and he does not forget faces. However… since you’re on our side, Argrave, Erlebnis will make Kirel’s wrath go away. Indeed, you will become his benefactor and friend.”

Argrave took a deep breath. “Bullshit,” he said.

Dimocles laughed. “What? Do you think I’m doing some comedy routine? I don’t…” The man laughed again, and then shook his head. “It’s all true, Argrave. But as I candidly outlined for you, it’s not your issue. We’re friends, you and I, you and us, as I established.” The man raised his hand up. “When I came to Artur back then—told you to leave now that the fire was started—Erlebnis already had this friendly plan in motion. All you had to do was step away, and everything would have gone swimmingly. I’m just here to loop you in, give you a giftbox, and send you home… seeing as you’ve persisted.”

“But Chiteng… he’s their family. He wouldn’t do this.” Argrave shook his head.

“People have prices, high or low, Argrave.” Dimocles’ eyes shifted as he spoke.

“You mean to say that Chiteng turned on his family… for what, exactly?” Argrave questioned.

“Survival,” Dimocles answered. “For betrayal, he received survival.”

“I have difficulty accepting that.” Anneliese stepped forward.

“Then… accept it. Check, Anneliese,” Dimocles urged her. “I saw that bird of yours. A Starsparrow, was it? I keep some in my mountain villa. Fascinating creatures, and able scouts. They could examine the battlefield. Would that satisfy you, Anneliese?”

Anneliese looked to Argrave for guidance, and he nodded to give her the go-ahead. Anneliese was rattled enough she nearly sent her Starsparrow into the ward she’d conjured to block their conversation. After dispelling it, she let the bird go free and Argrave recreated the ward.

Argrave watched Dimocles. The confidence with which the man acted gave him the strong impression he wasn’t bluffing. Argrave turned his head to the side, looking to where the Starsparrow just left. “Do you mean to tell me Erlebnis is going to aid Kirel Qircassia in butchering everything living here? He’s going to ally with that… invader? Do you even know why I came here?”

“Argrave, my friend, haven’t you been listening?” Dimocles smiled. “You are on our side. Those elves—though inconsequential to Him, they’re a valuable resource to your kingdom, and the Lord knows this. Measures have been taken—like I said, things will go swimmingly even if you do nothing. The Supreme Myriarch will die when the elven gods are slaughtered. One of His servants, the Myriarch Altan, will seize command. She will retreat, and she will ask her steadfast ally, King Argrave, to shelter her people. You will accept, kind-hearted sovereign that you are.”

“So long as I leave the elven gods to die.” Argrave stepped forward.

Dimocles looked up at Argrave, the two very close to each other. “Leaving? They’re likely already dead. It was an unavoidable tragedy. Please, don’t feel guilty, Argrave.” He sighed. “Let me put it this way. At the end of all of this, Argrave, you will gain many powerful allies. Though you are poised to make enemies of the Qircassian Coalition, all of that unpleasantness will simply go away. Kirel Qircassia will call you his friend and seize nothing more than the Bloodwoods.

“All surviving elves will immigrate to your kingdom, strengthening it further,” Dimocles continued. “Are you worried about how people might take it? I implore you, think no further.” He raised a finger. “You’re a good king, Argrave. Everyone will know that. A variable appeared that you weren’t expecting, did things you couldn’t anticipate. They’ll know it’s not your fault. Altan will help them understand. From the moment you set foot in the Bloodwoods, you had no idea what you were walking into. You didn’t know the rules of the game you played.” Dimocles gave a consoling smile. “But I’m here to tell you that you aren’t playing alone. Isn’t it wonderful to have our Lord, Erlebnis, watching your back? He knows the rules of this game in and out.”

“And a relationship founded like this—it just exudes trustworthiness,” Argrave said sarcastically, glancing at Anneliese as she scouted. He desperately wanted her answer.

Dimocles looked at Argrave. “Hmm. May I please have a moment to think about how to respond to that?”

Argrave nodded hesitantly.

Dimocles closed his eyes, thinking deeply. Then, he opened them again, focusing. “You agree that stealing is wrong, Argrave, yes? Yet you stole Margrave Reinhardt’s horse to escape him, and then sold it for profit. I do not argue you are immoral, but rather that you are moral. You did these things to service a higher cause—putting an end to the Veidimen invasion of Mateth. And your journey in the Burnt Desert, too. Masquerading yourself in service of the Lord of Copper was deceitful and dishonorable, but it was all in the service of the greater good.

“And your sister, Elenore…” Dimocles stepped forward. “I don’t think you would be surprised if I told you she’s killed hundreds for nothing more than profit. But you turn the other cheek, don’t you? Why? Because it’s all in the service of something right, something good. You’re fine with a little dishonesty. You can lie to make what you want happen, because you’re doing the right thing… and you know best.” He shrugged. “I say that not as a joke. You recognize me on sight. You know so much about this world. That’s why you expect people to suffer your dishonesty and even praise you for it afterwards. You know things, Argrave. You know things that make your opinion matter more than everyone else’s. And though you may disagree, you certainly act like it’s true.”

“All of that is a gross distortion of what truly happened,” Argrave defended himself, though his words felt hollow.

“Is it? I apologize,” Dimocles answered, though his gaze didn’t stray from Argrave. “Erlebnis wants one thing alone, Argrave. He wants the continued existence of this world. And He knows so much about this world, and all of what comes…” Dimocles closed his eyes, and what seemed like true exaltation rose to the front. “By all I hold holy, He knows so much. Much and more. I have had but tastes of His insight, but with the small nugget vested upon me, I came to realize how ignorant I truly was.”

The man refocused on Argrave. “I suggest you call Erlebnis friend. I suggest you accept His gift. I suggest that you rub elbows with two of the most powerful deities in every realm imaginable. Because Erlebnis knows things… and He acts in your best interest, Argrave.”

Dimocles held his hand out for a handshake, almost as though to make a deal.


Chapter 39

Though Dimocles offered his hand to close the deal, Argrave did not move to take it. They persisted in awkward silence for moments, seconds stretching into minutes.

“Do I have something on my hand?” Dimocles pulled it back, studying it with his blue-green eyes.

“You say you know so much about me,” Argrave spoke past him, staring down Dimocles. “Do you think I’m someone who likes to look good, or be good?”

Dimocles lowered his hand, returning Argrave’s gaze. “I’m thinking you look rather like you want to hit me.”

Argrave ground his teeth. “Your words, not mine. That’s been the case most of this conversation, looking back.”

“Well…” Dimocles’ face went cold, some of its perennial artificial warmth fading. “You should know that you’re not the only one with the Blessing of Supersession. And unlike you, I’ve been at A-rank for quite some time.”

Argrave’s hot blood grew a little colder. “So, the veneer of friendliness goes away?”

“I would just hate for you to make a mistake,” Dimocles answered back. “This isn’t a game that forgives mistakes, Argrave. And when a king errs, it’s his subjects that suffer.” His eyes wandered to Anneliese. “Your queen—she’s going to make some critical observations. Namely, that the emissaries are no longer bound to the shrines as they used to be. And that the Lord can personally manifest in this realm. With those two facts at hand, you should know that the Lord is… emotionally compelled to keep you alive. The same cannot be said for those near you.”

A deep-seated rage almost made Argrave make the mistake Dimocles was warning against. The thought of his closest companions being hunted by the monstrous emissaries made him nauseous. Perhaps that was precisely the point. He’d grown desensitized to personal danger, but regarding others? Perhaps Erlebnis did have a better grasp on Argrave’s psychology than he gave the god credit for.

Anneliese grabbed Argrave’s arm, drawing him from his stupor. He saw her Starsparrow sitting atop the ward he’d conjured, locked outside.

When he looked at her face, he somewhat knew the answer she’d give. Nonetheless, she provided it, saying, “The elven gods are fleeing from… a swarm of Erlebnis’ emissaries. They rain down S-rank spells endlessly. It…” She swallowed her despair, but it had already seeped through. “They seem to be retreating capably, but… And the elven armies…”

He turned his head to Dimocles, who smiled like a customer service representative even now. He asked Anneliese quietly, “Block him out.”

Anneliese conjured a ward within his, dividing Dimocles from their conversation. The man didn’t look offended.

“How bad is it?” he asked her.

“They rain down S-rank spells, Argrave. You saw Mateth, the destruction from Castro’s spell… he may be a special case, someone who is especially powerful, but that matters not. They destroy. They tear up the land with their magic—spells I have never heard of, let alone seen.” She kept a strong face because Dimocles watched, but Argrave knew hopelessness when he heard it.

Argrave was angry enough he couldn’t let despair claim him. He insisted, “Kirel Qircassia has been here far longer than Erlebnis, if indeed he’s breached through in this area. Even still, he died to the elven gods all the same. Erlebnis can be pushed back, beaten.”

“Like I said, it matters not,” she disagreed. “Erlebnis is not making a personal showing whatsoever. His emissaries are the sole reapers, and there is much sown for them to harvest. Regardless of if their bodies are weak or strong, they have the Blessing of Supersession just as you do. You told me of that boundless strength pooling within you upon its use, do you recall? They have that same strength, Argrave. All of them.”

Argrave stared at her amber eyes, his jaw shut tight. Seeing her grounded him, softened him, and made him lapse back into rationality. That was all he needed now—rationality. Anything for an opening, a way out.

“God damn it, Anneliese.” He looked to the side, where everyone else stood. Nikoletta, Duke Enrico, Orion, Mina, Vasilisa, Artur—they all watched with concern, while the Veidimen stood guarded. That was who Dimocles threatened. “I knew all the way back at the start of this. I knew to stay away from the ancient gods. I knew. I knew that nothing good would come of flaunting my knowledge. Now Erlebnis knows I know things, and he… he’s taken interest in me.”

“It was inevitable. If not anywhere else, the royal summit exposed your insight to the whole world. And we cannot know Erlebnis’ purpose in coming here.” Anneliese shook her head. She almost reached out to comfort him, but their position between all parties made her hesitate. “And I… I should be saying ‘god damn it,’ you fool. I cannot read Dimocles. I cannot help you. If I could tell you where he lies and where he speaks truth…” She sounded powerless and frustrated.

“You couldn’t read the Alchemist, either,” Argrave pointed out. “And their abilities are similar. Similar, yet different. [Polymorphism], that A-rank ascension… I know its ins and outs.” He sighed. “Do you remember why I refused Erlebnis, all that time ago?”

“This is my fault. My A-rank ascension pressured you into seeking—”

“You didn’t pressure me into anything. You tried to pressure me out of it, but I didn’t listen,” he reminded her. “Come on, good looking. I thought you hated self-pity.”

Anneliese managed the smallest of smiles even now.

“I refused him because I’d seen what Fellhorn had done, and I knew what the gods were capable of as a whole. This Divine Feudalism… I knew I couldn’t let a powerful god get a foothold on Berendar. I just… I thought I had more time.” He let out a deep sigh. “I’m not as smart as I thought I was. But supposing that everything Dimocles said here is true…”

“There are gaps,” Anneliese cut in. “As I said, the elven gods have managed a retreat. They are not slaughtered,” she pointed out. “They persist, even if on the run. I cannot say how long such a thing will last. And more importantly… would you say Kirel Qircassia is inferior to Erlebnis, in terms of strength?”

Argrave blinked. “His emissaries are definitely stronger. But one on one? Kirel might be stronger, fully manifested. And he has his Qircassian Coalition. That’s another strength.”

“Then why would Kirel agree to only seize the Bloodwoods at Erlebnis’ request?” she asked. “It… may be possible that it is true. But at the same time, it is suspicious.” She ran her fingers through her long white hair, falling back into the habit of braiding it. “Even if it is true, the deal hinges on Erlebnis’ support. Even if Erlebnis truly does expect nothing from you, he would increase your reliance on him. Kirel Qircassia’s ‘friendship’ hinges on Erlebnis’ presence. The exiled elves—if indeed that was no lie—would be led by Altan, someone with undoubted loyalty to Erlebnis.” She took a breath as her rapid explanation came to an end. “In the end… everything he offers is but string. If you accept his offer, he will string you up and puppeteer you.”

Argrave listened to all of what she said, dividing things into an orderly chart within his mind. Seconds passed as she let him think.

Finally, he asked, “Anneliese… no matter what choice I make… you’ll be with me, right?”

“I will die with you, Argrave.” Her eyes, once nervous and unsteady, were immediately steadfast. “I will advise, disagree… but your life is my life.”

At the unconditional support offered in this hellish pit he found himself in, Argrave teared up somewhat. It faded as he reminded himself of his responsibility. “Same here, little lady.” He looked to Dimocles. “Let’s go back.”

Anneliese dispelled the ward, letting Dimocles back into the conversation. The man waited patiently as ever.

“Welcome back, you two lovebirds, to the land of the living. Have you had ample time to think about things?” He let the silence hang, as neither Argrave nor Anneliese offered a response. “All you have to do is nothing, Argrave,” Dimocles reminded him. “Take a stroll home. Bask in the changing kingdom, sit on your throne… the Lord has done you a huge favor, ridding you of a headache. Though this may hurt to hear, there’s no shame in getting some help from a friend who loves you dearly. Being too proud for charity is a bad thing. When you’re sick, or down on your lu—”

Argrave interrupted, dismissing, “If all I have to do is nothing, then I don’t think we have anything further to discuss. You made it clear from the beginning that I’m already on your side, right? So, there’s nothing more to talk about, nothing to agree about.” He raised his hand, dispelling the outer ward around them. “You were very helpful.”

Dimocles looked at Argrave, and then at all around him. Finally his gaze settled back ahead, and he smiled and said, “Then I suppose I’ll leave.”

Argrave waited for Dimocles’ back to turn. When he did, Argrave’s hand started to move, but froze after seeing something.

There was a hand on the back of Dimocles’ head, its palm facing Argrave flat. Two eyes watched just below this hand. As he watched Dimocles cautiously, using his senses to take note of things… the magic power within Dimocles exploded. Argrave felt like he was looking at the Alchemist once again, seeing so much magic exuded from his very being.

It took him a moment of cautious paranoia for Argrave to realize what that was—namely, he had triggered the Blessing of Supersession. Dimocles didn’t seem to have any intent to attack—indeed, he only walked away deeper into the Bloodwoods calmly. The hand on the back of his head seemed ready to conjure a spell at a moment’s notice, and the eyes watched him. He was being just as cautious as Argrave was, it seemed. He had triggered the blessing to be ready to defend from any attack.

Argrave ran it through his head. B-rank blood magic—especially his B-rank blood magic—could break A-rank wards, no matter how many of them Dimocles could conjure. But could he kill him? The man would certainly have ways to escape. And once he escaped, word would get out that Argrave was not a cooperator.

He’s a dangerous bastard, Argrave’s inner voice said. Do him like you did Induen. Stomp his skull in.

Calm prevailed. Lashing out without preparation would be stupid. Argrave had endured a hit from Induen many months ago. His jaw had been shattered, and he’d been warned and threatened to cooperate. That had been a meeting of the same atmosphere as Dimocles’ conversation.

And where was Prince Induen now? Rotting in the ground, his ambitions turned to dust. There was a lesson in that.

Argrave suppressed his indignance, suppressed the feeling that he might not get another chance. Dimocles wasn’t the problem—Erlebnis was the problem. And so the collector walked in the Bloodwoods, fading out of sight.

Silence persisted for a time, and Argrave slowly turned. Everyone looked confused and concerned, but they could tell by body language alone that couldn’t have been a simple conversation.

Realizing he’d need to speak first, Argrave told them simply, “We have work to do.”


Chapter 40

Before Argrave stood his top ranks in this expedition—everyone who had some degree of authority. The three Veidimen officers, the Magisters, Mina and the Monticci family, and lastly his family, Orion and Anneliese. These were all people of proven trustworthiness and skill, and he needed precise delegation and execution at this critical juncture.

Seeing them all… he felt some degree of self-loathing for having doubted them. To know that betrayal came from somewhere higher up did disquiet him. Simultaneously, knowing that whatever happened moving forward would be with those he trusted absolutely bolstered his confidence.

Argrave nodded and looked off to everyone else. “We’re going to the coastline of the North Sea, where the ships I called for will be docking tomorrow morning—we can’t sleep, not tonight. I had intended Elenore to send men to help purging the land of the remnants of Kirel Qircassia’s forces, but we’ll make use of them.”

“Make use of them for what? What’s happening?” Nikoletta asked, still out of the loop.

Argrave looked at her and her father. “For starters, we’ll use their ships. You and Duke Enrico will be going back.”

The old duke had barely had the chance to say even three words, but even still he recognized the situation and gave a steady nod. Nikoletta, however, began, “But I want to—!”

“You need to go to Elenore, and you need to deliver her my words exactly as I say them,” Argrave interrupted her. “These are instructions I can’t risk being leaked.”

Duke Enrico put his hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “Listen to Argrave.”

“His Majesty, Duke Enrico,” Orion corrected. “But please, tell us what happened to change our plans so.”

Argrave looked at him and took a deep breath, still grappling with that himself. “Another god has hit the forests. We have to change our response accordingly.”

“And the elven gods?” Vasilisa questioned seriously.

“…We’re lacking critical information,” Argrave said hesitantly. “There is much to work out. For now, go.”

***

“Going back to the battlefield would be a clear uncooperative signal,” Anneliese advised Argrave. “And as we are now, we can do nothing. The fate of the elven gods rests in their own hands.”

Their party marched for the coastline. The two of them talked in a ward sustained by Anneliese, ensuring none of their conversation leaked out to anyone listening. They could tolerate no risks, not now.

As much as it embittered Argrave, he knew she had a point. Rushing back into things would achieve nothing but firmly placing them on one side of things. For now, regardless of how things played out, it was best to give the image of accepting Erlebnis’ unspoken offer. And so they headed for the ships Elenore sent, where some would turn back. Yet even still, Argrave’s mind drifted back to the battlefield…

“You saw the gods’ power,” Anneliese continued when Argrave said nothing. “Their enemies are strong, but so are they. And each are made even stronger by the power Kirel Qircassia’s partial defeat gave to them.”

He looked at her. “And if Erlebnis is lying about sparing the elves?”

“I saw their retreat. They fight a few emissaries, who fight half-heartedly, I am sure of it. But even if they did not… could you change their Tumens’ fate?” Anneliese said tactfully. “Is there even a way out of this?”

Argrave heard her question and thought it rhetorical… yet nonetheless, his mind worked to grab at answers. “Mozzahr, the Castellan of the Empty, fought against gods deep below the earth in the abandoned cities of the dwarves. Racial dwarves, not like Artur,” Argrave told Anneliese. “Mozzahr fought the gods for a year. And in the end, he won.”

Anneliese looked at him. “You said he invades the mainland at the dawn of the second year.”

“He does.” Argrave nodded. “Down there, in those old, abandoned dwarven cities… well, precisely what’s happening here happened there. Gerechtigkeit saw Mozzahr as a threat to his victory, so he weakened the boundaries between realms, casting that place into chaos with the early advent of gods. And Mozzahr was the victor. That’s one hell of an achievement.”

Anneliese closed her eyes for a brief moment, then opened them again as she almost stumbled over something while walking. “I question why Gerechtigkeit refrained from something like that in Vasquer itself.”

“Maybe he thought I’d respond quickly enough to end it. Kirel had time to build up strength and widen the breach, hidden away in the Bloodwoods as he was. If not for him trying to kill the forest, I might not have noticed at all.” Argrave sighed. “Whatever the case, it doesn’t matter. This is what we deal with.”

“What lessons can we take from that?” Anneliese questioned. “Did the enemies Mozzahr face compare to Erlebnis at all?”

“Honestly, I’m grasping at straws a little.” Argrave paused, looking back to see everyone was following. Their haste had put some distance between him and the main forces, yet Orion still followed a comfortably close distance away. “Christ, this whole venture was straws to begin with… but now, it’s… I don’t know, half-eaten straws.”

“But you will grasp,” Anneliese said confidently. “At what, though?”

Argrave began quietly, “Do you remember when Onychinusa cast that spell on me, the first time we interacted with her?”

Anneliese blinked a few times, then nodded. “You said it was shamanic magic.”

Argrave nodded in confirmation and continued, “And I also said—”

“You also said that the Ebon Cult heralding Mozzahr were prominent users of shamanic magic,” she filled in somewhat eagerly. “And shamanic magic employs spirits, which are fragments of gods. Argrave, does this mean…?”

“Like I told you, I’m reaching,” Argrave cut in a little loudly, hoping to dampen her rising hope. It did no good to raise expectations. “Shamanic magic was useless to me in the beginning. Silvic was the only spirit we saw, and she wasn’t vulnerable to shamanic magic in the slightest. Spirits aren’t abundant. It’s been a thousand years since the last time gods could fragment, and most spirits have found their place far away from the clutches of mortals.”

“But now things are different,” Anneliese followed his train of thought. “Now, we have seen spirits, seen them taken in by the elven gods. But is it enough to turn the tide if we can get them, utilize them?”

Argrave didn’t answer her question. The rest of their force caught up, so Argrave resumed walking, and Anneliese followed eagerly, waiting for his answer as he deliberated. “What Onychinusa was trying to do was teleport me to another location. That should give you some indication of how powerful shamanic magic can be. It also uses a highly limited resource that can’t reasonably be obtained until things get… very desperate. Any spirits we’d get, we’d have to make—namely, by the dismemberment of literal gods.”

“I hope that all of this is a preamble to ‘yes,’” Anneliese said hopefully.

“It depends on our ability, our luck, but… yes, I do see a way,” Argrave said quietly, as though to diminish the impact of his words by speaking them softly. “Did I ever mention what Mozzahr was actually fighting down there in the dwarven cities? He was fighting a god of war. Well, perhaps calling Sataistador ‘a’ god of war is doing him a disservice. Every god I can think of knows of him and fears him… meaning he’s either survived as many cycles or more cycles of judgement than any other god.” He looked at her. “That’s why the gods feared Mozzahr, too, after he killed him. You don’t kill an ancient god with luck alone.

“On that note…” Argrave slowed. “I want you to check me if I need checking, Anneliese. Am I making a mistake? Am I… letting pride, letting personal feelings, get in the way of things?” He looked to Orion beyond the ward. “I’m responsible for a lot more than myself, now. That’s what power is. Would it be best to swallow this defeat, bide my time, break these shackles?”

She thought, then posed him a simple question. “Do you think Erlebnis will be entirely fair in his dealings?”

Argrave considered her question. “If he says he’ll do something, he’ll do it, I know that much. And if he wants you dead… Well, we’re seeing that firsthand. He claimed to be our ‘our side,’ but Dimocles delivered that message… maybe there was a reason Erlebnis used a human messenger.” He shook his head in disappointment.

“Whatever the case, I am of the opinion it cannot be trusted,” Anneliese advised. “I think Dimocles is right. Erlebnis does know better than you, and if you fell under his wing, Gerechtigkeit would surely perish. But the cost… we would be feeling it for generations. He would leave his cold, unfeeling mark on this entire continent. And all of his actions would be for his benefit.” She looked at him with a bitter smile. “If you want that… if you want safety for you, for us… as I said, I will follow you.”

“The easy out,” Argrave said. “Become his champion, save the world… and by the end of it all, leave an empty wasteland behind, exploited to nothingness in service of a higher power. You provide good clarity, you know.” He looked ahead, where the first bit of ocean came into sight. “Then we keep on like this. We can’t kill him, just like we can’t kill Kirel Qircassia. But maybe… maybe he can be repelled. Heh… to think I thought the Qircassian Coalition was my biggest looming enemy.”

“So—get shamanic magic, then return.” Anneliese nodded, seeming a little brighter with the light of hope. “Where might we get it?”

“Elenore was in charge of the teams exploring ruins to collect useful artifacts and knowledge. Nikoletta is going to check in with her, find out if the teams sent out have picked up anything worth using. If we’re lucky, we can rely upon that… but we’ll need a specific set of spells, so I’m not overflowing with optimism. If that falls through, I know a place we can enter. It’s tough… damn it all, it is very tough… but definitely not as tough as the emissaries.”

“It must be near,” Anneliese assumed. “Elsewise, how can we return fast enough to salvage this situation?”

He looked surprised she asked that question, then said with a smile, “How indeed?”

They passed beyond the trees onto the coastline as dusk finally ending, marking the beginning of night.
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“All of that work to return without finishing?” Ganbaatar stepped to Argrave, concerned but with anger held tightly at bay. “What was that conversation?”

Argrave watched the ship docked with knights and his cousin aboard, then looked to Ganbaatar. Behind, Moriatran and Artur moved off, speaking to each other as they spoke of the battle they’d just endured. Argrave waited a moment, then conjured a ward around himself and the elf.

“Kirel Qircassia is in league with another god,” Argrave said to Ganbaatar flat out.

It pained him to phrase it in such a way, deflecting blame from himself… but what he needed most was Ganbaatar’s cooperation. He could practically hear Dimocles saying, ‘You know best, Argrave. That’s why you deceive this man.’ But then, shame had never been in Argrave’s repertoire.

“What in the blazes does that mean?” The wood elf stepped closer. “Why are we here? Why are we standing about? And… ships?”

“I’m going to fix this,” Argrave said point-blank. “But I’ll level with you—things are desperate. We’re on the backpedal.”

Ganbaatar took a deep, angry breath through clenched teeth. “The backpedal,” he repeated.

“I need to get to the dryads,” Argrave continued. “And I’m hoping you can help with that.”

“Do you realize what you’re asking?” Ganbaatar gestured toward him. “The dryads are the sole thing kept secret, kept protected. Elves can move, relocate, build new homes… but the dryads are linked to the forest, bound by their roots. To give that up…” He clapped his hands together. “I give up everything, everyone.”

“I don’t need to engage with them so much as the place they’re taking root,” Argrave continued. “You’ve been, haven’t you?”

“I was eight years old. Most everyone that goes there was.” Ganbaatar looked to the side. “Blindfolded, carried miles… no way I remember where it is.”

“But the place you did see—did it remind you of anything?” Argrave gestured.

Ganbaatar didn’t need to think long before answering, “It was like that place we met with the elven gods. Those hanging gardens, that colosseum…”

“Ancient elven ruins,” Argrave told him. “Well… ancient elven style, at least. That’s irrelevant. I need to go there, Ganbaatar. Please, help me.”

“You don’t know how to go there?” The elf stared with his red eyes pointedly.

“I don’t.” Argrave shook his head. It was half-true. He knew where it was on the map, but the place was accessible only by cutscene, even with the game stretched to its limits. He didn’t care to chance risking his life to defy that principle. The dryads had protection in place.

Ganbaatar looked off to the side, debating with himself. Then, with his mind settled, he said idly, “The Supreme Myriarch and his Kheshig know. Contacts among any of them are pointless. The Myriarchs know, too. The only contact I have among them is my mentor, Batbayar, but…” He looked at Argrave. “Is it bad? This… this change in the battle, I mean.”

Lies came to mind, but even Argrave wasn’t that boldfaced. Instead, he said truthfully, “There’s been betrayals. Chiteng. Myriarch Altan.”

Ganbaatar looked panicked—not normal panic, but a soldier’s panic, as though he’d dealt with this a thousand times before. Argrave was impressed despite the terrible situation. “They they’ll all die,” he said distantly. “Betrayals like that don’t happen without certainty from the opposition. And given the way you had us abandon our journey to Sarikiz…”

Argrave looked at him, feeling the guilt ahead of what he was about to do. “If I could get you to talk to Batbayar… could it be done? Could you persuade him to take me to the dryads?”

“While he’s commanding troops in desperation? Not a chance.” Ganbaatar shook his head.

Argrave looked up, steeling himself to admit he brought this upon everyone, unwittingly or not. Then he looked back down and said, “And if it wasn’t in desperation? If it was a meeting in peace?”

Ganbaatar frowned at Argrave. “How would you make that happen, dire as things are?”

Because I’m on their side, Argrave thought. And no matter how he moved the words around, he couldn’t find a way to put it diplomatically. This man had come to him for help, and now it was his time to admit that he’d ruined it.

***

“Are you sure you head the right way, Your Majesty?” Orion inquired as Argrave’s gaze wandered the place.

“No. Quite frankly, no, I’m not sure,” Argrave said in slight irritation. “All the landscape’s been turned around, churned by the roots like raw cookie dough, all thanks to Kirel. These trees are big and impressive, but there’s so damn many of them that they all look the same. It’s been two years since I last played the game, and memory isn’t forever.” He looked back at Orion, whose concern leaked past his battered golden helmet. “I’ll get it. Don’t worry.”

“I think I found it,” Anneliese told Argrave, scouting with her eyes instead of her bird in a rare occasion. “Big tree, slightly hollowed stump, cavern hidden by roots… it has been disturbed, but it remains largely intact.”

The three of them moved alone, separated from the rest of the party. Argrave had the others doing as he bid—and ‘as he bid’ mostly meant doing whatever to draw no suspicion from Erlebnis. Though he sent Nikoletta along to Elenore, he didn’t have high hopes that his sister acquired any shamanic magic from the search parties sent to loot valuable locations in Vasquer. Locations that had it were in short supply, and not particularly high priority. It was midgame loot, and so Argrave only intended to acquire it before the midgame began—particularly, the point where spirits became as common as grass.

Ganbaatar had agreed to help with surprisingly little fuss. Maybe Argrave was delusional, but the elven warrior seemed to almost feel some relief when he heard of Argrave’s mistake, like it was some sign he was truly human. Regardless, Argrave hoped Batbayar would be as accommodating toward his apprentice as he had been in Heroes of Berendar. Elsewise… the plan wouldn’t die, but it’d become riskier.

The three of them made it to the place that Anneliese had noticed, and upon looking at it, some familiarity dawned. Argrave could say the same about most of the places on this continent, so it wasn’t quite special yet. Nevertheless, they proceeded deeper in. And when they did, Argrave knew he was in the right place.

The short cave ended quickly with a stone statue that was all too similar to many that Argrave had seen before, be that in Heroes of Berendar or in this life. The stone tablet and the statue itself had been displaced, and Argrave blinked, at a loss at how to proceed.

As his mind settled upon an answer, he opened his mouth… speaking to Erlebnis’ emissaries once again.

“You need to set up a meeting with Altan and the Myriarchs, set up a conversation. I’m not letting thousands of elven refugees come into my kingdom without a proper plan,” Argrave said decisively, feeling half a madman as he talked to a cave wall. “You said they’re retreating. Let me facilitate that.”

“That can happen,” came the answer at once, from behind.

When Argrave looked back, Orion had already pulled back his fist to punch the emissary at the cave’s entrance. The prince paused when he saw it didn’t move, stepping back toward Argrave cautiously.

“It can happen,” Argrave repeated, stepping past them both. “And how does it happen organically?”

“It’ll need to be away from the coast. Away from those boats of yours,” the emissary continued, its thin lips speaking precisely. “Your party could screen the retreat. As I understand, your queen’s A-rank ability revolves around absorbing magic,” the emissary looked to her.

Anneliese crossed her arms, somewhat guarded as she looked at the abominable creature. Though Argrave shared her discomfort the emissary knew of her power, Argrave answered on her behalf, “Yes, that’s the gist of her ability.”

“She arrives. We lessen the intensity of our magic—not enough to draw suspicion, but enough for her to endure. She endures, buying time for Altan to give a convincing retreat. Then, you may reconvene with her wherever you so please.” The emissary waved his hand grandly.

Argrave gave no answer, ill at ease with placing the woman he loved in the line of fire. Practically speaking, that would be the right move. Personally viewing the battlefield gave them the chance to survey the betrayal firsthand, make some evaluations about the fate of the elven gods and the future of this resistance plan of his.

“I can do it,” Anneliese answered.

Argrave looked at her, wanting to argue. Upon seeing the fire in her amber eyes, he surrendered and said, “If she’s fine with it… then I am too. But given you’re volunteering Altan, that would mean the Supreme Myriarch is already dead?”

“And all of his Kheshig, yes.” The emissary nodded.

Argrave took a deep breath and sighed. “If that matter’s settled, can I ask a favor from my newfound friend?” He used Dimocles’ language to see if the collector was a sophist or a messenger.

“You are on our side,” the emissary said, not quite answering the question.

“Part of the reason I came here… other than securing the loyalty of the elves… it was to secure the assistance of the dryads, too.” Argrave looked on unflinchingly. He had never told Chiteng this part, and so he divulged it now to earn trust. “I need that assistance for my long-range planning.”

The emissary stared blankly, giving no response.

“I think I have a way to get the elves to give it up—more specifically, to take me where the dryads live. I understand this might interest Erlebnis,” Argrave said, almost venturing.

“This forest will die, Argrave,” the emissary said plainly. “We have promised it to Kirel Qircassia. Nothing can be spared. This must be his territory, and he must be our ally.”

“But the knowledge needn’t die with the forest.” Argrave shrugged, hoping to draw upon Erlebnis’ emotional compulsion to preserve knowledge. “If I can get a line with the elves… if they can take me to the dryads… I could share that with you. You, meaning Erlebnis.” He took some steps closer. “As a matter of fact, why not have Onychinusa come along?”

