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Chapter 1

The not-so-newly coronated King Argrave sat at a chair that seemed too small for his tall body, hunched over a pile of golden rings divided in two. He wore fine, frilly red clothes with the sleeves both torn and rolled up. His obsidian-like black hair reached a little past his shoulders by this point, some of which was sweaty and draping across his focused gray eyes. Though his face was gaunt, with high cheekbones and a defined jaw, he had some mass to his body that had not existed in months past. Behind, a great giant of a knight stood watch. His size alongside elven ears, white hair, and white eyes, marked him as a snow elf—or, as they preferred, a Veidimen. There was another here, standing patiently off to the side as though ready to serve.

Argrave picked up a ring and poured the well of magic bursting within him into the confines of the inscription wrought into the metal. Imbuing enchantments felt like he was handling red hot liquid metal, pouring it into a cast with his will alone. He attempted to speed it up… yet as one might expect, the magic danced dangerously, and Argrave quickly directed things so as to seal them off. Just as he did so, he was sealed off from the near limitless supply of power springing from the Blessing of Supersession.

“That should be five minutes, Your Majesty,” Galamon said gruffly. “Forty rings, by my count.”

“…I messed this one up.” Argrave set the ring down in a pile alongside many others. Each of the rings had Argrave’s personal symbol on them—the sun, with four snake heads at the edges of four rays.

“Then thirty-nine,” Galamon amended.

“Not good enough.” Argrave shook his head.

“You’ve managed to imbue thirty-nine B-rank enchanted items, Your Majesty. Less than a month ago, you had done zero,” Ansgar reminded him, speaking from his corner. As Leopold Dandalan’s most trusted son, Ansgar had become a sort of aide to Argrave in the past month. Though sixty-two, he was still quite able on many fronts. Above all, he was trustworthy. The man continued to praise him, saying, “Your efforts are astounding.”

Indeed, one month had passed. It had taken Argrave a month of learning to get to the point to do this. Granted, his time had become much more limited ever since taking on his duties as king, but the point remained. One month, thirty-nine rings. It could be said that it was far above normal production rates… but far below what Argrave wanted with this venture of his.

“…Hmm.” Argrave grunted discontentedly. This enchanting business was his sole reprieve from the mundanity of administering things in Relize. Once the politics were well and settled, he felt useless.

“These cast B-rank warding spells, do they not?” Ansgar eyed the rings. “I would advise that you distribute them first to your newly formed royal guard. Perhaps your knight-commander can handle this matter, Your Majesty.” Leopold looked to Galamon.

As both a powerful vampire and a master general, Galamon had been assigned the role of Argrave’s knight-commander of his royal knights. Indeed, Argrave had his own royal knights, now. Though only twelve, each and all were masters. Galamon had chosen the most skilled out of people in the army. From there, Anneliese had evaluated their loyalty. That number ended in twelve. Argrave disliked bringing them everywhere—even now, they waited outside.

“I had intended to distribute them to meritorious performers in the battlefield,” Argrave said. “Giving them to my guard… might come off as selfish, no?”

“I believe it would show that being loyal and steadfast brings rewards, Your Majesty,” Ansgar disagreed.

Argrave rubbed his chin. “Alright. It’s only twelve—the rest will be distributed as I originally intended. Galamon?”

The elven vampire nodded. “I’ll see they’re handed out.”

Argrave rose to his feet, content. “Alright. Now, before we depart to evaluate the fortress… Leopold’s waiting.”

Ansgar dipped his head. “I believe my father is eager to meet his bride-to-be.”

“I can only imagine,” Argrave said with a droll nod. “Send for Elenore before we meet. I have things to discuss with her, and she should be there when I talk to Leopold.”

***

“You’ve been coronated, and I’d say the reaction to your bid for the throne is largely positive in the common people. You do have a good reputation. But people cannot choose their masters, I’m afraid. Avoiding a federation in central Vasquer turned out to be an impossibility,” Elenore lamented to Argrave, her voice loud even when she spoke quietly on account of the ward surrounding them, blocking all sound from escaping. “They still remain firmly loyal to Duke Rovostar. In the south, they’ve begun to call Rovostar the king’s dog. I underestimated his charisma and capability. They possess a far greater number of spellcasters than we do. That remains… a glaring weakness of ours.”

Argrave and his sister, Princess Elenore, walked down the halls of Leopold’s estate, guarded by six guards on each side. She wore a humble green dress that was rather opposite Argrave’s grandiose style, but with her long hair of the same obsidian-like black, she was unmistakably his relative. A blindfold wrapped around her head concealed haunting, gouged eyes.

Galamon stood just behind the two of them, leading the royal guard. Even here, these men remained diligent—if they weren’t, their knight-commander quickly corrected their behavior. Galamon took his role seriously. Argrave sustained the ward around them with one hand—he’d learned a spell that allowed the ward to move with him, yet he needed to sustain the spell. Fortunately, it was low-ranking, and his still-growing magic supply accommodated him ably.

“Rovostar is an A-rank mage, isn’t he? Felipe did a good job earning their undying loyalty, it would seem, if they should fight for him crippled and imprisoned.” Argrave shook his head. “Orion still refuses to… change things on that front?”

“Felipe lives, and Orion won’t change that. He keeps the king under house arrest. We can consider ourselves fortunate only in that Orion does not trust Prince Levin, and has arranged similar treatment for him.” Elenore sighed. “But still, things have stagnated somewhat. The central federation of nobles briefly attempted to siege down Dirracha. The walls were meant to withstand devastating spells, though, and Orion has proved an able defender. He sallied from the walls alone and direly injure a Magister of the Order that Duke Rovostar managed to entice to join his side.”

Argrave was surprised and was about to ask who. Before he could comment, Elenore continued.

“Now that the south under Margrave Reinhardt has started to move, they can’t afford to dedicate attention to Dirracha. The force Orion has is too small to do anything beyond maintain their position. On paper, he’s on our side. He’ll surrender Dirracha to us once we arrive. His only condition is sparing Felipe and Levin.”

Argrave stopped as his royal guards surveyed around the corner, then proceeded once they did. “I suppose I can only hope that central Vasquer will receive our delegation well and stop this madness. I cannot understand why they fight so hard for someone so…” Argrave sighed. “No use dwelling. What of the north? What of Atrus? We’re direly insufficient in magic prowess, and they might remedy that.”

“I believe we’ve extracted all we could. Many were hesitant to commit troops to our cause in light of unrest in their regions, but we’ve gotten supplies enough to double our provisions… As for spellcasters… we remain utterly without support.” Elenore shook her head. “Many have turned to low banditry after loss of leadership. Some central nobles outright invaded the former lands of Atrus, razing villages and seizing lesser fortifications. The land is… not in a good place. Orion’s coup made so many avenues of communication fall apart, and the situation spiraled…”

Argrave could hear some guilt in her tone. She viewed that fact as her responsibility. Prince Levin had attempted to rebel against King Felipe in a different manner than they had—namely, by declaring independence with a coalition of nobles. Elenore had ended that, cooperating with Felipe covertly that they might seize Atrus without bloodshed. Now, it seemed the land he’d reigned over was falling away from their grasp, despite Elenore’s intentions.

“We have the fortress recently built in Indanus Divide,” Argrave said quickly. “Provided I feel it’s up to standard, that frees us to engage with the north without losing a position to attack central Vasquer. We can restore order in the north, bolstering our forces in the process… we have to be able to get magic users, then. After, we fold on central Vasquer, north and south both,” Argrave suggested. “I imagine Rovostar will have to listen to reason, then, unless he’s a fan of martyrdom. Few people are.”

“It has merit.” Elenore nodded slowly. “Even if I know you say it only to get my mind off my failure.”

Argrave smiled and laughed. “We can work it out later. But before we meet Leopold, I have to ask… how is working with Durran?”

Durran, a southern tribal from the distant Burnt Desert, was out of place with wyvern scale armor, tan skin, and gold eyes, but his talents made him useful no matter where they were. Argrave had been prepared to name Durran something like junior knight-commander—a made-up position—to ensure the man could have status and stay near his side justifiably. Instead, the tribal requested to work with Elenore. The man did have some ulterior motives, harboring romantic feelings toward the princess, but it suited Argrave fine. He was quite curious about how things would go.

“I thought he was your watchdog—a trusted eye to keep an eye on me after my big faux pas,” Elenore said. Argrave opened his mouth to protest, but Elenore cut him off with a waved hand, saying, “I know he’s not, at least now. In fact, I see why you wanted him to come with you. He is rather capable,” she said. “Though I would never tell him such. He would be insufferably pleased by that fact.”

“Is that right?” Argrave pressed.

“It is.” Elenore nodded. “He made these at my request… Granted, this was before you’d assigned him to work with me…” Elenore pointed to her feet, where Argrave only now noticed she wore genuine boots over new wooden prostheses. “Wooden, though with an enchanted metal core. He’s good with his hands, it would seem. That, or he hired a craftsman to carve it.”

“I doubt it.” Argrave shook his head. “Well, it seems he likes you well enough. I’m glad of it.”

“I’ve had him teaching personnel about druidic magic, preparing some scouts for the war… and for personal use, I admit.” Elenore moved past Argrave’s leading observation. “In essence, we have an advantage of superior espionage over our foes if we can integrate druidic magic,” Elenore said, voice speeding up as they strayed onto a topic that interested her. “It’s nice to have someone capable and trustworthy. I’ve been weaning responsibilities off Melanie and giving them to Durran.”

“Because the labor’s free, I imagine,” Argrave noted sarcastically. He dispelled the ward around them. “Leopold should be here.”

Argrave’s royal guards opened the doors for them, and Elenore moved closer to Argrave after the ward around them disappeared, crossing her arms as though to guard herself. Beyond, only Leopold waited. Argrave stepped in.

“Anneliese isn’t here yet?” Argrave questioned.

Leopold held up a note. “She sent this, Your Majesty,” he said.

Argrave took it, reading it quickly. It spoke of a slight delay. At once, worry festered. He didn’t like being away from Anneliese for long at all. If he were near, he could at the very least ensure that they’d face whatever troubles came together. Apart, things were beyond his control.

“It is rather interesting watching Your Majesty when you part from your fiancée for more than a few minutes,” Leopold noted. “I’m not sure this sort of… dependency, shall we say, is healthy.”

Argrave’s worry turned to wrath at the insinuation… but he kept his wits about him, having reined in some of his impulsive tendencies regarding her. It was something he’d been working on, per Anneliese’s request. He knew as well as she did it was a vulnerability that people might learn to exploit—as a king, he had to keep such things tightly under wrap.

“Perhaps you might relate to worrying about your fiancée soon enough,” Argrave declared, setting down the note and stepping closer.

“Hmph.” Leopold grunted. “We have very different perceptions about—”

A knock came at the door. Argrave’s royal guard came to attention, and then Galamon moved to open the door.

Anneliese stood there in her gray enchanted duster, an unfamiliar Veidimen by her side. Wearing light white furs, this new arrival was a little taller than Anneliese and kept her light gray hair short. She had bright blue eyes that had an almost predatory aspect to them. Argrave regarded her curiously—this was someone Anneliese called friend. He’d heard stories from Anneliese, but now he was meeting her. Her name was Hirnala.

But his eyes did not linger for long, and wandered back to his fiancée. Anneliese had white hair flowing past her waist and bright amber eyes. As most snow elves, she had notable height, sharp ears, and a pale countenance. She looked perennially calm, and while her nose was rounded, the rest of her features were sharp and defined. He was thinking that she was beautiful when their eyes met, and perhaps her empathic skills took note of that for she walked forward with a slightly blushed smile. The royal guards regarded Hirnala cautiously but acquiesced to her presence as she advanced at Anneliese’s side. Argrave embraced Anneliese, and Hirnala stood silently off to the side, hands neatly placed before her.

“Welcome back,” Argrave greeted her.

She pulled away, smiling, then turned to her friend. “Hirnala—Argrave, his sister Princess Elenore, and his knight-commander Galamon—”

“Galamon the Great,” she interrupted. “He serves Argrave now?”

“I do,” Galamon answered.

Hirnala nodded. “He earns good allies. Speaks to his character. He truly does not mind his condi—?”

“That is not spoken of here,” Anneliese interrupted. “And lastly… the man I think you should meet. Leopold,” she introduced.

Hirnala stepped up to the old man immediately. He craned his neck up to keep her eye-contact.

“I’m told you hope for a mutually beneficial partnership,” she said at once.

“…A marriage.” Leopold nodded.

“This is your home?” She looked around.

“It is.” Leopold nodded.

“I am told you are a wealthy man,” Hirnala continued. “I see that is not untrue, judging merely by this place.”

“I can confidently say I am the wealthiest man in this city… and presently its leader, at least during war time,” Leopold said steadily.

Hirnala nodded. “Good. Things are simple, as I see it—I want to live more than simply ‘well.’” Hirnala clasped her hands together. “You are wealthy and present a good business opportunity. We can forge new grounds, establish trade between Veiden and Berendar that makes both of us profit tremendously. There is no more trustworthy bind than marriage, I find—even better if we should have children. I do question if you still can, though.”

Leopold seemed amused by the notion. “I’ve done so enough, and still can well enough. But I question if there is genuinely profit to be had.”

Hirnala smiled. “A good question. We were delayed because of my cargo—a shipment of goods from Veiden, plus a tribute for the king.” Her blue eyes turned to Argrave. “Something to make your men a little more equal to the army of the Veidimen. Enough to arm these men, perhaps?”

Ebonice, Argrave realized. That might help their severe deficiency of magic users, and brightened Argrave’s mood tremendously.

“Call him Your Majesty,” Galamon instructed her.

“Your Majesty,” she adjusted quickly, unoffended. “A bit unwieldy… but I will adapt.”

“Let’s see this shipment,” Leopold said, some excitement shining through. “After… we can talk details.”

“Good enough,” Hirnala said. “I hope you don’t expect me to help you walk.”

“I can walk,” Leopold said, stepping forth on his cane with more vigor than Argrave generally saw him with.

Once they left, Argrave looked to Anneliese. “She’s… exactly as you said, huh?”

“The sincerest person I have ever met.” Anneliese nodded. “Not a good thing, often. But still, I am proud to call her my friend.”

“Think they’ll stick?” Argrave questioned.

“Oh, yes. She was practically glowing at all the gold on the walls.” Anneliese nodded. “And it’ll help secure some Ebonice, even if not as much as we need.”

“Good.” Argrave nodded. “We leave to inspect the fortress today. You’ll be fine? You’ve just returned from a fairly long journey.”

“We set out once again. In truth, I am somewhat excited,” Anneliese confessed. “Apprehension, though, looms.”

Argrave nodded. “I know what you mean about the excitement. I can finally get away from here. Elenore doesn’t need me. She does everything near perfectly, and I just sit around looking big.”

The prospect of a brief getaway from all of this did excite Argrave. He had to admit… he wasn’t built for mundane administration. Moreover, he wasn’t sure he’d make a competent commander in the slightest. As the days went on, he felt stagnant. Hopefully, heading to the Indanus Divide would revitalize him. Certainly, it would set Anneliese on a new path of magic…


Chapter 2

A couple linked arms as they ascended the mystic stone elevator in the center of the Tower of the Gray Owl. One was a fairly tall bald man with lean features and a grin that seemed markedly bitter. The one beside him was quite the enchanting woman with gray hair and sharp orange eyes. She wore tall heels—tall enough to be the exact same height as the man beside her. There was a strange air between them. It was not quite the harmonious aura one might see in a couple, yet it could not be likened to a couple who had fought.

“I wonder why the Tower Master calls all Magisters in the Tower to assemble,” Vera said, breaking the silence.

“And you voiced that thought out loud,” Hegazar answered back, staring ahead.

“Well, yes,” Vera said. “This is generally the part where we discuss things, like civilized people who can cooperate, and share a similar lack of understanding regarding the present situation. Unless you know something?”

Hegazar turned his head. “Do you think I’m hiding something from you?”

“The irony hearing that from you, the illusionist. Historically, that is the case,” Vera mused.

Hegazar shook his head and faced forward once again. Two people passed by on another platform, and both Magisters adopted smiles on their faces like nothing was wrong at all. Once they’d gone, both went stony.

“Listen… part of being a happy-go-lucky couple is being nice to each other. I started this conversation rather normally, don’t you think?” Vera questioned. “A simple question, which, though mundane, was perfectly normal. Don’t you think you owe it to me to respond in kind?”

“Why?” Hegazar questioned. “I released you from that vault without a hitch. We split the loot as we had intended to before the star-crossed lover betrayal—as equal partners. If anyone owes anyone anything, it’s—”

“Is that why you did it?” Vera questioned. “To get me in debt? To have me as a partner once more, out of obligation?”

“No, I—!” Hegazar stopped as another set of people passed them by.

The smiles came to their face once more. Once the people had come and gone, Hegazar started laughing.

“You’re laughing, now,” Vera noted.

“I’m sorry,” Hegazar said. “Not about the laughter, mind you. I did answer a bit harshly.” Vera gave him a glance, a little surprised. He carried on, saying, “Do you know what our favorite little kingling did once he’d locked you in that vault? He embraced that girl of his, Anneliese. You should have seen how nauseatingly pleased he was—both of them were. The entire time, they’d been playing us.”

“What, you’d prefer I’d be like her?” she rebuked, still moderately upset.

Hegazar sighed. “No. Just… look at it this way. Together, the two of them completely outwitted you—no, outwitted us,” he corrected begrudgingly. “Two B-rank mages, with no one to trust other than themselves, and a king’s army poking at the door to the Tower. Now, one’s a king with an army to match… and the girl is bound to be a splendid queen, if I’m gauging things right. Two B-rank mages. That’s what they achieved. If we could work together like that… imagine,” he said with an unmistakable, almost primal avarice. “So, I’m sorry. We have to get as close as conjoined twins, you and me. And then we can ascend together.”

“You’re right,” Vera admitted, enticed by the fantasy just as much as Hegazar was. “And I’m… sorry too.” Her face slowly lost some tenseness. “…Then, my question?”

“I have no clue why Castro is calling us,” Hegazar answered. Just then, their stone platform reached the floor they’d intended. “But we’re soon to find out, aren’t we… partner?”