“She is in battle,” the emissary said.

“Battles end, don’t they?” Argrave cracked a smile.

“And as escorts go, we emissaries are better suited,” he continued passively.

Argrave raised a brow as if surprised, then bluffed, “You’re welcome, certainly. Didn’t think I’d get the privilege.”

After half a second of silence, it continued, “But a mortal touch would be better suited, given that this mission rests on the elves breaking past the dryads’ barrier. We are not so welcome in mortal societies. Onychinusa can be called away, certainly.”

The question was half a probe, and Argrave almost smiled when the test came back positive. For this plan to work, Onychinusa was vital. She had to come along. As the emissary had said… a mortal touch was necessary.

One last matter remained, however.

“Then I’ll see how it plays with the dryads, and stay in touch.” Argrave held his arms out. “And on that note… another thing.”

“The Lord can be a good and reasonable friend,” the emissary said, caution hidden in the words—Argrave shouldn’t ask for something unreasonable.

“If this does work out, I want to kill Dimocles,” Argrave said, his voice low.

The emissary tilted his head. “Why?”

“Intuition. Knowledge of who he is, what… attracts his attention,” Argrave explained. “I don’t think he can be trusted to be genuine and loyal, and given his unusual tendencies, I’d like to wipe him out.”

The emissary remained silent. Then, it waved its hand, answering neither affirmatively or negatively. “Bring your people to the elven army.”

And just as it had come, so too did it disappear, likely returning to Erlebnis’ realm by way of the nearby shrine. Argrave looked to his companions, and then made for the exit. Argrave didn’t know how thoroughly Dimocles was connected to Erlebnis… but he hoped that this request of his would strengthen the ancient god’s belief he intended to be true in this alliance. And if Dimocles should die—a happy accident.

In his mind, Argrave came to know something. He was in this. No matter how this ended, he was involved. But Argrave… he wasn’t quite content wallowing in self-pity, reflecting on the guilt he felt for bringing this upon everyone. Maybe he’d have crumbled a year ago, back when he had not experienced so much. But times had changed since then.

Argrave was well ready to con a god. Not through using other gods like hands, but through using only that obtained with his wit and knowledge. And secretly, though he wouldn’t tell this to even Anneliese… he did it in part because, with this route, the consequences of failure all fell back to him alone. Nikoletta would tell Elenore the situation, and if he died attempting this… his sister would be ready to handle it all.

Whatever the case, he would suffer no gods lording over his people.


Chapter 42

Argrave had been hearing reports from Anneliese about how the reignited battle looked. She called it many things—chaos, indiscriminate destruction. Looking upon it with his own two eyes, he could think of few adjectives beyond that. Aspects of dragons, great chasms in the earth, titans formed of wind… it was a grand display of death. Spells of the highest order battered at the elven gods, cast without end.

From their spot in the distant canopies, the emissaries of Erlebnis almost looked… normal. They seemed nothing more than a lone regiment, perhaps a little more than one hundred in number. But from his perspective as one endowed with the sight of an A-rank mage, these emissaries were alight with unprecedented power, catching his eyes like falling stars in a pitch-black night. They used their lord Erlebnis’ blessing, and Argrave saw its true potential on clear display.

The gods and the elves had been split into two separate forces, each retreating from the open plains Kirel Qircassia made back into the forest. Dimocles had been lying when he said this battle was already decided, just as Argrave had thought. Nine or so emissaries dealt with the elven army, doing nothing more than engaging with the spellcasters on the elves’ side—they sent wards and the occasional probing attack. Though the spells were enough to rock the earth, both forces possessed spellcasters capable of S-rank spells.

The rest of the emissaries, however, dealt solely with the elven gods. With nine on the army and one hundred on the gods, it seemed an uneven split… but the gods needed to be their sole focus, as they were the true threat on this battlefield. They kept them contained with constant spells, assailing from all sides. Even still, they could not fully stop their retreat. They advanced steadily backwards, abandoning Kirel Qircassia’s breach.

Leading the emissaries was the traitor, Chiteng. His ivory blade caught some spells the emissaries cast, using them to add power as he fought against his own family. Merata met his blade time and time again with his crook, showing crude strength and expertise in equal measure. Each time the ivory met wood, a loud crack echoed out, like a bat struck a wall.

“Ghan is badly injured. A great cut renders him incapable, starting from his throat and leading down to his groin. He bleeds spirits in abundance, despite attempts to staunch this,” Anneliese told Argrave. “Merata is leading them. From something I overheard, they attempt to retreat back to their heart of power. I think… for now, they can manage a retreat. But as Erlebnis’ power grows, and as more emissaries come to bear… they will be overrun.”

Argrave watched closely. As Anneliese said, Merata, the eldest son, took the defense in their retreat. Gunlik, the third eldest after Chiteng, supported his father while the matriarch Ujin attempted to clear a retreat path with the rest of the gods. But the emissaries were a cold and unfeeling regiment possessing mechanical discipline and a near-foolproof strategy.

“They divide themselves into three units,” Anneliese observed beside Argrave. “One actively engages. One is reserve. The other is resupplying.”

And it was just as Anneliese said. The frontliners attacked, their Blessing of Supersession fully engaged. Mana ripples filled the air as they used spells far beyond Argrave’s ken—dragons born of flame burned through Merata’s power of woodworking while great stretches of earth gave beneath them, turning into inhuman jaws that ate at their legs. Swords of wind as tall as trees stabbed at their heads, swung toward their throats… it was a constant, devilish assault. On the inverse, any attempt at attack from the gods was met with a complete defense from multiple S-rank wards, each so large and strong that all of the emissaries were protected simultaneously. Erlebnis’ emissaries were small—but small size was an advantage, not a disadvantage, in this case.

When the vanguard emissaries lost their power of the blessing granted to them by Erlebnis, they fell back, joining the resupplying unit while the reserve unit became the frontliners. With the reserve up front, the assault began once more. In the resupply unit, the now-diminished emissaries used another of their abilities—rapid absorption of ambient magic, to repay any debt incurred. The emissaries had very little natural magic: all they had was an intense ability to replenish that supply. It was all designed to repay the debt the Blessing of Supersession incurred.

When the frontliners ran out of their five minutes, they became the new backliners. The reserves became the frontliners, and the backliners became the reserve. It was a revolving door of efficient destruction. The spells, though grand, were measured and precise, spending enough magic to slowly kill their foes while retaining the ability to recover before joining the front.

This display of magic defied human standards. And it was why they weren’t human.

“The gods can get away if they play this right.” Argrave looked to where the breach was. Merata’s fortress of wood constructed around it still stood strong, but he wasn’t sure how long that would last. “But I’m not sure how long they last after this. A few days? A week, two, at best? And without pressure on Kirel Qircassia and his breach, in a while, the emissaries aren’t going to be the only ones hunting them.”

“Did you truly say Kirel Qircassia was stronger than Erlebnis?” Anneliese questioned, watching all ahead.

Orion narrowed his brows as he watched. “Kirel can’t be stronger. We won against him. Against this… can there be victory?”

“I said when fully manifested, Kirel is likely stronger than Erlebnis,” Argrave justified himself. “But the emissaries circumvent the slow period of manifestation. They tap into Erlebnis’ power directly through the Blessing of Supersession, and then use mortal methods—namely, magic—to make full use of that power. His servants are the weakest imaginable, physically speaking, and not especially numerous. But this trick enables Erlebnis to show incredible power very early in the cycle of judgement, long before his full form is manifested. By then, he’s earned himself a huge advantage.”

As Argrave finished explaining, he saw some movement in his peripheries and turned his head. There, an emissary emerged, walking on the high branches delicately. They had been speaking behind a ward, but now Argrave dispelled it to speak with them.

Argrave rose to his feet, feeling the branch beneath him sway as he moved his weight. Just after the emissary came Onychinusa. She looked at them distrustfully.

This emissary had two hands larger than its shrunken torso, and it entwined them as it spoke. “The new acting Supreme Myriarch Altan has been informed of this new development. She is ready and willing to cooperate with you.”

“How did you inform her?” Argrave pressed. “Just so I know there’s no misunderstanding. An unclear message could ruin things.”

“We have faithful adherents in their armies,” the emissary explained calmly. “The elves were a largely faithless lot, yet many soldiers need spiritual fulfillment in the wake of death. Many seeking spiritual satisfaction or more… material advancement, shall we say, found His innumerable shrines dotted throughout Berendar. It is why they were built. Altan was no recent acquisition.”

He’s saying they have cultists all throughout the forest, Argrave realized. And maybe even far beyond that. Good lord… even if I get through this alive, I have to rouse the Spanish Inquisition back home. To think that I was once paranoid about revealing my Blessing, and now I might be forced to hunt down people precisely like me.

“Good enough for me,” Argrave concluded, then looked at the tan, white-haired elf at the emissary’s side. “She’ll be coming with us?”

“The Lord’s mortal champion has been instructed to do whatever you need her to.” The emissary put its big hand on her shoulder, and it nearly hid her head with the sheer size of it.

Argrave studied Onychinusa. As ever, she couldn’t meet his gaze, and seemed generally frustrated with this situation. He decided to brief her, saying authoritatively, “You seem to dislike talking, so I’ll say only this—if asked, you’re Anneliese’s sister. Don’t kill anyone unless instructed, endeavor to protect every member of my party, and don’t go off on your own.”

“Okay,” she answered flatly.

Argrave took a deep breath and looked away back to the battlefield. Though Onychinusa was a puppet cut to size by those who’d raised her, he couldn’t afford to pity her. He’d keep interactions to a minimum, do what needed to be done, and then part ways. It’d make the final juncture of this plan simpler… both for her and him.

“Then, come on.” Argrave waved his hand onward as he readied to jump off the branch. “It’s time to get them out of there.”

***

Watching fireworks from afar was wholly different from having them explode near you.

As Argrave led the front of his small force of Veidimen and Magisters, this was a principle soundly on display. Ghan’s assault with the storm at his back had been fierce and devastating and loud… but the assault of the emissaries ate away sound, almost entirely drowning out the constant horn the elves sounded in desperate call for retreat. The earth shook, the air was equal parts humid and dry, and scatterings of wind buffeted them with dust in greater intensity the further they advanced.

“Need to put on quite the show, don’t we?!” Argrave shouted to the two with him at the front—specifically, Onychinusa and Anneliese. “Grimalt, Bastal, Rasten—go!”

The Veidimen officers heeded his words, moving with the Magisters to join the elven army and provide aid. With the Magisters spent from the battle the day prior, only Argrave, Anneliese, and Onychinusa remained at relatively peak condition. And so they would be the designated bait.

The emissaries pushed the elven army away to the coast, their small number more than sufficient to suppress and herd the whole army. Seeing the battle with the gods and comparing it to the battle here, it was almost clear Erlebnis’ servants held back a great deal. Regardless, Argrave didn’t care if they were being benevolent, holding up their side of this twisted deal. In truth, he didn’t intend to put on a show at all. He wanted to try to kill these things. It would be a good test for what was to come.

Argrave held his hands out, miming a bow. His blood echoes spilled out from his body, and a distant onlooker might think he split into many. Each of them readied the spell [Bloodfeud Bow] in tandem, spending their essence to prepare for a powerful attack few things had survived.

The emissaries took note of this immediately. Their relentless assault on the elven forces abated somewhat, and their disciplined force broke away to face Argrave squarely. The closest cast a spell of wind, and a ripping tornado erupted forth, tearing the ground up as it came. Still, Argrave advanced, confident in those near him.

When it came close enough, Anneliese’s ward finished, shielding them. It took the spell gracefully, persisting. But after the tornado came other spells—a winding serpent dragon of flame came next, but it was soon overtaken by a loud explosion of too-quick lightning magic, and the silver defense shattered. Anneliese prepared another ward, but Onychinusa bridged the gap between them, defending Argrave’s advance once more with a ward of her own so he was left to the elements for no longer than half a second.

As they endured spell after spell, the elven army seized this opportunity to disengage. Just as they moved away, Argrave shouted, “I’m firing!”

The wards before him fell, and all of the blood magic he’d been preparing sped above the ground to meet the coming assault. Some of the maroon arrows split through approaching attacks entirely, heading directly for the emissaries. For a brief moment he was ecstatic, feeling he might get a kill after all. But in tandem, each emissary cast an S-rank ward. The arrows broke through the first, certainly… even the second and third, impressively enough.

But three wards was far from all. Their combined defense could withstand a god’s attack. What hope did Argrave have to break it?             

The blood magic did leave its mark on the battlefield, though. All casting stopped for a brief moment, replaced by the sound of the retreating army and their horns spurring them onwards. And in that eerie stillness, Argrave ordered, “Hold the line!”

And in moments, Argrave and his company were personally subjected to precisely what the elven gods endured. That unending wave of power was turned against them, reduced by a multiple of ten and with the opposition deliberately lessening the intensity of their attacks. It was almost too much to handle, yet Anneliese did not waver, casting ward after ward to receive all assaults. Her magic supply was diminished and filled rapidly enough it was almost alarming, her [Life Cycle] working overdrive to keep them whole.

When the distant and constant noise of the elven horns fell out of his hearing, Argrave turned his head. He saw they’d managed to make it back to the trees. With the redwoods at their disposal, the elves could retreat twice as fast. Realizing this, Argrave ordered, “Time to fall back.”

Anneliese backpedaled without a second thought, leaving countless wards in her retreat. It was a mind-numbingly tense stretch, and seemingly without end… Argrave felt tempted to use his Blessing of Supersession time and time again, but ultimately never called upon it. And at some point… the attacks ended. Beyond, the emissaries watched them for a moment. Then they turned their bodies and walked calmly to where the elven gods still fought.

Anneliese stood there, drenched in sweat and breathing heavy. She stumbled slightly and Argrave grabbed her arm, holding her tight. Onychinusa gave them bitter side-eyes, watching as the emissaries left.

“…Let’s go,” Argrave said after a time.

***

Argrave and his small force eventually joined with the elven army. They fell back to the spot that had been designated as a retreat, where they were received by scouts. The scouts that found them had been given orders. They were escorted to the higher leadership immediately, where all the Myriarchs gathered.

“We should retreat further!” Argrave heard Batbayar insist as soon as he was led to them.

“Those abominations left us, went to join the others. All of us saw it,” Otgon argued.

Argrave stepped into view, and all turned to look at him. Altan brightened and stepped up to Argrave, holding out her hand.

“Thank you, King Argrave, for arriving when you did. Our spellcasters were badly depleted, and I’m uncertain we could have held out much longer. Great work,” she said, staring at him with her red eyes common in all the wood elves. Maybe it was his imagination… but knowing what she’d done put an eerie undercurrent to all she said.

“I should have come sooner,” Argrave said truthfully. He didn’t want to, but he shook her hand.

Altan shook her head, and then pulled him to the table where the other Myriarchs waited. “Let’s talk about what happened… and where we go from here.” She looked back. “But for now, Batbayar is right. We should head to where we are furthest from the invader’s breach.”

“Can someone tell me what in the world happened? Those… things… ambushed me, diverted me from my goal, and when we finally managed to come here…” Argrave interrupted, not playing along. “I need to know every last detail about what happened.”

Altan looked at him in discomfort, but eventually gave a nod of concession. “We can explain as we advance to safety.”

I’m going to work out fact from fiction, Argrave thought. And once that’s done… I can work out how this puzzling thing all fits together.


Chapter 43

On the way back, Argrave consorted with each of the Myriarchs, endeavoring to assess the sum total of Erlebnis’ presence. It was a somewhat cerebral task with Altan, Erlebnis’ faithful, among them. He had to act like he was acting that he wasn’t interested in how Erlebnis arrived. In reality, that was mainly what he was interested in.

From it, he concluded some things. Firstly, Erlebnis hadn’t been here long. The fighting force they’d just encountered had actually been smaller when the battle began, and they were joined by other emissaries later on. These new arrivals had broken the stalemate, largely. With his servants of limited quantity, Argrave took that to mean that Erlebnis’ power was only just beginning to manifest… and that was why it was important to get his plan together quickly. The earlier he fought back, the easier the fight would be.

Erlebnis’ short timeframe meant something else that was pivotal—this was no master plan, where Argrave had been manipulated into coming here and played like a fiddle to aid Erlebnis’ mastery of Kirel, the elven gods, and the Kingdom of Vasquer. If it had been planned long in advance, perhaps everything that Dimocles said would be true, and there would be no hope whatsoever.

Anneliese said she suspected the god of knowledge merely kept watch, and then acted accordingly when he found an opportunity to strike with Chiteng’s betrayal. Doubtless he’d have been paying close attention to this region, what with Kirel Qircassia manifesting so. Perhaps their party had simply caught his eye, and things spiraled out of control from there.

His presence in this realm meant Erlebnis had a breach of his own. Unlike the elven gods, he had no strong ties to this land, and so a breach was necessary to manifest fully. All they knew about its location was that they came from the direction of the western coast, where the North Sea met the land. Depending on its location, Erlebnis was either quite far away geographically, or might potentially be in close proximity to Kirel Qircassia’s breach. If it was the latter… perhaps Argrave might be able to create conflict between the two.

Regardless, Argrave could obtain no more pertinent information. Indeed, he had to spin a suitable tale explaining why he did not arrive with Sarikiz’s aid as he had promised. He told them they were rebuffed by the same creatures that had engaged with the elven army and their gods.

After this long march of explanation and retreat, they made it to the central part of the Bloodwoods. Here, most were confident enough to be at ease, sending out thorough scouts to prepare for the next potential assault. Once there, Argrave had a brief respite in the high canopies of the Bloodwoods while waiting for a separate talk with Altan.

Argrave stared at the leaves of the redwoods from their spot, high up in the branches with his people. Kirel Qircassia’s ploy with the forest roots had left its mark—already, the green had turned to a faint brown, indicating that death had taken roots in even the branches of these titanic trees. Maybe they could be revived, but Argrave doubted it. The Veidimen were resting, exhausted, with Orion handling the situation on the ground. Anneliese and Ganbaatar were the only ones up here with him, and they stood by his side, totally exhausted. As his gaze wandered, his eyes met Onychinusa’s, as she stared at them from a distant branch. She turned her gaze away as soon as their eyes met. It certainly wasn’t shyness that made her do that.

“Okay,” Argrave said, turning back to the three of them. “It’s time to see if this will work. You’re going to talk to Batbayar?” Argrave asked Ganbaatar quietly despite the ward around them. These days, all of his conversations took place behind wards. He could afford no risks, not at the stakes he was playing.

Ganbaatar nodded, his eyes on the forest floor below. “…Yeah. Yeah, I will. Seeing as you’re so persuasive, can you give me any advice? What should I say to him?”

Argrave blinked, then hardened and put a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t try to be like me,” he advised. “Do your… your normal angry insistence. If you’re fake, he’ll notice.”

Ganbaatar looked at him bitterly, then took a deep breath and gestured for the ward.

Argrave broke it, letting him pass, and then reformed it against around Anneliese. “Can you wrangle Onychinusa?” he asked her.

“Her?” Anneliese glanced briefly but didn’t let her gaze linger long.

“She’s temperamental. You’re well in tune with how she might react… and when it comes to restraining her, with [Life Cycle], you’re almost her antithesis. You could literally absorb her if you grab her, for as long as the contact lasts at least.” Argrave touched Anneliese’s arm. “Just make sure she doesn’t do anything impulsive. She’s a reluctant collaborator who was infamous for being unpredictable in Heroes of Berendar.”

“And you will be busy working Altan, I suspect.” Anneliese nodded. “Worry not. Onychinusa will cooperate and cause no problems. I will be sure of it.”

With that, Argrave gave her a hug and released the ward. She moved closer to Onychinusa slowly, almost like approaching a timid animal. For the first time in a long while, Argrave was waiting with nothing urgent on his plate. He was left alone with his thoughts… More specifically, his failures.

His first encounter with the divine had gone very poorly. He was still reeling desperately, seeking opportunity by feigning cooperation. Though there were lights of hope, the shadow trailing behind seemed liable to swallow him and the whole of Vasquer. With that… there would be deaths. Indeed, there already were—though he’d allowed the elven army to retreat from the emissaries, an attack of that magnitude hadn’t been without deaths.

Movement beneath brought Argrave out of his thoughts, and he looked toward the source to see Altan pulling herself up to the branch he stood on with wires. She walked to him quickly, then stopped.

“I greet His Majesty,” she said, kneeling before him.

Argrave looked around, perplexed, then bent slightly to grab her shoulder and help her up. “Why are you doing this, exactly?”

Altan accepted his guidance, rising to her feet. He studied her face. She had a thin, tall head, with sharp cheeks and chin marred by many scars. Her red eyes were small and seemed almost naturally hateful. She looked just as Argrave remembered… and in Heroes of Berendar, she’d certainly never been a worshipper of Erlebnis. He recalled her as a cynic, but a pragmatist. She was not this woman, who would stand idly by and watch the Supreme Myriarch die.

“I have been assigned to become your loyal servant, however you wish that to be,” Altan told him. “You certainly asked many questions, Your Majesty.”

“Don’t call me that. Not worth the risk,” Argrave instructed her. “You didn’t seem to have any problems answering those questions.”

“I had to be helpful. My position as Supreme Myriarch isn’t entirely secure,” she told him while crossing her arms. “Your aid on that front would be greatly appreciated.”

Argrave felt pleased, finding another chink in Erlebnis’ armor. He restrained his exuberance and instead acted disappointed, admonishing, “The emissaries told me you were Supreme Myriarch already.”

“Acting Supreme Myriarch,” Altan emphasized, seeming bitter about that fact herself. “But the title is chosen among the Myriarchs. So long as you can help, it’s all but guaranteed I retain the position long term. And from there… I’ll command a migration to Vasquer, where we will be under your mercy.”

Argrave clicked his tongue, looking down below. “From all I’ve seen of your people, it’s going to be impossible to convince them to migrate to my kingdom quickly,” he began, taxing his mind to begin this elaborate play of his. “Even if I offer shelter, it won’t be taken.”

“I’d agree.” Altan crouched down, looking down. “But in the end, it’s not a choice. Factors beyond their control will determine how quick the exodus comes; namely, we won’t have a home to stay in much longer. I’ll offer all the help I can.” She looked up at him. “I hope you can do the same.”

“You’re fine serving me?” Argrave questioned. When she tilted her head in confusion, he continued, “There won’t be any problems accepting your status as vassal instead of leader?”

“In the times that come, I saw it all.” Altan looked back down. “We have to serve somebody. Let it be the one who can benefit us the most, materially speaking.”

It may be the devil, or it may be the lord… but you’re gonna have to serve somebody.

Argrave took a deep breath. It seemed it was time for him to put that conventional wisdom to test.

***

“You can’t be serious,” Batbayar chided Ganbaatar. “After all that time disappeared, chasing your fancy and abandoning your duty to the army, you come back to me and ask me this?!”

“I left the army with no stain to my honor,” Ganbaatar disagreed. “And I ask you because you’re the only one I can.”

Batbayar cupped his forehead and said, “Because you’ve angered all of the rest with that attitude of yours.” He looked at Ganbaatar harshly. “Now you come back, playing lapdog to a foreign king?”

“I’ll be as damned dogged as I want when it comes to saving my people!” Ganbaatar veritably growled through clenched teeth. “This isn’t about Argrave, it’s about us.”

Batbayar waved his hands away, stepping until he peered out at row after row of sleeping soldiers, all exhausted and injured by the constant warfare of days past. “I ought to take this before all of the Myriarchs, make this public. The dryads—pfft,” the S-rank spellcaster scoffed.

“But what will you do?” Ganbaatar stepped up behind him.

Batbayar raised his hand up, fingers twitching as his red eyes grew distant and hazy. When no answer came to him, he said quietly, “You’ll know in the morning, I suppose.”

“But Batba—”

“Keep talking, I’ll name you traitor.” The elf turned his head. “You’re still under my command, Ganbaatar, even if I allowed you to retire. Leave me be… and let me think.”

Ganbaatar looked like he might burst in fury… but it seemed the elven rogue was better at containing his temper before his old commander than the gods of his pantheon. He turned on his heel and walked away, leaving Batbayar to stand in the silence of night.

“Damn it, boy…” He sighed grimly, with no one around to hear.


Chapter 44

After days of protracted tension and combat, much of which Argrave survived on little sleep, he finally laid his head down in one of the tents the Veidimen honor guard had pitched. He wasn’t alone, as the tent was shared with Anneliese and her acting-sister Onychinusa, and he wasn’t at peace, as the threats all around demanded his attention even still. Despite all of that, he felt now might be the time to finally rest, even if only for a few hours.

But then armor clanged into the tent, and when he opened his eyes, Grimalt knelt before his bed.

“Your Majesty. One of the Myriarchs is trying to see you. He’s being rather insistent.”

Argrave sat up, trying not to let his bitterness seep into his voice as he asked gruffly, “His name?”

“Batbayar,” Grimalt answered succinctly.

Hearing that was an awakening far more effective than a cold bucket of water to the head. Beside him, Anneliese also roused, sitting up as he did. With a partner to share the frustration of being roused, his bitterness died somewhat. In a more distant corner, Onychinusa—who had eliminated her need for sleep in light of making the whole of her body constructed of magic—came to attention.

Argrave reached forward and grabbed his socks and boots, instructing Grimalt, “Tell him I’ll be with him shortly.”

The Veidimen nodded and left the tent, heeding Argrave’s directive. Anneliese also crawled to grab her footwear but Argrave touched her, catching her attention. “Stay,” he told her, thinking first of Onychinusa. He didn’t want her listening in on this meeting.

With Anneliese, he didn’t need to elaborate further. She gave a nod of confirmation and sat down on their bedding, rubbing her tired eyes. He gave her long white hair a rustle, put on his gloves last, and then made for the exit of the tent. Grimalt waited, ready to escort Argrave. He gave him a nod to lead on, and the Veidimen led the path.

It was a quiet walk for some time, but then Grimalt spoke, saying, “Your Majesty, if I may be presumptuous…”

“Presume away,” Argrave answered back quickly.

“I am rather skilled at judging people’s disposition,” the elven warrior explained. “Ask any near me, and they’ll tell you the same thing. If that can be of service to you, then…” Argrave paused walking, causing Grimalt to look back in confusion. “You’re… shocked?”

He sized up this Veidimen officer. He kept the top of his head shaved and grew no facial hair, but looking at his eyes in the dusk… they were amber, certainly. If this meant what he thought it might, then… well, frankly, Argrave didn’t know what to think. He and Anneliese had a system of body language to convey much of what she learned from her near-supernatural empathy. If Grimalt had this same thing…

“Can you notice lies?” Argrave asked.

“Eh…” Grimalt scratched the back of his neck. “I think I’m better than most, but I’ve been tricked before, Your Majesty.”

Argrave nodded slowly, creating a new compartment in his mind to deal with this issue. “Sure… Tell me what you think, after.” He followed behind again, realizing that this probably warranted further conversation. But for now, he would need to speak to Batbayar with his own ability.

***

Anneliese studied Onychinusa curiously as the woman ran her fingers through the dirt in the corner of the tent. The elf said nothing as she sat there with her knees against her chest. She wore simple brown clothing, and seemed not to care that her white hair, her fingers, or indeed her whole body got dirty. With tan skin and unorthodoxly long ears, she was similar to Anneliese yet very different simultaneously.

The past year with Argrave, Anneliese had managed to bring many facets of her curiosity under her control. Instead, she directed all of that desire to learn toward things that would benefit the kingdom, and most importantly to her, its king. But seeing the last living elf from the ancient civilization that the elves here likely descended from, and further a mortal champion of a god, Anneliese was filled with a desire to probe, to pry, and to learn.

Argrave said he would like this to be a fleeting encounter, Anneliese thought. But knowing that it is fleeting makes it all the more enticing.

One didn’t need to be an empath to see that Onychinusa was lonely at present. Anneliese found her feet moving toward the woman before her rationality could restrain her. As soon as she came near, the elf was guarded and cautious. Ostensibly, this woman was hundreds of years old… but looking at her, Anneliese felt she was looking at a little sister.

Realizing the woman would answer no questions like this, she knelt down beside Onychinusa, asking quietly, “Would you like to play a game?”

Onychinusa didn’t answer, staring ahead with the same guardedness.

“Here.” Anneliese lowered her finger to the ground, drawing four lines in the dirt that crossed each other. “Argrave showed me this. It’s called tic-tac-toe. We take turns—I draw circles, you draw crosses. Line up three in a row… you win,” she explained, demonstrating a win. Once that was done, she smoothed the dirt and drew another board, taking the first move.

Though Onychinusa hesitated a long while… she did eventually lean forward and draw a cross. Anneliese took the corners and soundly won. Onychinusa looked miffed, and then drew the next board herself. Like most games of tic-tac-toe between adults, it rapidly devolved into a festival of ties. After ten or so games, Onychinusa grew annoyed—not at the game, but at Anneliese. She wanted to be left alone.

Once that happened, Anneliese stood up and walked away, leaving the elf to ponder her motives. The mounting displeasure died in its infancy, leaving Onychinusa with only confusion. When she took her place elsewhere, she heard the sounds of dirt moving furiously. When she glanced over, she saw Onychinusa playing the game on her lonesome.

After perhaps ten or so minutes, Onychinusa walked over and said, “You can always tie if you want to.”

Catching annoyance on her tone, Anneliese played into that by asking, “It is quite the stupid game, yes?”

“If you knew that, why do that? Is this a message?” She crossed her arms.

Anneliese shook her head. “Not at all. I just thought it might be more fun than doing nothing. I have a good friend who never had to sleep because of his condition,” she continued. “He called it torturous, enduring some nights.”

Onychinusa stared at her, saying nothing as she thought. When the thoughts in her head seemed to overwhelm her, Onychinusa walked back to her corner in the tent quickly, almost as if overwhelmed.

“Are you curious about why we asked for you to come with us, instead of Dimocles or someone else?” Anneliese ventured.

Onychinusa hesitated sitting for half a moment, and then did so with a huff while giving no answer. Her hatred seemed to flare, and Anneliese felt like she’d found a light.

“It’s because I hate Dimocles,” Anneliese said. “So smug, so presumptuous…”

“I hate him too,” Onychinusa responded almost brightly. “I told him I hoped he drowned.”

Anneliese laughed despite herself, and though Onychinusa seemed surprised by the noise, she gradually managed a smile of her own.

“The Lord’s emissaries told me that they sent Dimocles because he’d be good with people,” she said almost gloatingly.

When she realized Onychinusa’s guard had largely dropped, Anneliese searched for her next words, trying to find a way to interject her questions about this ancient elven woman. Experiencing this, she felt firsthand why Argrave seemed to like manipulation so much… unfortunately, Anneliese was uncertain her ‘skills’ would be of use for anyone beyond this extremely temperamental woman who had little experience socializing.

Whatever the case, it had been a long time since she indulged her curiosity. Now that she had come to this point, she’d make the most of it. And along the way… perhaps this might serve a larger purpose.

***

“Do you realize just how compromising what you’ve asked me to do is?” Batbayar questioned Argrave calmly, leaning up against the trunk of one of the redwoods as a ward surrounded them. Only Grimalt was witness to their conversation. “With our leadership in disarray, with the elven gods fractured and hunted by… whatever those things were.” The Myriarch shook his head. “Amidst all that, you send Ganbaatar to ask me to surrender the secrets of the dryads. If you were a conquering monarch, you are well poised for your invasion.”

Argrave pointed his finger. “And deal with the abominations we dealt with earlier? Not a chance. Nobody’s surrendering anything. That’s the point. I don’t need what the dryads have. Even if I could get the secrets for their good bows, without their unique woodworking abilities, my kingdom could never make them,” he dismissed. “What I need lies in what they preserve. And what they preserve… you’ve seen it, those ruins.”

“There are more secrets than that of making bows.” Batbayar shook his head. “Look, the only point I’m trying to make is that this is highly suspicious. You should have no knowledge of the dryads. And asking me? If Ganbaatar hadn’t broached this idea while vouching for you, you would be answering the Myriarchs, not me. That boy is many things, but he’s shrewd and loyal.”

“And angry, at times.” Argrave nodded. “He yelled at your gods, you know. Right in their realm, right to their faces.”

Batbayar laughed, distracted from this conversation for a brief moment. “His anger’s gotten that bad, huh?” He seemed to be reminiscing on something, and he eventually sighed and walked away from the tree. “Listen. If Ganbaatar really thinks you’re all that, I’m willing to forget what I heard. Alternatively, I can bring this to the other Myriarchs, or support it if you bring it up. But secretly? Not a chance,” he dismissed.

Argrave took a deep breath upon hearing that. If Batbayar was out, then two options remained to him. One—bring it to all the Myriarchs. Argrave thought his chance of success there was thin, as the dryads were a sensitive subject. Two—rely on Altan. This was feasible, but with her association with Erlebnis in mind, Argrave was very hesitant. His intuition screamed at him both would be unideal.