And so, the couple advanced onto the floor a little more comfortable linked arm in arm than they had been before. Beyond, a simple room waited them. It was little more than a conference room, but then not much more was needed to accommodate so few people. The two Magisters looked around the room.

Seventeen others were assembled, including the new arrivals—six men, eleven women. To call them only ‘people’ was perhaps a bit demeaning—these were true movers and shakers, Magisters of the Order of the Gray Owl. Some of them could wipe small cities off the map if they really put their mind to it. They had presences to match, each and all. Some of them had presences in a more literal sense—one man’s shadow danced with wisps of smoke, while another woman left crystals of ice wherever she touched.

Of course, so many in such close proximity created a nigh palpable tension. These were people with grudges, alliances, and relationships spanning decades. The tension was higher amidst some, while others seemed relaxed; the political and apolitical Magisters respectively. Hegazar envied the relaxation of the scholars, at times… yet he loved the politics far too much to do as they did, poring over tomes and researching day after day. That tension was excitement. And that tension was here, today.

Eventually, Hegazar rested his eyes on a strange piece in the back of the room. It was a gray-green disc, placed conspicuously close to the head of the conference table. It depicted an eye in the center, strange abominations on its edges like some sort of vortex or portal.

“Hmm. Look at the decoration,” Hegazar whispered.

Vera did as he asked. “It would seem Master Castro has been scammed by some new age artist,” she concluded.

“Hmm. Yes, it does.” Hegazar nodded. “Or maybe the man has finally gone senile, and that is the thing he intends to show us all.”

Vera laughed under her breath. “Perhaps it’s his apprentice’s work. Let the old man brag—he doesn’t have many other opportunities.”

Hegazar laughed, beginning to see how this idea of theirs might work—instead of mocking each other, they’d make fun of everybody else around them. His laughter died as he felt the wind stir behind him, and another person entered.

“Seventeen here?” Master Castro questioned, already having moved to stand beside Hegazar and Vera. “Who’s…? Oh. Moriatran is missing. I suppose this is some grand show of his to one-up me by ignoring my summons,” the man said, stepping past. “Well, I’ve called everyone here today for probably the most important thing I am to deal with in my lifetime.”

Hegazar furrowed his brows. Castro had a vigor to his step unlike anything that he’d seen from the Master in decades. Though old, bald, and shrunken as ever, Hegazar found himself wondering how the man could move that fast and confidently at his age.

“Look at him. He’s found a cure for arthritis,” Vera whispered in jest.

The man with dancing shadows watched Castro as he walked. His name was Traugott. He had long hair like ink that accentuated his sharp and grim features, and cast shadows as though light obeyed his whims. His skin was quite dark, too, hinting he might hail from the Burnt Desert. Hegazar could not say as much for certain, though.

“Is this about the war, Master Castro?” Magister Traugott spoke respectfully, having a measured tone and a deep voice. “We’re all well aware of your close ties with Argrave.”

“Could care less about the war,” Castro said disdainfully.

Traugott raised a brow, surprised that the usually even-keeled Castro would speak so tersely.

“I brought all of you here… for this,” Castro declared, setting a bottle with a dropper on its cap atop the table and walking up to the gray-green disc.

Hegazar and Vera shared a bemused and amused glance, then looked back. “Is this a latest art investment of yours, Master Castro?” he dared ask.

Castro’s gaze was enough to chill Hegazar—he’d seldom seen this side of the Tower Master. “It’s an investment,” Castro agreed. “But not art. It’s an investment in truth.” The Tower Master stepped away from the disc, grabbing up the bottle. “I’m going to make this rather simple for all of you…”

Behind Hegazar, the stone platform stopped once again. The couple turned their heads, where the Magister Moriatran stood. He was a man every bit as old as Castro. His hair was present, but its wispy whiteness made him look worse. His teeth were pristine, granted, and his eyes retained a sharp, if bitter, intelligence.

“It seems I’m late,” Moriatran declared loudly.

Castro turned his head back almost disaffectedly. “You are. I don’t care to talk to you right now, Moriatran—sit down, shut up,” he declared, then walked forward to the disc, tipping the bottle over until a drop of black liquid formed on his finger.

Moriatran stepped forth, his face tight at the harsh words. “It seems I’ve finally gotten to your head, at least somewhat, if you would be so wantonly disrespectful.”

Most of the others were captured by Castro’s actions, wondering what it was that had made the old Master so fiery today. He stood up on the tips of his toes, craning up until his finger dabbed the black liquid into the center of the eye.

Tower Master Castro stepped away, moving to the head of the table. “Like I said, today is very simple. All of you are going to learn some uncomfortable truths. You’re going to put aside your petty differences, your grasping avarice, your useless apathy… and then, we’ll use those esteemed heads of yours to figure out what, exactly, we’re going to do about this.”

Behind, Hegazar watched the black liquid seep into the stone. The eye, once flat, gained depth, dimensionality. The black liquid formed veins in the now-alive image until the eye seemed bloodshot, almost drugged. Then… it moved, seeing. Hegazar’s eyes widened—he could see no magic, no sign of anything he was accustomed to. He could not comprehend that simple bit of stone.

The Magisters in the room took note of this, some rising uncomfortably, the others looking to Castro and asking for explanation. Yet the eye… it wandered, looking for something. And eventually, it seized upon Moriatran. Hegazar saw the wizened Magister’s eyes widen, then convulse until they were mirror images of the gray-green and bloodshot stone eye on the disc. When that was done, the image on stone faded, and the Magister collapsed to the ground.

“The first knower of the truth,” Castro declared, stepping around the table. “Perhaps this will shut him up.”

Castro walked up to the Magister. All present looked between each other, somewhat panicked one of their own had been cast to the ground. They looked ready to defend themselves against this seemingly mad Tower Master and his strange artifact.

Castro kicked Moriatran in the shoulder lightly. “Come on. Get up. You’re a real man, aren’t you?”

Moriatran did eventually come to, and he quickly scurried away from Castro like a spider. “What…!” he trailed off. “What was that?!” he demanded.

“That, my former friend, is the problem at hand,” Castro declared. “Gerechtigkeit.”

The Tower Master reached into his robe’s pockets, and people prepared themselves to react to whatever this new Castro might throw at them. Instead, he pulled out a booklet, and cast it on the ground before Moriatran.

“That vision not enough for you? I’ve got half a dozen leads you can pursue to find the truth of things, each and all every bit as compelling as this.” Castro turned back to the rest of them. “We have a problem of massive proportions, Magisters. I’m here to remind you of the responsibility of those in power… even if I, myself, need to use mine.”

Hegazar looked at Vera and whispered, “Usually, he’s supposed to mediate things, make the situation less tense, right?”

“Usually,” she agreed.

“So!” Castro clapped. “To work.”


Chapter 3

Argrave stood just beside Galamon, Anneliese on his other side. He felt a sense of relief no longer being surrounded by twelve additional warm bodies. This was because the twelve warm bodies that generally guarded him were instead training. At present, they trained in archery. Even the morning before they departed, Galamon insisted they receive basic training.

“They’re decently equipped, Your Majesty,” Galamon told Argrave. “Ebonice daggers, brought by Anneliese’s friend Hirnala… I prefer axes, myself. Most Veidimen infantrymen do. Handles can be wooden without hindering the ice’s effect, they offer additional reach to keep the spell away from your body, and they’re still effective as instruments of war.” Galamon crossed his arms. “Nonetheless, these daggers they’re equipped with will suffice against lesser mages. I’d like to request some spellcasters to perform training with genuine spells.”

Argrave nodded, more focused on the archery display. “I’d like to request that, too. We don’t have many. Spellcasters like to avoid the big cities, generally… it makes it difficult for practice, et cetera. We’re lacking woefully.” He shook his head. “Only the Wratsons have some to spare, I should think. I don’t like the idea of owing a debt to their vampiric patriarch…”

“Hmm.” Galamon grunted. “The armor… certainly not the same quality as those in the royal forges of Dirracha. Metal’s fine, but the enchantments… they’re only protective. It’s not the same.” Galamon grabbed at his old armor. “The forges in Dirracha use old enchantment techniques that enhance strength, speed… that, coupled with the crown Your Majesty had me retrieve from that elven tomb, I am far and away the best equipped. I can fight six of them at once.”

“I think that’s more because of you than them.” Argrave turned his head. “Afraid I can’t do anything about their enchantments. Dirracha reforges old elven artifacts into armor, you know. They don’t forge new equipment. Most of it is locked away in Dirracha. After Levin’s betrayal, I’m not sure the forges even have material.”

“I see.” Galamon nodded. “They’ve a lot to learn. At swordsmanship, most excel. It’s a common weapon here. But archery, spears, axes… pitiful.”

Argrave watched as an arrow hit in the center of a dummy’s head. “Pitiful?”

“They’re standing still on a windless field.” Galamon shook his head.

“Maybe specialization isn’t so bad,” Argrave suggested. “Using so many weapons…”

“The best must be versatile. Knowing how to use a weapon means knowing how to fight against it, too. To guard a king? To guard with their lives? They are still lacking,” Galamon declared, voice a low growl. “But they have good spirits, and they are willing to learn. Anneliese was right about their character. And once they learn, they can teach others. Twelve can become twelve hundred. The foundation of a structure is the most pivotal for building high.”

“…Let’s not get carried away,” Argrave said quietly.

“Let me advise Your Majesty as one who stood beside Dras in his conquest—as someone with grand ambitions, one cannot compromise for anything less than perfection,” Galamon said loudly, showing his commitment to his words. “The quality and cohesion of the kingdom’s forces are paramount, especially considering what comes in the future.”

Argrave looked at his vampiric companion, staring at his white eyes. “Alright. I trust you on this. I made you knight-commander not just to keep you close, but because I knew there is no one better fitting for that role on the continent.”

Galamon turned his head away. Argrave couldn’t tell if the words pleased him.

“On another front… how goes the self-drinking?” he asked.

Anneliese sighed. “Please do not call it that.”

“…I do feel it. I feel that artifact, the eye you wanted me to look for. The glass eye,” Galamon said, his voice low and dangerous. “No… I see it. And it sees me. It watches, peering through the world at me like the ground and the walls are all glass themselves.”

“Well… I think you can lessen on using the black bowl if the feeling is so intense. It if starts to fade, maybe pick it up again. In the future, you might use it before battle,” Argrave suggested.

Galamon looked vaguely discontent, and eventually asked, “…What is the eye? What are these vampiric artifacts?”

“Fragments from the source,” Argrave explained quickly. “That’s all I know, really. Could be the original vampire. Could be whatever brought vampirism about. I’m not privy to such details, even as obsessed with this world as I was. Sometimes, the answers just aren’t there. They like to keep us guessing.”

“Obsessed… that’s a fitting word. There’s obsession in these artifacts,” Galamon said, voice low. “The knife, Althazar… it’s self-hatred. The bowl… I’m not sure, not yet. Self-perfection? Narcissism? Purification?” The elven vampire popped his knuckles.

“Well, on that matter, perhaps it’s best not to get too absorbed into what they are,” Argrave said pointedly. “These are a means to an end. A means to get you well.”

“One of many means, yet we pursue this one,” Galamon said. “One that excises the vampiric beasts yet retains its powers.”

“This upsets you,” Anneliese noticed.

“I…” Galamon closed his eyes. “I don’t wish to be more than mortal. I want to live a good life and die amongst family. Nothing more.”

Argrave stared at the training royal guard for a time, listening to the sound of their bowstrings twanging, their arrows hitting the wooden dummies.

“Won’t act like I understand that desire. In your shoes, I’d be jumping at the opportunity for vampirism with no downsides—not even the whole ‘drinking blood’ part,” Argrave said evenly. “As it happens, though, you live in a time where the peaceful family life you want is threatened by a calamity hoping to end the world.”

“That justifies all? That justifies these Wratsons, a family of vampires in the heart of a city?” Galamon asked. “Don’t mistake me—I will follow you until death, Your Majesty. These are merely my thoughts of late.”

Argrave sighed. He hadn’t minded that title at first, but when someone he considered one of his best friends used it, it put distance between them he didn’t like. “You’ve been traveling with me a long while, Galamon. Longer than anyone else. I can say only Anneliese knows me better, and that’s because she’s made a very concerted effort. You’ll know this, then: I’m quite good at compartmentalizing. And at this stage… do you think I can reasonably stop working with the Wratsons? Do you think that’s prudent, in my new role?”

Galamon thought about that question for a long while, giving it a thorough examination. His body shifted, and he lowered his head once the answer was reached.

“No,” Galamon said. “The Wratsons help us at every turn, despite their nature. Without them… the war would be harder, and more lives would be lost.”

“I do want… to be a good person,” Argrave said. “I do want to be a good friend, too. To you, to Durran. Sometimes, though… we can’t choose just for ourselves. Do you think your wife, your son, would care about these new abilities of yours? They love you even as you are now.”

“…That makes it… easier to swallow,” Galamon finally said.

Argrave smiled bitterly at his manipulative mention of family. “I hope you’ll continue to give me honest counsel, honest thoughts. And if I need to do something I don’t want to for the good of the realm… please, help me see.”

***

“So, while Your Majesty is off delving into a brand-new fortress and living life up, we’ll be doing the hard logistics of the march to restore order in the north,” Durran said with a smile.

“Already ‘we,’ is it?” Argrave said, looking over a map that Durran had laid out across the table. “You’re doing a war of a different kind. How goes it with Elenore?”

Durran frowned. “You want me to discuss my tactics against your sister? Odd. A bit more debauched than I took you for.”

“You’re dodging because you’ve made no progress,” Argrave decided.

“Think what you will, Your Majesty.” Durran shook his head, unaffected. Argrave couldn’t determine whether it was because it was untrue, or if Durran was just unbothered by that fact. “Killing your digression in its infancy… I don’t see supply being an impeding factor. Felipe, saboteur extraordinaire, is rotting in a cell a few blocks away from Levin, the second impediment… even so, Elenore is being cautious on that front. Our supply won’t be compromised. Indeed, it grows every day.”

Argrave nodded. “Do you have actual troop counts, I wonder?”

“Sure.” Durran stood up, then walked away to look for something. He pulled out several scrolls, then splayed them out across the table. “Elenore… was really quite meticulous…” he said, voice trailing off as he bent down and retrieved things. “She wanted to determine which patricians were threats to Leopold, you see.”

“And so?” Argrave pressed.

“Hmm… arithmetic…” Durran’s eyes wandered the pages. “Twenty-two thousand men, it would appear, give or take a few hundred. Leopold’s portion comprises five thousand men. This doesn’t account for spellcasters, or leaders. Central Vasquer possesses about twice our number, presently, but there are great disparities in how well they’re equipped—some are conscripted levies, while some are knights with glowing swords that cost thousands. Our force is well-rounded, well-equipped—crossbowmen, efficiently armed and armored infantryman. We have very little cavalry and fewer magic users. Ideally, the expedition into the north will mitigate both.”

“Five thousand from the Dandalans? Leopold’s force is that strong?” Argrave raised a brow.

“Uhh… yeah.” Durran nodded. “You underestimate how much he benefitted from revoking the Rescindment of Profligacy and Corruption, Your Majesty. Merchant families were willing to sell most everything they owned to be named patricians and be granted the dubious privilege of participating in city politics.”

“His son leads my escort to the new fortress, another of his sons is my personal aide, he’s the most wealthy man in Relize…” Argrave shook his head. “The Dandalans are on the rise.”

“Yeah. Well, if you’re feeling some spontaneous rise of paranoia, Your Majesty, rest assured—Elenore monitors the family closely.” Durran put the page on the table. “I guess it shows that loyalty to you is rewarded. It’s a fitting display for the rest of them.”

“A lot to keep track of.” Argrave shook his head. “Oh, well. I just wanted to check in before we left. Well, enough—everyone else is waiting.”

***

“I’ll keep things well in hand here,” Elenore informed Argrave. “But you should travel safely going to the fortress. Things can go awry in ways you might not ever expect,” she reminded him pointedly.

“I have new, capable knights protecting me, each and all now armed with Ebonice weaponry.” Argrave looked back to his royal guard, Galamon heading them. “And you—you’ll be equally cautious, I hope? Things are different than they were in that greenhouse. You’ve poked your head out of the ground. People know you’re important to my operations. And important people, figureheads…”

“Make important targets, yes.” Elenore nodded.

“I’ll keep the princess safe, Your Majesty. Simply go off and conquer.” Durran gave him a wave.

“…I’ve taken measures regarding my safety, don’t worry,” Elenore said, brushing off Durran’s comment. “I’ll be in Relize, the center of our power. It’s you who should be worried of their safety. Only one thousand troops…”

“We have scouts that use druidic magic, and I know how to avoid battles.” Argrave shook his head. “If this goes on, we’ll get into a worrying competition.”

“Should take ten days to there and back, given the majority of our troops are on foot,” Galamon noted, and Argrave turned his head to listen. “We’ll garrison the place, take care of Your Majesty’s side business, and then return. We’ll establish supply lines, provision the place, and keep a close eye on the nearby fortifications. Once we return here, the true danger begins—restoring order in the north,” Galamon reminded them.

Argrave stepped forward and hugged his sister. “I think he speaks to hurry me up,” he reflected. “Take care,” he said, stepping away.

“And you.” Elenore smiled. “I will be in contact if anything should arise.”


Chapter 4

“Duke Rovostar heads south, Prince Orion, to combat the approaching forces of the south. Though we can still see the dust clouds from their horses, we long ago lost sight of the army itself,” a kneeling royal knight said to Orion. Bandages peeked out from places in his golden armor, marking him as a plagued Waxknight. “We would need to send scouts to confirm where they are precisely.”

Orion patted the man on the shoulder. Just as Argrave, Prince Orion bore the blood of Vasquer, and as the largest of the royal family, he stood perhaps two feet above most. With a long beard and a longer mane of flowing black hair, he struck a formidable sight armored in steel. “I would not risk lives by sending men out on foolish scouting missions. I trust what we can see from the walls of Dirracha,” he assured his man.

The knight knelt a little lower and continued, “Our conjecture, my prince, is that the army of Rovostar heads to reinforce the southern fortresses. By now, the margrave will be heading out to begin his war. Winter has passed, after all, and the snows melt from north to south.”

Orion nodded. “Good, good. Felipe has stocked this city well enough to last a year with its provisions—even the city’s residents itself can be fed. Distribution fares well, does it not?”

“It does, my prince,” the knight confirmed.

“Excellent. The people will not starve under my watch,” Orion declared. “Carry on. I must visit with Vasquer.”

The knight walked away, leaving Orion alone in the royal palace. At once, he clutched his head.

Ninety-six voices raged against his mind constantly, battering at the walls of his consciousness. Orion had always been whole and hearty and remained so, yet dark circles underneath his eyes indicated both stress and fatigue that were foreign to him. Just as he had gone against his parent, defying the wisdom of the gods, so too had they gone against him.

The gods—for indeed they were still gods, even as deceivers—did not allow Orion a moment of repose. He was acting against their instructions, and for this, he was constantly beset by their pleas and demands. Their whispers became not comfort nor guidance as they had always been, but an insidious punishment. He was kept from sleep, kept from focus.

They could not take away the blessings they’d bestowed upon Orion, even rogue as he had gone. Instead, they constantly insisted upon the debt that he owed them, the relationship that they shared. It was like a leash tugging at the neck. Worse yet was that the gods of Vasquer were not in unity—some wished for him to kill Felipe and take his place as king, while others yet wished for him to resume the status quo. It wore at Orion’s sanity, day by day.

Before he could even realize that he had traveled, Orion opened his eyes and found himself gazing upon Vasquer. The snake moved, coiling around Orion in greeting. At once, like a balm upon his wounds, some of the intensity of the pressure pushing at his mind was alleviated, the burden shouldered by Vasquer like a parent taking a child’s backpack. He stayed, wrapped in the embrace of the great serpent that was his ancestor.

And then, he began his duty—his sole task locked in this City of Dragons before his other kin could come and relieve him. He strode to the metal rings binding Vasquer. They were numerous, thoroughly enchanted, and took tremendous effort to remove… but all Orion had was his effort. He’d already removed enough to give Vasquer some measure of mobility, yet thousands more remained. He battered, kicked, and tore at them, slowly endeavoring to free his great ancestor.

Gerechtigkeit was coming. Orion would prepare for its advent. He would mend his shattered family, right all of the wrongs in the world, and be a hero to the masses.

It was as Argrave said in the visions shown to him by the great serpent, “If there was ever a line in the sand between good and evil, I think ‘fell calamity that endeavors to destroy everything’ is quite obviously on the evil side.”

Orion did not know right and wrong. It was a difficult concept for him to conceive of, and so he had always been told. But as Argrave said, he knew of what was to come and the evil behind it. And now, lost spiritually and breaking down day by day… all Orion wished was to leave something good behind.

***

A flash of crimson soared through the sky, leaving a roar in its wake that shook the sky like thunder. Then, a mass of red scales slammed against the walls of the castle. Margrave Reinhardt’s wyvern clung to the stone, its breath a low roar of defiance as men on the walls scattered in fear. The margrave himself stepped atop his mount’s head, gazing at all below with a battle-axe in hand.

A mage on the walls cast a spell, and a mana ripple indicating an A-rank spell was coming split the air. A great blade of fire manifested, swinging toward the wyvern’s head and the margrave both. But Helmuth, the dark-haired spellcaster with eyes like purple vortexes, stepped up to defend his liege. His own spell created a mana ripple in turn, a silver streak spreading out.

A solid shield of silver met the blade of fire, and flames billowed up into the sky like some kind of solar flare. By the time the flames subsided, the margrave had already dismounted and charged into a crowd of men flanked by his white-armored knights.

The margravate’s knights slammed into the men manning the walls like the tide during a storm, their enchanted blades cutting through the defenders with practiced skill. Bodies fell into the inner courtyard of the castle, some of them in pieces. The margrave himself rushed after the mage. As the man prepared another spell, Reinhardt grasped at his belt and threw a dagger. It stabbed through the man’s wrist, ending his spell prematurely. Margrave Reinhardt fell upon him, cleaving him in the neck with his axe.

At the foot of the walls outside the castle, the now-unmanned walls could not even attempt to stop the approaching force. Numerous brave men carried a large and sturdy ladder, preparing for an escalade. The ladder was tilted, fitting into a spot between the parapets so naturally it seemed to be engineered to fit there—and perhaps it had.

More and more ladders fit against the walls of the castle. Knights began climbing up them. By now, mages on other sides of the walls moved to reinforce the point of assault, but mages on the side of the rebels countered whatever magic was thrown at the invaders. Like this, the fortress was breached—knights under Duke Sumner, Duke Enrico, Count Delbraun, or Duke Marauch flooded the walls, soon outnumbering the defenders.

Better-trained, better-equipped, better-supported, the rebel knights swarmed into the fortress and dealt with the invaders. Soon enough, the largest problem became the cramped spaces. One unlucky soul was pushed by those behind him and fell into the courtyard where the defenders had retreated.

The assault was quick and bloody. Soon enough, the defenders that were not slain surrendered. Highborn captives were quickly isolated, secured, and brought to the courtyard. Spellcasters received the same treatment. All others were seized and forced to provide directions to what had been their castle’s dungeon, where a harsh fate likely awaited them.

“The castle is ours, Margrave Reinhardt,” one of his knights reported as he walked the walls, his breathing still heavy and his axe still held close at hand. “All our captives be lamenting the fact that they had not surrendered when given the opportunity, I should think.”

“Do not treat them cruelly. They are men of the realm just as you or me, and we have put them all in a difficult position by our act of rebellion,” the margrave instructed. “Take five good men and scour every inch of the castle, interrogate all staff. I would not have this place trapped or harbor some assassin in our midst because of negligence in the wake of victory.”

The margrave’s knight received his order and stepped away. A knight in gray, a white moon as his sigil, stepped up beside the margrave. His armor was quite ornate.

“A splendid assault, Reinhardt,” the man said, removing his helmet. The knight was Duke Sumner. Judging from the blood on him, he’d not shied away from battle, heading into the thick of it just as the margrave had. “Your mage, Helmuth—a capable one.”

“Hmm,” the margrave agreed. “It was only possible because the walls were low enough for an assault. These fortifications are meager.”

“Yet we need them all the same, unless you would have our armies sleep in the fields,” Duke Sumner reminded, looking into the distance. “Fine prey for an army of armored horsemen.”

Far away, a great dust cloud filled the sky; a telltale sign of an approaching army. Margrave Reinhardt had received some information from Stain, formerly Veladrien of Jast, about this opposing force that came to meet them—helmed by Duke Rovostar, they were mainly highly-trained cavalry of central Vasquer. Armored cavalry were unmatched in the field, and so these fortifications would be vital to resist them.

“We hold the advantage, ostensibly, but I will not throw lives away in a reckless assault on the field,” the margrave continued. “We hold the fortifications we’ve seized, and we slowly push at vulnerabilities.”

Hopefully, this will give the north time to rally under Argrave, invade from the opposite side, the margrave thought, though he left those words unspoken before Duke Sumner. We can yet end this war without thousands of souls dead. Rovostar cannot throw away his men’s lives so foolishly if he knows defeat is coming. And Argrave can win men like Sumner over, I’m sure of it…

“You might be used to holding a fortification, having held the tide against the barbarians of the Burnt Desert in your Lionsun Castle…” Duke Sumner said, placing his helmet back on. “But I fear the rest of us will not be so content in passing the seasons by behind walls. You are our leader, and we follow your order… but still. Spring has just arrived. Summer comes, and then fall. I would not like to see another winter with this war unended. Something to keep in mind,” Sumner contributed.

Margrave Reinhardt nodded, having experienced the zeal with which these men conquered firsthand. Victory felt close at hand for them, and they lusted for battle, glory, and wealth. But Reinhardt knew that no war was won through confidence alone. Rovostar had campaigned alongside Felipe in his many conquests of the past. He was not a foe to fall easily, not a foe to cede even the smallest advantage.

And spring had just begun.


Chapter 5

Argrave gazed up at the towering black rock dominating all of his vision. Their darkness gave the impression that one might find a gaping hole at the top of these rocks that led down into pits of magma. Despite that appearance, they weren’t volcanic rocks, Argrave knew. And their party, numbering over one thousand, headed for a new addition on the face of these rocks—a fortress.

The travel had been at a brisk pace the whole four days. It had felt natural to be traveling again—Argrave and Anneliese donned their enchanted leather gear from Jast once more, wearing the more breathable black set from their journey in the Burnt Desert. Nothing felt better than finally getting the opportunity to get out. Elenore handled things every bit as well as he did—figurehead was the best descriptor for him.

The troops Relize offered were not cavalry. Instead, they were footmen, one and all. The only horsemen were Argrave’s companions and his royal guard. He didn’t like being on horseback while others walked, and that feeling did not fade throughout the whole journey.

One of Leopold’s sons, Vittan Dandalan, led the footmen. Anneliese had assured Argrave of his loyalty to his father and their cause. It was vitally important that whoever held this particular fortification was loyal; both the leader and the troops were sourced only from Dandalan’s ties. Passing by, Argrave could see castles he knew belonged to central Vasquer, ostensibly their enemy. It was unnerving, but their days passed without so much as a skirmish.

Argrave had a rather strong image of the fortress he would be seeing in the Indanus Divide. The preconception came from Heroes of Berendar. He had, rather uncreatively, chosen a location he’d already used in the game. He was intimately familiar with this place and its strategic importance. But the fortress that had been built in the past month… it was both entirely unfamiliar and completely astonishing. It was difficult to picture something of this scale being built in one month.

From this side, the fortress seemed an impenetrable wall of enchanted black brick a shade darker than the rocky mountain it protruded from. Its walls were half an octagon nestled up against the mountain, and their polished surface gleamed like metal against the sunlight. It seemed as tall as the walls of Dirracha—the only fortifications he could recall being taller were those at Mateth, Sethia, or the Lionsun Castle. Angular bastions protruded from the four corners of the wall.

Parapets lined the whole of it, with some artistic flair the same as he’d seen at Relize. This had been built and enchanted by their architects, after all. Altogether, this place reminded Argrave somewhat of the ruined fortifications before the Low Way of the Rose… yet these were intact, and their walls far taller. The sole entrance was a doorway of enchanted stone probably twelve feet tall—a doorway that opened as they approached.

“Rather wondrous,” Anneliese said to him as he gazed upon the structure ahead.

“I’d…” Argrave turned away, looking at her as she smiled broadly. He couldn’t bring himself to disagree.

As Argrave watched, black banners unfurled down the bastions, revealing a flag with his gold sun-and-snake heraldry on it. The past month at Relize, with Argrave being called Your Majesty and planning out his strategy for a war… nothing had ever struck home his newfound status so much as seeing this fortification. He had ordered it built, and so it was. Now, his banner swayed in the wind, lowered by men sworn to him.

Anneliese leaned off her horse and grabbed his wrist, and he looked over in surprise. “Remember what you said, Argrave, when I was worried about what we were to become, the path we headed down? I think you need to remember those words. Diligence, intent, and wisdom.”

Argrave chuckled. He hadn’t realized it himself, but panic had been rising in his chest as he realized the responsibility he now had. Her words were like a needle to that balloon, popping it before it could do real harm. When she had worried about being queen, he told her that those three traits were the most important.

“Yeah,” Argrave agreed, looking toward the structure once again. “My own advice turned against me. Do as I say, not as I do, huh? Let’s go meet Melan, get a tour of this place…”

***

Melan Wratson, S-rank spellcaster and ancient vampire, escorted Argrave through the fortress with his hands behind his back. Galamon stayed near him, hand hovering near the Ebonice weapons. Indeed, all of the royal guard were suitably alert.

“The architects complained a great deal about this duty assigned to them, but I believe they relished the challenge. The place was well-chosen, and the stone from the mountain sturdy as can be,” Melan explained, his stride quick. “Creating a stable tunnel through one hundred feet of stone with a bridge near three times the length on the other side, ensuring the integrity of the mountain above, and making a fortress fit to resist a military assault on one end… well, it was much to ask, Your Majesty. Their earth-working magic was pushed to its limits.”

Argrave looked around the vast courtyard of this fortress. The architects had set up tents as they built this place, and now, the garrison set up theirs. Beyond, there was a great tunnel bored into the mountain that could accommodate large wagons and carriages. There were some apartments built into the side of the mountain, plus a central apartment built directly above the tunnel that offered a view of the whole place.

“It’s excellent,” Argrave decided. “Though a bit… fanciful at places. Nothing they did will compromise the integrity of the defenses?”

“The architects have worked at Relize, Your Majesty. They’re used to building fancifully. I oversaw the process and tested many of their enchantments with spells of my own. They held up.” Melan nodded. “Many of them were inspired by this project and worked harder than they typically might. Moreover, this black stone… As you said, it works well with earth magic. They could shape it easier than anything they ever had before. I wonder how Your Majesty knew of that,” Melan wondered, looking about.

Argrave nodded, ignoring Melan’s curiosity as he said, “Good. That apartment above the tunnel, carved into the stone—the commander’s apartment?”

“Correct, Your Majesty.” The blonde vampire nodded.

“And… I received news you found the structure I spoke about within the mountain.” Argrave nodded. “It’s ready for us?”

“It is.” Melan nodded. “The architects were utterly puzzled by it. Not Order of the Rose architecture, not old elven ruins… They had never seen anything like it.”

Argrave smiled. “I should hope not, elsewise what’s within might have escaped long ago.”

Melan cocked his head curiously but did not ask questions on the matter. “On the other side, where the bridge spans the valley… there’s a fishing settlement downhill. They’ve been antsy about the construction work.”

“I know of the village. Wurthen, the place is called.” Argrave nodded.

“I cannot confirm that, as we’ve had little interaction with the locals. Just informing you of their presence, Your Majesty.” The blonde vampire stepped forward, and Galamon stepped in front of him threateningly. Melan kept his hands behind his back, green eyes sharp as he asked, “So, Your Majesty… my duty… can I consider it over and done, or do you have more to ask of me and my family?”

Argrave shook his head. “You gave spellcasters to the war effort, you guarded these architects, and you helped me back at Relize with those terrible, no-good vampires,” he said somewhat facetiously. “You’ve done more than your part,” he concluded.

Melan stood for a long while, eyes hovering near the Ebonice axe at Galamon’s waist. “…It puts me ill at ease that someone knows the Wratsons as intimately as you do. How can I be sure my family is not… put upon, in the future?”

“So long as the people of Relize are never ‘put upon,’ I see no reason to get involved,” Argrave informed him smoothly. “That said… if you feel Relize to be unwelcoming, or if you feel better opportunities exist elsewhere, you might simply leave.”

Melan’s green eyes stared at Argrave. Then, slowly, he gave an acquiescent nod. “I will return to Relize with the architects with your leave, Your Majesty.”

“Safe travels.” Argrave nodded.

With that, Melan disentangled from Galamon and the royal guard, and made for the tents in the far distance.

“Keep a close eye,” Galamon informed the royal guard. “Especially during the night.”

The knights returned with an affirmation and a respectful call of ‘sir’ in a multitude of ways.

“So, this is to be a hub for our future activities?” Anneliese asked.

Argrave gave a slow nod, eyes lingering on the distant entrance to the tunnel. “Let’s go check out the other side.”

***

The whole of the tunnel had been embedded with magic lights from Relize, illuminating it all with faint blue light. Argrave made sure that Vittan Dandalan set to work establishing the garrison at the fortress, and then traveled with his guard to the other side of the mountain. Once there, a bridge of black stone awaited them. This bridge stretched over a long valley that housed a powerful river down below.

Beyond this bridge, a great and beautiful vale stretched out as far as the eye could see. It was like a little pocket of nature largely untouched by human hands. It sported bright green grass, beautiful wildflowers, and the occasional tree popping up out of the ground. Rocky mountains thousands of feet tall surrounded it on all sides, some rivers cutting through the land. To the right—east, by Argrave’s memory—the elevation decreased steadily until the land melted away in way of a coast. There, civilization made itself apparent. A small road cut through the land, emerging from an opening in the surrounding mountains. This road led to the coastal fishing settlement Melan had described.

“This is your Blackgard,” Anneliese said.

Argrave turned. Her grin was so broad he could not bring himself to feign ignorance. “Yes,” he admitted, regretting having ever disclosed that. “Yes, it is.”

“Well-protected on all sides by these mountains… one of the largest rivers I have ever beheld… yet no agriculture,” she wondered.

“Most of the rivers in Vasquer converge a little bit upstream,” he said, looking left down the valley, where the river flowed for miles. Argrave stepped off the bridge. “As for farming… the soil is nonarable.”

“But…” Anneliese said, brows furrowed in confusion.

“I know—the grass, the flowers, they seem to refute that.” Argrave turned, letting the wind blow across his face. “It’s all poison. Even if you uproot it, plant wheat or other crops… it never grows. The villagers live off fish alone. It’s why the place is so small, population-wise.” Argrave stepped through the grass. “This place is in the center of Vasquer. With the bridge and the tunnel, it now connects north and south, opening up its potential as a hub of trade. The soil… it’s only conventionally nonarable.” Argrave took a breath. “We fortify the valley that holds the road, over there…” Argrave pointed to the road leading to the village of Wurthen. “It’s practically designed to hold out against armies. Or hordes of foul monsters.”

Some of the royal knights looked at Argrave strangely, and he quickly silenced himself. As ever, he felt burdened by their presence.

“Everything’s in order,” Argrave decided, mood soured somewhat. “Let’s go see this structure the architects unearthed.”

***

Argrave stared upward at a great slab of stone. The architects had revealed much of it with their magic, yet none of the sleek stone structure itself had been changed. In stark contrast to the dark stone surrounding them, the stone before them was light gray—nearly white. It reminded Argrave of concrete. There was a metal door at the front of it. It depicted a red crescent moon and two bright stars opposite it—the suns. It was quite a small door, barely six feet tall.

“This is it.” Argrave nodded.

“What is it, Your Majesty?” one of his royal knights asked, unable to restrain their curiosity.