Argrave circled around the Myriarch, positing, “Do you think anyone is going to risk breaking tradition by allowing access to the dryads when each of them will be vying for Supreme Myriarch?”

“That position isn’t like kingship.” Batbayar followed Argrave with his head as he walked around him. “It’s a burden. The stress alone kills most, and if not that, the self-flagellation. To lead is to sacrifice—at least, so it is among our people.”

“Most of your people have abandoned their gods. Yours is the last army with true worshippers.” Argrave stopped circling and stared at Batbayar blankly. “Even after the return, the last sight they’ve seen is those gods, heralded as saviors, battered by unknown enemies. The people now… Otgon, Altan… do you think they expect to preside over elves as it always was? Do you expect them to follow old traditions as the world changes around them?”

Batbayar narrowed his eyes. “Those beneath judge those above.”

“Will they be so quick to judge when survival hangs on the balance?” Argrave narrowed his eyes. “I’ll be frank with you, Batbayar, because I think you can appreciate that. Would you be happy with your residence in this forest coming to an end because a council refused to give aid from a proven friend?” He held his arms out wide. “Because if we cannot fight this new threat, the dryads die regardless.”

Batbayar’s jaw tightened, and then he stepped away. Argrave briefly thought he was going to leave, but he stopped a fair distance away and stood there to think. After a moment which felt like an eternity, the old elf turned around and walked back forth.

“If I am present… and if you tell me what it is, precisely, you hope to obtain from there…” He closed his eyes. “Gods be damned, what that boy makes me do…” His lips moved for a bit, and then he spit off to the side. “I can… help you.”

Argrave breathed a sigh of relief. “You have no idea how relieving that is to hear, Batbayar. I’m thinking… How long? Things have to settle down here… but time is of the essence.”

“How about twenty-four hours? Tomorrow night,” Batbayar suggested. “Before I change my mind.”


Chapter 45

After the conversation with Batbayar, Argrave managed to get a few hours of sleep… sleep made harder by knowing the most pivotal part of the plan would come in twenty-four hours. Less, given the time that had elapsed. Batbayar evidently decided that time was of the essence. His conscious mind welcomed it, but his subconscious mind wanted far more time to rest and prepare for this grand undertaking.

On the next morning, something arrived when Argrave walked out of his tent—a large black bird with a huge wingspan, filtering through the trees in search of Argrave. Orion regarded the bird cautiously, almost viewing it as an enemy, but Argrave walked toward it and held his right arm out. Nikoletta must’ve ridden day and night to arrive and speak to Elenore so quickly. Its claws gripped him a lot more delicately than the average bird might’ve… but then, a druidic bond would have human mannerisms when controlled by a human.

There was a bundle tied to the bird’s legs—one on each side, so as to balance out its weight. They were books, two of them, with nothing else provided in the way of context. Argrave had demanded it be that way, in case Erlebnis somehow had a way to intercept messages.

Argrave freed the two books, taking them in hand. With that, the bird—in truth, Nikoletta through her druidic bond—nodded at him and departed. He hadn’t even been able to give his thanks.

“What is it?” Orion questioned.

Argrave looked around before opening them, but Onychinusa was preoccupied talking with Anneliese about something. Satisfied that Erlebnis’ champion was distracted, he opened the books up, reading the footnotes left by the ancient and departed writer. When he got midway through the explanation, he inhaled sharply.

[Worldstrider], Argrave read the spell’s name. An A-rank spell of precise teleportation.

Argrave had been confident in retrieving this tome of shamanic magic from the ruins of the dryads, but now that he had one in hand, he felt a great relief. He hadn’t expected Elenore to have any shamanic magic worth delivering, but this tome alone was half the reason shamanic magic couldn’t be discounted. If he hadn’t been constrained by travel times, movement speeds… he could’ve achieved much more than he had. Days and days he’d walked, run, hiked… and days and days he’d wasted. No amount of money could buy time. This spell was the closest thing.

The other wasn’t so grandly useful, but it still drew his eye: [Resonance]. It was a C-rank spell that helped the caster track down other spirits. Though basic shamanic magic, it was the basics that formed the foundation of the grander stuff. Even still, one needed spirits to even cast the spell, so it was useless of yet. In the long term, though, this spell would be incredibly important.

But even in the short term… I can make use of this. If I have the spell ahead of time, I can learn it. Or given the disparity in talent, maybe Anneliese would be best with these. She can use A-rank spells already, after all, unlike me. Argrave closed the book. All we need are spirits.

His gaze fell upon Onychinusa pointedly, who still talked with Anneliese even now. His queen noticed him—and his annoyance at their closeness, perhaps—for she left words of departure to the ancient elf and then walked to Argrave. He didn’t miss the blatant displeasure on the ancient elf’s face, but she turned around and looked out into the forest and distanced herself from them.

“What are we doing now?” Anneliese asked as she came to stand by him.

“Getting an update on how the elven gods fare, getting an excuse for a departure, and then seeing if we can actually get what I wanted.” Argrave handed her the books discreetly, and she accepted them, knowing their importance by how he looked. “Hold these for me, would you? Let’s go. You can read them if you’re bored…”

***

“I’ll cover for you, but your excuse before the Myriarchs was shoddy,” Altan told him flatly. “If you’re gone for long, people will begin to suspect.”

Argrave had told the Myriarchs that loose ends remained untied with the centaurs. Given the threat another enemy might pose, it was justified enough to allow Argrave a little freedom in his activities.

“The bulk of my guard is remaining here.” Argrave shook his head. “They won’t be suspicious of a thing.”

Altan nodded, crossing her arms. “And when you’re back?”

“I’ll help you establish leadership,” Argrave confirmed, though he didn’t intend to tell her whose leadership he thought most fitting.

The would-be usurper of elven independence nodded again in confirmation, then walked off to attend to whatever it was she had to attend to. Argrave jogged back where Anneliese and Orion waited.

“That was the last of our ordeals among these woodland dwellers. Will we proceed alone, Your Majesty?” queried Orion. He had been somewhat briefed on the plan. “I know Vasilisa and the others aren’t at their prime, having expended their magic, but…”

Argrave nodded, patting his brother’s shoulder. “Just us. Even if Rowe and Castro both came along somehow, if Onychinusa wanted to fight us… she’d win. She knows every spell I do and then some, and she already has what we’re trying to get: shamanic magic.”

With those hardly promising words, Orion gave a nod of concession.

Anneliese’s gaze was distant and dreary, and it took a concerned touch from Argrave to bring her back to attention. She nodded decisively. “I am ready for this. But I read that spell tome, [Worldstrider]… or tried, more accurately. It is different from any other school of spell, Argrave. I couldn’t…”

Argrave stared at her for a moment. He’d given her most of the day free to examine what Nikoletta had delivered. If she was expressing trouble, then Argrave didn’t think highly of his chances.

So much that needs to get done… and so damned little time, Argrave thought internally, but only grabbed Anneliese’s wrist. “All you can do is try. Now, let’s go.”

***

Argrave, Anneliese, and Orion explained their brief departure to the rest of their group in unclear terms, and then went to join Batbayar at the edge of the woods. Onychinusa already waited there, sitting on a root quietly a distance away from the Myriarch. The man to lead them stood with his hands before him like some sort of bodyguard.

“Everything set?” Batbayar asked.

“Yes,” Argrave said succinctly.

The Myriarch nodded, looking behind and around them for anyone watching or listening. Once he was satisfied, his red eyes scanned their party. He gave a final nod, then walked out toward the forest. “Come.”

“If only I had the time for that…” Argrave adjusted his breastplate.

He noticed the sunburst with snake heads—his symbol. It was meant both as a sign of his prestige… and of his responsibility to protect all beneath the sun.

A brief wave of powerful emotion assailed him, all so varied and different it was impossible to place one in particular. But the crux of it… it was bitter resistance to his dying breath. He let it wash over him, and then followed after, his blood echoes leaving faint maroon trails behind him in his haste.

***

Their walk through the Bloodwoods was a long one, made more difficult by the still-disturbed roots. Along the way, the roving bands of Kirel Qircassia’s shattered forces sometimes reared their heads, and Batbayar made short work of them with powerful spells. He was one of the stronger spellcasters Argrave had encountered in terms of magic capacity, but as Argrave recalled, his A-rank ascension wasn’t impressive for anything beyond moving quickly.

Nevertheless, they came to a place that was familiar to Argrave even with the forest turned upside down as it was. This rested mainly in the fact of the thousands of arrows pierced in the trunks of the trees nearby. The trees looked like pincushions. Not all of the arrows were deep, and not all of them had stuck, but each had tassels attached to the end of them that varied in color and shape.

“The younglings come here,” Batbayar explained as Anneliese looked curiously. “This is a proving ground for them. When they can draw a bow back far enough to leave an arrow in the tree… we take them to the dryads,” the Myriarch explained. “There, they have a proper bow made for them in the dryad way.” He pointed to an arrow with a blue tassel, unadorned. “That’s mine. I still remember it.”

Argrave’s eyes were drawn to the deep gray mist between these trees. His Brumesingers crawled out of his coat and spread out along the ground. They seemed utterly fascinated by this fog, and he could see their golden eyes flashing in a way they never had before.

Before Argrave could think on it more, Batbayar took a deep breath and sighed, then walked in front of the four of them. “We’re going through the dryads’ path. Wear these blindfolds. I will escort you from behind.”

Argrave and Anneliese took the untarnished white cloths without question, but Orion hesitated while Onychinusa didn’t take one at all.

“Is this necessary?” the ancient elf questioned.

“If you want to keep your eyes.” Batbayar nodded. “Only those blessed by the dryads once before can pass without guidance. And your eyes will be lost if you witness that within the mist.” His gaze grew distant.

Orion seemed to debate if he did want to keep his eyes, but then gave a solemn nod and put the blindfold on before anyone else. Argrave and Anneliese, too, trusted Batbayar and wrapped them around their heads.

“What is this ceremony for?” Anneliese tilted her head in curiosity. “In your culture, I mean.”

“It’s for the sake of blind obedience,” Batbayar answered. “Quite literally blind obedience, Queen Anneliese. Here, a child is taught to trust their superiors… and the adult is taught to take charge of those who rely on you for sight and vision. Life in this forest hinges on discipline and loyalty, and so we take care to foster it from a young age.”

As Onychinusa finally put on the blindfold, Batbayar explained, “Take them off only when I say explicitly to take them off. Not when I say, ‘we’re here,’ or anything else of the kind. Listen closely, follow my guidance… None of you are children, so simply don’t do anything childish. Nothing in there can hurt you.”

When everyone declared they were ready, Batbayar stood behind the four of them and gently shepherded them along. He held Anneliese’s arm, but even despite that Argrave was uneased. He felt his feet might hit a snag at any moment… but instead the path was smooth, and though he started when his feet set upon stone, he decided to trust Batbayar.

Things were strange within the mist. He felt like he was touching something… in fact, he was almost sure of it. His whole body was wreathed in what felt like spiderwebs. That notion gave him shivers as he questioned what might be crawling across him, but he trusted Batbayar’s words and his own experience of the game.

“This place isn’t right,” Onychinusa said, distress in her voice.

“Remain calm, and keep walking,” came Batbayar’s soothing voice from behind.

The tan elf didn’t say anything more during the journey, but he could hear from her breathing she was ill at ease.

“How much longer?” Onychinusa insisted almost desperately.

“It’ll be okay, Onychinusa,” Anneliese assured her calmly.

“It will be. Not much longer.” Batbayar kept his in-control tone even as one of them panicked. Perhaps he was used to this.

The Myriarch took them on a turn, then changed directions once again. He was talking more frequently, giving commentary on where they were. Though the suffocating touch still persisted around Argrave, Onychinusa’s distress was a grounding distraction.

After minutes dealing with this, Argrave felt that presence disappear. Onychinusa didn’t seem to notice, her breathing still quick and irregular.

“And now… you may remove your blindfold,” Batbayar said.

Argrave took his off, blinking as he adjusted to the returned light. Though there was a vast stone courtyard before him, his eyes were drawn to Onychinusa as she threw her blindfold off and knelt on the ground, her breathing tight. She held her hand to her chest as Anneliese came to stand beside her. Her hands hovered near the panicking woman, obviously afraid to touch her because of the fact her A-rank ascension [Life Cycle] might eat away the woman’s magic flesh.

“Are you okay, Onychinusa?” Anneliese could only ask, eventually retrieving a cloth from her pockets so that she might rub her back consolingly.

“I’m fine,” the elf said. “I am fine. I am,” she insisted, almost convincing herself. “Don’t…” She shook her head. “It’s just… That was just like… like those years, those years that I… that I was…”

“Those years that you were what?” Anneliese insisted.

Onychinusa stopped breathing entirely and turned her head. “Don’t touch me,” she said quietly.

Anneliese stood straight and retracted her touch, though the concern didn’t disappear from her face. Argrave watched all this, trying to do his best to look—more than that, to feel—disaffected. To distract himself, his eyes wandered to this new place Batbayar had taken them to.

Before them was a vast courtyard, framed by large structures of stone. There were four thick pillars in each corner of the square pathway, each of them rising ten feet before revealing an elven statue. Not that of a wood elf, either—indeed, all of the monuments had the same long, floppy ears that Onychinusa did. It was a wonder that none had commented on that resemblance back at camp, but perhaps her antisocial behaviors had a good side effect after all.

At the foot of each of these pillars, small trees budded. They weren’t just trees, though. Argrave stared, but as he did, his Brumesingers scampered out, rushing toward these trees. Argrave stepped after them cautiously, but before he realized it, they walked before the trees and yipped, almost as if demanding something.

“What the hell are you guys…?” Argrave muttered quietly.

One of the trees his foxes protested at abruptly shifted its bark, revealing a green, fleshy, and decidedly feminine face. It looked down at the yipping foxes, regarding them curiously. Argrave wondered just what had gotten into them, and so walked toward the first dryad to reveal itself.
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Argrave walked into the vibrant architecture of this stone monument to a culture long perished, seeking to restrain the Brumesingers before they caused any problems. Though he was cautious about the dryads, he felt inaction might pose a problem given the fact his druidic bonds were doing something far from the mean.

He cast a spell and the little creatures fortunately obeyed, backing away and coming back. One by one he scooped them up into his arms, and when that was done, his eyes fell upon the dryad whose face still peeked from out the tree.

“Naughty foxes. Thieves. Best worn as coats, or scarves around the neck,” the dryad whispered gleefully.

“I would advise against trying to make that happen.” Argrave put his hand between the big fluffy ears of one of his pets, and then looked out across the place.

I’m not sure what this is, but I don’t need it right now, Argrave thought. If it is important, it can be dealt with in peacetime.

“Don’t mind the dryads,” Myriarch Batbayar said as he joined Argrave. “They’re quite childlike.”

Argrave wasn’t minding—as a matter of fact, he barely heard the elven commander speak. He surveyed the place thoroughly. Dozens of other dryads peeked their heads out of trees, disappearing and reappearing like mole rats with bark to hide them instead of the ground. But he found what he was looking for, standing there the same as ever.

“Like I promised… I’ll ignore them. I don’t need them, not yet—more dire matters draw my attention,” Argrave assured Batbayar.

“Your sister-in-law…” Batbayar began, looking over at them. Argrave was briefly confused, but he remembered their cover story before the mistake could be noticed. The Myriarch continued, “She reacted like a child I taught once. Her parents kept her inside a cave no larger than a cabinet for days on end, for months at a time. The mist brought back memories of that.”

Batbayar didn’t say how that applied to Onychinusa, but the pieces were easy enough to put together. Only difference being… I imagine Erlebnis kept her locked up for years at a time, not months, Argrave thought.

“She’s tough,” Argrave said, shaking his head. “She’ll manage. We’re heading for those stairs,” he told the man, then went to retrieve the rest.

***

“You know… it’s taboo for people to come down here,” Batbayar told Argrave as they descended the stairs he’d spotted.

In the distant reaches of the ruins, the roots of the trees in the courtyard above poked into this place. The dryads could manifest here, too. They repeated the word taboo, and giggled as they said they were going to tell on Batbayar. Their constant chatter had been somewhat annoying at the surface, but as the light dimmed in wake of the swallowing underground, it was eerie.

Argrave looked over and said pointedly, “Given what you’ve already done, I don’t think taboos will make you shake in your boots.”

Batbayar said nothing further, conceding the point. Orion led them down, Argrave in the center and the two fake sisters in the back. The orb of spell light dancing about his head illuminated elaborate carvings on the walls, but Argrave paid them little mind. It was rather hard to focus on his surroundings when the Brumesingers squirmed in his pocket. It felt like a massager had found its way inside of his clothes.

“The only thing we’ll have to deal with are Yettles. Orion, I hope you can handle the burden of that, given your expertise fighting endless waves of woodland creatures. Deeper within, though, there’s…” Argrave trailed off, feeling the foxes writhe in his pockets even faster. “These damned guys…”

Argrave took the rowdiest of the Brumesingers out of his pocket. It clung to his hand, grappling with it like it was an enemy. For the first time since he’d bonded with these creatures, it bit him, its teeth sinking into his glove. It couldn’t hurt him, but the fact it did it was enough to make Argrave double-take.

“There’s a mandragora deeper within,” Argrave managed to continue, even lost in thought though he was while handling his rowdy pet. “We’ll need coordination to beat that. I don’t want this place collapsing because of an S-rank spell, but it can scream loud enough to break glass… and stone, for that matter. You might not care, Onychinusa, but we…” The fox he’d been grappling with broke free of his hand, falling to the ground. It seemed to burst into mist, landing harmlessly a second later with no strain to its body.

With one of them gone, all of them rushed out of Argrave’s clothes. The dryads still seemed displeased by the Brumesingers presence, repeating things like ‘thieves,’ ‘stealers,’ and other such childlike accusations.

“This was one of the sites of the ancient elves?” Onychinusa walked to the wall, looking at the carvings. “It can’t have been all that. Sure, the architecture is great, but… beyond that? Yettles and mandragoras? Hardly an empire worth defending, if they should perish so easily.”

“The centaurs were once slaves to the elves,” Argrave said idly as he watched his pets, trying to decide what he might do about this. “Humans, other elves… they enslaved just about everybody. It was a slave rebellion in the last cycle of judgment that sealed the fate of this empire.”

“That would explain this carving.” Anneliese pointed, where what looked to be a horseman with two people on it rode. “Centaurs and elves, both firing bows… certainly, it would be an incredibly potent force. Argrave…”

“Yeah?” He knelt down, staring at his pets as dryads taunted them from above.

“Perhaps you play this thread out, discover what causes your bonds’ misbehavior.” Anneliese looked at them thoughtfully.

“No time.” Argrave shook his head. “We can handle all of this later.”

“We can,” she agreed, though her tone carried the implication that ‘can’ didn’t mean ‘should.’

Argrave tapped his hand against his knee, and then rose to his feet, looking up at the roots where faces peeked out. He thought back to a long time ago, and conjured memories of how to deal with children.

“You dryads seem to like my Brumesingers. They’re cute, aren’t they?” Argrave began softly.

“No!” one of them said loudly.

“Hate them,” one groaned.

“Thieves,” one hissed.

“Nasty furry things,” one spat.

“Best on a spit,” one giggled.

“Or a tanning rack,” the last of them finished.

Argrave held his arms out. “What did they steal from you? Maybe I can give it back.”

Silence persisted for a while, and then the dryads grew quiet. It was like a bubbling classroom suddenly brought to heel.

“They’ve stolened nothing… yet,” the first said.

“But they want to,” another whined.

“Should we just wait until they do?” the next posited.

“If we hate before they steal, they might not be able to steal,” the first joined back in.

“Worked in the past,” one supported the idea.

“Working so far,” they all concluded at once.

A chorus of rancorous laughter punctuated this conclusion of theirs, and Batbayar looked at them in confusion.

“They’re not normally so… prejudicial,” he told Argrave.

“You don’t have to steal to get what you want,” Argrave continued undaunted. “You can trade. But to give something to you as good as what they want, I need to know what they want.” He chose simple words, just wanting to get to the bottom of this.

“They want our mist!” one of them yelled.

“It protects us.”

“Blinds our enemies.”

“Does… other things. Mother will remember.”

Argrave turned away from the dryads for a brief moment, largely to be sure that they didn’t notice any of the greed that was undoubtedly on his face. Bastards after my own heart, he thought as he looked down at them. I’m proud of you, little ones.

They had already experienced one aspect of the dryads’ mist coming in: the blindness. This was no minor affliction, either. It was largely permanent, as it didn’t just gunk up your retinas but rather rot the eyeball out. Onychinusa or Orion might’ve been able to recover from such a thing, but in most normal cases, it would’ve spelled another trip to the hills of Vysenn to cure missing-part syndrome. Of course, a blessing from the dryads immunized one to its effects.

Beyond that, the dryad mist had various other effects, all of them debuffs. Magic was greatly dampened within them, the body was more sluggish… a whole slew of nastiness. Argrave had never heard of Brumesingers being capable of using dryad mist, but he’d be foolish not to try when the foxes themselves seemed to view it as feasible.

The Brumesingers had come in handy several times in the past. Their mist apparitions were portable soldiers, capable of distracting even abominations like the Shadowlander. Orion may owe these creatures his life. But with this? They would be more than useful— they could become a core of his arsenal, doubly so as he obtained A-rank druidic spells.

“Okay… that’s established.” Argrave looked up again, where the dryads continued to jeer. “But you must have something you want. Everybody does. Even if you don’t think so, maybe we can help you get it.”

“We want. We do,” one dryad said.

“But we’re not thieves. Sad,” the next moped.

“Great!” Argrave tried not to sound overly enthusiastic, but he couldn’t help it. “What is it you want?”

Silence reigned, and Argrave looked to Anneliese, who seemed just as fascinated by this ordeal as he was.

“Old lady’s help. Really old lady,” the first dryad dared.

“Unwrinkled hag! Why isn’t her back bent?” the last asked with a child’s innocent curiosity.

“She’s like the old caretakers. Didn’t they die?”

Argrave blanked for a few moments, and then turned his head to Onychinusa.

“Me?” She placed a hand to her chest.

“What are the dryads talking about?” Batbayar looked between Argrave and Onychinusa— perhaps the pieces were already put together in his head.

Complications rose up in Argrave’s head. Time was of the essence, he knew this. But now the cat—or perhaps in this case, the fox—was out of the bag. And perhaps, just perhaps… he’d be able to tie the dryads into this conflict while securing a huge boon for himself. A small cherry to the world of hurt he hoped to deliver.

Have your cake, eat it too, Argrave… he reminded himself. But if there were two cakes? By the good lord, I need every advantage I can get fighting this nightmarish scenario…

But there was a problem. Namely, the white-haired ancient elf, who seemed rather indignant now that she knew the dryads called her ‘hag.’ He didn’t have an inkling why the dryads would need her help.


Chapter 47

Argrave turned his head to Onychinusa, placing both of his hands upon his hips. She looked up at him, perhaps already knowing what it was he was going to ask.

“Would you be willing to help them?”

The unwrinkled hag looked bitter, and her hands fidgeted as she grappled with the idea. Eventually, Onychinusa’s voice came with resignation, “The Lord sent me to help you.”

Argrave wasn’t fully pleased with that answer, but it was acceptable. He looked back up to the dryads. Instead of just their faces peeking beyond the roots, some of them had emerged fully, sitting on roots and playing childish games with each other. They wore dresses and tiaras of interlocked leaves. The green-skinned creatures seemed to be princesses of the woods. Seeing them conjured memories of Drezki the Coward, Silvic’s servant in the wetlands.

“My friend here can help you if you want her help,” Argrave declared.

The dryads stopped playing, and some of them cheered upon hearing that. The voices came so quickly it was difficult to distinguish them.

“However, if you want her help… she wants you to give some, not all, of your mist to these little guys.” Argrave picked up one of the Brumesingers by the scruff of its neck and raised it up into the air. “Can that be done?”

The place grew still, and the dryads whispered between each other. Finally, one of them descended to the ground, while others came to stand beside Onychinusa, trying to hold her hand.

“Not our choice. Mommy has the mist. We borrow it. But Mommy likes us. We can try and persuade!” the dryad promised innocently.

“If it helps, you can tell your mother that we’re going to get rid of the mandragora.” He paused. “Actually, I’d like to tell her myself, once the task is done.”

“The mandragora? It’ll die? But what about its friends? The big squirmy things that eat everything are trying to get married to it!”

Argrave narrowed his eyes, thinking. Squirmy things… she must be talking about the Yateveos. I was wondering why I’d seen none of them. Perhaps they came here after the disturbance of the roots.

“I can get rid of them. But you have to be extra positive when you talk to your mommy,” he said, pointing his finger.

“Okay!” the dryad answered, then looked back. “Old lady, come outside! Big bastard gave you to us.”

Argrave chuckled after being called as such, then looked at where Onychinusa avoided the touch of the dryads. Anneliese caught onto Argrave’s thoughts, for she raised her hand and volunteered, “I’ll go with her, Argrave. The mandragora, will it pose any problems…?”

“No,” Argrave said dismissively, casting a spell to make his Brumesingers follow her. They bounded into her arms eagerly, docile and obedient before her. “I’ve got Orion, you forget,” Argrave said, patting his brother’s worn golden armor. The man jumped, as he was lost observing the dryads. “And Myriarch Batbayar will come, too. But the books… best give them here.”

Anneliese nodded, then discreetly retrieved them from her pack and handed them off as the Brumesingers turned into butter in her grasp. “Good luck.” She nodded at him.

“Don’t let the kids trick you,” Argrave reminded her.

Argrave was ready to leave after placing the books in his pack, but Batbayar was staring at him. “Perhaps you ought to explain this ‘sister’ of your queen’s. Fully.”

Argrave slung his pack over his shoulder, then nodded. “Sure, but… on the way.”

“Fully,” Batbayar repeated for emphasis.

Argrave held his hands out. “Of course. Fully.”

***

Argrave did not explain things fully.

…But he explained enough that Batbayar thought he did. On their journey deeper into the underground ruins, all the Myriarch came to know was that Onychinusa was the last of the ancient elves. Argrave was especially conscious of the fact he deliberately deceived an ally for convenience after Dimocles called him out for it. Still, just because he was aware of it didn’t mean he was going to stop. He didn’t have a problem, surely. He could stop anytime he wanted.

For a while, they endured the chatter of the dryads. In time, their mocking and teasing faded away, taking all of the warmth from these cold stone ruins. All outside light dimmed, and the only thing that illuminated their path was Argrave’s spell. The building wound downward in a long, prolonged spiral. There were branching rooms at points, and though Argrave remembered them being open for exploration, now many of them were caved in by the intrusion of the thick redwood roots.

They encountered the first Yettle fairly deep in. When it fell upon the light, it looked like a goblin who’d had a losing argument with a thorn bush. Its giant eyes widened terribly wide and it scurried away. Orion chased briefly, but stopped and came back to Argrave’s side when called.

And when next they saw them, they were thirty.

Orion rushed right into the fray at once without even a weapon in hand. They cast rocks at him with slings, and he took them all without breaking stride. When he came upon them, they scrambled back like monkeys, swinging vine whips or crude implements of wood that looked like pickaxes. Orion merely raised his foot up and slammed it upon the ground, calling upon one of the myriad blessings still with him to send out a wave of ice.

With that, they were stunned, and the prince was upon them. He used his arms rather efficiently—by slamming them against the walls, the floor, or the ceiling; he needed only one arm to crush an opponent. Orion ended them ruthlessly one after the other, leaving large craters in the stone carvings that shook the room they stood in. The Yettles died silently, lacking the parts to scream.

When it was done, Argrave cautiously broached, “Orion…”

“Yes, Your Majesty?”

Argrave looked at the battered walls and then said, “…Maybe don’t slam them against things, given how many cave-ins we’ve seen coming here.”

Batbayar gave a supporting nod.

“Ah.” Orion rolled his shoulders. “I behaved imprudently, Your Majesty. Forgive me.”

With that sagely wisdom imparted, the three of them advanced yet further. More things blocked their path, but Argrave conjured a blade of blood magic for Orion to use. The weapon proved to be quite effective, speedily clearing a path as the winding spiral descent leveled off. The end was a large room functioning as an entryway that mirrored the courtyard they’d seen outside—four pillars, four monuments. At the end, there was a large archway that led to an area Argrave anticipated would be dark and empty.

But it wasn’t. Indeed, this area was illuminated well enough that Argrave could see into the room somewhat. What he saw made him hasten his step, then crouch low and peek past the pillar of the archway.

The memory in Argrave’s head was clear. He had been expecting to see a wide-open cavern, two waterfalls in each corner that fed a converging stream supported by abundant and beautiful plant life. This stream then wrapped around a serene building, its serenity disturbed by a mandragora taking root just at its entrance. This place had been the secret garden of the ancient elven imperial family. Here, an abdicated sovereign had built a library and a reading area to relax and tend to plants after his reign.

Argrave did see the mandragora. To call it a plant dragon was apt. It had a large wooden body, almost like a stump, the top of which had a dozen heads that resembled Venus fly traps. They were clearly intelligent, moving quickly and at will. It was here, just as he remembered it.

The rest was not as expected.

Where there had once been a wide-open garden, Argrave saw a sinkhole that had undoubtedly been caused by the numerous redwood roots winding their way into the cavern. At the back, the two waterfalls fed only an endless abyss. The mandragora stood atop the only remaining solid land, supporting a lone pillar with its partially-exposed root network. One small mercy was that the library Argrave had been seeking was close enough to the mandragora that it had been spared collapsing into the sinkhole. The massive chasm between him and said library killed any joy he might’ve felt.

The Yateveos—squirmy, writhing abominations that had a core that looked like a brain and palpi with tiny mouths at their ends—slowly crawled up the base of these roots, eating away with their disgusting mouths. The mandragora bit at it, but its heads were of yet insufficient to catch them. One small mercy was that it did not deign to scream at plants without ears, elsewise they would already be in pain.

Batbayar walked behind Argrave and whispered, “Given how white you’ve gone, you didn’t expect this?”

Argrave shook his head. “Not a bit.”

The thing he’d hoped to have an easy battle with was now the only thing keeping that library from plummeting into the abyss… and looking down into the hole, Argrave didn’t have high hopes for getting the shamanic magic he needed should it fall.

***

Anneliese and Onychinusa stomped through the undergrowth, following after the dryads at a slow pace. There was canopy above and undergrowth afoot, rather opposite all in the Bloodwoods they’d come from. This place was the home of the dryads, and far removed from the giant redwoods of the land outside.

Dryads dangled from the canopies above, grasping at the hair of both of the women as they followed the dryads leading them ahead. Onychinusa resisted stubbornly and swatted away the green hands that came near, refusing to allow them to do what they wished. Anneliese, however, let them work. They crafted her a tiara out of leaves, weaving it into her hair delicately.

“Won’t work. Won’t work!” one of them said after a time. “The mistake of passion has thick, pretty, and white hair, but it is made for the cold, and she has small ears to hide from the wind! We cannot make it do as we want!”

Mistake of passion? Anneliese noted in her head. They must be… talking about me, she realized sadly. And they called Argrave… what was it… big bastard? Then they know his birth as well as mine. How much do these creatures know of us?

“Why do you call me a mistake?” Anneliese asked, looking up.

The dryads were right— the tiara did not stay in Anneliese’s hair, sliding free from the slightest movement. She knew the answer to the question she asked, but wished to grasp the extent of their insight.

“Your daddy loved your mommy. But she didn’t! So he took what he wanted… just once, he told himself,” one of the dryads said, hanging down from the branches above by its legs. “And then… bam! Mistake.” She pointed at Anneliese. “That’s you. Oopsie whoopsie.”

She felt like she’d swallowed bile, so abruptly confronted with this. She’d never seen her true father, never spoken to him. Indeed, she seldom thought of it. To hear it laid out like this made her more uncomfortable than she imagined… but perhaps there was more that could come of this.

In her own curiosity, she asked, “Then… the man I was with, the one you called ‘big bastard.’ Can you tell me about his mother? And Onychinusa, even her parents?”

“Umm… maybe,” another dryad answered. “Maybe, maybe. If the old lady lets us touch her hair!”

Onychinusa looked at Anneliese peculiarly. “We aren’t here to—”

“We’re home!” all of the dryads shouted at once, storming into a clearing ahead. It made Onychinusa jump up, holding her hands out in alarm. Anneliese had jumped a little too, but soon after, she stepped after the rambunctious spirits of the woods while laughing it off.

In the center of the clearing, there was a large tree with a beautiful mound of branches above, each bearing imperial purple leaves and vibrant pink fruit. In these fruits, one could vaguely see the form of new dryads just being born. Anneliese was distracted admiring the beauty, and she nearly missed as an adult dryad stepped out of the tree.

“Forgive my children. They are hard to handle,” the dryad said.

Anneliese studied her curiously. She looked much like the children, with a dress of leaves and a mound of long black hair kept braided by a grandiose wooden crown. It was the same, just… older. A little beyond this clearing, Anneliese saw a giant hole in the ground, though she saw little more than that.

“With the forest of redwoods falling into disrepair, and with so many of my children stalled at this stage of growth… I had almost given up hope.” The mother dryad shook her head. “But now… you are here, Onychinusa, beautiful child of the empire. With your lineage, we can begin the process of healing, of growing this great garden… so long as you are willing.”


Chapter 48

Onychinusa looked upon the older dryad after she made her offer and said, “I agreed to help, but I don’t know what it is you’re asking of me.”

The mother dryad stepped up to Onychinusa, staring her eye to eye. “I cannot fault you for that. The circumstances of your birth were very strange, and so you cannot be expected to know what I speak of.” She held her hands out magnanimously, then continued, “I humbly plead that you reconnect with your lineage, learn of your people, and help us just as your ancestors once did.”

As Anneliese watched this exchange, repressed desire seemed to explode outwards from Onychinusa at that moment. The dryad’s request was something that she’d thought about herself many times before, yet the ancient elf had never been allowed—or perhaps never allowed herself—to explore it. When confronted with it directly, the emotionally inexperienced woman became a storm of uncertainty and curiosity.

A storm that Anneliese was more than happy to intensify.

“You should definitely do it,” Anneliese encouraged immediately, much of her initial purpose in coming here put to the wayside. She moved the Brumesingers aside.

“I don’t… I can’t…” Onychinusa edged backwards. “There are other considerations, and I…”

“I know that you are tied to Erlebnis. In the end, it matters not.” The dryad shook her head, dark eyes uncompromisingly kind. “Your parents, though entrapped, thought to preserve you… and by preserving you, preserve everything they held dear.”

Onychinusa stared for a few moments, coming to grips with what the dryad said. “…In the end, it matters not? That’s a fitting thing to say. I never knew them. I cannot remember them. Every year of my life, they were already dead.”

“You were never told of them? You never had that question answered?” Anneliese probed.

“I know…!” Onychinusa whipped her head to glare at Anneliese, then took a deep breath. “I know what you’re doing.”

Anneliese only tilted her head innocently.

“The children… my children…” The dryad turned her body, looking out at them as they played loudly in the distant reaches of the clearing. “So long ago, they were so few. No more than five. But as the years passed, I made more and more, as I was instructed to so long ago by your kin. Hide away, they told me… hide away, and prepare for the return of our brood. They thought that one day, the troubles would be over… and even were that not the case, their legacy would be preserved, to be reborn.”

Anneliese watched as Onychinusa was assailed by tremendous guilt. But soon enough, the elf felt confusion in equal measure as though this feeling was entirely new to her. Perhaps it was—Anneliese supposed there was seldom an opportunity for Onychinusa to feel like she’d wronged Erlebnis enough to feel guilty.

The dryad turned her head away from the children. “You must forgive me, but I have promised my children for so long that you would come back. Could you please, at the very least… indulge them for a time? They have practiced for centuries how best to serve you… or someone like you. Could you allow them that?”

Onychinusa looked quite trepidatious, and she offered no verbal answer. After a time of debating with herself, she abruptly stormed off toward the playing dryad children, almost as though to give them a piece of her mind.

“I am feeling a sense of what you might call irony,” the dryad said to Anneliese, turning her head away. “It was a slave rebellion that marked the end of their empire. Now the last of them returns nearly a thousand years later… as a slave that does not know it.”

Anneliese almost thought the words insulting, but there was a bitter sadness to them that made it clear it was not meant as such. She questioned gently, “How is it you know all of these things? About me, about her, about… everyone?”

“We dryads are born with many gifts,” the mother explained. “Among them is the gift to see to the root of life. We can intimately understand the origins of all that we lay eyes upon, from the smallest sapling to the largest among us… like you.” She looked upon Anneliese.

Anneliese could think of a thousand questions to ask, but at the moment, she felt like there was something more important. Ahead, Onychinusa reluctantly engaged with the dryad children, pushing past her unease to let them act. As she watched, Anneliese asked, “Do you really need her?”

“I do,” the dryad confirmed. “Those children cannot grow without her. This forest cannot spread beyond these ruins without her. And I believe, perhaps with few exceptions, that the whole of this forest cannot be healed of the damage that foul interloper has caused without her intervention.”

“You mean undoing what Kirel Qircassia did,” Anneliese extrapolated.

“If that is its name.” The mother dryad nodded. “The roots have taken in much that will harm them, but we can cure it if given the chance.”

Anneliese watched as the first of the dryads dared to approach Onychinusa. It began to fit her hands with rings of purple flowers, vibrant and bright. As she watched, Anneliese asked, “Why can’t you act without her?”

“Because I am a slave too,” the dryad said. “The elves here… those with red eyes… I treat them kindly, but they were once slaves. The centaurs were once slaves, and the humans on this continent were once slaves. They have all broken their bonds, razed the cities of their captors, and allowed the gods to lay waste to their culture. Now, only me and my children remain bound in servitude. It is something within us, something that we bear on our being.”

“The elves in the Bloodwoods… aren’t descendants?” Anneliese asked in surprise.

“Distantly, perhaps all elves are related.” The mother shook her head. “But… no. The elves living here were the first among the servants of state, but they were still servants. The elves sought to assume the position of overlord, but the centaurs’ betrayal during their mutual rebellion put an end to that ambition. No doubt Erlebnis had some hand in turning Sarikiz and her centaurs against them.”

“And the ancient elves… how did their decline…?”

“Erlebnis engineered their downfall very delicately,” the dryad said calmly. “Give slaves faith in despair… give them knowledge where it is needed, and power where it is wanted… He caused disaster in disastrous places, and by the end of it all harvested Onychinusa’s ancestors like wheat. He took the knowledge he wanted, hoarding it, and left the victors to stew in the ignorance of their making. Onychinusa was… a concession. Until the end, Erlebnis couldn’t get every bit of knowledge. He struck a bargain with the elves. Preserve her life, and they will surrender the last of their knowledge. One small victory, I suppose.”

“You hate Erlebnis,” Anneliese took note.

The mother dryad turned her head, surprised. “Well… yes. Yes, I do. When someone knows your loyalty is assured, they trust you, and treat you very kindly. Naysayers claim it could be likened to the relationship between dogs and mortals, but… whatever the case, our masters were very kind. They brought peace to this continent, and some beyond it. I cannot speak to the other slaves’ situations, but I was happy.”

Anneliese took a deep breath, somewhat overwhelmed. Hearing this… it demonstrated the entire order of the world could be overthrown when Gerechtigkeit came down. And furthermore, what Erlebnis was attempting with Argrave was not his first instance of such a behavior. Perhaps just as the empire of the ancient elves had died, so too did Erlebnis intend to engineer Vasquer’s demise.

Thinking of the kingdom reminded her of another thing, and so she asked, “The man that was with me, my husband… you know of his birth?”

“I did not see him.” The dryad shook her head, then looked out across the clearing. “Perhaps ask the— Oh. Yes, I can say I know of him, now.”

Anneliese turned her head when the dryad did, looking beyond. There, Argrave and the two that had gone with him returned. She could tell just by looking on him that things had not gone as he planned, and he walked with a heavy heart. At once, she broke away and came to him.

“Argrave, Orion…” she said, asking a question with her eyes alone.

Argrave bitterly said, “There’s a huge damn hole.” His eyes scanned the place around, not elaborating further. When he spotted something, he gestured. “There, see? That big hole. You can see it. You can damn well see it. The whole thing collapsed, and now the mandragora’s barely keeping the library we were looking for afloat.”

“Come with me for a minute,” Anneliese said, taking his arm and leading him away.

Orion followed for a moment, but Batbayar stepped away to speak with the dryad as he might an old friend. Once they’d placed a sufficient distance between them and everyone else, Anneliese conjured a ward.

“The only way I can think of getting to that library is teleportation with shamanic magic… and that’s sort of the point for coming here.” Argrave looked to where Onychinusa engaged with the druids, the frustration written on his face. Around everyone else he was guarded, but before her, Argrave was always true. “We’ll need to get her help, somehow. I can’t risk losing what that library has. It’s too important.”

“Then it works out,” Anneliese began hopefully. “I don’t think we should betray Onychinusa.”

Argrave looked away from the ancient elf and narrowed his eyes. “Can you think of another way to get the spirits for the shamanic magic? She has spirits. We need spirits. We have to steal them,” he went down the chain of events matter-of-factly. “I can’t think of anywhere else we might get them.”

“The dryads… they want to undo all Kirel Qircassia has done,” Anneliese explained. “They want to expand their sphere of influence, and help Onychinusa reconnect with her lineage… Argrave, she can be so much more than what we intended.”

“Anne…” He sighed, his frustration flaring in contest with his affection for her. “I told you not to get close…” He rubbed the bridge of his nose in stress, then shook his head. “I just… I don’t see how this can work out. We can show her a DNA test, tell her all about her parents and how badly she’s being treated… but damn it, she was raised for well over nine hundred years by Erlebnis. Do you think she’s able to throw that shackle aside overnight?”

Anneliese heard what he said, and thought about how she knew Onychinusa… and indeed, all his words rang true. But something flared in her, and she argued, “I am certain only of the fact that she will never escape his ownership if we prove Erlebnis to be more trustworthy than we are, here and now.”

She could see Argrave had tremendous doubt about this whole idea… but in the end, his trust in her was so absolute he asked only, “What’s your idea?”

“Foment dissent,” Anneliese said. “Exploit what Erlebnis uses to such great effect to turn this move of his to dust. We have an opportunity to erode the tenuous relationships he has built… be that with Dimocles, Kirel Qircassia, Chiteng, Altan, or even Onychinusa.”

“You lost me.” Argrave tilted his head. “What does he use, knowledge? Will we leak false information, things like that?”

“Risk. He uses risk,” Anneliese explained. “In the end, risk of death turned Chiteng against his family. Risk of defeat led Kirel to ally with him. And now… risk of complete loss would have made you cooperate with him, if you did not have so many problems with authority.”

Argrave chuckled and shook his head.

“It begins here, Argrave. Erlebnis is not the only one with the knowledge to turn this world on its head so abruptly. We need not convert his allies to our allies… instead, let him turn his allies to his enemies. Just as he tried to force our hand with half-truths… can we not do the same?”

“On the cosmological scale, we have a little bit less influence than a god, in terms of making things happen,” Argrave said skeptically.

“Let us at least discuss it further,” Anneliese implored.

Argrave looked to Onychinusa, studying her. Whenever he looked upon her, Anneliese always saw that he pitied her first and foremost. Now, though, watching her engage with the dryad children… there was some small blossom of hope in his features.

“She never came to this place in Heroes of Berendar,” Argrave said begrudgingly. “Maybe… maybe there is a way to work this. Weave a lie big enough that the whole world is fooled.”

Anneliese took his hand abruptly. “Do you know what it does to me when you prepare for a battle where you feel you might die? Whole and happy—that is the life you wanted, remember?”

Argrave looked surprised, as he hadn’t told her of his thoughts of death.

“We have no chance alone. It has always been that way.” Anneliese gripped his hand firmly, squashing her emotions.

Argrave took a breath, then returned her grip. “I took on a responsibility, and I made a mistake. I let that—”

“It isn’t over until it’s over,” Anneliese interrupted.

Argrave looked to Onychinusa once again, and then sighed. “I can’t wait for Gerry to show up… that’ll be a vacation compared to this.”

“Then…?”

“Yeah.” Argrave nodded. “I’ve decided not to rob that old lady over there. Instead, I’ll estrange her from her foster father. Be thankful.”


Chapter 49

Argrave and Anneliese walked up to Onychinusa as she played with the dryad children on the ground. She seemed to have resigned herself to being adorned with all manner of flamboyant leaf accessories— from Argrave’s sight, he saw a few rings, a crown, and a bracelet, each and all made of flowers and twigs.

“You must think me a fool,” Onychinusa said, looking up at them. “To help these dryads would be to hurt Kirel Qircassia, undo all the work that he’s done to this forest. You should know as well as I do that I cannot make that happen. He is in Erlebnis’ design, and so not to be meddled with.”

Argrave offered his hand to help her up. “We’re not here about that. I need your help for something more immediate.” As he looked on the forest floor, he spotted something peculiar crossed out in the dirt. “Is that… tic-tac-toe?”

“Anneliese showed me that,” Onychinusa said unabashedly, then grabbed Argrave’s wrist to rise to her feet awkwardly. “It’s a stupid game, but they’re children.”

A thousand-year-old elf calls thousand-year-old forest dwellers children, while acting like the epitome of one herself in many scenarios. Argrave held his tongue, but glanced at Anneliese and felt she shared the same sentiments he did.

“We would like to ask a favor of you,” Anneliese began her pitch. “We need to call upon your shamanic magic. There’s a place that we cannot reach without it.”

“Reach?” the woman repeated, looking at the two of them. “You mean transportation, then.”

“Yeah. One spell to reach there, one spell to return from there,” he summarized.

“One person?” she said, taking account of all variables.

“Two. Us.” Argrave pointed his finger between himself and Anneliese. “I suppose three, if you count yourself.”

“Okay. Best get everything that you need done, because I won’t stress my spirits beyond that extent. You have one chance.” She shook her head, then walked past Argrave. “Are you ready now?”

One chance, indeed, Argrave thought. One chance to get you to agree to ruin Kirel Qircassia’s plan, cause a falling out.

“Let’s walk a little closer to the site itself, then, to ease your spirits’ burden,” Argrave suggested, taking the lead. Orion was already ready to come along, and so Argrave called out to Batbayar, “Myriarch. Are you staying here, or are we going back?”

“I want to speak to the mother dryad,” he called back.

Argrave nodded, then looked to Onychinusa. “Well… let’s go, shall we?”

***

“In all your years, you never learned about your own lineage?” Anneliese asked Onychinusa as they walked back to where the mandragora and the library waited.

Argrave was very surprised to see that Anneliese had broken down Onychinusa’s defensiveness enough to ask a question as bold as that and not have the immediate response be a tantrum of some kind.

“I told you… I know what you’re doing, so stop.” Onychinusa shook her head.

“You must not have cared to ask,” Anneliese continued. “I mean… Erlebnis is the god of knowledge, and you are his mortal champion. He couldn’t have forbidden you to learn. It’s antithetical.”

Onychinusa spared a glance at Anneliese, perhaps surprised that was the direction the conversation took. “Not all knowledge is important,” she said dismissively. “I learned only what was important.”

“But the dryad is claiming that learning of your lineage will allow you to empower her,” Argrave cut in. “If it can do that much… well, hell. It’s got to be important, somehow. Given how hard this place was to reach, it might be something Erlebnis might not even know. There’s nothing wrong with learning. Part of the reason Erlebnis allowed us to come here was because he believed the dryads had secrets.”

“Is that true?” Onychinusa looked at him.

“Of course.” Argrave nodded.

Onychinusa turned her head forward, then grew silent. “…Call him Lord,” she muttered quietly after a while. “Both of you.”

Argrave held his hand out. “I think… I think I can do that.”

Onychinusa looked at him once more in surprise, then faced ahead, her face a complex storm of thought. Argrave was ready to say more, but Anneliese pinched him and raised a gloved finger to her lips. Let her think, she mouthed. Argrave nodded, trusting her judgment.

The four of them moved in silence, Orion leading them back to where the mandragora was as he cleared bits of crushed Yettle out of the way.

After giving Onychinusa sufficient time to think, Anneliese said, “Argrave and Orion rediscovered their lineage. It gave them tremendous ability and knowledge.”

Onychinusa looked at the two of them curiously, Orion looked back, and said in confusion, “…But Argrave knew for a long time before—”

“She’s right,” Argrave interrupted Orion. “Our ancestor, Vasquer… she’s a Gilderwatcher, a sort of snake that grows to be miles long with a body as thick as an elephant. With her help, I was able to learn how to fully understand the mind of another person—in this case, my sister. More than that, we saw all of the past that she’d seen. We saw the last cycle of judgment— Gerechtigkeit.”

Onychinusa did look impressed, but in the end her brows furrowed. “But you’re human, not a snake. You can’t be related.”

“It is true,” Orion backed up the statement. “Though not quite the most conventional ancestor, her compassion was a boundless ocean all the same.”

Onychinusa looked quite mortified as she pondered the forbidden, unanswerable Vasquer question, and in the end went silent once again.

“You cannot be punished for learning,” Anneliese said poignantly. “But I imagine you can be punished for not learning.”

“Yeah,” Argrave supported her claims, then looked at Anneliese, bringing up a card they’d both been holding. “The reason Dimocles was given responsibility was because he could be trusted to act independently, do what needed to be done.”

“Don’t talk about him. I hate him. I want him to drown,” Onychinusa responded instantly and violently.

Argrave chuckled. “Drown? Why drown?”

“Because it’s the most painful way to die,” she said venomously.

Argrave laughed louder, prompting even the ancient elf Onychinusa to chuckle slightly. Hers was a strange laughter—stuttery and jittery, but entirely natural and unrehearsed.

“Well… one of the things that I asked for, should everything go right with this… I asked for Dimocles to die,” Argrave said quietly, almost as if confiding.

Onychinusa looked at him. “What was the answer?”

“The emissary didn’t say yes… but didn’t say no, either.” Argrave looked to the ceiling above. “I figure they must still have a use for him yet. Something he has that you don’t. Seeing as how everyone here hates his guts, it can’t be interpersonal skills…”

Onychinusa blinked quickly, feeling indignant, confused, and focused all at the same time. As she did, Argrave looked to Anneliese.

Maybe… this can work. Argrave began to hope.

***

“Don’t use the Lord’s blessing this time,” Onychinusa told Argrave firmly. “I have to teleport you with [Worldstrider].”

“Naturally,” Argrave said, trying his best not to sound offended by the fact she thought he was that stupid. “Orion, just wait here, if you would.”

“I will wait until the world itself ends,” he swore.

“…Or maybe just a few hours,” Argrave said, attempting to ground him.

“Or a few hours.” Orion nodded just as seriously.

Onychinusa looked back to where the mandragora and the library waited for them. Argrave and Anneliese both paid very close attention to what she did, both of them hoping to grasp some insight about shamanic magic from this procedure of hers. The ancient elf raised up her hand and cast the spell in a fluid, quick, and near effortless motion, but Argrave paid very close attention to how the magic acted and how the spell called upon the spirits.

Argrave felt a familiar pull emerge as spirits danced out from her body, surrounding Argrave. This time, however, he did not feel that all-consuming passivity that had come last time, where he’d felt subdued and thoughtless before her spirits. It confirmed to him then that she had intended to abduct him with spirits without his permission in the past, and now this time things were not the same. He caught fleeting glimpses of the spirits as they weaved around him and Anneliese.

Argrave felt like his whole body was being stretched— not pulled apart, but rather stretched as though he was doing literal stretches with his body. This intensely satisfying feeling lasted no longer than a moment, and then… all he saw changed. Argrave was staring at a door frame.

He whipped his head about in surprise by the sudden change, then spotted the mandragora’s thick wooden body just ahead. He slowly got his bearings, looking around… and then stepped inside the library in panic. Anneliese was here, just as confounded. The two of them got their wits about them just as Onychinusa’s body came to join them, black mist condensing by them until she was whole once again.

“Done,” Onychinusa declared.

Argrave took a deep breath, and then moved quickly inside the library, taking a survey of the place. He looked at the ceiling, at the walls, ensuring that no damage was done. He’d seen the outside and noticed no structural damage, but what was most important was the contents of the place. Perhaps he’d missed some of the floor having collapsed, or any number of things.

“It’s all here.” Argrave breathed out in relief. “Do you know what this place is? Of course you don’t,” Argrave answered for them.

This library was not like many others that Argrave had gone to before. The Alchemist’s library, the library in the Order of the Rose headquarters… they were grand, tall, and housed all books high and low. But this place served two purposes: a personal study, and a teacher’s study. It had a rather quaint atmosphere to it.

The whole of it was one giant stone room, filled with many bookshelves each perhaps eight feet tall. It had no walls— instead, there were railed balconies that overlooked what would have once been a vibrant underground garden, but was now only an empty abyss. It had two sections, from Argrave’s eye— one for visitors, and another for personal use.

“This was where the second to last sovereign of the ancient elven empire lived out his days after his abdication,” Argrave commentated as he walked around. “He was a spellcaster. Over there, he worked on his craft, honing and perfecting it.” Argrave pointed to a small space that had many books behind glass cases, then turned his head to the other parts of the library. “Most of his time, though… it was occupied teaching his grandchildren.”

Argrave walked between the shelves, looking upon the largely undecayed books. “His own kids were all politicians, statesmen, and rulers. They didn’t make the time to care for their children. Instead, they lumped them off on ol’ granddad. He’d teach them about the kingdom, teach them about how to rule… I think he liked it.”

Onychinusa looked totally confused, but she followed along nonetheless as Argrave came to the personal desk of the man he’d been speaking of. He opened a drawer and took out a stash of parchments and a key just beneath it.

“These are lesson plans for his grandkids,” Argrave outlined, then looked at Onychinusa. “I’m sure you want me to stop beating around the bush, so… let me do that. I came here to get this man’s spells that he made.” Argrave looked to the glass case in the distance, where dangerous things were kept out of reach of children. “They’re experimental, and can’t be found anywhere else. But I think there’s something you can gain, too.”

Argrave handed her the lesson plans, and Onychinusa took them off his hands in confusion.

“This is your grandfather’s library,” Argrave said, sitting on the desk. “I mean… it makes sense, doesn’t it? Who else would the imperial family preserve but one of their own children? That’s you.”

She narrowed her eyes. “You must be making one of those jokes. How could you know any of this? It’s impossible.” She shook her head.

Argrave only shrugged, staring at the stack of parchments in her hand. “You’ll learn soon enough, anyhow. I don’t think you were ever meant to come here, but you have.”

Certainly, in Heroes of Berendar, Onychinusa never came here. This place was only a location for the player to gain a few powerful spells. Beyond that, the player could learn some interesting lore if they already had enough information about the ancient elven empire and Onychinusa to put the pieces together about who this place’s owner was and how they related to the woman in front of him.

“Why don’t you look around? Meanwhile, I’ll get what I came here for.” Argrave pointed to the glass display cases off to the side.

Onychinusa looked down at the papers with anxiety. Argrave gestured for Anneliese to come with him, and then the two of them came upon the glass display case. He fit in the key he’d retrieved from the desk moments ago, and the lid popped open. There, five books waited for him.

“Five tomes… and these were potent enough to make you consider…?” Anneliese trailed off, leaving words unspoken.

Strong enough to make me think we might fight Erlebnis’ emissaries and maybe win, Argrave finished her words in his head, then reached and took the first of them.

“That’s right…” he said, weighing it in his hand. “Let’s, uhh… open it up, I guess. One for you, madam?”


Chapter 50

Argrave opened the first tome left behind by the elven monarch, reading through it carefully. It began without introducing its author, diving right to the heart of its contents. It was written in a strict yet elegant script. The writing was uniform enough it seemed typed.

I have witnessed twenty disciplined pikemen put an end to a horde of charging centaurs. Though the centaurs were also twenty, and easily quintuple the size of the pikemen, they died easily. That is not meant to diminish the centaurs—certainly they were stronger and faster than the pikemen, and could have killed those measly elves twenty times over.

However, by holding their ground, planting their pikes firmly upon the earth, these spearmen made the enemy’s strength their own. The centaur’s unstoppable charge ended up killing them as the pikemen used their own ferocity against them. That is the principle of this research; using the enemy’s strength as your own.

One may throw a punch at another’s face… or simply have someone run into a firm fist at their own accord. The end result is the same, but the effort expended is tremendously different. Master fighters use this principle with ease. When an opponent strikes their weapon, they allow the opponent’s momentum to redirect it while adding their own, delivering ripostes and parries that have tremendous power while maintaining their own stamina all the while.

Such expertise does not exist in the world of magic. My contemporaries are rather adroit at squeezing the most power out of spells they can, innovating on that front every day… but from the beginning, I believed there was another way. Let them maximize their power; it will become my weapon. There is no better ability for a sovereign, I believe.

My research stalled for a long while, a block partially broken past with the help of a theorist by the name of Llewellen. His disappearance put an end to that, and I was adrift for many years. Delving into a magic many deemed useless in this day and age—shamanic magic—has yielded something finally worth putting to paper.

By using spirits, one can be freed of the constraints of all other schools of magic. They are a precious resource. In all my years, I have managed to collect only a few dozen. Most spellcasters are not aware of their existence, even. This first tome took eight years to develop.

However… I am satisfied with the results. At C-rank, this spell is resource-light, and dependent largely upon the spirits in one’s possession to manifest its full power. Given their rarity, these spells are thus fully fit for the sole use of the royal family. Before I make this spell known, we must endeavor to gather all spirits in the royal family. Let these spells become my legacy that ensures my bloodline’s sovereignty over this continent and many beyond it.

“That worked out great for you…” Argrave muttered, flipping to the next page where a familiar name waited.

[Requite]

Emperor Balzat I

Argrave looked at Anneliese as she studied another book, eyes furrowed deeply in concentration. These five tomes had the five imperial spells. Ironically, if Balzat had given these to his family ahead of time, they might have been able to use them in the cycle of judgment of their generation, surviving both the slave rebellion and Gerechtigkeit. Spirits were soon to be far more abundant.

The other four imperial tomes—Subjugate, Edify, Inspirit, and Bulwark—shared the same qualities as the one Argrave held: they were incredibly potent, magically efficient, and consumed spirits. The only one of high rank was [Subjugate], and it was S-rank. Their primary expenditure was spirits, not magic.

No other shamanic spells consumed as many spirits as the imperial spells. [Requite] did as Balzat described: it turned an enemy’s strength against them. Argrave’s plan had been simple; steal Onychinusa’s spirits, teleport to the elven gods, enlist their aid to secure yet more spirits, and fight using this spell. With it, he needn’t attack the emissaries himself. Instead, all of their magic would turn against them.

The spell wasn’t without its issues. It was powerless against other shamanic spells, and it required excellent timing for certain types of magic, foremost among them being lightning spells. It was as good a plan as Argrave could come up with, however. But if all was as Anneliese suggested, he could do this and more.

“Argrave, these spells…” Anneliese looked at him, her expression serious.

“Yeah.” Argrave nodded, knowing that look. Each of the four others were similarly useful, but given both the scarcity of spirits and time, Argrave intended to focus on only [Requite]. Still, all five would undoubtedly become another core of his repertoire. Balzat had intended them to serve his imperial family… but now it would serve a royal family instead, Argrave supposed.

Or maybe it will serve his family, Argrave thought, looking to the side where Onychinusa sat atop a bookshelf, juggling half a dozen different pages and books.

“You should focus on this,” Argrave told her, retrieving the tome for teleportation out of his pack. “Meanwhile… I’ll work on the spell we need; namely, this one. Let’s give Onychinusa ample time to digest.”

He gave Anneliese both tomes, and she scanned over [Requite]. He’d told her about it in the past, but seeing was believing. And from the look of her face, she believed it was quite potent.

“I’ll… do my best,” Anneliese said, handing him back [Requite] while keeping the tome for teleportation.

***

Onychinusa had been internally grappling with the issue of discovering her lineage for a long time. Whenever she had asked her educators, the emissaries, she had always been refused. The general reason for refusal had been that the knowledge was not important. That had never fully satisfied her, but her life had enough distracting her that it seldom came into light. When it had, as in days past, it was quickly shut down by the emissaries.

It was never said, but Onychinusa knew It was forbidden to her.

Yet her entire life had been spent reading whatever was in front of her—spell books, normal books, everything. And now that she had been handed this forbidden knowledge, old habit lined up with desire, and she read everything that Argrave had handed her.

It was an elaborate lesson plan meant to teach children, but as it was meant for a teacher and not a student, it had many references. She walked throughout the library, seeking out these references. She found all the history she could ever want—the first elves, the first emperor, the expansion of the empire, the development of bureaucracy and culture…

It might be considered dry reading. But looking upon it, Onychinusa felt a pounding in her heart unlike anything she’d ever had before. Unbeknownst to her, the fact this knowledge had been kept from her spurred her desire to obtain it… and now, with it so personally connected to her by blood relation, it was profoundly interesting.

Both curiosity and self-doubt led her to focus on one thing in particular—namely, the family tree. She tracked the monarchs down, down, and down, finding more and more information about the successive rulers. Finally she came to Balzat, the man who had this library built, and after him she came to the last emperor, Wylar II.

She scanned through entry after entry in book after book, looking for something to tie herself to the man. After she discovered the last emperor had siblings, her search widened… but as she came to realize that she had likely been born in the tumult of the slave rebellion, she realized it would be unlikely her existence would be noted anywhere here.

Onychinusa walked about the library, slapping her forehead as she tried to think of some way to get rid of the awful feeling of doubt and longing welling in her heart. She paced near a painting on the wall, reaching for hope and finding none. She wanted Argrave to be wrong and right in equal measure, but the answers weren’t here.

And then, after she’d paced in front of it perhaps a thousand times… the painting on the wall drew her attention. It was a large family of people with ancient elven features like hers. As she scanned them, her eyes fell upon one person in particular. It was a woman with tan skin, long ears, white hair, and amber eyes.

But to Onychinusa, it looked rather like a mirror.

She took the painting off the wall and came to sit down, studying it with heavy breathing. When the word of ‘mother’ rooted itself in her head, she felt sad. Sadness always made her angry, and so she called magic to destroy something. But everywhere she looked, all she could think of was that her grandfather had gone so far to make this place, gone through so much effort to teach his grandchildren…

For the first time, Onychinusa could only sit with her sadness, unable to muster the anger that drowned out all else. It hurt. She hated it, and she didn’t want to be here anymore.

But this was all she had.

***

“…I’ll talk to the dryads,” mumbled Onychinusa.

Argrave studied the elven woman. Her eyes were red and puffy, and she carried a painting with her.

“You had a change of heart, did you?” Argrave began happily, but Anneliese slapped his chest to shutter his optimism.

“I think the Lord will be happy,” Anneliese said in consolation.

Onychinusa ignored them both, stalking away with that painting in hand.

Once they were out of ear, Argrave said, “Excellent. Damn excellent. Once she hears the visceral details of her birth…”

“That won’t stir her,” Anneliese disagreed. “She’ll never abandon Erlebnis in the time frame we need, just as you thought. Our goal is to make him view her as a liability and abandon her. To that end, she needs to be perceived as the cause of Erlebnis’ woes.”

“And to that end… first, we make him and Kirel break up, lay the blame on her,” Argrave continued.

“Second… perhaps we can use her to indirectly kill Dimocles,” she suggested boldly.

“Remaining is Chiteng and Altan, provided he doesn’t have other adherents…” Argrave shook his head. “I thought your way would be less cruel, but we’ll be ruining her life…”

“Wildlife regrows fastest after a fire,” Anneliese said simply. “I will take responsibility.”

***

Elenore looked at a strange miniature cabinet that had diamonds as handles. Some days past, Nikoletta had returned bearing a paper with Argrave’s magical signature, and personal instructions to be delivered by ear only. There were many extremely paranoid measures she was instructed to take, but take them she did. The most important thing had been raiding a secluded villa owned by a very minor lord named Dimocles.

The villa was a very strange and wondrous place, host to many collectible items. And, furthermore, it had a wide collection of rather unique and talented people. They had all been noncompliant, and so they were in prison. Apparently it was only one of many such places, but Argrave wished for her to raid this one in particular, and then retrieve this miniature cabinet.

“Here.” Elenore handed it to Nikoletta. “Send it well.”

Nikoletta took it with care. “I’ll get this to him,” she vowed.

“Hmm.” Elenore nodded, stroking her chin as she thought.

Whatever that cabinet was, it had been difficult to acquire, being both well-guarded and well-contained. Elenore supposed Dimocles must find it very important, whoever he was. It seemed he’d made an enemy of the state… a very dire fate, indeed.


Chapter 51

Argrave and Anneliese spent their time stuffing their packs full of the valuable things in this library. There were bags enough to carry more than they probably had a right to. Onychinusa looked a little taken aback at their blatant raiding, but this place was a point of research for shamanic magic. There were many spells to go around. Unfortunately, the old emperor had no care for enchanting—in the end, that didn’t matter. The search parties sent out to scour old ruins undoubtedly would unearth just what was needed.

And so, with their pockets overflowing, they returned to Orion, where he was promptly given several packs to carry.

“I promised I’d deal with the mandragora,” Argrave reflected, looking back as he offloaded the last of the bags.

“…And the Yateveos,” Orion reminded him, carrying several bags on his arm like he’d just gotten home from the grocery store.

“I think we can, and without fear. But the library might fall,” Anneliese said innocently.