“A reception room of sorts,” Argrave said ponderously. “And also the place where Anneliese might begin to go far, far ahead of me in the race of magical prowess.”


Chapter 6

Argrave pushed into the red crescent moon on the front of the metal door, and it clicked a few times. Once enough of it had been pushed in, it made space enough to get a grip. Argrave fit his fingers into and pulled. He was rather pleased with himself when the door shifted—he’d half-thought that he’d need Galamon’s help to yank this thing open. The door itself was four inches thick, and quite heavy. Still, it shifted well enough.

Beyond, pure darkness awaited them. Argrave knelt down, getting a better look. “I am only now reminded how much this is going to hurt my back.”

“We’re entering, Your Majesty? Should we not get people to… scout this place out?” one of the royal guards asked innocently.

“Nonsense.” Argrave waved his hand behind his back, and not wishing to have their presence kill his fun, he quickly ordered, “Come on, then.”

As Argrave awkwardly shambled in a half-crouch through the door, he heard some of the royal guard call out in protest. Soon enough, everyone was pressed into the hallway. Argrave cast a simple spell to light the path, holding it below his face. It was a long and uncomfortable hallway, and his feet felt like they were walking on concrete once again. Yet soon enough, the hallway opened into a room, and Argrave cast the light away with abandon to illuminate the place.

The vast room ahead reminded Argrave somewhat of old architecture in Rome and Greece, both from the symmetry of it all and the strange antiquity to the style. The room was round and tall, and rather than stairs, the balcony they stood on wound around the walls, slowly sloping downward in a spiral toward the bottom floor. The railings were intricately carved white marble with statues on them—statues of bugs, faces, bats, each and all facing toward the center. There were many rooms along the winding spiral ramp downward.

The ceiling was high and round and painted so elaborately as to put the Sistine Chapel to shame. They were portraits, each divided from each other by winding patterns that served as frames. The people depicted on the paintings were unusual—short of stature, brawny, and dressed in unorthodox clothing. They had curly, dark hair, and wreaths of gold atop their heads. And on the bottom floor, there was a marble statue dimly lit by Argrave’s spell. He couldn’t help but smile looking upon it. The statue depicted a dwarf.

“Knight-commander, should we be…?” one of the knights questioned, before trailing off when he entered the room.

“His Majesty has survived enough trips of similar nature,” Galamon confirmed, perhaps the least impressed of everyone. “Our duty is only to protect, not to decide.”

Argrave walked to the marble railing. It barely came up to his knees, and it felt more a hazard than anything. He sat upon it, keeping one hand firmly grasped in case he teetered, then declared, “Welcome to one of the abandoned nexuses of dwarven civilization.”

Anneliese’s eyes jumped about quickly enough it seemed they were malfunctioning. The pure, almost child-like wonder in her expression made Argrave glad he had been somewhat reticent regarding what they would be dealing with here. Argrave was not divorced from the wonder, either—it felt like he walked in the Athens of old in the height of its power, suspended in time and devoid of life.

“In time, we’ll come to occupy this place in greater numbers. Today, though, we’re here for one thing alone before we seal it up again.” Argrave stood up. “We’re not the first non-dwarf to come here. Come along.”

Argrave started to walk down the winding ramp along the wall, staying close to the walls, yet Galamon and his royal guards insistently took their place ahead of Argrave. He let them do their duty, despite knowing danger was not to come quite yet.

They passed by room after room, and Anneliese poked her head inside each one. There were only statues, tables, and chairs within each of them, and before long she was curiously asking, “What is this place? What purpose does it serve?”

“This was a diplomatic meeting area… and an entrance to a fortress. Considering the paranoia of the dwarves, they thought the two weren’t mutually exclusive,” Argrave explained. “That’s why I’ll make something very clear—under no circumstances do we try to press beyond the door at the bottom of this ramp,” Argrave said insistently. “To do so is to invite death upon us all.”

“What is death?” Anneliese asked, overwhelmed, then rephrased, “I mean, what would we invite?”

“The corrupted constructions of the dwarves,” Argrave said simply. “And worse things. The Ebon Cult.”

Galamon stopped abruptly at those words. “You mean to say…”

This was another reason that Argrave had not been too detailed about this place—Galamon’s focus might be swayed. A group by the name of the Ebon Cult had been responsible for turning his brother into a vampire, and after, turning him into one. Argrave couldn’t say for sure that this Ebon Cult in the old dwarven cities was the same, and nor could Galamon—frankly, Argrave thought it dubious. He couldn’t see the connection between the two.

But they were a threat for the future. They were a religious state persisting underground, headed by a man named Mozzahr, the Castellan of the Empty. Comprised of elves, dwarves, subterranean humanoids, and regular humanoids, they worshipped Mozzahr as though he were a god. He viewed Gerechtigkeit as an opportunity for expansion rather than a genuine danger to the world. Consequently, he was a problem to be dealt with accordingly.

“Yes.” Argrave nodded, stopping. “This is the staging grounds for the war to come against them. And though I can’t promise anything, we may get answers for you, Galamon. But for now… let us focus.”

The royal guards looked lost. Argrave gave them a pleasant smile and kept walking down the ramp.

They’ll learn to stop questioning in time, Argrave decided. Or maybe Galamon will loop them in. I doubt it. But for now… let’s see what it is they can do.

***

“The stone changes here,” Anneliese noted, looking down at the light gray floor. Things were as she said—the stone held the faintest hints of black streaks, each emerging from a room deeper within.

Argrave was fixated on the door behind them. It was a fortified door, with the same sort of mechanism locking the first door they’d entered—a red crescent moon, plus two suns opposite it. It was bigger, though, and there was something ominous about it. Maybe it was that the suns seemed to make a smile when next to the moon. Or maybe it was because Argrave knew what lurked beyond there.

But their destination was another hallway opposite the fortified door. Ahead, the stone went from light gray to darker like a gradient across the ground. Argrave cast a spell of light and sent it into the corridor ahead. It illuminated a different sort of room—wider and longer, it could accommodate many more people. It seemed like a gateway into something hellish, hued black as it was.

Argrave stopped at the precipice. “Why is the soil above nonarable? Why are these mountains black, and easy to work with earth magic? The answer to that lies beyond.”

Anneliese stopped just beside him. “It’s safe?”

“It is.” Argrave nodded.

As he walked forward, so too did his royal guard advance. The area ahead had a strange, almost entropic aura entirely separate from the orderly stone of dwarven make not ten feet behind them. It was difficult to tell from afar on account of the dark color, but the walls had scrawling on every inch of them. There were statues and tables in this room too, but the stone had become so dark it was nearly impossible to perceive them as separate. It was the darkest black Argrave had ever seen, and it made him feel as though he stepped on an abyss even despite the light swirling about the room.

Anneliese studied the writing on the walls with particular interest. Ever so slowly, her eyes roamed it, reading and attempting to absorb the information left behind. Finally, she took a deep breath.

“This is magical theory,” she decided. “I cannot make sense of it, because I’ve been placed in the middle…” She stepped back, as though following an invisible line.

“Don’t bother trying to find the beginning,” Argrave said. “This text is incomplete. It was a frantic effort to inscribe a method of A-rank ascension as its creator slowly succumbed to death because of it.” Argrave shook his head. “He found a better method to convey the information before he met his end.”

Anneliese turned to him. Argrave, uncomfortable knowing what he was to ask, said quickly, “I know it might discomfort you knowing the one who wrote this method of ascension died… but trust me, I—”

“I do trust you.” Anneliese nodded. “Where is it, then?”

Feeling a bit emotional at those simple words, Argrave looked deeper into the room then cast another spell of light. The ball danced into the room, slowly illuminating what looked to be a statue of a man hunched against the wall. It wasn’t a statue, though—it was a corpse, preserved in time.

Argrave and Anneliese walked to this corpse together. She knelt down, looking to him. He gave her a nod, and she touched the flesh. Argrave could see that it was hard to the touch, like stone. He spotted something else on the floor and touched her shoulder.

“There. See that cube?” He pointed.

She looked around, lost. It was difficult to distinguish objects from one another because of the absoluteness of the black color. Eventually, she felt around until her fingers brushed it and picked it up decisively. The cube looked strange in contrast with the gray leather gloves she wore, like it wasn’t real at all.

“Should be an indent in the—”

A click interrupted Argrave, then the cube made a horrible screeching noise. The royal knights all scrambled, panicked, yet the noise settled into a dim hum.

“I don’t know if this will work,” the cube sounded out—a recording of some sort. “The dwarves gave this to me near a century ago, long before the advent of the thousand-eyed demon drove them deeper beneath the earth. Meant for… music, I think. I can’t remember. But I can’t move anymore, and I long ago ran out of space to write… so, all I can do is try.”

“He recorded his voice.” Anneliese looked to Argrave. “How is that possible?”

Argrave said nothing. In the game, the player merely used the item and got a quest—he’d never recalled hearing a voice.

“My name is Llewellen. I had a terribly low affinity for magic my entire life. It took me ten years to reach D-rank spells, and the ranks after… far too long,” the man said, that fact still bitter in his voice despite the time that must have elapsed. “My method of A-rank ascension was meant to alleviate that fact, give me access to limitless magic that I lacked all of my life. I have succeeded in this. But people have limits for a reason, and even now the boundless magic pouring within me kills me slowly. The only way I have sustained my life whatsoever is by projecting some measure of magic into the earth around me. I came here to avoid corrupting the entire realm with magic.”

Anneliese sat down on the ground, listening to the device as though enthralled.

“I hope to leave behind a modified version of this method… for the dwarves, perhaps, should they ever reclaim this city. If not, for whomever should stumble upon me… no, my body. Hah… the person might not even be a mage…” There was a long pause, and Argrave could practically hear this Llewellen accepting his death once again.

“You will need to remedy the mistakes that I made. It will not be a simple task. But if you can… you can take what is not yours. You can harness the magic of the living. You can turn the attacks of your foes into your strength. You can circumvent the cycle of magic, become the first among equals. And so long as you never tap into the force I have… you can avoid my fate.”


Chapter 7

“Knight-commander, sir,” one of the royal guards said in a quiet voice as Argrave spoke to someone about sealing up this tunnel until the time came to deal with it fully.

Galamon turned his head and looked. His white eyes were chilling enough, but his size and proven skill made all of the guards beneath him both fearful and respectful of him—exactly the qualities one might need in a position of leadership.

“Speak,” he directed his subordinate.

“The king, sir… His Majesty…” The knight looked at the king.

Most of them had jumped at the opportunity to guard the man who would be king of all Vasquer. Beyond the personal glory and prestige of the post, they all personally had a great measure of respect for Argrave and his deeds. Their unit had a tight cohesion because of this shared respect. And yet, of late…

“How did things come to this?” the knight asked. “I mean… how did His Majesty know of this place? How did His Majesty know what would be within?”

Galamon turned around and stepped toward the knight. “That’s like asking your gods what came before or after life. For your sanity… don’t ask.” The elf turned his head toward Argrave. “I’ve been traveling with His Majesty for a long while—nearing a year after a little while longer. He is seldom wrong about what he knows. But how he knows it… that is a question you must content yourself with leaving unanswered, unless he deems it something worth sharing.”

The knight stared blankly, his commander’s answer only leaving him more confused.

“Right!” Argrave clapped, the sound and his voice echoing against the tunnel. “This tunnel is going to be sealed off for the time being to avoid any… unnecessary accidents. It’s a nice grave, but I don’t want to be buried here… so, let’s go. Galamon, you can inspect the garrison and whatnot, and then we’ll be on our way.”

Their knight-commander turned and dipped his head. “At once.”

***

A large and burly tattooed man struggled with the cork on the wine bottle. His thick arms and brawny shoulders made the bottle in his hand look small. He unsuccessfully used his knife to attempt to pry the cork free, succeeding only in cutting away some of the brown matter. He sighed, a low growl behind it, then pinched the neck of the bottle between two fingers until it broke off quietly. He poured the wine into a nearby glass, then stepped out to the balcony where he sat at a chair.

“Duke Rovostar,” a voice rang from the room behind just as he raised the glass to his lips.

Rovostar turned his head. The duke was a bald man and had a formidable size to him. Scars lined his face, some from burns while most were from wicked cuts. He looked more a strongman or a thug than a duke, and his jutting brows cast a harsh shadow over his black eyes that made him seem further ignoble.

“The bastard has manned that gargantuan fortress he’d been constructing,” the new arrival said. “Reports from local fortifications suggest their force is a thousand strong. Positionally, it’s a nightmare. If they march in force, we cannot hold many places for long at all.”

Rovostar downed all of the wine in one go, then set the glass down, twisting it about with his hand. “Weak stuff,” he muttered, then focused on this new arrival. “Your information is appreciated.”

The person stepped out onto the balcony. He was a middle-aged man whose elaborate facial hair only gave him dignity because of the rich clothes he wore. “I think it’s best I speak frankly.”

“Go ahead, count,” Rovostar said with mock enthusiasm as he looked off into the distance.

“King Felipe is captured. Despite this, you firmly herald him. Is this best for the kingdom?” he insisted carefully.

“Is fighting for the king… best for the kingdom. What an insightful question.” Rovostar laughed and poured some more wine into his glass.

The count looked somewhat taken aback. “I didn’t mean…” The man sighed, running his hand across his moustache. He decided to change his approach. “The situation is hopeless for us. Outnumbered both in terms of sword and spells, assailed from two fronts. Not to mention, with Dirracha lost to us… there are other ways to end wars than by the blade. And from our position, they seem rather appealing.”

“My king is not dead. He won’t be anytime soon. The situation is fine.” Rovostar shook his head.

The count could not help but stare mouth agape. “If the roots are pulled from the earth, the tree will wither!” the count insisted. “How can you be so unfailingly faithful to a dying tree?”

“King Felipe…” Rovostar took another long drink. “He is a little more than most men.”

The count looked perplexed.

“You’re alone in your doubts, Count Agnil,” Rovostar declared. “These lands, the fertile fields of central Vasquer… at one time, they were all crown lands, managed by crown administrators—our king’s lands, in essence. His Majesty gave them to us. And he gave them to us because we did as we were bid, and because we were talented enough to do more. Myself and all the men beneath—we are King Felipe’s men.

“I was a war orphan in the far northern kingdoms in that region of Atrus that existed before Felipe’s conquests. I scavenged the battlefields for years, collecting and selling weapons and armor for paltry scraps of food. But then… King Felipe came, putting the land and its overlords to the sword. I saw it plainly—those that submitted were treated well, and those that resisted died most brutally. Hanged, drawn, and quartered.” Rovostar let out light laughs through his nose as though he was recalling something. “I decided I’d rather do that from now on than watch it happen again.”

“Just that? But… he is beaten, duke. The king has been torn from his seat by his son. And despite his meager force, we cannot take Dirracha.”

“Nor will I try again.” Rovostar shook his head. “You don’t seem to understand, Agnil. The reason why you stand here, gritting your teeth at me yet unable to say what you really want to, is because of His Majesty. The men around you—tanners, butchers, farmhands. We were all lowly, yet he evaluated us by talent alone, raised us to take our place by his side. He put me through the Order of the Gray Owl with his own funds, named me Duke of Whitefields.”

Rovostar rose to his feet. “When we marched into the valley of Quadreign, His Majesty was the first to set his foot upon the warpath. He engaged whoever came side-by-side with his soldiers. Whenever that man made a promise, he delivered it shortly after; soldier’s pay, rewards, land, or titles, it mattered not. He’s earned our loyalty, our trust. So long as we obeyed, we were always given what we wanted. The nobility of your blood mattered none; all were beneath Vasquer.”

Rovostar stepped up to the count until he towered over him. “Things are very simple: if you do as His Majesty wishes, you are rewarded. If you fail to do so… your punishment will be far crueler than you can ever imagine. Time and time I saw it happen—the king on the verge of defeat, the guillotine hanging over his head. He’s been poisoned, buried beneath a mountain, and hurled into the North Sea wearing plate armor, yet still he lives. Call him a cockroach if you will, but he’s a gilded one,” Rovostar said amusedly. “And yet you ask why I remain faithful? Because something can happen only so many times before it becomes a predictable outcome.

“I’ll say it plainly, Count Agnil—things are fine.” The duke prodded the count with one thick, meaty finger. “The north will not soon forget the message taught in His Majesty’s conquests. That promising new herald of the crown is there, completing His Majesty’s project for Atrus. As for the south… I have designs of my own. The margrave lives on borrowed time.”

***

The shadowy Traugott stood before the gray-green stone disc that held dark secrets. He held a bottle in one hand—it had been the bottle that Master Castro had brought to this meeting chamber. The dragon blood within activated this disc and convinced all of the Magisters of the existence of Gerechtigkeit. The Tower Master needed their unity for the battle ahead.

Traugott tipped the bottle onto his finger to get some liquid, then put the dragon blood in the center of the disc. The eye became animate once again. Traugott stared at it with his dark eyes, his shadow dancing behind him like a twisted tail of some sort that betrayed his anticipation. The eye locked onto him, and he convulsed. His shadow became frantic and inhuman, morphing into twisted spikes and unnatural shapes. Then… it solidified once more, a patch of darkness across the ground.

The Magister stared up at the gray-green disc, then closed his eyes. His breathing was irregular. After a time, he opened his eyes once more. He tipped the bottle onto the palm of his hand, and the black blood came dripping out noiselessly, creating a puddle of inky liquid on the man’s hand that stained his already dark skin.

Then, he held the bottle upright, staring at the puddle of black liquid. Traugott knelt ever so slowly, setting the bottle upon that ground as he watched to ensure that none of the delicately balanced liquid spilled. His shadow wrapped around the bottle, shrouding it, and then it disappeared.

Magister Traugott straightened his knees, then took a deep breath and slapped his hand against the disc. It splattered against it. He rubbed his hand onto the disc, spreading out the liquid. Slowly, ever so slowly, the black blood seeped into the surface of the stone. It consumed the eye, and they beyond into the eyelid. The abominations depicted received some of the blood.

The eye came to life once again… yet to call it only an eye, now, was insufficient. It was but the eye of a giant body peering into this world. And this body… its eye moved about the room, seeking. Then, it met gazes with the awaiting Traugott.