At this, Onychinusa looked a little distressed. “Wait…” she said quietly, her voice trailing off as she suppressed her speech.

“What? You don’t want the library to crumble into that bottomless abyss, never to be recovered?” Argrave asked, hamming up the description.

Onychinusa looked pained, but she eventually managed a nod of confirmation.

“I did make a promise,” Argrave said, as though his promises held great weight. Onychinusa looked to the side while tapping her feet, and so Argrave continued, “Does this library mean a lot to you?”

“No.” She shook her head.

“If it doesn’t mean a lot, then you’d be fine if everything inside was buried in stone and tree parts, forgotten by the world…” he provoked, and when he saw the effect on her temperament quickly continued, “But if it does mean something to you, I can find a way out of it.”

“Really?” Onychinusa looked at him.

“Sure. I appreciate you enough to do that much.” Argrave nodded.

Onychinusa looked at the library and the mandragora, then back at Argrave. “Knowledge has to be preserved, right?”

He smiled back. “Sure. Then, let’s go. You have a dryad to talk to.”

***

When they returned, they saw Batbayar and the mother dryad having a conversation. The two turned their heads when they saw the returning four, and Anneliese asked Onychinusa, “Might I come with you, or do you wish to be alone? I am curious about what recovering your lineage entails, and have some questions of my own to ask.”

Onychinusa’s gaze was distant, and her mind was elsewhere enough it took her a moment to process a question had been asked. “What? Oh. I don’t care,” she said, completely out of sorts.

Anneliese took the agreement without a word, leaving the ancient elf to her thoughts. Meanwhile, she whispered to Argrave, “I’ll do my part. Trust me,” she said, her breathing tingling his ear.

When she pulled away, Argrave gave her a nod. Once they came near the dryad, Argrave called out, “Batbayar. A word?”

The Myriarch was sitting underneath the dryad’s home tree, but when called stood up and walked to where Argrave and Orion awaited him. As with most people, he seemed a little intimidated having two towering people nearby, but he stood firm nonetheless.

“Was just catching up with the dryad, fishing out some information…” Batbayar looked at him, while Argrave was doing his best to make his face look dour. “You look… grim.”

I feel grimmer, Argrave thought, but he was glad he was acting this out well. He couldn’t make an overt bid against Altan. He didn’t think that anything he did would pass, there. At the end of the day, he did admire and respect the elven army’s discipline. And so… perhaps it was best for them to deal with their own. Perhaps it was best to use their system against the corruption within it.

“I think it’s about time I tell you why I went behind the backs of the other Myriarchs to come here,” Argrave began, making his voice quiet and gruff for effect.

Batbayar stared with those fierce red eyes of his. “I thought you had told me,” he said in an accusatory tone.

“There were some things I couldn’t tell you,” Argrave explained. “Not until I was totally certain myself. Understand, though, that it’s because if I didn’t have proof, I’d only make an enemy of you.”

“And you have that proof now?” Batbayar listened intently, holding judgment.

“Yes.” Argrave nodded. “I’ll say it straight: one of the Myriarchs betrayed us.”

Batbayar didn’t change expressions noticeably, but something about his mien became all the scarier in half a second. “You were right about making an enemy of me without proof, I hope you realize.”

“Has the dryad told you about the end of the ancient elven empire, about your true origins in the rebellion?” Argrave began.

Batbayar looked hesitant to speak, but he slowly said, “We’re rebel slaves. It’s a secret privy only to Myriarchs.”

“That was something orchestrated to bring down the empire,” Argrave continued. “Onychinusa over there… she’s the last living ancient elf, and indeed the last member of their imperial family. The very same being that orchestrated the death of the old empire has come back for seconds. With the dryads’ ability, we learned the truth of her birth… and in that library down below, we received proof.”

“A truly despicable being, this Erlebnis,” bemoaned Orion, listening intently. He set down the bags he held one-by-one.

“Through my own personal experience, I know that those creatures your army fought were Erlebnis’ servants,’’ Argrave continued. “And I can’t say this for certain, as we weren’t there… but if things are as I suspect, your army was taken by surprise. We know Chiteng betrayed your gods, but if I’m right… perhaps one of your Tumens was not hit as hard as the rest. Perhaps its leader quickly got control of the situation, minimizing losses and assuming command in one fell swoop. And perhaps… perhaps there is a reason those monsters didn’t focus your army, wipe it out, and then switch to the gods.”

Batbayar shifted on his feet, the point driving home as he connected dots. “You say all of this, but there’s a reason I stayed behind while you went off into those ruins again. It was to ask the dryad what that woman was, since I wasn’t sure I could get a straight answer from you,” he continued. “The mother dryad talked, King Argrave. And from what I remember of its explanation… the reason that woman was kept alive was because she was taken in by Erlebnis.”

Trees aren’t supposed to talk, damn it all, Argrave thought, though his face was stone.

“That’s true.” Argrave didn’t deny it, and was about to continue before Batbayar interrupted.

“And in terms of who I trust, I’m far less likely to suspect those who I’ve lived and died beside than a silver-tongued despot from a family of conquerors and rapists.”

In a blur, Orion seized the S-rank Myriarch’s neck, saying firmly, “You ought to atone for those words.”

“Stop!” Argrave shouted, putting his hand on Orion’s wrist as Batbayar struggled to breathe. “Don’t make enemies where we have friends, Orion. He’s right.”

“He isn’t. You bleed for ingrates. All of us remaining are good, and you are the best of us,” the prince said with eerie calm.

“Prove that.” Argrave gripped his arm.

Orion released Batbayar, though his anger did not seem abated.

Argrave said cautiously as Batbayar coughed, “Forgive him. What you said was too much, but that response was the same. Let’s end it there before things get out of hand. Fundamentally, we are in agreement.”

“No…” Batbayar coughed, rubbing his throat. “No, I deserved that. I understand his rage. If you doubt my Myriarchs, you doubt my family… so I understand. And I hope you understand why I view you with suspicion, bringing that ancient elven woman into this.”

Argrave gathered his thoughts as Batbayar caressed his throat. Then, he felt a rush of confidence, and so said, “I don’t think she’s a servant of Erlebnis. After all, she’s going to heal the forest. That’s rather contrary to what he wants.”

“She is?” Batbayar narrowed his eyes.

“Yeah. Onychinusa will heal this forest.” He nodded, going all-in on Anneliese’s promise.

But if she doesn’t… guess it’s all over, now.

***

How in Veid’s name does he do it? Anneliese thought as she walked with Onychinusa deeper with the mother dryad.

She’d told Argrave to trust her, and though she felt full of confidence in that moment, when it came to finding the words to lead Onychinusa toward subverting Kirel Qircassia’s presence, the only thing that came to mind was his name. It repeated in her head, clarifying her objective without offering any solution to the problem. She was as despondent as Onychinusa.

…Or perhaps less so, for the ancient elven woman broke past her haze and asked, “What does rediscovering my lineage actually entail?”

“It’s very simple.” The dryad looked back, her dark hair swaying with a light breeze. “You will claim all that any citizen of the empire had… and from there, you will claim your birthright as last heir to the imperial throne.”

“The throne is here?” Onychinusa asked, surprised.

The dryad laughed. “No. It’s not a physical throne… indeed, perhaps it’s not even a figurative throne, given the decay of the empire… but if you do as you must, you will have the power to command me and all of these children. Even now, we are your slaves.”

Onychinusa looked confused. “You would give me power over you?”

“Power means nothing to me. This is what I want, because it is what my children want,” the dryad said calmly.

The ancient elf was thrown into confusion upon hearing this, and scrutinizing her, Anneliese finally felt she had some inkling of how to proceed.

You can understand others… but she cannot. Be a bridge, let her in, make her trust… and then work, Anneliese thought with clarity. And in the end, perhaps she could serve another of her interests at the same time.

“Then where are we going?” Onychinusa continued.

“It’s further yet. It’s the secret to that mist those strange foxes want so badly… and the key to keeping this place safe,” the dryad assured calmly. “If you wish, we can run.”

“There was something we were talking about earlier,” Anneliese quickly interjected, as that was the last thing she wanted. “About the man that came with me.”

“His parents… yes.” The dryad slowed her walk, deciding to walk with the three of them. Onychinusa looked vaguely miffed, but she said nothing. “One of them was a king. His mind… it was unwell. It was poisoned—indeed, it was the very first thing the great arbiter touched. He changed nothing about the man, just… removed things. Empathy. Satisfaction. Inhibition. With only those gone, he was a slave to the desires and curiosities we all feel, but the better parts of us purge.”

“I know this.” Anneliese nodded. “It’s the other parent I’m curious about.”

“His niece,” the dryad looked at Anneliese and said quietly. “It was the king’s niece—ironically, a bastard herself, though unacknowledged by her father. That man here today, Argrave, was an experiment and a humiliation for the king. A foray into the forbidden. Fascinating enough to keep alive… but repulsive enough to torment. I suspect, given his father’s temperament… that boy bears many scars, just as his mother. They’re all under the skin, though, healed by magic. From even a glimpse of him… the king was ever fond of seeing how loudly people could scream, then making sure they whispered not a word of it after.”

Anneliese felt a little sick after hearing that, but clinging on to the fact that the soul in Argrave’s skin had not endured such a life gave her comfort enough to ward it away. She looked at Onychinusa, who seemed disturbed but simultaneously lacked the experience to express that feeling.

“…It seems you learn of many royal lineages, today,” Anneliese said glibly.

With the experience connected back to her own, Onychinusa seemed to resonate with Argrave’s story. Anneliese felt like she’d finally managed to get beneath the woman’s armor. All that remained was driving home the notion that she should sabotage Kirel Qircassia. Even still, she couldn’t find that organic connection. If she poked now, that armor would be back up in seconds.

“Will you tell him?” Onychinusa asked, then shook her head. “No. Does he know?”

“She… died young, from what he told me,” Anneliese quickly supplied. “Yes, I will tell him. Everyone should have the chance to learn of their lineage. But what is done is done. He will keep moving forward as he always has… independent of his father,” she said, the words coming to her naturally. The next words, too, practically came out of her mouth before she thought them.

“Even independently, Argrave has ended up doing what his father wanted.” Anneliese sighed.

“What did he say he wanted of him?” Onychinusa asked slowly.

“He never said it.” Anneliese laughed. “But he lived it. King Felipe III, despite his faults in the categories of his children, wanted them to resent him. He subconsciously wanted them to view him as a villain, that they might overcome him by becoming him—a better him. He never told Argrave this, but nonetheless he came to learn,” she continued gravely, caught up in her own lie so heavily it almost felt like truth.

As Onychinusa listened intently, Anneliese finished pointedly, “All any parent wants is for their children to live a certain way… and not just because they’re told. Because they know what to do without being told.”

With the bridge of connection formed, the words sunk home all the deeper. Anneliese could see the self-reflection on Onychinusa’s face, as clear as day. Argrave once talked about something called a Trojan Horse, and she felt it was rather fitting here.

“We’re here,” the dryad said, drawing Anneliese away from her thoughts. “Just inside here.” The dryad gestured, where all the children sat at the entrance to a cave beneath the roots. They were unusually silent.

Looking at Onychinusa take a deep breath of apprehension, Anneliese knew something. The seed is planted. Now comes cultivation… and then harvesting. You won’t be the only one growing a forest, Onychinusa…


Chapter 52

Anneliese felt sick to her stomach as she followed Onychinusa and the dryad down into the place that was to be the deciding point of this scheme. Battles she could handle, wars… she felt she had vision, there. But now she had insisted Argrave deviate from the surer course, following her down this path that she herself didn’t understand. She wasn’t made for this.

But then, more was made of everyone every day by the actions they took in the circumstances they landed in. With the world changing, this was not the time to stagnate. Anneliese would not allow Vasquer to end with the same fate the ancient elven empire had. To that end, they could settle for nothing less than absolute victory.

The dryads called her a mistake… but her entire life, whether it was at her mother’s side or at the mercy of her grandmother’s teachings, Anneliese defined herself. It was a pride she kept within, buried beneath all. The pride of choice. Wherever it was she landed, she never wished to think that it had not been her choice. To that end, she would strive until the last time her heart beat.

Let her use that pride today to make a better life for the family she chose.

And like a flame had burnt it away, that sickness in her stomach was gone. Anneliese walked by Onychinusa and the mother dryad deep into this mysterious cave. Behind them, the dryad children walked like a funeral march. Onychinusa seemed disquieted to be boxed in, and she disliked the close confines of the cave

“I am beginning to think that Lord Erlebnis sent you here not because he was ignorant… but because he was not ignorant,” Anneliese began, her mind absolutely focused on the ancient elven woman.

Onychinusa slowly turned her head and focused on Anneliese. “Do you mean… the Lord knew I would end up here?”

“It seems he seldom acts on chance, but on knowledge,” Anneliese continued. “If he had Altan under his thumb, a Myriarch just as Batbayar… he surely had more information about this place than we were led to believe,” she suggested.

Onychinusa was smart, and the words were plausible enough to bring her pause. Maybe there was even some truth to the words. But as things were, it teetered the scale a little over further as more weight was added. She could see the gears in Onychinusa’s head turning.

The cave floor sloped gently downward before coming to a flat stretch and opening up. If Anneliese was right, this place was directly beneath where the mother dryad made her roots. They stepped into a simple place, no more than a cave… but the back of it was illuminated by light, around which half a dozen roots coiled. Most prominent was a thick root, splayed out flat against the wall. There was writing on it.

“I kept preserved a code your grandfather promulgated to all citizens of the empire,” the mother dryad explained. “It’s a code of laws. I ask that you learn it, as all citizens of the empire had to. Once you do… we will move on to the next step.”

The dryad walked away toward that glowing light, and Onychinusa came up to the large wooden root with writing etched into it. She ready through it quietly, but Anneliese was not content to let her be.

“Did you view Lord Erlebnis as your father?” Anneliese said, disgusted by her new use of the deferential ‘Lord’ even as she spoke it. Again, she wondered how Argrave acted out parts so easily.

“Of course not.” Onychinusa looked at her, speaking somewhat angrily. “I don’t… I didn’t have the luxury of such things. You just learned this.”

“And yet all that came before has changed,” Anneliese continued, coming to a stop. “The Lord never before allowed you to learn of your past… and yet now he sends you to the heart of it. The Lord never before allowed you to be free of solitude… and yet now he sends you before us, that we might work together closely.”

“What do you drive at?” Onychinusa looked at her, her face in disarray. “What do you seek to say?”

“I want to help you, Onychinusa,” Anneliese said, allowing her honesty to pool into her voice. “The Lord has made his move. Times change. To prove my point, let me ask you this—the Lord’s breach… it has to be rather close to Kirel Qircassia’s, correct?”

“It’s in the North Sea,” she answered easily, rattled enough to let out vital information like that freely. “Off the coast.”

“Do you believe Kirel Qircassia will be content to let another god’s realm exist so close to his? The Lord has a stronger presence than him, now, but that might not remain so forever.”

“They made a pact.” Onychinusa narrowed her eyes.

“And the Lord is always honorable in his contracts.” Anneliese nodded. “Argrave knows that, and I know this. In this way, the Lord Erlebnis’ actions are rather like those of Veidimen culture. At the same time… if the Lord can act ahead of time, before Kirel Qircassia fully manifests… that would be beneficial.

“All of this— sending you here with us, giving you free reign… He cannot overtly command you to break faith. But you are the Lord’s mortal champion for a reason, Onychinusa. You can do as he cannot. If you should sow disunity, break this pact, the Lord can reap all of the rewards while estranging a dangerous future rival.”

“But I… I would’ve been…” Onychinusa began, narrowing her eyes and stepping to the wooden root with the code of laws etched in it.

“The Lord never breaks pacts. You know this. But you are not bound to the same universal laws that he is. Kirel Qircassia can break faith of his own accord… if you do as the Lord bids. Do you remember what I said?” Anneliese stepped closer, kneeling down before Onychinusa. “All a parent wants is for their children to live a certain way. And not because they’re told, but because they know what to do without being told.”

“I… would be told,” Onychinusa disagreed. “I would be ordered. I should always ask, before I… act…”

“Ask, but you will not be told. You are that which can make the Lord whole,” Anneliese said insistently. “He cares for you, in his own way. He sent you here with us. He broke your long solitude, and broke the long silence of your heritage. He never breaks a contract. But you are not the Lord… and that is what he needs. He needs one that does not need to be told. You are not alone anymore. And if you do this, you will never be alone anymore.”

Anneliese was experiencing all Onychinusa felt so intensely she almost felt like falling over. One thousand years of solitude, raised in an inhuman place by unfeeling things… one thousand years of learning without end, striving without knowing for what… one thousand years of asking ‘why’ without ever receiving an answer. Anneliese could feel it all like she’d been through it. All of it culminated to this moment, and Anneliese stepped inside. The words that came felt like they’d been pried directly from Onychinusa’s mind, and Anneliese spoke them firmly.

“You must have a purpose, Onychinusa… and if not this, then what?”

Onychinusa’s eyes widened, and she looked down the ground in mute silence. That was her being—she was someone who did not know her purpose, yet desperately wished to find one. Anneliese saw it, exposed it, and formed a resonance.

But perhaps it was not without a cost. Anneliese felt completely exhausted, and could think of no more words as she stepped away from the ancient elf. She could hardly think at all. Her brain felt heavy, and the next while was a blur. When she finally had faculty enough to think again, Onychinusa already walked away from the code of laws, its contents memorized.

“Then… I know the laws of a citizen of the empire,” Onychinusa said, her voice hollow. “What of my lineage?”

“It’s simple. All you must do is claim ownership of me. And that can be done with my heart,” the dryad explained. “From there… From there, I can do the rest, if you allow it. I can tell you where your crown waits… everything.”

“Alright.” Onychinusa nodded, her voice trembling and alive. As Anneliese watched, she and the dryad walked toward the glowing light wrapped in roots. The wood unraveled, revealing a brighter brilliance emanating from a heart of thorns. She reached her hand out… and touched it.

The white light was enshrouded, almost as if tamed… and then spread out once more redoubled, projecting a deep imperial purple.

“Then… master.” The dryad kneeled, lowering her head until her black hair touched the cave’s floor. “Would you ask anything of me? And if not, may I be so bold as to ask permission of you?”

***

Argrave sat reading the book of [Requite], giving Batbayar ample time to think. He was glad the book was C-rank, but looking upon its matrix hovering in the air, he felt this book would gather more dust in his hands than it had in that millennia-old library. Orion sat at his side, still mulling over his temper.

Then, something shook, and Argrave started. Orion already stood and surveyed the area, ready to pounce upon any foes. Argrave looked around frantically, at a loss. When he spotted movement in a distant corner of his eye, he focused his gaze, walking toward it.

Argrave came to the pit that the mandragora rested in. He thought the creature might have met its end, but as he observed… no, it was the top of the pit that was moving. Earth was falling away as if in a landslide. It seemed almost like the earth itself was splitting in some natural disaster. That, though, brought back memories of what had brought him to this place to begin with. And with that thought… he saw what truly moved.

The thick redwood roots, marring every bit of the forest, moved into motion once again. They craned backwards sluggishly, like people reawakened after a deep sleep… but they moved all the same. And though they did stir the earth further, it was simply a natural result of retraction, of a reversion to mean.

Argrave started to laugh when he saw this, putting the pieces together. She did it, Argrave realized. She made that old lady bend. How in the hell did Anneliese pull that off? His Brumesingers descended from his coat, racing about the trees and everywhere else in exuberance. Argrave joined then, too, pumping his fist and cheering.

Soon enough, Batbayar ran upon them in confusion and panic. “Is this it? Is this what you were talking about?” He caught his breath, his eyes looking every which way as he absorbed the scene into his eyes.

“What’d I tell you?” Argrave put his hand on his shoulder, leaning upon the shorter man. “You’re gonna see green leaves, a nice clean forest floor without roots… because everything is just as I said.” He smiled slyly. “Aren’t we reliable?”

Batbayar watched intently, then said, “…I’m going to go check outside this forest.”

Argrave watched him leave in a run, then called out after him, “You can thank me anytime!”

With those words, Argrave turned and sat back to watch the beauty of this event. He felt pride in Anneliese and relief in equal measure, dueling against each other in a reprieve to the misery of days past.

“I’m a lucky man,” Argrave said.

“Do you believe that?” Orion asked in surprise.

“Ever hear the term, ‘better half’?” Argrave questioned. “Well… I’ve got a way better half. And I’m definitely not complaining. Feels pretty damned good, you want to know the truth.”

Orion narrowed his eyes, then nodded slowly in agreement. After a few minutes, Argrave turned when he heard footsteps behind. They were returning. He wanted to run up and tackle Anneliese in a hug, but he had to keep up with the act.

“Does someone want to tell me what’s going on?” he asked, almost demandingly. It was difficult to hide a smile.

“I did what the Lord needed,” Onychinusa said simply, her voice trembling in excitement and nervousness.

“The forest will be healed… and my children have been given leave to grow,” the dryad explained.

Argrave exhaled until he was breathless, beholding the three of them. When he looked at Anneliese, she looked… off.

“Argrave,” she began when they met eyes. “I learned something down there. Might we… talk? In private,” she said, walking to him and holding her hand out.

Argrave took her hand slowly. “Sure,” he agreed hesitantly. Onychinusa seemed to look at him in pity, but it was soon washed away as she pranced about nervously, trying to contain herself.

Anneliese led him off quickly, and Argrave kept his stride long to keep pace with her. Argrave’s Brumesingers ran as fast as they could to keep up, and even they were a little short. Once they were out of view of everyone…

Anneliese wrapped her arms around his back. Argrave laughed and put his hand atop her head, thinking nothing was off. Then, when he saw her shoulders shake, and heard the muffled sobs, he panicked.

“Woah, woah, hey…” he began, rubbing her back in abject confusion. “What’s wrong? Did something go wrong?”

“It’s just… It was too much,” Anneliese explained in jittery speech muffled by his duster. “I went too far. I went too deep,” she explained, her frayed tone breaking Argrave’s heart. “Just give me a moment. Please,” she pleaded.

“As long as you want,” Argrave agreed at once, looking off into the forest as Anneliese cried. She had never before been like this, and so it concerned him more than he knew how to handle. A question persisted in his mind, but it was for later.

What did she do to make this happen?


Chapter 53

After a while, Argrave managed to get the story out of Anneliese. When she mentioned going too far, too deep, she was talking about her evaluation of Onychinusa’s emotions. Apparently, what she had experienced was so profound she could all but perceive the elven woman’s thoughts. It had enabled her to say what was needed. But at the same time…

“I cannot shake this feeling,” Anneliese recounted. She sat on a root with Argrave beside her. The Brumesingers sat all around her, nuzzling her to comfort her just as Argrave held her shoulder. “The purposelessness. That’s all she wants, Argrave—purpose. I know it just as well as she does herself.” She sighed, cupping her trembling hands around her mouth. “I wanted to avoid a betrayal. But in the end… the result is the same, I merely betrayed with deception rather than violence. This might even be worse.” Anneliese grew silent. “What do you think will happen?”

“…I don’t think she can be confined again, given that Erlebnis is manifesting himself and connecting his realm with this one… but she’ll be viewed as a liability once he learns. A liability he’ll be sure to cut off, one way or the other,” Argrave said quietly. “Whatever the case, she’s out of the picture. Erlebnis won’t let her slide. He raised her for certainty, and she failed once. He doesn’t like second chances.”

“Will he kill her?” Anneliese asked quietly.

“No. He agreed not to, all those thousands of years ago.” Argrave shook his head. “But she’s out of the game. In what manner… we’ll have to see.”

“And Kirel Qircassia… his alliance with Erlebnis might not shatter immediately,” Anneliese said, her trembling fading as she distracted herself. “But it’s been undermined. And the other god will be suspicious, without a doubt.”

“Mmm-hmm,” Argrave nodded, mulling. “I’ve been working at flipping Batbayar. I thought we’d need to have a direct hand in purging Altan, and whatever other of Erlebnis’ worshippers are in the elven armies… but now, I think we let their system of military policing work on its own. Batbayar was resistant to the idea at first, but now that he’s coming around, I suspect he’s going to engage in a thorough purging of the army. He might even find the malfeasance I’ve been talking about for so long before I put him on the trail,” Argrave reasoned. “Whatever the case, we have a little more breathing room.”

“…Thinking of how the forest healed… What do you think the emissaries would do immediately after that happened? Would they continue their hunt of the elven gods, or would they retreat and reassess?” Anneliese mused.

Argrave took a deep breath, her words bringing revelation. “I think they might retreat,” he reasoned. “Erlebnis won’t know what happened until he’s told. He might put the pieces together, but he might not. Regardless, this could be a window of opportunity.” He rose to his feet. “Whatever the case, we need to get out of here. Let’s wrap things up with the dryads, and then…” He paused. “Actually, scratch that. If you need to take some time, take some time. What you did was far beyond anything I could’ve managed, I think. I’m no mind-reader.”

“No… No.” Anneliese rose to her feet. “I will not allow this to put me down. But Argrave… please, never again. I know I chose this, but I never wish to do it again. This feeling of purposelessness does not fade. I cannot say it will. I am not made to manipulate others so completely. I nearly lost myself during that process.”

“You don’t need ‘please.’ You didn’t even need to ask,” he assured, patting her shoulder. “Come on. Let’s finalize these growing rifts while we have the chance.”

“Before you go… I learned some pivotal information. Erlebnis has a breach near Kirel Qircassia’s. His is underwater, off the coast of the North Sea,” she explained. “That has to help us.”

Argrave clapped once, and then nodded. “Yeah… Yeah, that is necessary information. I’ll need… Damn it. Underwater?” He walked away, pacing as he thought.

“Now that I know, I can scout out the coast in greater detail. But there’s another thing. Onychinusa presumably thinks I intended to tell you something I learned there,” Anneliese called out. “I know you care not, but I did. It pertains to your mother.”

***

Argrave was not especially shocked by the news his cousin was also his mother. Perhaps it explained the frailty the real Argrave had been cursed with. He counted himself fortunate he didn’t have the Habsburg jaw. Perhaps if he’d gone along with Nikoletta, their children might have had it. Quite the dark thought. Regardless, it was another nail in the coffin alongside the thousands of others King Felipe III bore. The man was irredeemable, but Argrave wasn’t one to stick with family members no matter what circumstances came.

Anneliese and Argrave walked back slowly. She kept the Brumesingers in her arms, and the foxes obediently stayed still. To comfort her, they acted cuter than they ever had before—as ever, they were reflections of Argrave’s desire.

When they came back to the grove with the dryads’ tree, Batbayar had returned. He conversed with Orion, and seemed to possess the same feverish and nervous excitement that Onychinusa did. Strangely, all of the dryad children were absent.

Argrave walked up to Batbayar and asked at once, “What are you still doing here?”

Batbayar looked at him, taken aback. “What do you…?”

“You went outside, right? You saw what happened, didn’t you? Then you should be returning to your people,” he told him commandingly. “You’ve got a lot of work to get done. I’m expecting good things to be in motion by the time we return.”

Batbayar took in Argrave’s words, then looked at most of them in turn. Orion still looked a little upset at the Myriarch, but even he gave an encouraging thumbs up. Onychinusa was too absorbed with her own task to care, but eventually Batbayar looked back and nodded at Argrave.

“I suppose you’ve earned the right to command me a little. I wasn’t expecting this result… but I’m definitely not upset with it.” He took a deep breath. “I’ll follow along. If you’re right, you’re right… Objectivity is all I can offer.”

“That’s all I need,” Argrave agreed, seeking to end the conversation here. He didn’t care to explain to the Myriarch that the dryads had been subordinated to Onychinusa. The man got the message and left, heading back to the elven army to do his duty.

Anneliese joined them, still holding the Brumesingers to distract herself. Argrave gave her a nod, and then looked to the dryad that shadowed Onychinusa. “Then… we have two final things, I think. First… new things have come to light, and I can’t keep my promise to end the mandragora. The Yateveos… it might happen. Otherwise…”

“You need not fret,” Onychinusa said. “I claimed my lineage. You did this for me, and so I can explain it.”

“Claimed your lineage…” Argrave repeated. “What exactly does that mean for you?”

“Beyond the dryads’ help?” Onychinusa looked at her hands. “I don’t… feel any different. I know where my parents died, now.” She looked back to the dryad, who gave her a reassuring nod. “Perhaps… Perhaps I can visit there. And perhaps there is more of the empire left unclaimed. None of that matters now, but…”

“Could be,” Argrave nodded. “But what about the dryad children?”

“They prepare to expand this forest, to grow beyond their childlike forms to a state more akin to mine. In time, they will all have a grand tree like this one,” the dryad explained on Onychinusa’s behalf, looking up at the purple leaves swaying with the wind above. “With permission given by the last of the imperial bloodline, we can act, so long as she wishes it… and she has bid us act freely.”

Argrave raised his brow in surprise, and Onychinusa nodded to confirm those words.

“I’m glad everything worked out for you. You seem… more whole, both of you,” Argrave said vaguely. “I got what I came here for, and you got more than you came here for, I suspect. But that other thing I was talking about…” He looked to the Brumesingers, all four of which were still in Anneliese’s arms and dangling relaxedly. “Can those guys get what they want, even despite the thing with the mandragora falling through?”

As if called, the four of them wriggled out of Anneliese’s arms and came to stand before the dryad. She knelt down, scratching behind their ears as her dress of leaves scraped the ground. “They wish to gain my mist, do they not? No… you need not answer; I can see it in them. Will you allow it, master?” She looked up at Onychinusa.

Onychinusa looked at Argrave, still seeming guarded… but there was also a connection where there had not always been one. When she looked at Anneliese, her gaze softened. Finally, the ancient elf nodded. “So long as it does you no harm, I think they’ve earned it.”

The dryad laughed. “As ever, the imperial bloodline is benevolent to care about a lowly slave so… but no, I will be unharmed.”

With that, the dryad rose to her feet, trailing back to the tree that was her respite. She held her hand up, and the branches craned down. On their edges, fruits budded rapidly. It was like looking at a timelapse of a fruit’s growth— it began unripened, growing to rich green before converting to a brilliant silver. The dryad didn’t need to pluck them, as they fell into her hands. Once they were, she turned and kneeled.

The Brumesingers ran away from Argrave and Anneliese, coming before the dryad. Each of them put one of the silver fruits in their mouths, and then threw their heads back. Argrave had never seen this happen before, and so he called, “Hey, are you sure that’s…?”

As soon as they finished chewing, the Brumesingers came back to Argrave. They chewed the last bits, opened their small mouths wide in a big yawn, and then curled up at his feet one by one.

“When they awake… they will be more than they were. You have touched dryads, and that is enough; the mist they call will not harm you. The same cannot be said for others. Just as the mist outside blinds any who enter with eyes wide, so too will theirs recklessly assail any who find themselves in their influence,” the dryad explained.

Argrave nodded, looking down at his pets. “How long will they be out?”

“Some few days, perhaps.” The dryad shrugged, then looked to Onychinusa. “Now… will you be departing?”

“I must.” Onychinusa nodded. “All of us must. We have duties to fulfill.”

“Then I will wait for your return, as I ever have.” The dryad smiled. “When next you see the children… perhaps they will be children no longer.”

***

“I trust you have no more need of me?” Onychinusa questioned once they stood outside, in the clearing of trees impaled with thousands of arrows. Looking out… the forest floor was greatly disturbed, largely loose soil, but all the roots were gone. They’d gone back to their natural place.

“You’ve done great work.” Argrave nodded, refocusing. “I hope we can work together closely in the future. It’d certainly be better than the alternative,” he finished, referring to Dimocles.

Onychinusa smiled. It was one of few he’d seen from her. Then, without ceremony, she burst into black mist and departed. The silence persisted for a time, as none of the three remaining had words to say.

“I feel sick again, knowing wait awaits her.” Anneliese looked out across the forest.

Orion took a step closer. “Sick? Can I help with something, Your Highness?”

“In war… you do what you must,” Argrave said, putting his hand on her shoulder. “And I believe now is the time for our counterattack.”


Chapter 54

When Argrave, Anneliese, and Orion made to return to the elven camp, Anneliese’s scouting discovered that it was simply gone.

…But further scouting showed that it had moved to another location, seeking an advantageous position in wake of the sudden shift of roots in the forest. With the ground cleared up, traveling was a much faster, if much stranger, thing. All of the soil was loose and unpacked, and felt a little squishy beneath their boots. Whatever the case, they made it to the elven camp where the rest of his company had prudently relocated alongside.

After a somewhat rough greeting by scouts watching for approaching enemies, Batbayar was the first to find them. They talked quietly as they walked back into camp.

“I’ve put people on the most likely suspect… Altan. These are good men, maybe the best I have. They’ll follow her every move,” the Myriarch swore.

Argrave’s first reaction was not approval, but a question. “Altan, is it… the Acting Supreme Myriarch. I suppose it does make sense. These men of yours, you’re sure they’re not playing for the red team?”

“Red team…?” Batbayar repeated, then shook his head. “No. These men are faithful adherents to the elven gods, just like most in the Holy Army of the Wind.” He grew silent for a minute, then sought counsel once more, asking, “If things truly are as you say, do you have more direction for me to follow?”

Argrave considered his words, and as they walked, they soon landed where the Veidimen had made camp. “Well… you should ask for Ganbaatar’s help. He’s been hunting vampires— something like this will be no trouble for him at all. If he can suss out those that drink blood, he can find a few heretics in your ranks without trouble. And maybe you’ll trust his findings a little more than mine. Only go public if you have ample proof,” Argrave told him insistently.

“That was always the plan,” Batbayar responded a little angrily.

“I’m not joking. Do not act early if you want this to be effective. Erlebnis is the god of knowledge, and he’ll have something prepared if he catches even a whiff of this,” Argrave told him insistently.

A bird’s cry split the air, and Argrave whipped his head to look at it. He saw a big black bird approaching him and stepped back by instinct, but moved forward again when he recognized it. Behind, Grimalt pursued Nikoletta’s druidic bond.

As it landed on his arm, the Veidimen officer explained, “This bird has been waiting for you for some time now, Your Majesty. None of us touched the parcel it had, and we made sure no one else did either.”

Batbayar came to his side and said quickly, “I’ll leave you be, let you catch up with your men. As you said, you’ll leave this to us,” the Myriarch reminded Argrave firmly. “We can handle our own. I just hope… I hope you’re wrong about this, in all honesty. But…”

The Myriarch shook his head and left, leaving Argrave to finish his statement. He hoped the Myriarch meant to say, ‘but I know you’re right.’ After letting the elf go, he looked at the parcel on the bird’s leg.

“Thank you for this, Nicky…” Argrave muttered, untying the binding around the bird’s leg to free the package. “Say hello to your dad.”

With the parcel in hand, the bird gave a rather unbirdlike nod and lifted off, its claws leaving sight scratch marks on his duster’s sleeves.

“She sent something. Does that mean Elenore…?” Anneliese whispered quietly.

Argrave undid the exterior wrapping of the parcel, revealing what was within. He saw a quaint mini-cabinet. It had two little handle knobs made of diamonds, and the rest of it was a deep, rich black wood almost like mahogany.

“Heheh…” Argrave looked at the cabinet fondly. “You smug, blue-eyed prick… let’s see if you can smile when the secret police just repossessed your property. Might need my own little gulag, just for you…”

Argrave was about to open up the cabinet to see if the most vital bit remained, but someone walked up to him. Grimalt stopped the man domineeringly, but Argrave said, “Let him by. He’s probably just a messenger.”

And indeed, the person said, “The Acting Supreme Myriarch would like to see you. She waits in the upper canopies.”

With the message delivered, the person departed just as quickly. Argrave stood there, clenching the miniature in his hand.

“Will you go?” Orion asked.

Argrave thought about it. He was hesitant, given that Batbayar might—no, he definitely would—see them meet. But as Argrave thought, he gave a slight smile.

“Grimalt… send someone over to find Batbayar. Tell him Altan wanted to meet me. Tell him… Tell him that I’m expected to explain my absence to her, but that I have an excuse handy.” His eyes fell to the miniature cabinet.

***

Immediately upon returning, Argrave was forced to climb up the giant redwood trees to meet with Altan. He brought Anneliese and Orion, both for safety reasons—Anneliese to ensure Altan suspected nothing, and Orion to ensure that he would be protected from any unseemly acts of violence.

Upon arrival, he was greeted by an Altan who seemed somewhat worse for wear. She was pulling hairs… and quite literally, at that. He saw her coil a long blonde hair around her finger again and again until it wrenched free of her head. When she saw Argrave, she practically dove through the canopy to meet him.

“Did you have something to do with this?” Altan demanded at once. “The roots unwinding— was this you?”

“No. But it sure ruined my damned plans. Do you think I wanted to come back with a miniature cabinet in my hands?” Argrave waved it before her face, feigning wrath. “Whole place almost collapsed. Absolute nightmare.”

Altan’s own fury waned before his acting. In time it flared again, and she insisted, “And Batbayar… What was that all about?”

“You wanted me to help you, no? I got a connection with him through my guy Ganbaatar. He’ll be a proponent, I’m pretty sure.” Argrave narrowed his eyes. “You seem a little stressed.”

She sighed, then said, “I attempt to erode a centuries-old military structure from within. Pardon me for not skipping carefree.”

“Is this going to be a problem?” Anneliese demanded coldly, like she was the cruelest manager in the world.

“I can handle it.” Altan raised both her hands up to stop them from assuming more.

When Argrave looked at Anneliese, he knew then that this Acting Supreme Myriarch likely didn’t suspect anything. That was sure to change in time, as word spread from Erlebnis out to all his agents… but it gave them time enough to prepare all that was needed.

“Well, you don’t need to pull anymore hairs,” Argrave said, acting like the kind assistant manager in contrast to Anneliese’s performance. “We’re here. We can help with the politicking. And with one more Myriarch on our side, things should sail a fair bit smoother.”

“That’s good… That’s good.” Altan breathed a sigh of relief. “Still, you can only shovel so much into the abyss… This is challenging.”

“Update me on the happenings while I was absent. It wasn’t exactly a seven-day vacation, but I surely missed some things in my brief absence… Oh, and one other thing.”

Argrave braced the miniature cabinet with his left hand, and then pulled on one of the diamond knobs with his right. With a subtle snap, the knob came free.

“I’m gonna need for you to deliver this diamond to one of Erlebnis’ shrines, alongside a letter. Tell the emissary that it needs to reach Dimocles,” Argrave said with a subtle smile.

“I can’t deliver it, not personally,” Altan responded, aggrieved.

“One of your people, then,” Argrave changed his phrasing, deeming it unfortunate he could not be so lucky as to directly implicate her.

“Fine,” Altan agreed without much thought to the matter, clearly interested in changing the subject. “Here’s what I need your help with…”

***

Argrave and Anneliese returned back to where the Veidimen and the rest of their party made camp, Orion acting as the diligent escort.

“How will Dimocles respond if that diamond knob reaches him?” Anneliese inquired.

“I said it was a housewarming gift for a friend in that letter I sent with it,” Argrave said flatly. “I think he’ll get the message. I’m certain he places more value on his collection than on his loyalty for Erlebnis… and this miniature of his is something he holds very dear. Whether he scampers back to his wrecked home, seeks us out… He won’t be providing immediate aid to Erlebnis. A minor victory, but a victory nonetheless.” Argrave looked to the sky. “It’s the divine side of things remaining unfinished.”

“We learned much… but we can still learn much more,” Anneliese told Argrave. “What do you intend to do next?”

“We take this time before Onychinusa’s fallout spreads far and wide to get ready for execution,” Argrave said decisively, placing his hands in his pockets where the Brumesingers still slept. “Prepare the troops, prepare the plan, and then head to battle.”

“Then it is imperative I grow our knowledge,” Anneliese extrapolated. “Would you prefer I scout with the Starsparrow, or devote my time to learning the tome of transportation?”

Argrave didn’t take long to answer, “Scouting. We won’t be able to use the tome of transportation until we get in contact with the elven gods, wherever they might’ve gone in the forest… It needs spirits, after all.”

“That… I should have thought of that.” Anneliese shook her head. “This feeling… the purposelessness does not fade. I want to do so much, but…” She sighed, then dismissed, “Never mind. What is your move while I scout?”

“I’m going to delegate tasks.” Argrave nodded, the plan coming together in his head. “There’s some of the original procedure that’s going to come back into play, provided you don’t learn anything distressing while you scout. I think… that we can tie everything up in one maneuver. Kirel Qircassia, Sarikiz, Erlebnis, the elven gods, all entwined in a mess of a divinity. Beyond that, if I can learn how to use [Requite], that’ll sway things in our favor tremendously. I can do some last-minute cramming for the big test.”

In the camp for the Veidimen, Argrave laid eyes upon Vasilisa, Artur, and Moriatran, who waited for him after hearing of his return.

“Even if it’s shamanic magic… I think I have some decent tutors on hand.” He smiled. “It’s a big day, tomorrow. The decisive battle. Let’s hope we hit Erlebnis with half as many betrayals as he hit us.”


Chapter 55

Argrave and Anneliese crouched near a redwood tree. Both had heavy, tired eyes, but upon looking the other in the eye, they were renewed with flame. They exchanged a nod of tacit understanding, and then Argrave rose up and walked ahead alone.

Though his steps were heavy and he took them slowly in anticipation for what was to come… nothing did. He walked into a relatively open clearing between many redwood trees, where nothing could be seen for miles in any direction. Five steps… ten, fifteen, twenty, twenty-five, and thirty.

The moment that Argrave lost count, all the ground in a circle around him exploded upward. Thin, spindly roots sought him out like leeches in water, aiming for all of him at once. Artur’s enchantments whirred to life, protecting him ably for a few seconds before they failed. Argrave prepared no spells. He accepted the seizure without offering resistance. Before long, he was totally bound, and he felt the faintest branches of roots digging into the skin on his arms and legs. His hands in particular were fully pierced, allowing no movement.

The giant elven god Merata stepped out from one of the redwoods, reforming the thing in wake of his advance. His long blonde hair that scraped the ground was marred by burns, and cut in half a thousand places to make it uneven and unkempt… more so than it was, at least. After him came Gunlik, crouching down and scouting out the place while keeping his flaming arrow pointed at Argrave. Beyond Argrave saw more figures, beaten and battered.

“We’ve been betrayed before. Fooled before,” Merata began, leaning on his crook as he walked. “How you came to us speaks well of your intentions. What happened days prior makes all of us care less.”

“I don’t think we should talk. Tread alone, trust only ourselves,” Gunlik said, pulling his bowstring of flame back further.

“We trusted Chiteng, and now our father lies on death’s door,” Merata reminded him, and Gunlik’s grip slackened on his bow somewhat. He walked to Argrave slowly, looking down at him. “Do you know what happened, little kingling?”

“Chiteng saw Erlebnis’ Blessing of Supersession within my person with the omniscience granted to him in his sections of your realm. With this knowledge, he contacted Erlebnis on his own. From there… I don’t think I need to go on.” Argrave lifted his head up.

“So you are Erlebnis’ pawn.” Merata fell to the ground, sitting. The dirt displaced by this action caught in Argrave’s throat, and he coughed.

“I sought him out for strength,” Argrave explained, voice hoarse from the dirt. “Traded knowledge for knowledge. But I was never his. He tried to make it otherwise, and I played along… but given how the forest changed, I think you know my true allegiance.”

Merata nodded. “I wonder if you will say the same thing when your insides are bored out by roots for several days.”

The elven god demonstrated this, sending his roots all the deeper into Argrave’s person. He hissed in pain, but gradually started to laugh as he embraced it. He laughed until his throat was sealed shut by a strangling root. Only after a few seconds did the pressure relent.

“…You could go that route,” Argrave finally managed, voice as deep and hoarse as Galamon’s after the strangling. “But the truth won’t change.”

Merata slammed his crook into the ground behind him and leaned back on it, sighing. Slowly, the roots around Argrave relented, giving him freedom. Argrave fell to the ground expecting pain to greet him, but when he impacted, he felt… perfectly whole, as a matter of fact. He looked at his hands and saw nothing.

“He bears nothing?” Gunlik asked Merata.

“No. Beyond that Blessing of Supersession, he has no further stigma from another god,” Merata shook his head. “I examined your insides, little kingling. Do not take it personally. I talked to the dryads, spreading throughout this land even now. I heard what they said… of you, of your endeavors. But given… your duplicitous nature, I needed surety you were not another’s.”

Argrave rubbed his throat, as it was the only thing truly hurt. Indeed, all of him was fine, and that baffled him beyond belief. Eventually he managed, “…Maybe I deserved that, failing as I did.”

“This failure was Chiteng’s. And ours. We did not learn from Sarikiz’s betrayal,” Merata mused. “Why did you return?”

Argrave gathered his pitch, preparing himself. “The dryads helped me estrange Kirel Qircassia from Erlebnis, but that bond might not be fully severed. We have a moment of pause as Erlebnis reassesses the situation. Victory is still feasible.”

Gunlik laughed, while Merata shook his head crossly.

“Victory is still feasible, if you bury the hatchet with Sarikiz,” Argrave called out firmly.

Silence persisted between the two godly brothers. Gunlik finally managed, “Even if we could, why would we?”

“Before, the plan was to manipulate Sarikiz into attacking Kirel Qircassia, forcing her to close the breach,” Argrave explained. “Now… if you go to her open-handed, and allow her victory… it closes this chapter, and might earn us victory. Kirel governs land and sky— she would love nothing more than to pillage his realm, bring all of the centaurs with her on this. I cannot do as I intended before, but you can. Only you can.”

“It’s ridiculous. We cannot go hat in hand to the people our elves have been fighting for centuries, and—” Gunlik began ranting, but then turned his head when noise echoed out from further beyond.

Argrave saw Ghan walk up, placing his hand on the redwood for support. As Anneliese had described, he had a gnarly cut from his throat all the way down his chest, ending at his groin.

“Bring him,” Ghan commanded, voice still strong despite the death that lingered about him. “Bring him, and his queen. Despite his initial dishonesty, he was faithful. We must discuss how this ends… and I believe he’s earned some say in my succession.”

***

“We should wait for the last person to arrive,” Altan said, her voice strained as she tapped her foot against the ground anxiously. “Argrave deserves some say in this, given how far we’ve come. Isn’t that right, Batbayar?” She looked to him for support.

The gaze that the Myriarch gave her was cold, and her gaze slowly went from hopeful to one of anxiety. Gradually, another Myriarch said quietly, “He won’t be coming, Acting Supreme Myriarch. This meeting isn’t about the succession.”

“What, then? Is there some new development?” she asked hopefully, though outwardly her body braced as though preparing to flee. Behind, some more elven warriors entered behind, and she grew tenser yet.

“This is a detainment before a trial,” Batbayar explained. “The other Myriarchs have reviewed my evidence… and there is enough to detain you before a final judgment is made.”

Altan reached into her pocket to retrieve something, but by the time she pulled it out, an arrow already pierced her wrist. She cried out in pain, and another warrior already stepped up to pull the thing from her hand. It was a red, flat stone of some kind… and it was blinking.

“I tried to save you all,” she spat out through gritted teeth, half anger and half sorrow. “There’s no stopping the Lord, don’t you see? Do you think we truly could have escaped from those monstrosities if not for my intervention? It’s over! The battle was over to begin with! What are we before gods?! Don’t throw the lives of everyone to the wayside, please!” she pleaded, with such earnestness in her belief some seemed stirred.

“Victory was assured only because of your betrayal,” Batbayar said in judgment, and then pulled taut a wire. “You have admitted guilt, Altan. Does everyone here agree?” He looked back.

Ever so slowly, all of the other Myriarchs gave nods of confirmation. Batbayar nodded, and then looked back.

“Then… detain her. She is to be interrogated,” he said passively.

“…Don’t let it be for nothing,” she begged, even as her wrist bled copiously.

“It won’t be.” Batbayar shook his head. “We will learn from your betrayal. Our army will still grow stronger yet. But you will not be around to witness that.”

***

“That can’t be right,” Onychinusa said desperately. “This is a good thing for the Lord. It has to be a good thing.”

The emissary regarded her passively, standing before the shrine to Erlebnis. “Kirel Qircassia is useful to the Lord. Now, the god has regathered his forces at his breach, and remains undecided as to how he will proceed. Though this may be salvaged yet, the fact remains that it places the Lord in a terrible position for the immediate future. Something must be given as a show of sincerity, perhaps.”

“But I… The Lord needed me to do it,” she said, her voice choked. “He needed me to do what he could not. It was necessary. The Lord cannot exist alongside the coalition.”

The emissary stared at her. “Did you have something to do with this?”

Onychinusa stared for a long while, and neither spoke a word. Finally, she nodded. “I did it. I did what the Lord could not. That’s… That’s what was needed of me. That was my purpose. It always has been. That’s why… That’s why you sent me there, had me do those things… It is,” she insisted.

The emissary lifted its head, staring at her. Its eye retracted back into its head, revealing the reddish mercury that indicated it communed with Erlebnis. Finally, its eye returned. It raised a hand, and a mana ripple spread out. A red chain of that same reddish mercury lunged out of the emissary’s hand, and Onychinusa screamed in shock and jumped to the side.

The chain pierced her shoulder. She tried to dissipate into magic, but something about the chain interfered with this process. She stood in shock, tugging on the chain as it anchored her in place. The emissary turned its hand and cast another spell, but she was quick enough to cast a ward to block the great blast of lightning that came next. The emissary assailed her ward, using its Blessing of Supersession wantonly as other emissaries emerged from the shrine behind it.

In time, their power was added together, and they ruthlessly wore her down in pursuit of her death. Onychinusa could not disperse with her A-rank ascension, and so she stood in mute panic and shock, defending only because it was her natural instinct to do so. Soon her defense failed, and a sword of wind cut her leg off. She fell to the ground, bleeding quickly as more wards blocked the next attacks that came.

As their power began to overcome the defenses she could create, adding more and more injuries… the ground rumbled. The emissaries back away, looking around in complete composure. Then, a flash of brown and purple erupted outwards from the ground.

The emissaries walked back slowly, calling upon fire to greet the sudden plant growth. A strange mist emerged, somewhat diminishing the impact of this fire. More and more trees with purple leaves erupted outwards from the ground, blocking every bit of sight. But just as they came, so too did more emissaries come from Erlebnis’ shrine.

As Onychinusa stood bleeding and shocked, these trees coiled around her with a gentle embrace. Branches and leaves wrapped around her, almost in a cocoon, and hands emerged to grasp the red chain anchored into her flesh. Dryads stepped out, fighting fiercely with this foul magic.

A final wave of fire burnt away all of what the dryads had summoned. The emissaries prepared for their next assault, but as the spells flew to end their defensive, the chain shattered. Though it persisted in her flesh, it could hold her here no longer. The dryads dragged her away into the ground, and she quickly vanished beneath a hail of spells and writhing roots.

The emissaries stepped into the emptiness left by the dryads’ actions slowly, but paused after going far. “Those were dryads. We cannot go beyond this shrine. Return and commune with the others,” one told another.

“We can extrapolate the king as a traitor,” one commented. “She traveled with him, as a point of fact.”

“Send word to Dimocles and the emissaries he leads. They watch the centaurs and Sarikiz, so perhaps they can catch her and the dryads escorting her,” the last finished.

***

“It’s him.” Anneliese nodded as her Starsparrow landed back on her shoulder. “Dimocles paces about the entrance to the centaurs’ caves leading to the Mother’s Steppe in a frenzy. He was impossible to read before… but he oozes indecision and panic.”

Argrave laughed with pleasure. “Well… we thought they might keep someone near Sarikiz, make sure that she caused no trouble for them. That’s why we went to the elven gods first. But sometimes, you just get a little lucky. Sometimes, you’re in the right place at the right time.”

“What does this mean for you?” Merata, behind and far above, asked quietly.

Argrave looked back. “It’s wholly positive. We’re going to put an end to this,” he swore. “To put it simply… one more piece falls into place.”

With that, Argrave rolled his shoulders. He was rather looking forward to having a conversation with Dimocles… because this time, Argrave held the boot to his throat. He fished into his pocket, freeing the miniature cabinet and squeezing it tight.


Chapter 56

Of all the original protagonists that Argrave had encountered, Dimocles was the one that that had acted most like a player of Heroes of Berendar. His personality was the most well-suited for that role—just like him, players sought to collect things for the sake of collecting them. Artifacts, spells, abilities, companions… the players get more and more, collect the best of the best, and make the numbers go higher and higher until the game ends. That, or until they get bored.

Before coming to the Bloodwoods, Argrave hadn’t thought about Dimocles much. Now that he had been so directly confronted with him, Argrave knew that this person would be extremely troublesome. If a player saw a nice piece of armor on a non-playable character, murder was generally the first thought to come to mind. Such a person would have no issue doing the worst things imaginable to further their need to collect. That was why he was here, serving Erlebnis.

But Argrave had been a player thousands of times before. Even if Anneliese couldn’t read this man-turned-polymorph, Argrave could imagine what was going through his head with ease.

And with the situation as it was… Argrave knew that Dimocles would feel angry and violated. Elenore had raided his safehouse, taken the items that he thought were his, and then Argrave had sent him a mocking note with the fruits of that labor. If Argrave were a player… well, if ever there was a motivation for revenge, this was it. The player was the one who entered random homes and tore everything off the walls, not the other way around.

“Hey, friend!” Argrave called out, walking down the slight decline of loose dirt and heading for Dimocles. “Long time no see.”

Dimocles froze in his furious pattern of pacing, blue-green eyes locked on Argrave. His face grew totally still, then bubbled as it shifted into a neutral expression. Argrave presumed that it would be impossible for Anneliese to read him again, now that he’d composed himself… but then, Argrave hadn’t been counting on her for this encounter. This was his battle.

Argrave revealed the miniature cabinet to spur a reaction, grinning widely. Dimocles didn’t give him an overt display of emotion. He straightened, adjusting his gray and teal robe before putting his hands behind his back almost politely.

“I’m told that Onychinusa is the reason behind the roots in this forest reverting,” Dimocles responded, acting as though he wasn’t bothered.

“This time is all about you. Let’s catch up.” Argrave threw the cabinet up in the air, catching it again and again. “You see, I gave my sister some very specific directions. They led to a certain villa under the control of a minor lord named Dimocles. But that… It’s just a front, isn’t it? A little bit of deception to hide the real value. And—would you look at this?” He caught the cabinet fiercely, holding it up between two fingers. “Where would I have gotten this?”

Dimocles stared, and behind Anneliese called out, “He’s using his polymorphism to make more hands on his arms, that he might cast more spells quicker.”

Argrave shook his head. “You ought to stop that. I can do a lot more than break off one of this cabinet’s knobs.”

Dimocles held his hands off to the side, and Argrave saw the tiny hands formed on the edge of his skin slowly recede. The polymorph said, “You don’t even know what that cabinet does.”

“It’s a collector’s item,” Argrave said coyly. “The workmanship… sublime. And what’s within it…?” Argrave moved his hand to the cabinet, opening it up. Within it… there was everything at once, and nothing at all. It was time. Inky, gelatinous, intangible time.

Argrave bit the tip of his glove, pulling it off to reveal his pale, huge, and still quite bony hand. He had a golden ring bearing his sigil, and pulled it off quite easily. “I’ve been using the enchantment on this ring a fair bit,” he said, placing it inside the cabinet. He shut it, conjuring memories of when it had been fully charged. He made magic hand gestures at the cabinet, but they were pointless. When he opened it again…

“Would you look at that,” Argrave said in faux wonder, pulling out a pristine ring from the cabinet. “It’s fully recharged! And the gold… it’s never been shinier. Gee, what a nifty item. I’m not so certain it can repair itself, though… after all, the knob I sent you is still missing.” Argrave looked at Dimocles as the man breathed heavily. “And if it were crushed… bits of wood won’t do much good to anyone, let alone a collector.”

This simple cabinet was really quite arcane. It had one very simple but very potent function… and that was restoration. Any item placed within it could be restored to the state the user wished it to be. So long as the user knew what the item had been like in the past, it could be restored. He supposed size was another limiting factor… but not forever.

“Keep it,” Dimocles urged. “It’s too valuable to be broken.”

“In the grand scheme of things, I value people over possessions. And you… you made a lot of veiled threats about the things I value very much,” Argrave said, voice carrying a stable fury. “I’m returning the favor. That anger you’re feeling… I’ve felt it tenfold. My blood can burn a lot hotter than yours, I’m afraid. I think you’re seeing that.”

Argrave hid the cabinet in his duster pocket, and then bent down to retrieve a fallen branch. He clenched it tight in his hand, and it crumbled to bits in his hand with the strength offered by the armor’s enchantments.

“I’m going to give you one chance to get back everything you’ve got, Dimocles. You’re going to tell me about any emissaries waiting in the centaur’s cave. You’re going to give me exact locations. If you do that… you’re halfway there.”

Dimocles stood there silently for a time, looking off to the side as he thought. “…There’s one at the altar down there. Another is watching the centaurs in the ice lake in a cave at the side.”

“Any more?” Argrave pressed.

“No,” Dimocles answered.

Argrave looked back, giving a nod. Merata slowly stepped out of the redwood tree he’d shrouded himself in, his great steps rocking the earth. Dimocles stepped away in surprise, though he that neutral expression on his face even as the elven god slammed his crook into the ground. Merata’s powers scoured the earth, searching for the living and dispatching them with efficiency. When alone, and with the element of surprise, an elven god’s power would surely be a match for them.

“He did not lie,” Merata confirmed after a long time. “I’ve taken care of the two. In droves, they were difficult, but…”

“Alright.” Argrave smiled pleasantly. “Now, Dimocles… Now, you’re going to head to Kirel Qircassia’s breach. You’re going to use the Blessing of Supersession very overtly, and you’re going to make as much noise as you can. Make sure that Kirel Qircassia knows that you’re blessed by Erlebnis. And make sure your hits hurt.”

“Are you kidding—” Dimocles began, stepping forward.

Argrave pulled out the cabinet, his face stone, and held it tightly in his clenched fist. Dimocles stopped talking, his polymorphism failing to hide his anger whatsoever.

“I can enact my threats, Dimocles.” Argrave shook his head.

“But so can Erlebnis,” the polymorph said with a dark tone. “And he has more than only me in Vasquer. With things as they are… you’ve chosen a side. Even if you force my hand here, you’ve made a choice.”

“Vasquer will accept no gods or masters,” Argrave said with a wide grin. “Now, are you going, Dimocles?”

“My things. How will I—”

“You’ll get them when the time comes.” Argrave shook his head. “I think I’ve demonstrated something. I can be just as knowledgeable as Erlebnis… but I don’t have the same limitations he does. Maybe that’s something for you to keep in mind for the future.”

Dimocles adjusted his robe… and then walked off into the forest, heading in the direction of the breach.

“Hold on,” Argrave called out, causing Dimocles to stop. “I think you still have something of mine, Dimocles. A certain fruit.”

The man met him with a cold glare, and then slowly reached into his robe. He pulled out the berry from the elven realm, holding it close in hand. Then, he tossed it at Argrave. He caught it gently, then gestured with his head for the polymorph to leave. And so Dimocles went… though he was not soon to forget.

***

“Will that work?” Anneliese asked Argrave in concern.

“Almost definitely.” Argrave nodded. “Dimocles will use Erlebnis’ Blessing of Supersession to fight against Kirel Qircassia… and that’ll be the final straw for their alliance. I’m almost entirely confident that’s our end result.” He turned to look at her. “If we’re lucky, he’ll die.”

“Are we lucky?” Anneliese asked him with such seriousness Argrave couldn’t help but laugh.

“No… No, I don’t think so.” Argrave shook his head.

Behind them, the patriarch of the elven gods, Ghan, staggered into view. He was supported by his wife Ujin and his daughter Gunlik.

“We’re all here,” Merata said, watching Argrave from on high. “The remainder… we place on your shoulders.”

“Are you certain this will work?” Ujin looked down at Argrave.

“Honestly? It’s an educated guess. Sarikiz will be forcibly awoken when Gerechtigkeit makes the gap between realms very thin. I suspect this is due to her noticing other gods. Thus, if you four come, even if only partially… she has to wake up.” Argrave nodded.

Ujin looked at Ghan for approval, and the injured deity nodded. “It’s done. Decided.”

Merata stepped closer to Argrave, planting his crook down. The wood cracked and groaned as it shrunk in size, and before long, it was small enough for Argrave to grab. Even his meager human senses felt that there was something powerful about this hooked staff. Next, Gunlik offered his bow, and it shrunk down in turn. Ujin held her hands out, and her nails turned into liquid glass that flowed into a bottle. Ghan raised his hand up, and lightning struck inside the bottle before the glass sealed it shut.

With a crook, a bow with a flaming bowstring, and literal lightning in a bottle… Argrave’s only task now was to head back to where Sarikiz waited. Though he felt a little exposed with Orion’s absence, Anneliese walked with him in every step.

***

Argrave and Anneliese solemnly marched in silent despair through this land of grassland frozen in time. With illusion magic, and with a party of two, traveling through the centaur’s cavern was not difficult. She held the flaming bow, while he held the crook and the bottled lightning. Ahead of them, Sarikiz slept ever so soundly. Now, with the tools that might wake in her hand, the advance was not so carefree. What slept might indeed awaken at any moment.

But step after step came, and the Holy Mother of the centaurs did not rouse. The both of them came to stand near her feet, where the only sound that dominated was her distant breathing. Anneliese waited for his signal, and he gave it—a slight nod.

Argrave planted the crook down into the earth as Anneliese stabbed the bow just with him. With those two there, Argrave gently set the bottled lightning down between them. A few seconds passed… and then they came alive.

The crook seemed to blossom with plants, curling and writhing outwards until they took the shape of a man holding the crook. Then, Merata was there, far smaller than Argrave at present. The bow caught aflame, and the fires grew higher until Gunlik appeared to seize his bow. The lightning in the bottle grew more agitated until the glass shattered loudly, and then both Ghan and Ujin manifested. They were a family of blonde hair and red eyes, as small as Argrave before Sarikiz.

Argrave stepped away from them, fearing what was to come. Ghan stepped forward and said quietly, “Sara.”

Argrave felt a gust of wind blow across his cheek, and his eyes were drawn to the side. There, a pig that had been midstride ran down the grasslands, its time resumed. Pleasant winds disturbed the grass as far as the eye could see. And ahead…

Sarikiz, the Holy Mother, leaned up as though awoken by an alarm. Her golden dreads splayed out across her white dress like gold threads on the fabric. Her eyes opened wide, white and divine… and she saw them.


Chapter 57

Sarikiz stared down at the four assembled elven gods. Then, in sudden motion, she lashed out fiercely and her foot descended on them with tremendous weight. Merata, Ghan, Ujin, and Gunlik and joined the strength of their projection to catch the attack.

“Stop it!” Argrave shouted out, stepping forth behind the gods. “If we wanted to fight, we wouldn’t have stopped to say ‘hi’ beforehand!”

Sarikiz looked at him, her golden dreads waving before her eyes as she half-crawled away from them. “Is refraining from a sneak attack doing me a courtesy?”

Anneliese stepped up with Argrave. “Even following that logic, you are being discourteous by attacking without provocation. It has been a thousand years, Sarikiz, and the cycle of judgment is here once again. Please, heed them.”

“A thousand…?” she said in disbelief, and then slowly settled onto her rear. “I’ve been… hah,” she laughed, shaking her head. “A millennium lost to me. Who are you two? You are not their kind—why do you speak for them?” Her radiant white eyes scanned them quickly.

Argrave looked over to the four. Ghan had collapsed to his knees from the blow, and Ujin helped him as Merata and Gunlik stood guard. Between Chiteng’s betrayal, Ghan’s injury, and the fact that he conversed with these people as… well, as people, the question about what was truly divine about divinity rose to his head. He supposed it wasn’t truly different from Heroes of Berendar, but at the same time it felt wholly so.

After a long while, Argrave answered, “They were a bit busy being kicked. That’s the only reason I spoke.”

“But we are here…” Ghan said hoarsely from his point of weakness. “We are here at his suggestion. We are here to end the last cycle. It’s the only way we can advance and fight this one, Sara.”

“Do not call me that any longer.” Sarikiz slammed her fist upon the ground with emotions still raw after a millennium. “Sara was a slave, and I am not.”

“It is just a name,” Ujin urged as she supported her husband. “The only name we knew you by.”

“That has always been the difference between you and I.” Sarikiz crossed her legs, and then placed her hands atop her knees. “You accept the name. I grow beyond it.”

As Argrave looked upon them, he felt a strange sense of déjà vu. They’re a family, he realized in his head. Might be a family as ruined as the Vasquers, but they’re a family. It’s like watching Orion and Elenore argue. Lord knows I’ve seen enough of that…

And as in all of their conversations, it seemed to be leading nowhere. That is, unless Argrave intervened.

“The two of you work together to topple a tower. It collapses. Why do you debate about the direction it fell, and what to do with the crumbling stones?” Argrave stepped between them, his glare giving neither leeway in this situation. “This divide between you came about for a simple reason. Sarikiz wanted to do away with the imperial structure of the empire. Ghan and his family wanted to preserve it. At the end of the day, it has dissolved completely. The empire is gone,” he finished loudly.

Perhaps his voice was small before the divine. But big or small, he was heard.

“Sarikiz—you fought for the centaurs. You sought their freedom—their total freedom, unconstrained by any system or laws,” Argrave continued, pointing at her face. “Has your conviction wavered on this?”

“I… Who are you?” She narrowed her eyes, still confused.