The Magister spasmed soundlessly and then crashed onto the ground, his inky, long hair splaying out across the floor. His black eyes shifted and twisted until they were the same gray green as the disc before him. He clutched at his eyes, fingers not daring to gouge them out. Even still, his nails dug into his cheeks.

Then whatever force that seized him had gone, and Traugott collapsed against the ground. His breathing heavy, he slowly rose up, supporting himself with his elbow. The silence of the room was disturbed only by his breathing. The disc had gone silent once again, whatever message it intended to convey gone.

“Hah…” Traugott laughed slightly. “There is something… beyond the curtain.”

Sound disturbed the room that was not his own. Traugott looked up toward the central elevator. In less than half a second, his shadow mirrored his own shape. The Magister tilted his body back into it. He fell through his shadow as though he’d just fallen off a cliff. Then, the darkness crystallized, shattering into air. Not a single hint remained of the Magister.

Master Castro stepped off the elevator and into the council room. He looked around intensely and saw nothing. A few others entered behind him.

“Get that, bring it to my room, please,” Castro commanded. “I’ll need… hah.” The Tower Master sighed.

Castro stepped around as his men got to work in wrapping up the stone disc. He spotted something on the table, then stepped up to it. It was a bottle with a dropper atop it. He picked it up. He expected it to be fuller, heavier—he used undue force and it flew up quickly.

“Someone’s…” Castro started but trailed off. He furrowed his old bushy brows, looking toward the disc. He reached into his pocket to retrieve Argrave’s booklet, then flipped to a bookmarked page. He read all that was written about the disc.

Isn’t harmful… just a means of conveying information, Castro read in his head. He looked around the room, looking for any incongruities, anything or anyone out of place.

“Tower Master?” the movers hauling the disc asked. “Should we go without you?”

Castro bit his lip, then shook his head. “No, I’ll lead the way.”

He watched the disc as his movers carried it across the room. Shaking his head, he stashed away the booklet and followed.


Chapter 8

Argrave pushed aside the tent canopy and entered inside. There, Anneliese sat at a table, a few royal guards standing around her.

“Wait outside, guard there,” Argrave directed them, reminded once again of how cramped these guards made him feel.

They gave affirmation and left, and Anneliese did not even lift her head from the notebook she wrote in. Argrave noticed the black cube, dormant and silent, just in front of her hand. He walked behind her and peered over her shoulder, feeling glad she was so entranced in this. Her notes…

“Filter essence, nascent force, right side…” Argrave furrowed his brows as he read, his hands idly playing with one braid of her long white hair. “Are you having a stroke?”

Anneliese looked up at him. “This is how I take notes.”

Argrave read it more. Her notes consisted of mostly two-word phrases placed nonsensically without punctuation or direction.

Her finger landed on some of the words. “I just need something to remind me of what I was thinking when I wrote this. These are just triggers for my mind to recall what was important.”

Immediately giving up on any attempt at understanding how that might function, Argrave grabbed a makeshift portable chair and sat opposite Anneliese. “So… I can assume you’re grasping what’s in there?” His eyes fell upon the black cube of dwarven make.

Anneliese leaned back in the chair, crossing her arms. She looked deep in concentration—that was a rare look on her. It wasn’t because she rarely studied so diligently, but because concentration was seldom necessary.

“Could you tell me what it is you expect from this method?” Anneliese asked him earnestly, amber eyes focused with eager intent.

Argrave placed his hands before him. “Llewellen described it pretty well from what I heard. You can take magic from those you touch. You’ll have a stronger resistance to all spells, and you’ll be able to actively absorb them—not so useful for things like fireballs or lightning bolts, which are concentrated masses, but it can degrade wards or protect you from wide, unfocused attacks. You can completely wipe away lesser enchantments with extended contact. And any spells you cast, provided they hit something living, return a measure of their magic as yours.”

Anneliese listened in silence, then picked up her booklet and wrote a few more things down. Argrave waited patiently. Finally, she leaned back, massaging her temples.

“Headache?” Argrave questioned.

“Yes,” she admitted. “This method is… ridiculously complicated, yet so insightful to the fundamentals of magic as a whole as to overturn many of my preconceptions. But… perhaps that is merely Llewellen in general.” Her amber eyes locked with his own. “I think you should listen with me some— Oh.” She stopped, leaning in. “I can see the whites of your eyes again, even if only barely.”

Argrave touched at his cheek almost involuntarily, then placed his hands down. “That’s good, I suppose. It’s been… what, four, coming on five months since I got these eyes?” Argrave shook his head. “Back to the subject.”

Anneliese nodded, then hunched over her notebook. “It… Llewellen deemed it would be impossible for the body to handle the possibility of all ambient magic entering within at once. As such, rather than contain it within what already exists, another vessel needs to be made. Once this vessel is made, the body would change in kind. It would be part of me, but separate… an envelope inside the body…” She sighed deeply. “It is quite difficult to wrap my head around.”

“What’s troubling you?” Argrave pressed.

“Llewellen used… a primal force of nature deep beneath the earth, he called it, to gain a recognition of the fundamental bits of magic. It was in the heartland of the dwarven cities that he encountered it. He called it ‘an overwhelming force beyond anything else.’ Its power was so overwhelming, he said it ‘put everything in small quantities that were comprehensible,’ which allowed him to both ascend to A-rank and tap into this force. It was the reason why he perished. This force, whatever it was… its power overwhelmed him,” she explained. “I cannot observe that force as he did—it’s in dwarven cities, and I cannot risk his fate. As such, I must find my understanding elsewhere. A difficult, almost impossible task without this enlightening experience, I must say. If it were easy, others would have done it already…”

Argrave scoffed. “It’s been two days, Anne. You’ll get it.” He tapped at the table. “Is Llewellen really…?”

“He’s a genius,” she said at once. “Thanks to you, I have spoken to many high-ranking spellcasters—Hegazar, Vera, Rowe, Melan, Castro… each and all have tremendous insights into the field of magic, but none have ever enlightened me with such succinct and poignant diction.”

“I’m glad for you,” Argrave said sincerely with a smile. A silence fell as both had nothing more to say on the matter. After a few moments, Argrave dipped his head and closed his eyes, deciding to speak his heart. “I have to bring war to the north. Time was, I set out to stop one.”

“Restore order to the north,” Anneliese rephrased, changing her tone to match the new subject. “You heard of the situation there. There are bandits and veritable warlords reigning over the peasantry and taking what they will. It is a good thing. The right thing.”

“The American way.” Argrave nodded with a cynical, bitter smile. “Well… I’ve never really felt at ease with this.”

“Perhaps this will put you at ease,” Anneliese said, rising to her feet in turn and walking over to their bed. She retrieved a letter and held it out to Argrave. “From Elenore.”

Argrave took the letter and read it. Within, it said that Castro had gathered together all of the Magisters within the tower and informed them of Gerechtigkeit’s existence. Though he still needed to get the information to the other Magisters beyond the confines of the Tower of the Gray Owl, in time they would all know.

Looking up, Argrave said, “That old man went ahead with things?” As Anneliese nodded, he kept reading the document. “She predicts… they’ll announce public support of my coronation?”

Anneliese nodded again with a smile playing about her lips. “Did you read it all? Someone is already coming to rouse support. A Magister.” She pointed at the letter.

Argrave set the paper aside, stepping around the grass of the tent. “That’s… It is great news,” he admitted. “But… it’s also going to cause a big wave.”

Anneliese’s smile faded as she considered his point. “Will it cause a bigger wave than the sudden advent of the first wave of Gerechtigkeit’s influence when the boundary between this realm and the realm of the gods weakens?” She stepped after him then rested one hand on his shoulder. “I think not.”

Argrave stood in silence for a few seconds as Anneliese offered comfort. “If you’ll remember… the reason I sought out Elenore was to have a regent so that I would have greater freedom,” he recalled, staring off into the distance. “She’s doing a splendid job, thus far. I don’t have any complaints. But… I’m wondering more every day why I’m here.”

“You feel constrained,” she guessed.

“Not really.” Argrave shook his head. “I can do what I want. But I’m starting to wonder if I’m really doing the best thing I can by staying with everyone in Relize.”

Anneliese took her hand off his shoulder and stepped around until she was in vision. “I have no confidence anyone could create such cohesion in the patricians… barring you. I think you are a good leader.”

“I’m the pretty face of the operation.” Argrave nodded with a smile. “But Elenore’s the one really handling things. Administration, facilitation… all of it. Maybe… Maybe I need to shake things up. Take a bigger hand. We still don’t have the spellcasters we need. Maybe there’s something I could do.”

“Have you forgotten Castro’s support already? What, do you wish to head to another far-flung region of the world, explore some terrible cavern, and fight against things barely within our ken?” Anneliese shrugged and looked away, then rested her finger atop the black cube. “Perhaps you need a distraction.”

Nodding with her words, Argrave looked at the cube. “Well… alright, let’s have a listen. I can see why it is you praise this guy so much. Maybe I can get some insight into my own A-rank advancement.”

“Now?” Anneliese asked, yet she was already stepping toward it. “I can almost guarantee it will help. Come, let’s sit. Listening from the beginning might help me…”

***

“You’re sure about this?” Durran asked Elenore.

Elenore nodded, counting coins and placing them into a box. “I am. Unless you’d stop me by Argrave’s directive?”

Durran put one thumb through a loop on his belt and hung it idly. “Argrave didn’t give me a directive to help you, nor moderate you. I volunteered. He gave you the opportunity to refuse my presence, as you recall.”

“I thought you didn’t like helping others. You made me beg for it when I fell down at my greenhouse, from my memory,” she said scornfully.

“Made you beg? I asked you if you wanted help, and didn’t help until you said yes.” Durran laughed and shook his head. “This selective memory of yours might pose problems for your competence. Listen…” Durran shook his head, still laughing somewhat, then continued, “The only reason I ask if you’re sure is because I’ve met Magisters before. No one in this city can defend you from him. These people are monsters, and damned weird besides.”

“Magister Traugott is coming to the north to spread word to the other Magisters of Gerechtigkeit, and ensure they will fight on the right side.” Elenore shook her head. “He’s already arranged to meet one here: Magister Vasilisa. He is a proponent of ours. It’s perfectly reasonable for him to request a meeting with Argrave. Since he’s not here, I’ll sit in for him.”

“Ostensibly.” Durran nodded. “I knew a guy that was a steadfast cooperator to us in the fight against the Vessels, but he had a whole different agenda the entire time. You said Magister Traugott volunteered to come to the north?”

“He did.” Elenore nodded. “Listen, Durran—the north has many, many valuable spellcasters in its midst. They are, of yet, completely undecided. The south, central Vasquer—the majority of their mages have thrown in their lot with the local armies. The northern mages remain… reticent. Magister Traugott was sent by Castro, and this could be a huge boon. Spellcasters can make sieges trivialities. We need all we can get, especially when we’re glaringly deficient in magical support.”

Durran scratched his chin. “Alright. What do you know about this guy?”

“He’s a scholar, fascinated by the unknowns,” Elenore summarized succinctly. “Apparently, his A-rank ascension has something to do with… shadows, or darkness. Reports vary. If only Argrave were…” She shook her head. “But he’s not. Traugott is traveling quickly by magic. Apparently, he’ll arrive very soon.”

Durran looked off to the side. “…Yeah, it seems reasonable to meet. But do you have to go personally?”

“If he’s coming here to help us, I think it would be best to show proper respect, and help his task here.” Elenore nodded. “I want you to come, too—apparently, he might be from the Burnt Desert. Having you there might lower his guard.”

“Traugott’s hardly a Burnt Desert name,” Durran said suspiciously. “But… sure, I’ll go.”

“Then I’ll send out someone to receive him.” Elenore nodded. “Melanie can handle this, I should think. When Argrave returns… I should hope it would be to good news. And as to your concerns, I have something in mind to mitigate them.”


Chapter 9

Durran opened a door, beholding the man waiting on the other side. His name was Traugott. As Elenore said, his skin was darker than most people in Vasquer. Even still, Durran had seen darker men in the Burnt Desert, and his other unusual features drew attention first. His hair was as black as ink, appearing soft and inhuman. It looked more like grafted strands of black silk than hair. And his shadow… it looked solid, almost tangible, and did not move with the light of the room.

Despite that, he had a pleasant and somewhat round face. That, coupled with his ordinary gray robes bearing the insignia of the Order of the Gray Owl, somewhat grounded the Magister Traugott back in the mundane.

With a white-toothed smile, Traugott inquired of Durran, “Hello. Who might you be?”

“Just some help for the princess,” Durran answered, opening the door wider. “Please, come in. We’re happy to have you here, Magister Traugott.”

“The princess? I see,” the Magister said evenly, stepping within the room. “Greetings, Princess Elenore. It’s currently rather nice to make your acquaintance despite the circumstances around us.” His eyes landed on another person in the room, and his expression slowly lost some of its cheer. “And… Magister Vasilisa of Quadreign.”

Magister Vasilisa stood in one corner of the room. She was a tall woman, blonde of hair and blue of eye. She came from the very distant north, part of the noble family of Quadreign—apparently, the majority of their members were renowned spellcasters. Elenore was happy to have this Vasilisa’s presence, but Durran was not.

Elenore, despite her haste in arranging this meeting, had not done so without some precautions. The princess had called in a lot of favors and spent a lot of money to merely have this woman present with them. Durran had complained that having two Magisters was more dangerous than having one, but Elenore had rebutted that at least this Magister was of proven character.

In the end, though Durran was not entirely content about this precaution, he had to admit it was better than nothing. Traugott came as an ally on paper, but he was still an unknown quantity. Indeed, the lack of information she was able to find was alarming. No one seemed to know anything about him. Vasilisa, contrarily, had an upstanding reputation. Traugott had already arranged to meet with her, too, so it wasn’t a disrespectful measure.

“Traugott,” Vasilisa greeted. Though she had been completely unenthusiastic before the meeting, now that it had come, she was at full attention, playing the part of a diligent escort.

“I’m glad I managed to get in touch with you.” Elenore spoke to Traugott kindly. “I thought I might facilitate your journey here. You intended to spread the word of Gerechtigkeit to your fellow Magisters, didn’t you? But some of my sources say that you had a personal support of Argrave’s cause. Please, have a seat.”

“Well… you’ve saved me some travel.” His face recovered from its change in demeanor quickly, and Traugott smiled as he sat down upon his chair. “I should ask—might I meet His Majesty, the King Argrave?”

Elenore raised a brow at his grandiose address. “His Majesty is absent from Relize at present.”

“Ah.” Traugott nodded. “Such a shame.”

Durran walked to stand behind Elenore, keeping his arms before him as he kept a close eye on the man ahead. Traugott didn’t seem to mind.

“I was rather interested in meeting a man who could write something like this.” Traugott reached into his robes and pulled free a booklet. “So many… proofs, truths, each and all leading back to Gerechtigkeit. His Majesty must have made a formidable study of the situation. With this level of detail… that’s only natural.”

“He was quite diligent.” Elenore nodded simply. “Castro gave you that?” she pressed curiously.

Traugott smiled. “How else would I have gotten it?” He opened the booklet, fingers turning the pages gingerly. “I do wonder how it is the king managed to find all of these leads. I, myself, am quite a scholar, yet all of these things… passed right under my nose,” he said, tone deepening as he said each word deliberately.

Durran tensed, prepared for anything. Would the Magister try something in the heart of enemy territory? So many were aware of and prepared for this visit, Vasilisa foremost among them. Durran looked, but the blonde female Magister seemed unworried.

“Because Gerechtigkeit has been deliberately suppressing things,” Elenore posited.

“Ah…” Traugott exhaled slowly. “Then how, I wonder, has King Argrave managed to find the truth?”

“You must have heard the news,” Elenore said without skipping a beat. “Vasquer has been discovered. She was held by the Bat. Argrave has long been aware of these things.”

“Hmm. It’s a very reasonable, plausible answer.” Traugott nodded.

“My sources tell me you had a personal support of Argrave’s coronation,” Elenore said quickly, hoping to change the direction of the conversation. “I thought you might be amenable to detailed cooperation, considering you volunteered to come to the north to convince your fellow Magisters of Gerechtigkeit’s existence.”

“It’s a good justification.” Traugott nodded with a smile.

“…Bluntly put,” she continued, “I wanted to discuss how you might use your sway in the Order of the Gray Owl to recruit some undecided spellcasters in the north and beyond to our cause.”

“Certainly, I did come to offer some help.” Traugott tilted his head. “But I’m only a scholar—a seeker of the unknown. What sway have I?”

Durran felt greatly uneased by the way the man talked. He spoke of how things were ‘plausible’ or ‘good justifications,’ as though he knew some sort of truth and was mocking them to their face.

“I think you and I both know that’s not true.” Elenore shook her head. “Your title alone, your visit alone… they’ll have ramifications: namely, positive results for us. The title of Magister has weight, you know that. Your vocal support for our cause would be immeasurably valuable, I think you know. Right, Vasilisa?”

Though the blonde Magister did give a slight nod, another spoke first.

“I know nothing.” Traugott shook his head. “That is a fundamental truth I long ago accepted. Everyone would be better off if they admitted they know nothing. The past—how are you sure it happened? Because you can recall memories? How do you know they’re yours? What is ‘knowing’?” He grinned again. “Who knows?”

Elenore furrowed her brows, sitting in silence for a few seconds. She seemed just as perplexed as Durran was. Was the man trying to avoid answering them in an elaborate way? Durran could not be sure of his intent.

“If you spend too much time asking those questions, you stagnate,” Elenore said, deciding to engage with what he said.

“And why is stagnating bad?” Traugott answered back. “Ah—I’ve made a mistake. I’ve made an assumption that you meant ‘stagnate’ negatively.” Traugott shook his head. “But going with that assumption I made… how should one live their life? What is bad, what is good? What’s the point of doing or not doing? What’s the point of these questions?”

Elenore stayed silent for a few moments, then answered, “You’ve stumbled onto why people have faith, I should think.”

Traugott chuckled. “Precisely so. These questions… a lot of people go around claiming that they have the answer to it all. They know how we get here, and they know how it’ll all end.” He shook his head. “But the word you used… it’s faith. People don’t know. They cling to assumptions, reasonable or unreasonable, without ever truly knowing.” The Magister leaned back. “Well… I’m not satisfied giving up. I am rather deeply fascinated by the unknown.”

Traugott’s shadow spread throughout the room, entirely enveloping it and shrouding it in darkness in not half a second. Durran didn’t even had time to panic before he stopped being able to see anything. Quickly, he cast a spell of fire, but it, too, was consumed by darkness. What was up, down, and all around ceased to make sense.

“People fear the dark because it’s unknown. Myself, I’ve always wanted to be steeped in it. Rather than leaving it be, nothing entices me more than heading into the lurking shadows and what lies within them.”

Just as quickly as it consumed them, so did the darkness release them. When it was over, Vasilisa stood before both of them, holding her hands out toward Traugott with a spell swirling about that ate away the darkness. Durran struggled to stay on his feet—whatever this darkness was, it was not so simple as an absence of light. It consumed the senses—touch, smell, sound. To have them so abruptly returned was jarring.

Durran looked down at Elenore to be sure that she was unharmed. She sat there, the same as ever. But could Durran be sure that nothing had happened to her? Tearing his gaze away and back to the Magister, he knew one thing—this man maddened him.

“But now… I’ve seen something almost… incontrovertible,” Traugott said wondrously, one leg crossed over the other in a casual display. One might not think a Magister had spells prepared in his face. “And all of the information… I thought it came from Castro at first, but that isn’t the case, is it? No… it came from Argrave,” he said, the honorific address dropped. “There are so many places to visit in this little booklet. So many leads to follow, so many other proofs. Or so is claimed… I’ve yet to verify them. The arbiter of the world? Such an unknown quantity… so, let me ask you something. Where is Argrave?”

Elenore didn’t respond to the question immediately. The Magister did not rush her for an answer, staring back with that white-toothed grin of his.

“He’s not in Relize,” Elenore repeated. Durran cast a glance at her, wondering where her boldness came from. “I don’t believe I need to answer someone being so blatantly hostile and insincere, Magister Traugott.”

Traugott laughed. “I see.” His gaze settled on Elenore. “You’re right. I was being insincere. I don’t have any interest in your war. I really only came here to meet Argrave… but he’s not here. Or if he is, I certainly won’t have the luxury of searching for him.” His eyes rested upon Vasilisa.

“Try nothing like that again,” the female Magister said in warning, hands still prepared to cast a spell.

“I don’t plan on it. Conflict is something I mostly prefer to avoid,” he said in disdain. “Really, all I wanted was answers. But if they’re not to be found here, I’ll be moving on once again. There are many places to visit in this booklet. If they’re more than mere guesses… well, I will be most interested in learning more.”

Elenore rose to her feet. “I think it’s time for you to leave.”

Traugott’s shadow danced, and Durran braced for another wave of whatever had come before. Instead, Traugott fell away into his own shadow. Vasilisa lowered her hand once his shadow vanished.

“Is he…?” Durran questioned after silence reigned for a time.

“He’s gone.” Elenore nodded. “Whatever that darkness is, it can’t fool these.” She tapped at her bronze jewelry. “He’s reappeared outside. Vasilisa—please, ensure he leaves.”

The Magister gave a cautious nod, then stepped toward the door. She paused. “Don’t forget what you owe my house,” she reminded Elenore.

“I won’t.” Elenore shook her head.

Vasilisa nodded and left, moving after Traugott.

“Imagine if I had been cheap.” Elenore looked to Durran pointedly once the Magister had left.

Durran stared at the shadows in paranoia. “I was wrong, alright?”

“Still… I don’t regret this. It confirmed things. If we have a saboteur, it’s best to confirm his presence as soon as possible.” Elenore shook her head. “If that even describes Traugott. I need to speak to Argrave, find out what the hell just happened.”


Chapter 10

Argrave returned with a much smaller entourage than what he’d left with, and he was glad to have it that way. Elenore waited outside Relize with a similarly small escort, and when he looked upon her, he could tell she did not bear happy news. They joined somberly, and Elenore caught him up to speed as they walked through the city.

“Traugott was looking for me?” Argrave repeated, turning to Elenore as they walked through the streets of Relize. They headed for Leopold’s mansion, escorted by his royal guards.

“I’m worried for your safety,” Elenore said. “A man like that is as easy to predict as a grasshopper—namely, not at all.”

“We should first tell Castro that his choice of aid wasn’t exactly stellar,” Argrave said.

“Already done, though I put more politely than that,” Elenore confirmed. “Even still, Durran has been eyeing the shadows like they’re diseased, and I am similarly paranoid.”

“Relax. With vigilance, we can be prepared for anything might try. Traugott’s shadow is only a link to the Shadowlands, another realm beyond this one,” Argrave said evenly. “Beings far greater than you or I roam in that senseless abyss. He can travel short distances, maybe transport the odd object. It’s too much of a risk for him to do much more. His shadow itself has the same offensive capability as a blanket; resist, and you can get out fine.”

Elenore nodded, somewhat comforted by that.

“Anything happen while I was absent? Papers to sign, troubles to solve?” Argrave pressed somewhat hopefully.

Elenore thought for only half a second before responding, “No. Some matters did arise, but I handled them in short order. We can talk details later, but for now… we should talk about safety measures.”

“You seem to have run this place well,” Argrave noted. “That shouldn’t surprise me. All along, you’ve been the engine and the oil for this machine.”

“What do you mean?” Elenore looked to him, perplexed.

“I told you long ago that I wanted you so that you could be regent in my place while I handled other matters,” Argrave told her. “You remember, right?”

“Argrave?” Anneliese asked worriedly, recalling their conversation.

“You want to go into hiding?” Elenore guessed. “I… can certainly run things in your absence, but…”

Elenore paused, hesitant to mention that she’d facilitated his arrival.

“Hiding? Far from it.” Argrave smiled. “I think that’s been my issue, why I’ve felt in such a rut about this upcoming war. I lost a bit of my proactivity. I’m just waiting for reports from you, acting accordingly.” Argrave looked at Elenore. “Not like I’m ungrateful, but…”

“Walking around with an escort… leading armies… it’s unwieldy,” Argrave said, looking around at all around him. He conjured a ward to hide their conversation, then bunched everyone together. “All these resources are weighing me down.”

“Argrave, you’re not suggesting…” Elenore stepped back to him.

“What if I am suggesting? You said yourself that Traugott was very curious where I am. If I stay here, if he knows that I’m here… if I can say one thing about that man, it’s that he endeavors to learn things that fascinate him.” He rubbed his hands together as he gained momentum. “We have a problem with our spellcasters. So far, all I’ve done is wait around for old man Castro to send some support… when I’m forgetting how I got here in the first place.” Argrave looked at Elenore. “Has Magister Vasilisa left yet?”

“No, she hasn’t. As far as I know, she leaves by ship soon.” Elenore shook her head, then got closer to him and asked with urgency, “Will you tell me what’s going through your head?”

Argrave looked to her. “You said you always had trouble predicting what I’d do. I’d say that worked to my advantage a lot of the time.” He took a deep breath. “I think it’s long overdue for me to take a personal hand in the north. So, I’m going to see Vasilisa. She’s almost definitely returning to Quadreign.”

“What?” Elenore’s brows rose in shock. “Argrave, we—”

“We need spellcasters on our side. It’s our biggest weakness, currently. Our army can stand up to our enemies, I’m sure of it. Once we have sufficient magic, it’s all but a straight shot to claiming the fortresses of central Vasquer, and then heading to Dirracha. Why should I rely on whoever Castro sends to earn support? Have I forgotten how I got here? On top of that, Galamon tells me the man with the glass eye is in the north right now.” Argrave gestured to the knight-commander.

Galamon gave a hesitant nod of confirmation.

Anneliese touched Argrave’s shoulder. “We should discuss this more, I think.”

Elenore nodded in agreement, but Argrave continued, saying, “Sure, alright—we can talk about it. But I don’t think anything’s missing. I head to Quadreign, work a little magic, and it all falls down like dominoes. Elenore handles the army, that side of things… while I patch up our biggest weakness, solve our issue of lacking spellcasters. Once that’s settled, we reconvene near Vysenn, get that business taken care of, and then finish this war.”

As Elenore’s face betrayed skepticism, Argrave continued, “Rather than me sitting at the helm doing very little at all other than looking handsome, we can be working on two problems concurrently. I deal with the far north, you deal with the near north… and we converge in the middle. What happened in Atrus—it’s something I haven’t been taking ample advantage of. I haven’t been using my knowledge to my advantage.” Argrave tapped his temples.

“I-I…” Elenore sputtered before gathering herself and saying calmly, “You’ve stayed here thus far because it’s not safe outside of Relize. Even the small journey you just went on…!”

“But that’s the thing.” Argrave nodded. “It isn’t safe. I got some of my best work done when it wasn’t safe.”

“What is this, superstition? Don’t be ridiculous.” She shook her head. “How will it look if you depart for Quadreign on the eve of our army’s march?”

“Who says anyone has to see at all?” Argrave held his hands out. “This is all going to be very low-key. It might be for the best if I stay out of sight, out of mind.” Elenore’s face remained steeped in disbelief, and so Argrave hurriedly said, “I think Anneliese is right. Let’s go somewhere else, talk about what I had in mind… For starters, let’s talk about how Magister Vasilisa’s presence is a boon and a half. A good thing, too—I think I rather liked being a nobody.”

***

At early morning, the bars were not so rowdy. Indeed, any that were there this early in the morning were likely looking to leave quietly as their heads would be pounding. A few sat at the bar: among them, a tall blonde woman. She drank slowly and seemed more lost in thought than revelry.

“Excuse me, miss,” a voice interrupted Magister Vasilisa’s thoughts as she drank.

She turned her head to a party of three, then raised her head to get a better look at them. They were ridiculously tall, all three. One was a brawny man with long white hair wearing sailor’s clothes. The other was a woman wearing some heavy white furs that concealed most of her. And the third… a man just shorter than the first, with some mass about him with long, wavy, almost snow-white hair.

“Not interested,” Vasilisa said at once, turning back to her drink. “I have passage.”

She had seen these people about—apparently, Leopold Dandalan, elected leader of Relize, had taken a snow elf to wife. Beyond that, the king kept one as company—rumor whirled she was his fiancée, but those mutterings were never confirmed officially. Regardless, elves wandered the docks at Relize frequently, and Vasilisa had seen some of them about. Their goods were in very high demand, foremost among them being fur. The Relizeans certainly did not discriminate how coin entered their pockets, and so these new arrivals were welcomed.

“I am told you’re from Quadreign,” the man continued. “Your house ruled the region as queens before Felipe III came and conquered your lands.”

Vasilisa turned her head to look at the man once more. She considered harming him then and there to silence him, but further scrutiny exposed this man as a mage. She could not say for certain what rank he was, but his magic pool was certainly capable of being A-rank. The woman beside him, too, was not particularly lacking.

The Magister straightened on the bar stool, then turned her whole body. “Speak carefully,” she warned the man. “If you have something to say, say it.”

“I’m told that your region was home to spellcasters entirely unaffiliated with the Order of the Gray Owl,” the man continued. Vasilisa looked at his eyes—they were peculiar. His iris was dull gold and gray at seemingly random points. “Furthermore, you assured your supremacy over regional powers because of a magical flame—a flame that’s now extinguished.”

Vasilisa inhaled and exhaled slowly, hiding her interest as best she knew how. “Continue.” She gestured with her chin.

“I am rather interested in this flame,” the man continued.

“This concerns me how?” Vasilisa set one arm on the counter loudly, fed up with how slow this conversation proceeded.

“With Veid as my witness, I’d like to enter into contract with you, Magister Vasilisa,” the man said. “My wife… her ascendency to A-rank may hinge on coming into contact with that flame. As such, I would re-ignite it. In return, I hope you can take us as guests to Quadreign… and allow us to do so.”

Vasilisa ground her teeth, but then leaned back in the stool, contemplating. “Fifteen years, I’ve been investigating this matter. Suffocating a fire of that nature is much easier than starting one, elf.”

The man nodded, then reached into his pocket. Vasilisa eyed him cautiously, but he pulled free a stone tablet and set it upon the table. Looking at it, recognition dawned on her. It was but a simple stone tablet, but the rune stained on its surface in strange blue ink was very familiar.

“That fire… you’ve been unsuccessful because you’re ignorant of its origins. It isn’t your heritage. It’s ours.” The man crossed his arms. “But, please, let’s have a conversation. I’m sure I can answer some questions that you have.”

Vasilisa bit her lip in the quiet, then scanned the three before her. “Your names?”

The man smiled. “I am Silvaden ‘the Smiler.’ I answer to my name or my sobriquet—whichever pleases you. This is my wife, Sanora, and my father-in-law, Vulras.” He clasped his hands together. “Can I take it you have a positive predisposition toward this arrangement?”

***

Argrave watched as sailors loaded shipments onto the galley that Vasilisa was taking. Things had gone rather smoothly with Vasilisa. The bigger headache had been justifying everything to Leopold… and getting this wig on such short order. It was difficult to avoid adjusting it constantly, yet the person beside him swayed him against doing so. He caught her eye.

“Are you disappointed I ride on a merchant vessel?” Vasilisa inquired. “Were you expecting more grandiose treatment, elf?”

Argrave turned his head. “My father-in-law is a merchant. I have great regard for the profession,” he disagreed.

Was this plan of his ridiculous? Perhaps. But Argrave earned Elenore’s support to name her regent—he’d fully expected to do things like this. He hadn’t expected to do so exactly in this manner, nor so suddenly… but Traugott’s unexpected arrival and change in character in light of his revelations of Gerechtigkeit’s existence could pose problems. He had to be proactive before the problems mounted and overwhelmed him.

Above all, he felt the only way to ensure things were done perfectly in the north was to get personally involved. Quadreign was a domino in a long line—he firmly believed this. More issues spurred him forward: Anneliese might gain insight from the flame in Quadreign of a similar nature to what Llewellen experienced, and Galamon might manage to find the bearer of the glass eye related to vampirism.

Good reasons, one and all—enough so that Elenore had even agreed with Argrave. And frankly, his sister would handle things better than he might be able to. Their army was restoring order, not going to battle—they’d subjugate bandits, communicate with local lords, earn allegiances through trades and promises. The majority of that was something Elenore was overqualified to deal with.

Argrave’s royal guard would be remaining here. Bringing them along would take too much in the way of preparation and would only rouse suspicion from Vasilisa. Indeed, their continued presence and protection of Elenore gave credence to the idea that Argrave was simply avoiding the public. Honestly, Argrave felt free without them.

“We’ll be leaving as soon as they’re done loading the cargo,” Vasilisa informed him. “Apparently, they spun Traugott’s meeting with Elenore as an assassination attempt with me as the savior. I won’t have them use my presence as some sort of sign of allegiance. It’s bothersome, these games of theirs… but I needed the money.” She sighed. “I talked to your kind, Smiler. They say you’re important in your land.”

Argrave nodded, looking back to the ship. He’d used a real name to make the story a bit more credible, and he was rather glad to have done so. “I’m only a servant of Veid, as all Veidimen are.”

Vasilisa nodded. “So long as you don’t think you’re important, you won’t need to be checked. You’ll be in my family’s land. Conquered we might be… but this land is torn asunder, and you are foreign to our soil. Am I clear, Silvaden?”

Argrave nodded. “Absolutely. Don’t forget—we Veidimen hold contracts sacred.”


Chapter 11

“Feels like I can think again,” Argrave said loudly into the wind, one arm wrapped around Anneliese.

He hadn’t realized how much being stagnant in Relize had been weighing at him until he was gone. He hadn’t been doing anything too grandiose. His time had been spent giving his name to things, ordering that things get done in his name… but real, genuine progress? It was hard to come by. Certainly, this maneuver might damage his reputation somewhat… but Argrave was sure that would be overshadowed when they returned with an army of spellcasters under his command. Already, his mind worked quickly to pull himself up out of the situation.

“You elves enjoy the cold that much?” Vasilisa spoke to him suddenly, and Argrave turned his head. Whenever she came around, he felt an urge to be sure his white-haired wig was on properly and concealed his ears well, but he resisted it. It was secured with adhesive—it was fine, he reminded himself.

“Well…” Argrave looked to Anneliese. “What do you think, Sanora, Vulras?”

“We were made for it.” Galamon nodded quickly, showing no reaction to the alias.

Vasilisa stepped on the railing and looked over the sea as it passed on and on, an endless plain of tumultuous water that whipped up in the winds. Her blonde hair danced as she noted, “I should hope you travel the cold half as well. We’ll be on foot.” Her blue eyes fixed on them—she didn’t seem particularly happy, but then maybe that was her natural disposition. “What business have you with the flame of Quadreign? It’s for those beginning their journey on the path of magic… not midway through it.” Her eyes lingered on Anneliese.

“I feel comprehending something borne of magic sufficiently grandiose may give insight into something I research,” Anneliese described succinctly.

“Do you even know what the flame does?” Vasilisa stared at her coldly.

“We know what your house used it for… and we know what it does,” Argrave answered for her. “The two are separate. It burns away the magic inside… but more than that, it burns away mental fatigue, stress, fear, and some insecurities. Physically, it improves fertility, fights disease, and generally improves health… for a time. These are the things your house used it for.” He shook his head.

Quadreign used the flame much like Argrave used the Blessing of Supersession—in repaying his magic debt, he drained the magic within himself quickly. Continued depletion and replenishment was pivotal to growing one’s magic supply—that, coupled with his black blood, was why Argrave had been advancing so quickly.

House Quadreign used the flame on their family and their loyal vassals’ families since birth. In essence, by the time they reached adulthood, they had already been performing highly efficient training as spellcasters for nearly two decades. Those that they favored became magical juggernauts, while those that they didn’t had to struggle just as all the rest. Like this, Quadreign secured hegemony over the region.

“But that’s not the sum of what it is. You called it… the Flame of the Tenebrous Star?” Anneliese looked to Argrave, and he nodded in confirmation.

Vasilisa took her foot off the railing and crossed her arm. “Then, what can this Flame of the Tenebrous Star do, exactly?”