“I’m…” Argrave stopped himself from saying that he was a king—doubtless the anti-imperial rebel wouldn’t take kindly to that. He straightened his back and then said, “I’m a little like you, Sarikiz. Erlebnis and Kirel Qircassia have teamed up to make a right mess of this continent. And me? I’m not content to let my people, let my wife’s people, simply accept that fate. As a matter of fact, I’m trying rather hard to keep this faction cohesive in putting an end to the tyranny they want to enact. Sound familiar?”

She stared at Argrave, and then did chuckle slightly. “I cannot tell how much you fabricate… but indeed, it was a dire struggle maintaining cohesion in our slave rebellion. A struggle that failed. A struggle that sent me into a sleep lasting one thousand years.” She looked back at the elven gods just as Ghan rose to his feet.

“Then listen to their words,” Argrave pleaded, gesturing to the four of them.

Ghan looked up at Sarikiz. He took a deep breath in preparation and then said, “Sarikiz… you were right. I can admit that now, admit it freely. We were caught in delusions of grandeur, of seeking to recreate the empire we toppled with a new regime. And as a result, our people moved on from us. Yours stayed true to you even in your long slumber. There is…” Ghan closed his eyes and sighed deeply. “There is a lesson in that. And that lesson is one you taught us.”

Sarikiz listened to the words, letting them fall onto her open ears. She closed her eyes, saying nothing as she let it wash over her. Then, quietly, she responded, “…You have had a long while to think on it, I see. But the wounds of our fight still persist, and the betrayal hurts most of all. I am not certain what you hope to achieve, saying that.”

“We could argue that you were the—!” Gunlik began, but Argrave held his hand up and interrupted.

“I could argue that you shouldn’t argue,” Argrave shot him down. “Remember why we’re here.”

Sarikiz marveled at him. “That man is rather bold to speak to you thusly. What has changed in my time absent? Are men so great that they demean even gods?”

“He is rather bold,” Merata finally said with a sigh. “But nothing has changed, Sarikiz. Nothing at all. The world conspires against us.” His red eyes fell on Argrave. “The man mentioned Erlebnis. Are you familiar?”

“Certainly. He helped me… learn of your intentions,” Sarikiz said slowly.

“And he helped us learn that you’d learned of our intentions.” Ghan nodded. “Just as he’s done here, he’s played us against each other. He wanted an internecine struggle, that he might harvest all he pleased from the now-ancient elven empire. My son… My son Chiteng wounded me, and now works for him. His emissaries now hunt us down. Kirel Qircassia’s servants are weaker, but he is also manifested here.”

“And you wish for my help.” Sarikiz toyed with one of her dreads, white eyes tracking them.

“We want to make things right. We wish for you to have land for yourself, for your centaurs.” Ghan shook his head. “And it comes at the expense of Kirel Qircassia. He builds the would-be empire of this age. And once more… let us fight for freedom from his yolk.”

“As I asked… has your conviction wavered, Sarikiz?” Argrave asked once again.

Raise the anarchist flag one last time, Argrave begged with his eyes.

***

Dimocles ran quickly down the coast, seeking out where he knew the emissaries were. His feet burst free of his shoes, polymorphing wider and flatter that he might run across the sand without his feet sinking inside. When he saw the elven god Chiteng kneeling there and looking upon his blade of bone, he knew that he’d finally made it.

As he ran, the emissaries started to walk out of the sea. One, five, thirteen, fifty… they were innumerable. Their numbers had grown substantially since their first attack.

“I need help,” Dimocles said at once. “Doubtless you know the emissaries I was with died.”

The closest among them nodded. “We do,” it confirmed. “We witnessed it through our link.”

“Onychinusa ambushed us,” he said. “Her wound was already recovered, and with the dryads’ help, with the confines from the centaurs’ cavern…” He shook his head in faux despair. “Her dryads overtook them both as she fought me. But now, she’s doing something more.”

“What is she doing?” the emissary asked casually.

“She’s approaching Kirel Qircassia. I suspect she’ll pose as an ambassador, but I’m certain she intends to sabotage the alliance somehow,” he said, looking around frantically. “I’m at a loss. I need aid.”

As he prayed Merata’s magic was similar enough to dryad magic the emissaries might not notice the difference, every one of the emissaries retracted within themselves, communicating what he’d said to Erlebnis. Finally, five of them stepped forward. “We move. The Lord declares this matter must be resolved with immediate action.”

“With shamanic magic, we travel faster,” Dimocles asked hopefully. He desperately wanted spirits and shamanic magic both. The emissaries were incapable of using it, but he’d seen Onychinusa do so and concluded that mortals could.

“Gods fear shamanic magic. If we employ it, it may elevate tensions,” another emissary refused. “Move quickly, Dimocles.”

Dimocles gave a resigned nod that he could not benefit further, then prepared to rush into battle. You want Kirel to be certain Erlebnis turned on him? I can do that, Argrave… but I won’t die as you want me to. These five will handle the aftermath. And I’ll get my collection back.

In the end, perhaps Dimocles owed Argrave some thanks. The king had proven the gods could be crossed and beaten, and now he did the same. Erlebnis had played this venture into the Bloodwoods too boldly to be properly cautious, and too cautiously to be properly bold. Now, the foundations of Erlebnis’ plan crumbled—Onychinusa, Kirel, and now Dimocles himself. If not for the fact that he was useful, Argrave likely would’ve killed him there outright.

But Argrave… his chances of success grew. Even Erlebnis thought that the man would never be insane enough to oppose him, but it seemed the king was not fully sane, and so would draw the ire of both Kirel Qircassia and Erlebnis in defense of pauper elves and irrelevant gods. Even still, Erlebnis’ plan had not ever predicted Argrave’s resistance, and so issue after issue arose. Now, the king might even beat the invaders back.

With new revelations in hand, Dimocles realized only now his ambitions had been too small. He would need to do something about that. After all this, of course…

***

Chiteng knelt in the sand, staring out across the ocean. These past few days had felt far longer than the hazy millennium that had passed in the elven realms. He thought that he’d chosen right. He’d thought that siding with Erlebnis and the coalition was the only true way to preserve the elven race, the elven beauty. Flesh and blood trumped pointless clay. Let them become vassals of Argrave, and he a slave to Erlebnis—in that outcome, they lived. The Bloodwoods meant nothing to him. Homes could be rebuilt.

But as the days passed, certainty became uncertainty. Even as the emissaries became more numerous as Erlebnis’ power grew, unexpected results kept popping up like moles. Even now…

“Dimocles assaulted Kirel Qircassia’s forces, then escaped,” an emissary informed him. “The other five emissaries are locked in combat. It matters not. We have time. Nonetheless, the Lord has a new directive for you.”

As Chiteng listened, he felt something stir in the distance. He rose to his feet, turning around and peering back in the forest.

“Sarikiz is roused,” Chiteng said quietly. “And the elven gods move once again.”

“Meet them in combat,” the emissary responded, perhaps already knowing this was the outcome.

Chiteng looked down at them, only to see all of them looking at him. Their poise carried with it an unspoken threat. With so many betrayals, they wanted him far away from this place. They wanted him to meet the enemy in combat. And he’d made enemies of his flesh and blood.

I declared war on what I am, Chiteng realized. This is no life.

But now, it was time to put this battle to rest. It was time to see the worth of his flesh and blood.


Chapter 58

Sarikiz sat before Argrave, much of the tension in her shoulders drained. Her eyes did not wander from place to place so frantically, and she did not fear an attack from any direction. Indeed, it might be said that she seemed somewhat happy.

“Kirel Qircassia had made that rift. So long as he wills it, the thing will stay open,” Argrave explained to her. “More precisely, so long as he is willing and able to exert his divinity, it will stay open.”

“Do you intend me to bring my centaurs to act as warden of the land around this rift?” Sarikiz questioned, not fully pleased.

“Realms like this one we’re in now…” Argrave turned his head, looking out across the endless sea of grass where the animals prowled without a care. “They’re not like the mortal realm. Here, the rules are different. Here, you have true divinity. As you slept, this world was locked in frozen time.” He pointed at her to emphasize this point. “But just as it is here, so would it be there.”

Her back straightened as the point came to her. “You wish for me to pass through the rift, and enact my divinity to close the breach Kirel made.”

Argrave nodded. “You’d be leading a conquest of sorts. And it wouldn’t be you, alone, passing through. The centaurs could come with you.”

“But Kirel Qircassia would still be there,” she pointed out. “I was a god born on the last cycle of judgment. I am nothing compared to him.”

“But it isn’t the mortal realm.” Argrave shook his head. “You cannot die there, and nor can the centaurs if you decide to take them into your service. You have access to divinity far beyond anything you can muster on the mortal plane. You can fragment his realm, casting it adrift in the astral sea… and then, you and yours have a realm unto your own. No offense, but I imagine it’ll be somewhat grander than this one.” Argrave looked around. “You’ll still have to endure the cycle of judgment. We all will. But nonetheless, I think you’ll be tremendously advantaged if you follow through.”

“This must be your plan.” Sarikiz looked to Ghan. “No mortal possesses knowledge of this caliber about the divine and their workings.”

“It was his, from the beginning. It was what he intended even before Erlebnis made his presence known.” Ghan shook his head, holding his hand near his wound. “He knows more of the divine than he ought. But you know as well as I do that what he says would work.”

“I do…” Sarikiz confirmed hazily, placing her hand below her chin. “Then what of you, of your family?”

Ghan pulled his hand from his wound and said, “I will surrender myself as spirits, bestowing them upon Argrave that he might call upon a potent shamanic magic.” He looked to the side, where his wife stood even now. “And then… my sweet Ujin, or whoever still lives, will close Erlebnis’ breach.”

“Magic over divinity?” Sarikiz narrowed her eyes.

“I am wounded,” Ghan answered. “We were beaten by the thousands of spells Erlebnis summoned, and I was cut nearly in half by Chiteng. We were being hunted through the forests, and they would have overtaken us if not for that man.” He gestured toward Argrave. “My wound might heal, but it will take too long for me to be of real use. These spells… they might turn the tide. They combine the mortal and the immortal in a way I’ve never seen before. They were the work of Emperor Balzat, I’m told.”

A grim silence set over them as they confronted what was to happen. Sarikiz managed, “You elves always did seem keen to fight the strongest enemies, letting us take the easy pickings.”

Ghan laughed. “Well… it was the way things worked out.” He focused on Argrave. “I only hope that you can end the cycle of judgment better than we did, Argrave.”

Argrave lowered his head without words to say.

“And perhaps as more than a king,” Merata contributed.

“What do you mean?” Anneliese asked curiously, breaking her silence.

“That you act in this way… you’re bound to catch the attention of the universe,” a saddened Ujin said. “If you carry on this path, wayward spirits will claim you, change you…”

“That won’t happen.” Argrave shook his head certainly.

“How can you know?” Sarikiz asked him. “Do you think I intended for this form? At one point, the line between who I was and what I am now blurred, and so I became the Holy Mother to the centaurs. If you are like me—”

“I know it won’t happen, because this continent is Gerechtigkeit’s point of contact,” Argrave interrupted. “Divinity cannot coalesce in his presence.”

“No one can predict Gerechtigkeit.” Gunlik shook his head, rising. “We waste time. We must make haste.”

“Indeed,” Sarikiz said, rising up. “Then… I believe it time to see my people once more.”

Though Argrave felt the conversation was settled, Anneliese still stared at him, her brows furrowed in thought. It seemed there was something that would not exit her mind. In the end, she shook her head to dismiss it, and then prepared for what was to come.

“Why does my hair have…?” Sarikiz said, touching a knobby, cut bit that Argrave remembered sawing through.

“First, we need to manifest you,” Argrave cut in, getting to the point. “With the centaurs spectating from the Mother’s Steppe, the process will be a little different… and I definitely need your good word.”

“Right.” Sarikiz nodded. “A final resistance, with my old allies at my side… What fun.”

***

Argrave stood on Ghan’s shoulders as the centaurs moved rampantly through the woods now free of impeding roots. There, at their front, Gunlik and Sarikiz proceeded to where Kirel’s breach stood strong today. The Holy Mother had manifested a physical form on the mortal realm, true enough, but she was far from full strength by any stretch. To that end, Gunlik accompanied her. And if all went well, Orion and the elves would offer their aid.

“She trusted you rather quickly,” Argrave said to Ghan.

“Because she wanted dearly to trust them,” Anneliese answered Argrave before Ghan could speak. “It is easy to fall back into what you know.”

“Your queen speaks true,” Ghan answered. Argrave still felt it strange that he had been speaking with the god on relatively even terms not moments ago. Now, they were back here, and he stood on the shoulders of giants.

They marched solemnly toward the Bloodwoods, heading for the coast. Argrave had no specific information on where the breach might be, but the fact that Anneliese had learned from Onychinusa that it was underwater was good enough to find it.

“Are you comfortable with what you’re doing?” Argrave asked.

“Dying to preserve my family?” Ghan questioned. “I do not think of that. All I see is giving them freedom to fight longer.”

The march continued, Argrave bracing against Ghan’s scarred neck for stability. There was so much he wanted to ask the old patriarch—if he was satisfied, if there was more he wanted to do… but at the end of the day, Argrave knew it was in his best interests to stay silent. And though it bothered him, tore at him… he held his tongue.

“I thought soldiers were foolish, once,” Ghan said, not holding his. “Fighting, and likely dying, for something… a cause, a country, a belief… seemed so foreign to me. If they are fools, at the very least I understand that foolishness now, as I did in the last millennium.”

Argrave listened intently, wondering the god sought to impart a lesson.

“Build something you would die for, Argrave,” Ghan finished. “Then you will not think about death even unto the end.”

Ahead, Merata came to a stop, holding his crook wide to halt the other elven gods marching with them.

“Chiteng,” Merata said. One word, one name, but enough to stir them all.

Argrave felt the tension take root in his chest as all the gods slowly advanced forward. Merata stood at the front, but all the others watched elsewhere as if suspecting an ambush. Argrave was with them on that front. And ahead, standing with his menacing ivory sword leaning on his shoulder, Chiteng waited.

“You’re here,” Chiteng said, staring them down. “What’s changed?”

“That’s not your concern,” Merata answered.

“You’re right.” Chiteng nodded slowly, then paced around slowly as he thought of his next words. He paused abruptly, then asked, “Would you ever trust me again?”

“I’m afraid not, son.” Ghan shook his head.

“And if I offered to close Erlebnis’ breach?” he broached hopefully.

“We couldn’t leave that task to you,” Dairi said, holding her arms at attention cautiously.

“Why did you do it, son?” Ujin asked sadly.

Chiteng looked at her with his red eyes. Argrave had remembered him being fierce, terrifying, indomitable, sitting on his ivory throne in a sea of blood… but now, he looked broken, even with that sword by his shoulder.

“If I had not…” Chiteng closed his eyes. “They would have gone for the elves, first. Ambush them, wipe them out… I feared for them. I needed to secure their safety. Even had I not contacted Erlebnis, this would have happened. When I learned that, when I knew that…!” His voice grew in volume in tandem with his anger. “What could I have done? Abandon the Woodschildren? This was the only way to secure their safety!”

“But why turn against us?” Ghan asked, his voice hoarse. “Why turn your back to us?! You could have brought us into this!”

“Erlebnis did not care to keep you around.” Chiteng shook his head. “He only allowed what concessions I earned because I divulged Argrave’s plans, promised betrayal. He sought to take all of what you were for himself. And I… did not think we could win.” He lifted his head to the sky. “I still find it difficult to think you will not fail. His emissaries are too powerful, and they are greater in number than they were before. Their power has waxed, even if yours has done the same. So… I tried, Dad, Mom. I did.”

“Son…” Ghan raised his hand up, rubbing at his face. “I cannot risk the same happening again. I can’t believe you.”

Chiteng closed his eyes, accepting that fate. “I’m not giving you the option to doubt me, Father. And I now realize what I should have from the beginning. I believe in you. And you will accept my help, one way or the other.”

Ghan took a step back, perhaps expecting an attack… but that was not what awaited them. Chiteng’s blade, leaned up against his shoulder, spun fiercely as the god twisted his wrist. But rather than coming to attention to prepare for the fight, it cleaved straight through his neck.

Chiteng’s head fell downward as his body’s knees gave, collapsing to the earth as though kneeling in a final show of filial piety. Dancing, corporeal spirits rose from his neck and from the bottom of his severed head like smoke rising from an urn. The humanoid spirits held hands as they rose to the sky, and Argrave thought briefly that they were singing… but the surprised screams of all the elven gods drowned out whatever sound they might have made.

Argrave and Anneliese both were tossed from Ghan’s back as the father lunged toward his dying son in shock. The slowfall of Artur’s enchantment took effect, gently lowering Argrave and Anneliese even as they were tossed to the air. He held his hand out, a spell at the edge of his mind even amidst the shock… but he hesitated. In the end, he gritted his teeth and cast the first of the shamanic spells one learned: [Lure of the Mortal].

The spirits that rose from Chiteng’s wounds like smoke changed their direction, heading for Argrave. They surged around him, dancing wildly as they sought purchase in his being. He looked to Anneliese, saying, “Don’t waste his sacrifice.”

Anneliese nodded, and though she seemed to have tears in her eyes, held her hand out and cast the same spell he did. Chiteng’s body slowly fragmented bit by bit, partly joining with his crying family and partly coming to Argrave and Anneliese as they fell through the air. The first of the spirits joined with him, settling into his body where they were bound by the chains of his magic.

After an eternity, nothing remained of Chiteng barring his blade of ivory that had fallen to the ground after his suicide. There was silence as Anneliese and Argrave slowly alighted on the ground. The family grieved alone in this clearing, and as outsiders, Argrave and Anneliese felt out of place.

But then… Ghan’s fingers slipped over the blade of ivory. He rose up to his feet, his chest now unmarred by any wound after taking in Chiteng’s spirits. He hefted his son’s blade in his hand, and then looked back to Argrave.

“We will end this,” Ghan said simply.

Argrave nodded. “We will.”

***

A single emissary stood on the coast of the Bloodwoods, while the North Sea battered mildly against the sandy shore. Its head turned from place to place, watching and waiting. Then, its head fixed ahead on something between the trees. In the far distance, the forest itself stirred. And with a nod, the emissary’s eyes retracted within, conveying information to Erlebnis.

Then, it turned, its eyes returning. It seemed to speak to the sea as it said, “They come. Misfortune led us here… but fortune does not decide all. Let the Lord compensate for all else.”

The sea offered no answer. But still, the emissary turned back to the approaching elven gods. Ghan led at their head, his son’s blade of ivory held firmly in hand. Both sides, defender and attacker, seemed to have the confidence of victory in their eyes.
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Erlebnis fought from an incontrovertibly advantaged position. He had already proven that his emissaries were a match to the elven gods. Every second he waited, his presence on this realm grew stronger, allowing him to field more of those potent combatants. If they should bunch around his breach, their strength would rise and rise until it was unassailable. It was low-risk, high reward. Even as the invader, the onus for attack rested on the elven gods.

It was unfair, but then so was the world. But fighting with an advantage inclined one to certain strategies, and fighting a defensive battle, even more so. Recent events had proven Erlebnis was not unpredictable. Indeed, he was quite reactive… and with his point of entry stemming from one breach, he had a location he was inclined to defend.

Argrave and Anneliese stood on the matriarch Ujin’s shoulder, holding the reserves as Ghan, Merata, and Dairi advanced toward the lone emissary standing on the beach. The patriarch led the three of them so that lightning magic might be rendered ineffective. They seemed foolhardy, brash… and they were, trusting Argrave to fulfill his promise so absolutely. But Erlebnis’ emissaries did not disappoint.

The sea roared up into the sky, all the water displaced by a surge of magical power on an unprecedented scale. Hundreds of emissaries stood, holding their grotesque hands out like musketeers prepared to fire a volley. Flames bright enough to melt metal and winds powerful enough to cleave the earth cut out in tandem, seeking to begin this battle with a decisive and humiliating blow.

As the defender, if the enemy overextends, punish them. With a show of overwhelming force to begin a battle, a large portion of the enemy forces could be wiped out, and morale would be shattered. It was brutally effective logic.

But Erlebnis could not know that this strength might be used against him.

Anneliese finished her spell, and her spirits wrapped around Argrave. He was standing on Ujin’s shoulder, and then he was gone, spirited away. His eyes next saw a light so blinding it pained his eyes. The heat set his hair aflame immediately, and the fast-moving winds shredded bits and pieces of his armor, distant thought the spells were. This was a barrage meant to slay a god, and he stood before it alone.

But long before Argrave arrived, the matrix for [Requite] was already complete in his hand. He merely allowed the magic in his body to fill the matrix… and once shamanic magic seized him, he reached deep within himself and called upon all the spirits that had found purchase inside his vessel. They were eager actors.

Incorporeal red and black spirits surged, singing, out of Argrave’s hands, slipping inside of the burning flames and unstoppable winds that approached ever closer by the second. His enchanted gloves grew hot enough he felt them burn through his fingers, and Argrave lost his sense as he howled in pain… but then, he didn’t need to make sense of that incomprehensible mass of spells—the spirits acted for him at his urging.

Argrave felt the link between him and the spirits break as they fulfilled their task. The intense heat and pressure faded away for half a second… but before he could even appreciate this fact, a concussive force rocked into him. Intense power slammed the whole front of his body as the spells made contact, and though his armor took some of the pressure away, he flew backwards through the air from the intense force of the S-rank spells.

Though Argrave’s eyes felt like liquid, he managed to see an inferno raging where the emissaries had been standing. Seawater exploded upward into the air, making it seem like it was raining for half a minute. The emissaries, the majority of whom had been lying in wait underwater, were exposed to the elements. Many managed a ward against the intense blast, but already seawater from elsewhere moved to fill the vast crater.

The three vanguard gods had managed to avoid being taken by the blast, but Ghan raised Chiteng’s ivory blade into the air to catch lightning bolt after lightning bolt, empowering it. Dairi walked boldly into the ocean as the emissaries did nothing—Argrave thought they seemed afraid to cast a spell after what had occurred—and seized the ocean water bit by bit, bringing it under her control as it pooled into the vast crater left by the impact.

Argrave’s terrible backward momentum was finally stalled by meeting someone. He flinched wildly, his entire body aching. Immediately, serenity spread into his bones, and spirits danced around at the edges of his vision. Anneliese had come to catch him. She healed him. He looked backwards to see her face scrunched in concentration and worry, and hurried to orient himself.

“We have to keep up the momentum,” he told her, despite wishing to bask in the relief for a while longer.

“Together, then,” Anneliese said, holding her hand up and calling upon the spirits once again to stride the world with fragments of divinity.

Just as before, they were afloat in the high sky, and then they were elsewhere. They drifted high above the battlefield, and Argrave pushed past his aching bones and tired mind to focus on aiding the gods.

Though Ghan swung his blade and Dairi blasted the emissaries with torrents of seawater, the emissaries ramshackle defense proved unassailable. As before, Argrave sent his spirits forth, seizing their spells and making them his own. When Ghan’s blade came next, Argrave procured and dispelled their wards in the same motion, the god’s power finally cleaved through the fragile flesh of the emissaries.

High in the sky, with Anneliese stabilizing him, Argrave was free to focus on destruction of the enemy. The emissaries fell back, heading deeper into the ocean as they sought to gain their footing. They tried all they could—attacking Argrave directly, changing their attack patterns… but with momentum in their favor, Argrave pressed the advantage single-mindedly. Any counter they mustered worked only once, and any defense broke before his probing. And soon, it was not only the van upon the emissaries.

Ujin joined, weaving the earth as her weapon. The last of the children, the weaker Lunho, Orda, Murgid, and Volgar, all fought. Orda called upon the wind, seizing gaps Argrave created with skill. Lunho, Murgid, and Volgar, all with powers unsuited for combat, used brutish force to isolate and end emissaries. In the midst of all this, Merata defended from each and all rogue spells. With the imperial [Requite], what had been monstrous days earlier proved to fall before them easily.

But then… not all lasts forever.

When Argrave felt the last of the spirits leave him for the battlefield below, his heart caught in his throat. He looked to Anneliese, and she saw his fear and knew what had happened. His mind whirled, searching for answers—he hadn’t instructed she learn the spell to relinquish spirits, and so she could not. Without [Requite]…

“I’ll need… I need to go down there,” he told her as the high winds howled around them. “[Bloodfeud Bow], the Blessing… it has to be enough. We need to—”

“Argrave.” Anneliese gripped his shoulders, looking down as they drifted down through the air slowly. “Given enough time, momentum continues even if one party falters.”

Argrave stared at her amber eyes to discern her meaning, then looked down back to the battle. And as he watched… Ghan’s blade broke past an emissary’s ward, cleaving it in two. Dairi advanced further into the sea, parting the water around them to make way for their charge. The gods’ patriarch fought with primal ferocity, barging into their ranks and dividing where he or his family ended them with ruthless discipline.

Argrave studied the scene in paranoia, feeling that something must be wrong—the emissaries must be lurking somewhere, waiting for an opportunity to descend upon them and end them. But then… Argrave’s eyes fell upon something peculiar. It was a flash of red in the sea.

As Dairi continued to advance, Erlebnis’ breach revealed itself. The emissaries rushed inside it by the dozen. When they saw their spells were not countered, each and all began a relentless assault, using it to cover their retreat as they headed back inside. Four or five dealt spell after spell toward the elven gods, while the rest fell back.

It was a brief moment of pause… but it was enough for the remaining emissaries to head into the breach. The endless metallic red in the land beyond it made Argrave feel quite uncomfortable. He looked at Ghan as the man ran toward the breach, ready to enter…

But the breach began to smooth itself, like a crease on fabric. Then only air remained. The breach was gone like it never was. Argrave stared blankly, blinking his eyes to be sure he wasn’t hallucinating.

“It’s… over,” Argrave finally said.

***

Argrave and Anneliese stood in the spot Erlebnis’ breach had once been. Now, nothing remained but the sea floor. Dairi kept the water around them at bay, holding it still as they stood in silent lament.

“He retreated,” Anneliese said soberly as she tended to Argrave’s battered body. “He abandoned the position.”

Ghan stood there, blade held in hand… and then stabbed it into the ground, kneeling there. Rage, disbelief, dissatisfaction… he embodied it all.

“He cut his losses, abandoned this project,” Anneliese continued. “Rather than lose all of his emissaries fighting to the last, and a fragment of his realm along with it… he gave up the moment he realized victory was not assured.”

“After all that…?” Argrave said, in disbelief.

“What did he spend in this venture?” Anneliese questioned, taking her hand away from one cut and moving to the burns on his hand. “A few hundred emissaries. He lost his mortal champion, too. And with only that risked, he nearly had Kirel’s alliance, all of Vasquer under his thumb, and… all of you,” she finished, looking about at the somber elven gods.

Argrave closed his eyes. Even though they’d made Kirel enemies to Erlebnis as much as Vasquer, it felt a pyrrhic victory… and perhaps it was, as it spelled the beginning of a long and extended war. Already, more variables than he knew what to do with swirled about in his head.

“We should check if Sarikiz succeeded,” Argrave said after a time. “Then, the rest of you need to make this land yours. Project your authority, claim the Bloodwoods as your territory for this cycle of the arbiter. They cannot breach into this land if you make it yours completely. I need strong allies.”

Ghan looked back, words of duty bringing him out of his shocked stupor. “We owe you more than alliance, Argrave. But you—no, we only barely survived. Even if this land was meddled with by Gerechtigkeit, allowing early advent of monstrous deities like that… soon, such powers will erupt all over this continent. All across your kingdom, from the greatest holdfast to the smallest slum, the gods will come. And two of the most powerful now deem you their enemy.”

“My people have been preparing for what comes.” Argrave nodded, trying not to let himself feel hollow. “We survived one day. Now, we survive the next, and the next, and on and on… and before we know it, it’s all over.”

Anneliese finished healing his burns, and gripped his hands to reassure him.

“Let’s settle things,” Argrave continued, returning her grip. “The elves, the dryads… this forest.”

“And Onychinusa,” Anneliese reminded him.
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Argrave’s head turned ever so slowly, taking in all the sights before him. He saw the redwoods, as thick as towers and stretching as far as the eye could see. He saw the destruction left behind by the paths of war—the elves, Kirel Qircassia’s servants, or the centaurs following Sarikiz’s lead. The great beasts of this land already scavenged the corpses that had fallen, sating their long hunger after the chaos wrought by the battles.

Next, Argrave saw the empty plain left behind by Kirel Qircassia. The god had toiled desperately to flatten this stretch of land, and succeeded in large part. It was a flat and empty wasteland of brown dirt, mixed with particles of wood and littered with yet more bodies. The remnants of magic colored the land where Erlebnis’ emissaries had ambushed the elves and their gods. But now… here the elves all celebrated, camped near the edges of the trees as the elven gods watched over them.

Behind him, the wearied and battered Veidimen made camp. Orion and the three Veidimen officers ate one of the creatures hunted in the forest, and the relief from a battle won emanated outward from them. With three dead, and eleven seriously wounded, the Veidimen had done their part. Argrave had asked much of them. Artur, Vasilisa, and Moriatran shared a campfire, saying little.

“I cannot tell what you think,” Anneliese said to Argrave. “What is our move? I feel we should take it quickly. In moments of pause, I feel that hound of purposelessness rising,” she told him. “I think… I think this will not be a simple thing to resolve, personally speaking. All the more important that we should hurry to the dryads.”

Argrave looked at her. “Sure. If you want purpose… I’ve got some thoughts.” When he saw the intrigue on her face, he hesitated a moment, then began, “Just wondering when I became capable of this. And wondering if it’ll be a problem.”

“A problem?” Anneliese repeated. “Is being capable a problem? I always knew you were strong, Argrave, internally. If you realize it yourself, without the turmoil and self-doubt… then what is the problem?”

“I don’t know if it’s strength, or something else. Maybe… apathy.” Argrave shook his head. “Did I act prudently, or did I act in ego?”

“But this isn’t troubling you,” Anneliese said, surveying his face. “I can tell. Either that, or you finally managed to fool me.”

Argrave laughed quietly out of his nose. “No… you’re right. Feels like it all keeps coming at me fast enough I’m losing what I was to begin with. I take one step after the other, tackle one problem into another. Problems keep inclining, making me stretch further to take the next step… but at this point, walking is all I know.” Argrave looked at his hand, where the blood echoes persisted as he squeezed his hand into a fist even now. “I feel… confident. Cautiously confident. And that’s just not who I am, I don’t think. That constant worry kept me ready, kept me focused, kept me moving. But that’s fading, now.”

“Is personality static?” Anneliese asked, and when Argrave searched for an answer she continued, “Are the lazy doomed to be that way forever? Will the kind stay benevolent their entire lives? Change is possible.”

Anneliese stared at him, her amber eyes looking at him as though he said something foolish. As thick strands of her white hair blew from the wind, Argrave bunched it up and placed it behind her ear.

“You’re to blame, I think. What you said about self-pity kept me going.” Leaving her with that, Argrave looked back to the elven army. He didn’t care to trouble her with pointless musings anymore, given she still suffered with her feeling of purposelessness. “Duty awaits. Elenore isn’t here, but I can still think of an alliance between our people that benefits us above all. I had intended to rely on them for securing dryad bows, but I think we cut out the middlemen, trade with the dryads directly.”

Anneliese walked up beside him, staring at the elven gods and the army with them. “The dryads are our only lead on where Onychinusa might be. She might be… She might be dead, you know.”

Argrave nodded. “We’ll see to them after the negotiations. Fact is, I need elven manpower.” He looked at her. “We need open borders—we need to entice immigrants in droves. We need trade—with the elven gods having descended, there are going to be more goods they’ll trade than lumber or meat. On top of that, this can become a safe trade route between north and south.” Argrave inhaled deeply as he thought of more. “Long term… this place will transform dramatically as the elven gods make it theirs. I intend to secure favorable terms on the ground floor.”

Anneliese listened intently, then asked, “Do you have a plan to persuade?”

“Same thing as usual.” Argrave nodded. “I have leverage with Ganbaatar and Batbayar. They’ll listen to me. I gave Batbayar all the ammunition he needs to become Supreme Myriarch—if I give him the right prods, I think he’ll take the honor. I think the elven gods will be spiritual leaders more than anything, so the secular leaders will still be the most important for us. From there… say the right things, don’t say things that don’t need saying… and they fold.”

Anneliese raised her hand up, squeezing her lips together as her brain worked. “I think you underutilize the elven gods. Even in their roles as guardians and spiritual leaders, an endorsement from them will go a long way to secure popular support.”

“Fair point. You have an idea?” Argrave asked her.

“I do.” Anneliese nodded. “We ought to pave the way for total integration of the Bloodwoods… and you forget that Elenore is everywhere, all at once, now. To us, at least.”

Argrave tilted his head, puzzled.

***

Elenore wrote diligently on a piece of paper, hunched over her desk. Off to the side, she occasionally glanced to review the preliminary results for those pieces of fruit that Argrave had shipped from the elven woods. She was drafting a plan on how best to implement their effects on a grander scale.