Argrave took his hand off Anneliese. “I see no need to tell you. That information is valuable. We have our contract. If you’d like more from me, I believe it only fitting I’m suitably compensated.”

Vasilisa tapped her foot against the deck as she looked at the two of them. “So be it,” she decided levelly, then turned her head to the side. “I see the shore.”

Argrave looked where her eyes went. Just as she said, the shoreline was in sight. The place they saw wasn’t Quadreign. It was quite a stunning sight nonetheless—there were pine trees as far as the eye could see, blanketed by a thin layer of melting snow. Like a pocket of civilization amidst the wilderness, a river ran through a small city that verged on being demoted to a town.

“Prenviania.” Argrave recognized it, sitting on the railing and looking at it with a smile.

Vasilisa turned her head to him as he sat. “…Correct,” she said begrudgingly. “These lords here, House Prenvia… they were once vassals to the Queen of Quadreign. Now, they rule most of the coastal settlements here as its duke.”

There was bitterness in Vasilisa’s voice. It was part jealousy, part longing, part sad defeat, expressed so clearly Argrave did not need to look to Anneliese to ask what it was.

“We land, sleep the night, then move,” Vasilisa said. “I won’t travel by night. Too risky,” she decided. “You and your father-in-law can handle traversing the pine forests, I trust?”

“On the contrary. It will be welcome.” Anneliese nodded. She grabbed at Argrave’s shoulder as he sat in admiration of the coastline. “Let us prepare to take our things… and then spend whatever time is left studying what master Llewellen left, shall we, Silvaden?”

***

The north of Vasquer was dreadfully cold, even in the middle of spring as they were. Argrave and Anneliese donned their heavier gray enchanted leather gear, and Galamon put his armor back on, making some effort to conceal it with fur. Vasilisa looked at him peculiarly but did not question that—Argrave imagined Vasilisa viewed it as inconsequential if he failed during their travels. Such a thing would be their problem, not hers. If she asked why their companion remained stalwart, Argrave would explain merely that his armor was enchanted.

The towns of the north had a separate culture from all those of the south or central Vasquer. It was densely forested, and many creatures of yore still roamed night and day, dangerous and mythical both. The soil was poor, and the cold made it poorer. Here, the people were primarily hunters and herders. Exceptions existed, naturally, yet the point stood. They traded in rare hides and mined the earth, but beyond that few other industries existed here.

To that end, Argrave was glad Anneliese had long ago mastered the B-rank [Progenitor] spell of the druidic family—she could bring an animal other than her Starsparrow about, even if in limited capacity. It would facilitate getting a little souvenir for their friend back in Relize. On the matter of their druidic bonds, the Brumesingers loathed the cold, and stayed nestled deep within Argrave’s backpack.

Vasilisa, true to her word, allowed them only one day of rest at Prenviania. While they were leaving the next morning, Anneliese spotted a familiar building.

“That is one of the branches of the Order of the Gray Owl, is it not?” Anneliese asked of Argrave.

Argrave hardly needed to look to answer, but he did. “It is,” he confirmed.

It was a stone building, two owls looking over the entrance like gargoyles. It stood in stark contrast to the homes made of pine logs all throughout the city of Prenviania. Even the grandest estates were wooden. This stone building, a branch of the Order… Argrave had been to one a very long time ago at Mateth, and now here another stood. As he recalled, the place had few facilities in Heroes of Berendar, nothing more than the bare essentials. It stuck out, to say the least.

“Just an abandoned building, now,” Vasilisa said, overhearing them. “People tore it down not too long ago. Inside is in pieces.”

Argrave furrowed his brows. “What? Why?”

“The Order isn’t well-loved everywhere,” Vasilisa said. “Might have heard grand tales in Relize… but they’re a new presence here, a foreign presence. This building was like a token of the north’s fall. I think it’s a waste, but the people did what they did.” She stepped down the simple dirt road. “Don’t gawk, elf. People seldom see your kind here. It’d be best if we’re on the road. I won’t trouble the people of the north. They have it hard enough.”

Argrave spared one look at the building, then followed. He supposed nothing like that could happen in the game because the player always needed those facilities. It gave some insight as to the culture of spellcasters in the north, though—many of them weren’t Order-reared, merely converts after Felipe’s conquest. Vasilisa hadn’t been taught in the Order, for instance. Already, an element of the disparity started to make sense.

How, then, would he win them to his side? How could he build momentum here? These were ideas he pondered as they trekked through the pine forests, their party following only a simple dirt road that was more a trail formed by game than humans. He engaged in conversation with Anneliese and Galamon, feeling of greater spirit today alone than he had in the past month. He saw bizarre snow formations as they melted for spring, and they passed by hunters, babbling brooks… A lively, yet markedly different, community.

Soon enough, though… Argrave could not afford to be so carefree. The path started to grow steeper, more treacherous. The path beneath their feet went from densely packed soil with pine needles scattered everywhere to hard stone and rock, slick with the water from the melting snow at many points. With both breath labored and mind taxed, he devoted himself to the task fully.

Anneliese had a much different experience. After all, she had her special boots with wind enchantments—like Argrave’s silver bracer that stored his blood for blood magic, the boots were one of the things that Elenore had appraised. They’d been obtained from one of the various places they’d looted. Whether moving faster, moving upward, slowing a descent… her boots could do it all. Anneliese used them sparingly, testing and training herself to use them best. The steep path made a good opportunity for that, even if Argrave did find it somewhat bothersome when he was hit by snow.

At a point, Argrave heard her yelp and retreat, and he looked up to see what was going on. He saw a white paw moving through the air where she left, and he immediately turned, prepared to confront whatever was coming. A truck-sized beast chased after her. It had white fur, and a squat, low-lying body. Its mouth was clearly that of a predator’s, but could not be called dog, cat, or anything familiar. Argrave recognized it—a lyr, one of the many wild beasts of the north. He prepared a spell.

“Stop what you’re doing.” Vasilisa grabbed his wrist, fingers wrapping around his silver bracer.

“What?” Argrave protested.

Vasilisa stepped forth, and then conjured a simpler spell of fire. She held it before the creature as large as a rhino and warded it away as one might any other wild animal. And it behaved as a bear or wolf might, snapping at her with its strange bark before retreating back whence it came.

“Unless you intend to skin and eat it… you kill nothing in the north unless absolutely necessary.” Vasilisa turned to Argrave. “I will not deprive the people of what might one day fill their bellies. I would think snow elves of all people would understand that.”

Argrave straightened. “I apologize. It’s difficult to remember such things when they concern A—” Very nearly saying Anneliese, he quickly salvaged things, finishing, “…a person very precious to me.”

Vasilisa clicked her tongue and shook her head. “Quadreign is not so far. Let’s proceed.”

Argrave pulled his pack up over his shoulders, casting a glance at a guilty-looking Anneliese. He could not bring himself to blame her, and merely bid she continue as they pressed forward through this snowscape.

Familiar landmarks and mountains marked Argrave’s vision as they neared Quadreign. When they crested the top of a particularly steep incline…a city spread out before them, nestled deep within a valley. To put things simply, it appeared like an isolated community of the rich. All of the buildings within sight were so grand as to suffice as a noble mansion back in the south. And in the back, above it all, was a towering palace. Its furthest wall supported a large clocktower, overlooking the valley and city both.

And yet… further scrutiny revealed many oddities. The streets were quiet and ill-kept, some of them entirely blocked off by snow. The clocktower did not move. So many parts of the palace had been destroyed as to make it worthless in any defense. A lot of the grand estates were abandoned—even more had been partially torn down to make room for a burgeoning pasture of cows.

“One last steep decline, and then we’re in Quadreign. I’d like you to get to work right away.” Vasilisa looked back. “Let’s go, Silvaden, Sanora, Vulras.”


Chapter 12

Vasilisa grabbed the iron gate that stood in front of the palace in Quadreign. She fit in a key and opened it wide. Argrave eyed the gate—it was cheaply made, and the iron had grown rusty and brittle. The Magister had led them through the city with purpose, and they’d diligently followed behind their escort. It wasn’t as though any people blocked their way.

The quest line in Quadreign had always described the city as failing, as a fragment of its former glory. Certainly, the player could observe the failing houses, the decrepit palace, and the stagnant clocktower. Even still, Argrave felt as though he was seeing the city for the very first time. These were living people enduring hard times in this land of bitter cold. He saw how thin they were, how they shuddered in their poorly heated homes, and how they slowly withered away in this isolated valley.

There was an old man waiting for them in the palace’s courtyard. He wore clothing that once might have been brilliant blue but was now faded and worn and lined with fur to ward away the cold. Vasilisa stepped right up to him.

“Young lady,” he greeted. Argrave recognized him—he was the steward of this palace. Befitting an elder member of House Quadreign, he was a mage with quite a formidable magic pool.

“That title is no longer applicable, Ferrel,” she said coldly. “Here.”

Ferrel took a bag from her hand, and Argrave heard metal clinking within. The steward looked inside, then looked back to Vasilisa. “But… my lady… all of what you earned?”

“I am still part of this house. Take it. I will brook no protest,” she commanded him.

The steward acquiesced with a quiet bow. “It will help alleviate some of the debt.”

“Forget the debt,” she disagreed. “That money is for supplies. The Lous family lost half their herd. We need to buy food, other essentials, distribute them.”

“Of… course, my lady.” Ferrel bowed a little deeper.

“These elves are my guests.” Vasilisa looked back, blue eyes steady. “I want them to meet my sister. They… are here about the flame.”

“Your sister is…” Ferrel’s lips twitched. “I’ll speak to her. It might be difficult. You know how she is.”

“Alright.” Vasilisa nodded, her stern voice lightening up somewhat. “You three. Come along.”

***

Vasilisa escorted the three of them to a guest house within the palace. It was poorly maintained, and this fact seemed to embarrass the Magister greatly. She promised it would be cleaned, but Argrave insisted it was something they’d be willing to handle themselves. She seemed insulted at first, but gradually she accepted the proposition.

They didn’t have the chance to do much, though. Ferrel returned after a time, and they were escorted within the palace proper—specifically, the great hall beneath the clocktower. Though there was a great ascending set of stairs leading to a throne that seemed to be made for a giant, the person they had been brought to meet—Vasilisa’s sister—sat in a simple chair at the foot of these stairs, the steward standing just beside her. Her name was Diana, and she was the present baroness of Quadreign. She looked quite like Vasilisa, being blonde and blue-eyed, yet age marked her a little more than it had her sister.

As they approached, he heard Diana question Ferrel quietly, in a voice almost too low to hear, “Do I know them?”

“No, my lady. They are new to us. Your sister brought them,” the answer came, just as quiet.

Diane nodded, then leaned her head against her hand and massaged it gingerly as they approached.

“Vasilisa says that you came here to look at reigniting the flame,” Diana said at once.

“That’s correct, baroness.” Argrave dipped his head. “It is Veidimen work. Consequently, we are the only ones able to help restore it.”

“I see.” Diana said. Her eyes weren’t quite focused on their faces, but they were in their general direction. “And… reigniting this flame. What…” She paused for a few seconds. “…actions do it… does it require from me?”

“The way I understood it, sister, was that he would need only my aid with this matter,” Vasilisa interjected. “I merely wanted to keep you informed about things and get your approval.”

Diana’s eyes wandered for a few moments, then refocused. “Then you have my leave,” she finally said.

“Thank you for your graciousness in this matter.” Argrave lowered his head once again. “I can promise confidently that you won’t be disappointed by this.”

“If there is no thing… nothing more, I’d very much like to be left alone with my duties,” Diana said.

Her hand twitched, and she gripped the arm rest of her chair firmly. Anneliese took note of this and stared for a long while.

“Of course,” Argrave said. “Thank you for your time.”

With that, Vasilisa very eagerly shepherded them back toward the courtyard of the palace. “Diana is very busy and overworked with things, otherwise I’m sure she’d ask for more,” she explained as they walked. “The territory is… not what it once was, and my sister has been working very hard to curb our decline. There are many troubles with being isolated as we are—troubles that were once addressed by this flame. On that matter…” she eagerly drove the subject away from her sister. “I think it’s best that we start discussing what it is you plan to do.”

“Then we can do so,” Argrave agreed. “Indeed, I think things would be for the best if we got to work immediately. To that end… I’d like to see the site where the flame is kept. From old Veidimen records, I believe it was stored underground.”

Vasilisa scanned Argrave’s face, then nodded slowly. “Yes, it was. I need to take care of a few other things before we go there. Return to the guest house a moment while I prepare things.”

***

“Feels odd, being left behind,” Durran commented as he watched the docks of Relize from Leopold’s estate. One didn’t have a clear view of the sea, and even if there was, Durran didn’t know which ship they left on. It hadn’t even returned to the docks, yet.

“It’s odder that they’re going,” Elenore said.

Durran turned his head back. “Things will turn out. You’ll see.”

“All I know… is that Argrave has saddled us with a lot of work,” Elenore said. “We have to maintain respect for Argrave when he won’t be marching beside his army. And the spellcasters we have, meager though they may be, have to be kept in check by someone.”

Durran laughed. “Well, shouldn’t you be well-accustomed to earning respect, no matter the situation? You earned a place in the world with a name alone. A rather unintimidating name, at that. I hardly think of bats as the foremost authority, yet here you are.”

“Let’s get to work.” Elenore changed the subject. “The army moves. I think the first order of business… shall be a show of strength for the soldiers of the north who went bandit.”

***

Argrave hunched over a set of runes, doing his very best to make it look like he was doing some important deciphering. As a point of fact, though, it was all just acting. An investigation quest had little meaning when one already knew what it was they were looking for.

He rose to his feet and turned around, where Vasilisa stood expectantly. “Well? Were you all talk?”

“The flame isn’t extinguished,” Argrave said.

Her blue eyes narrowed into small slits. “That’s a bit difficult to accept when we’re standing in the brazier in which it used to burn.”

Argrave looked around, making a point to survey the place. “…Still, the runes are working. They’re maintaining the flame.”

“There’s nothing to maintain.” She shook her head. “If they are active, they’re faulty, and need to be fixed.”

“They don’t need to be fixed.” Argrave shook his head. “The flame isn’t here anymore. The runes are somewhat degraded because they’ve been sustaining the flame from quite a long distance away.” He looked up. “Given the nature of sending energy through the air… you might have noticed some people getting sick. Muscles seizing up. Vomiting up blood. These runes weren’t made for long-distance maintenance, and the energy traveling through the air probably brought many unwanted afflictions to anyone above ground.”

Vasilisa took a deep breath and stepped away, and Argrave suspected many pieces were falling into place in her mind. Her eyes trembled in rage, and she swallowed deeply. Galamon eyed her cautiously, keeping his hands near his Ebonice axe.

“It was stolen, then? Pilfered, taken away, used by another?” the Magister asked.

“…Yes. If someone knowledgeable enough came in close contact, they could steal it away,” Argrave confirmed.

“Can it be reversed?” Vasilisa spoke through clenched teeth. “The connection… severed?”

“Certainly.” Argrave nodded. “But it would take around a year to reignite the flame. The runes would need time to rebuild its essence from the ground up. Though I should note the thief would lose the flame, wherever they might be. As such, if you can wait… it might be worth it.”

Vasilisa stood there, breathing heavily in the quiet stone chamber. Argrave looked to Anneliese, yet the fact that she remained calm said that there was probably no chance the Magister would lash out rashly. She looked to pity Vasilisa.

“Alternatively, we could recover it.” Argrave gave her the second, much better option.

“Recover it?” She laughed. “It had to be the king that stole it.” She stepped around the cold stone chamber, practically fuming. “Do you think us capable of heading to the palace and doing such a thing? As I understand it, that place is a hotbed of activity. Even if I collaborate with one of the… the foolish claimants, Argrave, or… or the south…” she trailed off.

“I don’t think it was the king that stole it.” Argrave shook his head. “If the capital of this kingdom is further south than Relize, the runes could not sustain it so. In addition, as I mentioned… it would have to be someone knowledgeable about the flame. I’m not sure the king fits that criterion.”

Vasilisa turned. “It’s close, then? It’s… It’s close enough to still be in the north?”

Argrave nodded. “Almost definitely.”

Vasilisa’s blue eyes took an icy calm to them. “You said it would have to be someone who came into close contact,” she noted.

“I did.”

The Magister seethed silently, her eyes closed harshly. Her right hand clenched and unclenched into a fist as she stood there, wrapped up in her own world of rage.

“I’m going to flay him,” she decided with a calm voice that disguised her anger. Then, she stepped off toward the exit.

“Not sure that’ll help,” Argrave called out as she stormed away.

“It’ll help me,” she called back, then stopped to punch the wall. Argrave winced as he heard something crack that wasn’t stone, but Vasilisa kept punching the wall.

Since it was evident she wasn’t going to be leaving, Argrave walked closer slowly. Anneliese joined him.

“That man… took the flame of our house for his own,” she said, voice trembling in anger. “Since birth, we gave him its gift freely… and not only did he betray Quadreign to join Vasquer…” Vasilisa turned back. “He made it seem like he was the only reason our family was not killed.”

Argrave crossed his arms. “I take it you have an idea who the flame might presently belong to, now?”

“Yes,” she said with a hoarse voice, blood dripping from her now-disfigured hand. “Yes, I know exactly who. And he’s had quite a time on our misery… Not only are we deep in debt to him, but he also holds most of the inland territories that once belong to Quadreign,” she said, almost hysterical by this point. “And he’s come by every single month to collect the interest for his debt, seeing this place fall into disrepair, seeing our people starve and freeze to death, seeing my sister…!” She trailed off, her eyes wandering to Argrave and Anneliese to remind herself she was not alone. It seemed she still wished to keep some things hidden from them.

“So, this person… they’re influential here.” Argrave nodded calmly.

She laughed like it was the funniest joke, then slouched against the wall, sliding down until she sat. “Yes, Silvaden. Yes, you might say Margrave Ivan, Magister of the Order, owner of most of the former Quadreign crownlands, leader of a potent coterie of northern spellcasters, and possibly the richest man in all the north… is slightly influential in the north,” she said drolly.

Vasilisa sat there, despairing.

“Is there anyone else it might be?” Anneliese asked innocently.