Suddenly, she felt a large hand on her shoulder. She jumped up and screamed immediately, and had the warding ring Durran gave her ready to cast when she realized it was someone familiar.

“Hey,” Argrave greeted as Anneliese stood behind him and shook her head. “Working hard or hardly working?”

She threw her quill pen at him. “You piece of—!” She cut herself off, sighing and sinking back into her chair. “I hate you. I really do.” When she made sense of things, she studied them with her gray eyes, looking at her desk to make sure she hadn’t tipped anything over in her haste. “How did you…? No, that spell book… it must’ve been that. It worked? You moved that distance with magic?”

Just then, the door opened, and four guardsmen stormed into the room. When they saw Argrave, they all paused.

“Just leave us,” Elenore commanded, and they obediently left.

“I told Argrave not to do that,” Anneliese told Elenore, shaking her head even still.

As Elenore ran her fingers through her black hair, she questioned them, “Is it over? The trouble in the Bloodwoods. I mean… Nikoletta portrayed it as desperate.”

Argrave nodded. “We won.” He reached into his duster and retrieved something. “We wanted your thoughts on a draft alliance.”

Elenore took the paper, her heart still beating from that scare. She studied the terms carefully, then looked up at Argrave.

“You know… I always hate it when you go on those journeys. Heading to Quadreign disguised, heading to the Bloodwoods… but you always come back with some ridiculous stuff like this.” She set the paper on her desk. “Yeah… I can think of some things to add.”

“Well, you don’t need to worry anymore,” assured Argrave, sitting on her desk. “With transportation magic at our disposal… you’ll never miss me more than a day.”

Elenore looked up at Argrave. Her gaze was less than pleased. She shook her head, sighing, and then resumed her writing. The king sat there beaming.

***

Argrave and Anneliese manifested in a clearing. The two of them looked around, spotting the familiar redwoods stuck with thousands of arrows. This was the entrance to the forest of dryads.

As Anneliese huffed happily, Argrave straightened and said, “That spell will fundamentally change how we operate from now on. My god…”

“It’s costly,” Anneliese reminded him. “Especially for long distances. The spirits might run dry if we abuse it, and getting more…”

“It is costly,” Argrave agreed, thinking back to in-game figures the spell used. “And it’ll become even more costly on the other end. We have to prepare countermeasures, after all—it’ll do no good to allow someone like Dimocles this ability in Vasquer.” He shook his head. “So much to do. But you… are you prepared? We might not be welcome here, depending on how things ended.”

“I need to try,” Anneliese said.

“Need?” Argrave repeated.

Anneliese nodded in confirmation. “Like I keep telling you… this insecurity of hers has wormed its way into me. I need to find Onychinusa once again, Argrave. Even if only… if only to confirm her fate,” she finished with some difficulty.

Argrave studied her with concern. He had assumed that whatever she experienced conversing with Onychinusa would pass, but every day she mentioned it all the same, describing it as a hound or a cloud that refused to fade. He gripped her arm, and then walked into the dryad’s mist with eyes wide open.

After a time of passing through a familiar forest, Argrave and Anneliese finally broke into the familiar stone courtyard. The place was empty, the four statues undisturbed. After a brief search, they moved past that, heading for the courtyard where the mother dryad had waited.

When they arrived, the tree with purple leaves still stood strong the same as ever. He studied its leaves for a moment, but his eyes gradually fell to the face emerging from it.

“You shouldn’t have returned,” the dryad said with a calm sadness.

Then, on the fringes where the wider forest waited… dozens of others filtered out through the forests. Though all with dresses of leaves and hair as black as Argrave’s own, they were no longer the children that had left here. In moments, the dozens became hundreds. When they were children, it had been endearing. But now… now, it seemed their numbers were for something else other than enthusiastic greeting.

“Regardless of our feelings about what you did, we are our master’s,” the dryad continued. “And you two… she hates you and what you did more than any other. We have responsibilities. A slave must obey.”
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“I don’t want her to hate us, but I understand why she does.” Argrave nodded as the dryads grew closer. “So long as she knows that we did what we did to hurt Erlebnis, not her.”

“Please, give this to her!” Anneliese called out, retrieving a paper from her pockets. She dropped it in the air, and then grabbed Argrave’s hand. With that left behind, she cast shamanic magic to transport them elsewhere.

When Argrave adjusted to his surroundings, he realized they were once again outside the Bloodwoods at the fringe of the giant redwoods where the battle between Kirel Qircassia and Sarikiz had taken place. He looked for Anneliese and asked, “You wrote a letter? When?”

“At Elenore’s office.” Anneliese crossed her arms defensively.

“Well… we know she’s alive,” Argrave said with as much brightness as such a statement could muster.

“We have to keep visiting her,” Anneliese told Argrave. She generally always made suggestions instead of demands, and Argrave was surprised to hear her speak so absolutely.

“If we receive the same reception every time… we’ll be burning through the spirits painstakingly collected from Chiteng’s sacrifice,” Argrave reminded her.

“I believe that would be more prudent than allowing a force of dryads to persist in the center of allied territory. A force that might seek revenge against the elves at Onychinusa’s behest,” she rebuked in turn. “Please, Argrave. I will go alone henceforth to conserve spirits. I was the one that insisted on this to begin with. Let her be my responsibility.”

Argrave sighed and stepped away, thinking on this. He was greatly hesitant to allow spirits to be expended for something that might not even work. But then… this was Anneliese. She had been promising to die with him not days ago. Thinking of that, Argrave felt a little guilty for his hesitation.

“She’s too old for adoption.” Argrave looked back. “And we’re both too young for a child that age.”

Anneliese smiled, knowing from his disposition he wasn’t genuinely refusing her. “It’ll be practice.”

“Alright, go ahead.” Argrave threw up his hands. “But be very careful, Anne. Promise me that.”

“Of course.” Anneliese nodded. “For now, we must work closely with the elven armies. I shall visit every day until I am no longer refused.”

***

Onychinusa rested in a feverish stupor, the dryads attending to her every need atop a bed of soft grass. The chain that the emissary of Erlebnis had struck her with still persisted in her shoulder… and it still debilitated her A-rank ascension. She could not transform her body into magic and dance through the air… indeed, she could not even reconstitute herself as her magic supply replenished. Her leg had been severed in the fighting, and it remained so—the only reason that wound had not been the death of her was because the dryads wove branches through her flesh, staunching the bleeding.

So much went through Onychinusa’s head in the time after the emissaries’ attack. In the first few hours after her report to Erlebnis, she hated the dryads for interfering in that moment. She clung onto some vain hope that she might’ve remedied things with Erlebnis… but that hate vanished in wake of their earnest devotion, and further upon the persistent chain lodged in her shoulder.

Her tie with Erlebnis was severed.

The emissaries had been fully ready to attack her, to kill her. The red chain of liquid metal came from a spell she did not know, but it had been on-hand for the sole purpose of ending her life. She could not cope just thinking of it, and denial pushed her to hate those that had caused this—Argrave and Anneliese, king and queen, devil and deviless.

Even as she realized that Erlebnis only cared as much as she was useful, so too did she blame the royal pair for turning Erlebnis against her. And when she learned they had returned to this forest, to deliver a message… she was livid enough to crawl to hunt them down. Her futile crawl only served to reopen the wound on her leg, though. The dryads kept her safe as was their duty, but her hate burned hot enough to keep her lucid.

A letter and a message. That was what they offered after destroying all she knew. Onychinusa heard Argrave’s message, but refused to read the letter for days on end. Still Anneliese came, again and again… offering words, offering comforts. She knew they were lies. As had always been the case, the snow elf lied. Even still… her consistency was such that Onychinusa lessened the dryads’ assault. And eventually, she dared read her letter.

The empty platitudes and impossible promises within Anneliese’s Letter stoked Onychinusa’s fury, and she ordered the dryads resume their assault redoubled. She was angry at herself for allowing her fire to wane, and so read the letter night after night to keep her rage elevated.

But slowly… the empty platitudes became words of startling clarity. Onychinusa hated that she cried reading them, but cry she did. Just as this woman had been the source of her greatest misery, so too did she understand precisely what that misery was. And with that taking root, Onychinusa’s feverish swings between wrath and solemn sadness came day after day until they were more unbearable than the chain digging into her shoulder.

One day, in one such solemn mood, Onychinusa commanded, “Place me beneath the tree in the clearing where she visits.”

The dryads obeyed without question, and though it was perhaps her imagination, she thought they seemed almost eager to obey. Onychinusa slept there that night, her heart stirring in nervous anticipation.

And when Anneliese arrived…

“By Veid, Onychinusa…” Anneliese began the moment she stepped into sight, holding her hand near her mouth in shock. “Your leg… I…”

Onychinusa felt so many emotions in that moment, but she was still unversed at talking to people. As her head grew white with rage, she only managed, “I hope you drown!”

Anneliese stepped closer, coming to stop at a comfortable distance. “Because it’s the most painful way to die?”

Onychinusa struggled with her arms to prop herself up, and even as she did so, thousands of dryads emerged from the forest to stand near her protectively. “Stop coming here,” she commanded. “I don’t want you here. I’ll never trust you. You ruined my life.”

“Argrave told me that you could heal yourself by regenerating magic… but… is that chain stopping it?” Anneliese asked.

The concern made Onychinusa’s throat strain, and as tears rose, she yelled, “It’s your fault! You just wanted to hurt the Lord! Stop coming here! You don’t care,” she finished, weakly raising her hand to cast magic before her other arm failed to hold her up and she crumpled down uselessly.

“I will ask Argrave about this,” Anneliese vowed. “I will help you remove that chain, I promise.”

The dryads began their assault, but Anneliese vanished, carried away by her spirits and her shamanic magic.

When next Anneliese came, she brought the name of the spell she’d been hit by. Onychinusa barely paid attention, thinking only of what she might say to hurt Anneliese…

But Onychinusa stayed. Day after day, she stayed in that clearing. And in turn, Anneliese’s return was as constant as her pain.

One day, when Anneliese arrived… Onychinusa could not muster anger behind her words. She had thought about the situation half a thousand times, and Anneliese had explained herself just as many… and there was nothing left but understanding. So she called off her dryads, letting Anneliese speak as she endured her pained haze.

For a while, she only listened to Anneliese. They were nothing more than words of comfort, of promise. When she thought back on the moment the emissaries had attacked her… they gave not a single word of it. Yet Anneliese… still she came, day after day, no matter how much Onychinusa wished her dead. It perplexed how the two could be so different.

After many days, spurred by the inequity of it all, Onychinusa simply asked, “Why did Erlebnis give up on me?”

Anneliese was silent for a time, and Onychinusa stared at her as she waited for an answer. Eventually, the snow elf managed, “Erlebnis likely determined the likely risk versus the likely reward. You must know this.”

Onychinusa instinctively rebelled against the words, but as she sat on them confronted a certain fact.

Erlebnis dealt with all things logically. Why did she believe herself exempt from this?

“You may think that we obstructed you from finding your purpose, Onychinusa,” Anneliese cut in just as Onychinusa’s thoughts led down that road. “But Erlebnis never wanted you to have purpose. He wanted you to be an extension of himself, doing the things that mortals could that he could not. He wanted you to feel purposeless, that he might give you promises of purpose and work you until he had all he wanted.”

“What would you know?” Onychinusa shot back, burying her face in leaves.

“We defeated him,” Anneliese countered. “He closed his breach and left this realm. All of his shrines in this forest, and indeed in all of Berendar, are being destroyed. Erlebnis believes that results are proof… and this result is proof that we do know him well enough to beat him.”

Onychinusa looked at Anneliese, finally allowing the more terrifying emotions to surface—uncertainty, fear, anxiety, loss, all of those that grandly summarized her complete isolation in this new world. Her existence was completely tied to Erlebnis, and now all of that had ended. She was totally adrift.

“I think I can remove the chain in your shoulder, Onychinusa,” Anneliese said. “Can I come closer?”

Onychinusa hesitated, her hand hovering near the foul magic embedded there. She waited a minute, but eventually nodded. When given permission, Anneliese walked forward, coming to sit beside Onychinusa. She removed her duster and placed it over her lap, and then placed Onychinusa there. Strangely, she didn’t protest at being moved so.

Anneliese removed her glove and reached out, touching the broken chain with her long, pale fingers. “I want to tell you a story about my husband,” she began gently. “He lost everything he ever knew… even his very body. Perhaps it might offer you comfort.”

Anneliese began a tale of the place Argrave came from—Earth. Onychinusa listened, enraptured, as all the woman divulged was wholly new to her. And after, Anneliese spoke of Argrave’s journey, of his search for purpose in the battle against Gerechtigkeit. It was a winding tale, as there was much Anneliese needed to explain—the Veidimen, Mateth, the Tower of the Gray Owl… Onychinusa was totally ignorant of the institutions of the mortal realm. After hours passed…

“See? The chain is fading,” Anneliese finally pointed out.

Onychinusa looked at it, startled. Indeed, just as Anneliese said… the chain was dimmer than it once was, and far too much so to be mere illusion.

“I must go. If I am away for too long, Argrave might fret. But tomorrow… I can tell you of the Burnt Desert. And as the days pass on, I will heal you,” she promised.

Onychinusa listened to the words… and try as she might, she couldn’t disbelieve them.

“Tomorrow,” Onychinusa repeated, nodding contentedly. “If you’re not there… I’ll hate you.”

Anneliese smiled, gently setting Onychinusa aside back in her bed of leaves. And unlike all the times before, she left on foot.


Chapter 62

When Anneliese returned from her visit to Onychinusa far later than she normally did, and with a large smile on her face, Argrave knew she had made a significant advancement in helping the wounded ancient elf. In truth, hearing of her descriptions of her condition day after day was quite saddening. She had been broken in body and mind as a result of their actions… but in the end, perhaps it was possible to have a cake and eat it, too. They’d just have to make two cakes.

“Was beginning to worry,” Argrave said as she walked up to rejoin them. “It’s dark. Do I need to set a curfew next time?”

“Perhaps you should allow me to accompany you, Your Highness,” Orion suggested, and Argrave cast a glance back at the towering prince.

“It should not be many times more, and I will spend no more spirits on each journey,” Anneliese said, then amended, “…Unless she has a particularly bad day, of course. I cannot discount that.”

Argrave put his hand on her shoulder, leading her forward as he explained what she’d missed. “The Myriarchs have been electing the new Supreme Myriarch.”

“Still?” Anneliese looked at him in surprise.

“Mmhmm.” Argrave nodded. “Doesn’t matter who wins, really. All of them seemed to agree with the alliance we proposed.”

Orion cracked his knuckles, and said under his breath, “As they should.”

“While we wait… let’s visit with those still with us,” Argrave suggested, and Anneliese gave a nod of confirmation. “We have to broach that idea of ours with them…”

***

Artur, Vasilisa, and Moriatran sat around the fire, somewhat removed from the Veidimen nearby.

“Reflecting magic? All of it, all of those S-rank spells, just bounced?” Artur asked in a grim whisper.

Vasilisa looked at him with her cold blue eyes. “If His Majesty hears you know of this, he won’t be pleased. You were supposed to be fighting alongside the Veidimen, as he ordered us. Instead, you were spying on him.”

Moriatran gave a sagely nod, but added nothing more.

“I’m not eager to go into battle anywhere the king’s not.” Artur shook his head. “It’s too risky. Easy to send a man into death, but harder to march into it yourself.” Artur rubbed his squat hands together. “But by all extent, he fought the harder opponent than you faced. Surely you felt their power when we confronted them… but His Majesty faced them head on. All the might of their magic.”

Moriatran scratched at his brow with his wizened hands, asking, “And you’re claiming Argrave made these spells bounce?”

“S-rank spells.” Artur nodded. “Hundreds of them, maybe thousands. Definitely thousands, given how long he kept doing it. This was a barrage that put gods in their place… the same gods we saw tear through this forest those weeks ago… and Argrave was the most important combatant, not them.”

In the Veidimen camp, all of the snow elves came to attention. Artur craned, looking to see what was happening. It seemed that Argrave had returned. After receiving a brief status update from Grimalt, Bastal, and Rasten, he quickly left them indistinguishable words and headed for the three Magisters by the fire.

“Look at this quiet bunch,” Argrave began as he joined them. The three offered subdued greetings, and so Argrave quipped, “If you stay so solemn, I might think I stumbled across you while you were talking about me behind my back.”

Artur’s soul left his body as the king glared sternly. Then, his face shifted into a grin and he laughed loudly, patting Vasilisa’s shoulder.

“I’m just kidding around with you. Always wanted to do that…” THE king mused, settling down by the fire. Artur’s heart took minutes to slow again. “Not going to be here longer,” he continued, the flame reflecting off his gray eyes as he stared at it. “Things are coming to a close. But while I have you here… I’ve got some questions for you three.”

“You are the king,” Moriatran said simply, prompting him to ask away.

“First… Artur.” Argrave looked to him. “What we talked about, your enchanting institution… Elenore’s interested. You’d be merging with an organization she already had partially established, and you’d be subordinate to the crown. The finer details of pay and authority can be worked out… but I’m confident we can get it through parliament.”

Artur straightened his back. “Your Majesty, that’s… That sounds wonderful.”

“Yeah… wait until you get the work.” Argrave scooted aside, making room for Anneliese who came to sit just beside him. Orion came to stand guard at the back of the royal pair. “Fact is, we’re going to need to prepare for threats like we’ve faced here on every corner of the kingdom. I can’t imagine you’ll get more than two hours of sleep, daily. You’ll be preparing the entire kingdom for threats on the level of divinity.”

“And we must not prepare alone,” Anneliese cut in. “We must actively combat the opportunists in this cycle of judgment.”

“That’s right.” Argrave nodded. “Elenore tells me the expeditionary parties we sent out are coming back one by one, bringing grand spoils to Vasquer. You need to receive, copy, and distribute them en masse. You’ll have plenty of resources, and even more responsibility, Artur. I hope you enjoy it.” He looked next to Vasilisa. “And you…”

“No,” Vasilisa answered at once, shaking her head. “Whatever it is, I’m going to my sister in the north, and I’m staying there. Following you is bad for the heart.”

“…Fair enough,” Argrave conceded. “Regardless, I’ll say it. Perhaps Moriatran will be interested.” The king cleared his throat. “Fact is, proactivity beats reactivity. We need to locate and destroy problematic gods, and forge alliances with beneficial gods as they appear. Naturally, I’ll need to employ a large contingent of powerful mages, who will in turn learn even more powerful spells.”

“What is beyond S-rank?” Moriatran questioned.

“Nothing.” Argrave shook his head. “But there are peaks left unreached on that level… partly because they couldn’t be reached, and partly because they shouldn’t be reached.” The king ran his hand across his legs as his gray eyes lost themselves in the flame.

Vasilisa poked the fire with a charred stick, and it let up a plume of flame as the branches of the redwoods they used as firewood collapsed inwards. “Hunting gods now, are you?”

“The ones I can,” Argrave confirmed.

Vasilisa laughed, fixing some of her hair behind her ear. She looked at Argrave squarely. “When will you stop setting your sights higher?”

Argrave smiled, enjoying the warmth of the flame as night set upon them. He thought on her question as the Magisters grew drowsier and drowsier from the flame. In time, an answer came to him.

“When there’s nothing higher to see,” Argrave said quietly.

***

After a fairly long while, a great uproar spread through the elven army. Argrave managed to extrapolate that the next Supreme Myriarch had been chosen from their ranks. He remained entirely uninvolved in the process, though most of the elves knew that he supported Batbayar. And as it turned out, elections really were rigged.

There was no coronation, no grand ceremony, no proclamation… but when Argrave next walked among the elves, all referred to Batbayar as Supreme Myriarch. He walked with Ganbaatar, addressing his old Tumen member-by-member. Argrave wondered if the man really did remember all ten thousand names. In time, though, they met face-to-face.

“King Argrave,” the man once known as Batbayar greeted him. That name would never be used—at least, not when referring to this person. Now, he was only the Supreme Myriarch.

“I don’t think it’d be right to congratulate you,” Argrave greeted him. “I’m told the leader has to receive the most punishments of all in the entire army. Self-flagellations, the like. You put priests to shame.”

The Supreme Myriarch nodded seriously. “Leadership is not a boon, it is a burden. I thought you ignorant of that… but perhaps you are a step ahead of me, hearing your tale to liberate this forest,” he referenced, looking to Ganbaatar.

Ganbaatar gave Argrave a quiet nod. “You kept your promise, Argrave. Some centaurs still linger, left behind, but… they’re no threat to us, now. And in time, we will purge the forests of all that threatens our existence. Our gods will aid us in that. Myself as well.”

“I had another thought in mind,” the Supreme Myriarch cut in. “You ought to represent us in Vasquer, Ganbaatar. I will codify the alliance between our people… and you will keep it whole.”

Ganbaatar looked at the Supreme Myriarch, then shook his head. “I will help for some while longer, and then go. I possessed an eye that told me the locations of powerful vampires… and in it, only two persisted. One with white eyes—Galamon, who was cured. The other had blue eyes. And I remember where it pointed.”

The Supreme Myriarch looked displeased. He searched for words, but Argrave said, “You won’t find him for months yet.”

“And why not?” Ganbaatar looked to him.

“Because he’s miles underground.” Argrave gestured toward the Supreme Myriarch. “But enough of my meddling. We have an alliance to make official.”

“Hold on.” Ganbaatar stopped Argrave as the two of them made to move. “You know of this vampire?”

Got you, Argrave thought, holding back a smile. The Supreme Myriarch was right… it was best for Ganbaatar to stay in Vasquer. There, Argrave would make great use of him as the poster boy for the Vasquer dream… and soon, motivated by his good treatment, elves would come to Vasquer in droves. Indeed, he might need to make an Ellis Island of his own.

“Well… yes,” Argrave began, as if hesitating. “But to explain who this vampire is, I have to explain something else… specifically, about the Castellan of the Empty and the Ebon Cult.”

***

“…And so, we arrive to the present,” Anneliese finished telling her story. “To this grove, where I tell you our story.”

Onychinusa looked up at her. “It’s over?”

“Not over.” Anneliese shook her head. “The story continues even now. I hope… you understand us better. Who we are. Why we act. What we want.” Her eyes wandered to the chain embedded in Onychinusa. “By… tomorrow, perhaps, I believe this spell will be fully degraded from my A-rank ascension. And you… you will be free.”

Onychinusa looked up at her, their amber eyes meeting. Silence persisted for a few seconds, but Anneliese listened intently.

“What do you want from me?” Onychinusa asked suddenly. “My help? My strength?”

Anneliese heard the question, her eyes turning from place to place as she thought of how to succinctly answer a nuanced question. “If you asked Argrave, I think he would say yes.” She looked up to the sky. “And it would be a lie to act as though I found your help undesirable.”

Onychinusa grew still.

“But I’m not going to ask that of you.” Anneliese lowered her head, white hair falling near Onychinusa’s face. “Because you do have purpose, Onychinusa. I cannot give it to you. Argrave cannot, either. All we can offer is help. And if you should choose to go, to leave us… admittedly, I will be sad.”

Onychinusa realized that the idea made her sad, too. Where would she go? She had the dryads, true enough… They loved her. But to exist as they did was not something that appealed to her. She had seen much of the world, heard much of the world, and now she needed to see it. After all, Anneliese might be lying. She had lied before. If Onychinusa could unearth her lies as they traveled together… Indeed, perhaps that might be fun.

As she stared up at Anneliese’s amber eyes, Onychinusa came to a realization. “We look alike.”

“You realize this now?” Anneliese raised a brow.

“You said you were an unwanted child,” Onychinusa continued. “That your mother didn’t care for you.”

“It happens,” Anneliese dismissed magnanimously.

“But you got a new father. I could be your new mother, right?” Onychinusa said seriously. “My imperial family often adopted promising talents, marrying them into the family to improve magical ability. I read all about it.”

Anneliese burst into laughter at once, shocking Onychinusa. She laughed for a long while. The noise wasn’t entirely unpleasant, as Onychinusa knew that Anneliese did not mean it to hurt.

When she settled down, Anneliese said reminiscently, “You know… I have two younger sisters. Well… three, now,” she amended. “They were a fair bit younger than me, but my mother… Well, never mind. Whatever the case, I never came to know them well. And in coming here, you posed as my sister.”

Onychinusa listened to that. “It was a flimsy excuse, even then.”

“Well… whatever the case, I always regretted failing my sisters like that,” Anneliese said quietly. She took a deep breath and sighed. “I have to go, Onychinusa.”

“Okay.” Onychinusa nodded, accepting Anneliese’s direction. As the snow elf made to leave, Onychinusa called out, “Bring…!” She paused, hesitating. “Bring Argrave tomorrow.”

“I can do that.” Anneliese nodded, smiling. “But hopefully, soon… you can come to visit us.”


Chapter 63

Argrave and Anneliese sat on the sandy coast of the Bloodwoods, staring out across the vastness of the ocean that divided this continent from others. Orion stood a healthy distance away, guarding them diligently while giving them space to speak alone. They faced the suns as they faded beyond the horizon, hueing the waters purples and oranges.

But there was one more with them. Onychinusa sat on a rock, watching the calm ocean lap gently against the sea. Where there had once been a bloody stump, now there were clumps of blackness. She was once again able to access her A-rank ascension after being struck by the emissary’s foul magic. That had made Argrave quite nervous, if he was honest. But as Anneliese promised, she caused no trouble. She had been quite rowdy and interrogative, which surprised him a fair bit, but after a time, she settled down.

“Been a long while since we could afford to do this,” Argrave reflected.

Anneliese removed her gloves and sank her hand into the sand. She picked up a handful and let it fall piece by piece. “And I think it is the last time we will, until Gerechtigkeit is perished.”

Argrave reached out toward some stones, sifting them until he found a flat one. He took it in hand, aiming the flattest, smoothest bit down, and then tossed it with some spin. Though it had been from an awkward position, with the strength offered by the enchanted armor, it skipped well over twenty times before dipping into the ocean. Off to the side, he saw the calm Onychinusa straighten, her eyes widening after his display of stone-skipping.

“I had been remaining quiet about this, but your talk with Ganbaatar reminded me of things,” Anneliese continued. “You said that what we experienced here was what Mozzahr, the Castellan of the Empty, experienced in the abandoned dwarven cities. Gerechtigkeit forced the early advent of a god.”

“…And you’re thinking that he won’t have experienced such a thing, and thus when he and his Ebon Cult come, it’ll be different than I remember it,” Argrave filled in the blanks, then threw another stone.

Anneliese watched the rock jump dozens of times, and then sink into the water before she answered, “Yes, that is what I thought. What we endured here was a nightmare. Some loose ends remain, but altogether… it was a better end than I daresay we hoped for. And Mozzahr… he dealt with a scenario like this. He dealt with it alone, without the help of the elven gods as we had.”

“Yeah, yeah, he’s way cooler than me.” Argrave shook his head, offering Anneliese a flat stone. He saw Onychinusa watching the stone in his hand.

Anneliese ignored his humor, asking, “Will he still come if he does not endure an attack? Will his forces be stronger or weaker? Will they come earlier or later? These are questions we must answer,” she finished, taking the stone from his hand.

Argrave watched as she rose to her feet, then took proper posture to throw the stone. It skipped ten, twenty, thirty times, at which point the skips came so quickly he lost count. It sank into the ocean out of sight.

“I know it’s a concern.” Argrave rose to his feet with her. “But there isn’t much information I can give you. The player can’t even access the depths of the earth until the midgame, so I can’t predict how fighting Gerechtigkeit down there might’ve changed him.”

“I see.” Anneliese knelt down, rummaging through rocks to find flat ones. She picked a heap up, and then walked to Onychinusa, whose eagerness to try was practically radiating out of her eyes.

While Anneliese explained rock skipping, Argrave watched the ocean. If he was honest with himself, truly being king was something he avoided. He appreciated the things most did—the prestige of the title, the wealth, et cetera. But he wasn’t someone that could focus on those things while forgetting about the responsibilities. That was much of why he went to Quadreign, and why he went to the Bloodwoods when he could. To be fair to himself, he had secured Elenore as his regent so that he could do these outlandish things.

But that time was coming to an end. He would need to assume the role of king completely to prepare for the coming war with the nation underground—the Ebon Cult. Argrave had great personal strength. With the five imperial tomes in his arsenal and spirits to fuel the spells, he was a match for any magic user. Their power was so great, it was small wonder Emperor Balzat, their author, sought to hoard them for his family’s use.

Personal strength would no longer suffice. Gods great and small would emerge from all corners of Berendar, seeking to make this land their holdfast in preparation for Gerechtigkeit’s advent. The kingdom itself needed to be strengthened at this point. Elenore had been setting the framework for this, working tirelessly, but now…

“Guess it’s time to head back and steal Elenore’s credit, like always,” Argrave called out to Anneliese.

Onychinusa threw her first stone. Because she was sitting, it skipped only three times, but she seemed mightily pleased to have gotten the principle.

“And earn credit of our own,” Anneliese called back, smiling at Onychinusa. As ever, her hands hovered near the elven woman harmlessly. Even with gloves on, Anneliese didn’t dare risk her A-rank ascension activating and draining the ancient elf of the magic that constituted her body. She would only touch her with a thick layer between the two of them, and even despite her growing affection had not yet hurt her before.

Reminded of something, Argrave asked, “And you, Onychinusa? What’s your plan?”

She looked at him. He didn’t have the same closeness she did with Anneliese, but he could tell Onychinusa didn’t dislike him. “I don’t know,” she answered simply.

Argrave didn’t really have a good answer for that—they’d been speaking of the kingdom’s future, but he supposed it made sense that this abandoned woman-child would be at a loss.

“You should follo—” Argrave began, but trailed off when he caught a glare from Anneliese. He scratched the back of his neck.

“You will always be welcome at our home,” Anneliese instead said in a much less commanding fashion.

“Okay,” Onychinusa responded nonchalantly, then tossed another stone. It plunked into the water without skipping, and she frowned while looking at her hands.

“As a matter of fact… when we return, why don’t you come with us? That way, you can know where to come, who to speak to, and what to do in Vasquer.”

“But the dryads…” Onychinusa looked into the Bloodwoods.

Have them come too! Argrave wished to say, though kept his mouth shut. They need a place to take root, right? I know just the spot… we can build a fletcher next to it, manufacture bows and arrows by the thousands.

“They persisted one thousand years without you, did they not?” Anneliese instead counseled while Argrave thought to exploit. “But if need be, perhaps you should talk to them. They care for you. They will give you sound advice.”

Onychinusa nodded again, repeating, “Okay.”

Anneliese watched as Onychinusa skipped stones for a moment, and then walked back to Argrave’s side. “I think now is the time to bring back Durran and Galamon into the fold. Hopefully, whatever tasks they dealt with in their homelands are well and done… and if not, we have the means to help them.”

Argrave smiled. “You’re right. It’ll be damn good to talk to the both of them again. I’m sure Galamon will just say one word, even if we tell him we fought two ancient gods.”

Anneliese laughed quietly. “And Durran… he seemed utterly resolute with whatever he intended in the Burnt Desert. I do wonder what he might have hoped to gain…”

Argrave felt the wind stir to his left, and jerked his head quickly by instinct. Orion stepped past him, twisting his body. He threw a stone, and it flew out across the ocean fast enough it was difficult to track. It hit the ocean, bouncing high, and then kept skipping again and again until it faded far out of sight. Onychinusa slowly turned her head to look at him in shock.

“Hmm… it fell beyond the horizon.” Orion held his hand above his eyes to shield his sight from the light of the suns. “I lost count.”

Argrave looked at him, then patted his shoulder. “Probably reached Veiden.”

“Truly?” Orion raised his brow in surprise.

“Sure. You might’ve hit some fisherman,” Argrave continued jokingly.

“I… see. Then that was imprudent of me. I must restrain my power, lest innocent allied vessels succumb to the stones.” Orion nodded seriously.

Argrave blinked. “I was—”

“Joking?” Orion finished, smiling. “Yes, I know. As was I. It seems I learn much from you, Your Majesty.”

Utterly floored, Argrave could only laugh in response.

“But in seriousness…” Orion continued over Argrave’s laughter. “I learned many things on this trip, Your Majesty.”

“Such as?” Argrave pressed.

Orion stared out across the ocean, then said evenly, “Some men would be better gods than the gods themselves.”

“That’s true.” Argrave nodded. “That is very true.”

Argrave looked back to the Bloodwoods. The imposing trees seemed a little smaller than they had when first coming here, though they hadn’t shrunk at all. It was time to leave them behind. The threat wasn’t here, anymore.

The threat would be everywhere.


End

You've made it to the end of volume 7. We're a little more than midway through the journey, now. I hope you've enjoyed the evolution of events throughout, and I hope you'll enjoy everything all the way to the story's conclusion. 




See you next time, hopefully. Until then, don't die!
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