That brought some vigor back to her for but a few moments, until she shook her head with gaze distant. “No. Not possible. He, alongside the king, were the last within this place before the flame was exting— No, stolen.”

Argrave scratched at his chin. “Well… a contract is a contract, Magister Vasilisa,” he said.

The blonde-haired woman looked up at him, eyes wide.

“A traitor and a thief… in Veiden, such a man should be eliminated completely,” Argrave said, smiling. “So long as you’re willing, of course… I think all we have is a new obstacle. One that Veid would view righteous to tackle.”

And if some of that influence Ivan possessed might find itself in another hand that might be more positively predisposed toward helping Argrave’s army? Well… that would certainly make that king that was definitely in Relize right now very happy.


Chapter 13

Magister Vasilisa watched the man beside her pour a drink into her cup. Cups, rather—the bartender filled multiple tankards, each and all just beside Vasilisa’s wrist. Her eyes jumped between the brown alcohol and their party of three, sitting adjacent from her and waiting expectantly.

“You sure you don’t want anything?” Vasilisa questioned.

“Alcohol does nothing for me,” Argrave said vaguely while the two beside him shook their heads.

The drink finished pouring, and she handed a set of gold coins to the man. He tried to refuse her, but she insisted until he took it.

“Just, uh… feels a bit…” Her blue eyes jumped between them, then she shrugged and tipped the tankard back. “Whatever. You don’t want it, that’s your business. But what’s my business…”

She snapped. Though no matrix formed, she’d cast a spell, and a ward enclosed them. Casting spells without matrixes—that was one facet of Vasilisa’s A-rank advancement. None of the other customers in this tavern in Quadreign seemed to react to the spell, perhaps well-used to Vasilisa being here.

“What’s my business is what in the hell you’re speaking of when you talk about taking down Magister Ivan,” she said, sipping at her drink slightly. “You might not get things, being from where you are… but me, my sister’s territory? They’ve become nothing before what Margrave Ivan owns, Silvaden. We’re dust before a castle. Maybe they call you ‘Smiler’ for your endless optimism, but I see things clear, and they’re clearly impossibly bleak.”

Argrave mulled over her words for a bit while the Magister let the silence hang, drinking deeply from her cup. She’d very nearly finished the first from what Argrave saw.

“Do you know how I discovered you were in Relize?” Argrave questioned. “I was speaking to a northerner… something mundane, I think it was about furs that were commonly traded to Relize… we wanted to avoid some competition, you see.” Argrave leaned in, entwining his hands. “This woman, she was a little old. Still robust and firm, though, like a great deal of the people we saw on the way here. And she started talking about the good days beneath the reign of the queens of Quadreign.”

Vasilisa stared at Argrave as he spoke, so wrapped up in his fabricated story she couldn’t think of anything to interject.

“She spoke of your traditions here,” Argrave continued, locking eyes with her. “How your women ruled, because only those that create life can justly preside over it. She told me how the flames of Quadreign once flowed through this city, giving warmth even in the winters of this northern valley. She spoke of the queen’s mageguard—chosen from birth among loyal vassals, tempered by the flame, and holding two ideals at heart.” Argrave raised his hand, counting as he listed them. “Protect the queen… and protect her people. And this woman spoke of how they died to the last against the forces of Vasquer.”

Vasilisa blinked quickly then looked off to the side, obviously hiding tears. She grabbed a new flagon and drank it all, then set it down quietly. “What does it matter?” she questioned, her voice hoarse. “My mother was the last queen. My sister has a brain tumor, and though it can be cured, all those capable of such a feat would wring us of our last coins. We have an obligation to the people—if my sister is cured, we couldn’t afford to feed them. All of the queen’s guard died, as you said. Those you would have us fight against possess all of what we once owned.”

Quiet set in as the Magister opened her heart up. Anneliese leaned in, almost a mirror of Vasilisa’s emotions, and said, “The people live, and the people remember. And even if you disbelieve that claim… no one succeeds if they content themselves with defeat.”

“You seek the flame both for the people of this city and your sister,” Argrave said. “I think that’s clear.”

The Magister looked back. “Yes. And?”

“People that honor their obligations are few and far between.” Argrave nodded. “I greatly respect that.”

“Respect, my ass.” She shook her head and fixed her blonde hair behind her ear. “I don’t do what I do for respect.”

Galamon chuckled, and Argrave briefly turned his head at the unexpected noise. Before long he turned back, continuing, “…But honor can blind you to a lot of opportunities you have at your disposal,” he said, pushing past her comment.

“That’s not a bad thing. I’d rather die than do something against my principles. If that’s what you’re suggesting…” The Magister’s eyes focused on him.

“Of course not.” Argrave leaned back in the chair. “Fact of the matter is, though… people like Magister Ivan will piss on your honor. They’ll exploit your integrity, and the only thing they’ll feel is disdain… Disdain that you’re so gullible, so easy to use and abuse. He thinks you’re lesser than him.”

Her jaw clenched tight, and she took a slow drink of alcohol once again.

“Silvaden does not try to offend,” Anneliese quickly soothed. “This is merely to raise a point, Magister Vasilisa.”

Her words did unwind the tense Magister a bit, and so Argrave continued, “And the worst part of all this? After his betrayal… After he let Quadreign fall to Vasquer, after he stole the Flame of the Tenebrous Star from your house… What do people view him as? Not a traitor, not a thief, not a callous usurper… but rather, they view him as Margrave Ivan. They view him as a man not to be trifled with. He’s just the winner.”

Vasilisa’s jaw tightened once again… but her eyes dipped downward from Argrave’s, growing distant and introspective.

“Sanora…” Argrave put his hand on Anneliese’s shoulder. “She’s right. If you content yourself with defeat before you try… I don’t need to spell out the results, I should think.”

Vasilisa laughed exasperatedly and threw her head back, slouching against her chair. “And what can we do? Four of us? You, maybe A-rank. Her, verging on A-rank, and him…” She threw up her hands in Galamon’s direction. “Ivan can match us person for person, spell rank for spell rank, and still have a territory’s worth of people at his disposal left over.”

Argrave took his hand off Anneliese’s shoulder and set it on the table. “I don’t think that northern woman I spoke to was particularly unique. I don’t think the people, low or small, have genuine affection for Margrave Ivan. His power comes from the throne of Vasquer, not the people. And the throne… it’s clearly in no state to protest. Perhaps that king in Relize is justified in what he does.”

“Hah.” Vasilisa leaned back in, tracing her finger around the rim of her third cup. “Argrave and his coalition of merchant princes playing at war?”

Argrave smiled broadly. “Even still, that man was able to get swords in people’s hands. So far as I know, he was not even in the line of succession for the throne. And you? House Quadreign, reputed rulers, heralds of the good days of Quadreign? That cause has much more legitimacy than his, I should think.”

Vasilisa took a deep breath and sighed, eyes wide in reluctant realization as she acknowledged that his point had some merit. “I wouldn’t… know where to begin,” she admitted.

Argrave nodded. “People with honor generally don’t. But… as it so happens… I’ve gotten a fair bit of experience in this sort of thing. I can’t say I’ve made no mistakes, but I’ve learned as much from each one.” He clasped his hands together. “If you agree, we could leave Quadreign by the morrow, head to wherever this Ivan might be. From there, I’d be able to figure out where we might begin.”

Vasilisa looked at Argrave and his two companions in turn. Then, she took another drink. “My mother taught me to be careful about how I answer strangely forward men when I’ve been drinking. Give me the night to decide.”

Argrave nodded and gathered his coat as he prepared to stand. “If you want my cards laid out plainly, I have a vested interest in getting the Flame of the Tenebrous Star returned to you quickly. I can’t really afford to wait a year. And… your sister… can she? Well, never mind.” He shook his head. “I’ve made my pitch. The decision is yours.”

***

“…Bandit forces were grouped up and herded by our armies. Upon this scourge being driven into core territories, much infighting broke out until they largely consolidated. In light of this, Count Pomten surrendered his fortress to our army and allowed us to suppress what remained in tandem with his forces, lest his land be turned into scorched earth. In other words, the soldiers are off to a stellar start,” Elenore summarized, wearing a black dress and a golden blindfold over her missing eyes. “We have a base of operations that serves as a foothold into the north, a cooperative ally, and a good example of what surrendering can bring to Argrave’s would-be enemies. I suspect we’ll be largely unimpeded until we reach this place… Castle Cookpot, located in a valley.”

Leopold nodded while looking over the map of Vasquer. “You say stellar start… I say that all the patricians are breathing down my neck, wanting to speak to Argrave.”

Durran stepped in, presently armored in his wyvern scale. “Any matters they have, Princess Elenore can handle,” he reminded the patrician.

“You think I haven’t said as much?” Leopold shook his head. “Where is he? Why can I no longer speak to him? Is he even in Relize anymore?”

“He spoke to you before he went into hiding,” Elenore reminded him. “After Traugott—”

“Yes, yes, he was nearly killed, and he’s at risk. So were those soldiers.” Leopold planted his finger upon the recently captured fort on the map. “Nearly each and every patrician has a stake in this war, yet the head of our operations isn’t open to communication.” The old man shook his head. “I feel for His Majesty, I do. But… it makes one wonder, simply put. Indeed, certain people wonder why some of their men have died. Why… and for whom,” he finished.

Leopold stared at Elenore as she stood passively, his gaze unflinching on her golden blindfold.

Finally, the patrician looked away. “I’ve said what I wanted to say… and now I have an appointment with my wife.” Leopold scoffed the word ‘appointment.’ “The woman is quite demanding. I’ll be off. But all said, I don’t think this matter is going away.”

The leader of Relize walked to the door, opening it and leaving swiftly. Once it was shut, Durran clicked his tongue.

“Happy marriage,” he noted.

“‘It’ll all work out,’ you said.” Elenore turned her head toward him, removing the golden blindfold around her head and ruffling her hair. “Do you still have that optimism after that conversation?”

“Optimism? I’m the wrong person to say that to. I just trust you can handle things, no matter what,” Durran said plainly, eyes fixed on her eyeless sockets.

“Well…” Elenore crossed her arms then hurriedly turned her head away. “The patricians wonder why they fight? I think we can give them ‘why.’ I think it’s well past time that our investors received some returns.”

Durran leaned on the table. “Yeah? How so? Planning to put some of that influence you have to good use?”

“No.” Elenore shook her head, turning back around. “There’s money in war. A gruesome trade, but there’s a reason Felipe grew so wealthy.” She came to sit on the table just beside Durran. “I’ve never had a position like this where I could so directly influence matters. It leads to new opportunities. None can complain if they’re well-compensated for their losses under the name of the king… certainly not Relizeans.”

Durran lifted his head up from the map and turned to her, face a foot away from hers. “Well… one detail’s missing. The money’s from the king… and his regent.”

Elenore grew still for a moment, and the only noise in the room was faint breathing. Then, her hand clenched around the golden blindfold she held, and she stood and stepped away.

“Can’t forget your role in this,” Durran continued. “People have to come to respect your position as regent. You have to show your hand. It’ll make the future easier.”

“…You’re right, yes,” Elenore admitted. “To that end… I need to increase my presence in Relize. There’s someone I want you to check out… Details can come later, but I know you’re reliable and can take care of it. After you do, we can start bringing things to heel, maximizing the war effort in our favor.”


Chapter 14

A knock came at the door to the guest house, and Galamon stepped away to answer it. Once he did, Vasilisa stood on the other side. She looked about the room and then declared, “I won’t act unless I’m confident in what you plan to do.”

Argrave had been reviewing some of his writing in his notebook about Llewellen’s lecture on the dwarven musical cube. He closed the book, rose to his feet, and stated, “That was rather prompt. Not as though that’s a bad thing, of course. I don’t think confidence in my plan is going to be a problem, unless you’re someone who is unusually timid. I made it this far.”

The blonde Magister shook her head. “I don’t get your optimism, Silvaden. I do hope it’s worth more than just words. They’re all you’ve given me thus far—promises that Ivan stole the flame, promises that we can take it back, promises that we can beat the Magister in his own territory…” Vasilisa trailed off as she spotted Argrave putting a backpack over his shoulder. “Are you… already packed?”

Argrave nodded. “Well, I was rather optimistic about your answer. And would you look at that? I was right.” He smiled broadly. “I think you can take that as a sign of what’s to come.”

***

They traversed back over the mountains outside Quadreign on foot. It was a harsh journey and the steep climb brought Argrave close to exhaustion. By this point, it was obvious Vasilisa had some regard for their abilities, for she did not slow her pace at all for any reason. Her regard was warranted, though, for they kept pace all of the way.

Beyond a certain point, the road leveled out. There was a small village they passed by that had a stable—though they briefly contemplated buying horses, none of the ones they had were large enough to accommodate the sheer size of either Galamon or Argrave.

And so, with nothing but determination, they traveled the roads south. Eventually, the North Sea entered into sight once again. There was a settlement in view—not Prenviania, where they had initially docked. No, instead this was a low-lying island just off the coast, a grand tower rising up out of the center of it. Even from a distance, one could see the abundant farmland and the well-constructed homes. It was clearly a place of the wealthy.

“That island… it’s called First Hope. Ivan makes his home in that tower.” Vasilisa pointed. “It was constructed in the same manner as the Tower of the Gray Owl by the Order after their organization was permitted access to these lands. Well… you probably haven’t seen that, being from Veiden.” She considered. “Needless to say, each and every stone is enchanted. The building was meant to withstand earthquakes, storms, magical assaults all.

“The coast,” she continued. “It’s lined with settlements, each quite wealthy individually. Fishing and trading make them their living. Right there… that’s Whiteden. They collect pearls there,” she outlined. “Of late, a great deal of spellcasters have made their home on the coast and on the island. This place is secluded enough to allow them to commit to their research and close enough to a center of Order activity to make it ideal for other magically oriented activities.” Her eyes wandered. “I can think of half a dozen High Wizards that make their home here. No other place is particularly conducive to the Order.”

Argrave could see why. The coast was quite the beautiful place to live. The North Sea, at least in this area, was rather bright blue and beautiful. The pine trees were not so dense as they were elsewhere, but their snow-covered needles still made an interesting sight. In the far distance, there was a view of ridiculous scale. They were grand towers of wood, so high that it baffled the mind. It seemed a land made for giants placed in a land made for humans.

“Are those… trees?” Anneliese questioned. “There, in the distance. They… make the tower look stunted. They must be hundreds of feet tall.”

Vasilisa followed her gaze, then nodded. “Indeed. You see redwood trees. Most call that forest the Bloodwoods. Those lands… they don’t belong to Vasquer. They belong to the centaurs and the elves. They were the only peoples able to repel King Felipe III in his conquests. People that wander there seldom return. It’s said that giants and worse still roam those woods. Most learned long ago not to test that theory.”

“We stray from the subject,” Galamon reminded them.

“Vulras is right,” Vasilisa agreed. “The point is this: this prosperous territory you see before you? There’s much more of it inland, and all of it belongs to Margrave Ivan. Those castles in the mountains…” She pointed them out. “Lords of the local villages, and all sworn to Ivan. Say what you will of loyalty, but know this: contentment beats it out at most every point. Wealthy and happy… What chance do we have of prompting people to break the peace even if the truth should come out?”

“First Hope…” Argrave said the island’s name. “Does it bar our kind entry?”

“I don’t… I think not. I’d never considered it,” the Magister admitted.

“Only one way to find out, isn’t there?” Argrave said, stepping forth.

“Hold on a minute,” Vasilisa called out. “Should I… I mean, if I come with, Magister Ivan might… Every time I enter the city, he insists I visit. The ferrymen all know me.”

“Would you normally hide away? He might think things are suspicious if you remain a little reticent,” Argrave reminded her. “Tell you what… Let’s see if we can’t get in the city, look around for a bit, perhaps secure lodging… and then we’ll go speak to Ivan.”

Her brows narrowed, and she said darkly, “Speak to him?”

Anneliese stepped up to the Magister. “Please… try to look at the bigger picture,” she urged. “I know it might disgust you to feign ignorance of what he’s done to you and your house, but if things go poorly…”

Magister Vasilisa relaxed somewhat, then looked up at Anneliese. “I’m beginning to see how this works. Silvaden says something provocative, and then you soften the blow with sweeter words. Well… fine,” she conceded. “I guess we haven’t even established that Ivan has our flame. Once again, we’ve only your promises.”

“If that’s how you want to look at it, that works for me.” Argrave nodded. “So long as you don’t accuse him to his face, I don’t see the problem. Shall we go?”

***

They took a ferry across the sea from a local village. It was a relatively serene ride with none recognizing any of them besides Vasilisa. Argrave rather enjoyed being one nameless face amidst many. Everyone stared at him because the three of them were tall, but none stared at him because he was king, and that was a welcome reprieve. As Vasilisa predicted, the ferrymen requested that Vasilisa go visit Ivan as soon as she was able.

Despite the fact that three of them were ostensibly snow elves, they were not barred entry from the city. They walked by the farmland on the outer portions of the island, heading toward the denser urban area near Ivan’s tower. Once there, Vasilisa led them all to an inn. She went off to her own room, while Argrave and them set up theirs.

As they settled their things in a local inn, Galamon grabbed Argrave’s arm and said, “You.”

“Me?” Argrave repeated, perplexed. “What’s this about?”

“The glass eye… I think it’s on a ship in the North Sea,” Galamon told him. “And I think it comes here, to this island.”

“A ship?” Argrave repeated. “Well, that’s… I suppose that could be good for us. That could also be terribly inconvenient.” He shook his head. “Keep me posted.”

“The bowl… drinking my blood from it…” Galamon left a question unspoken.

Looking at Galamon, Argrave could tell it made him uncomfortable. Galamon hated his vampiric beast, and loathed being better connected to it—the bowl did precisely that.

“I know what the guy who has it looks like.” Argrave patted his arm. “If he’s coming here… you can lay off. Anneliese and I can find him.”

“I see.” Galamon nodded. “Thank you.”

Giving a curt nod, Argrave resumed what he was doing, but Anneliese spoke to him next.

“Are you certain Vasilisa will accept your plan of action?” Anneliese asked quickly. “I mean… not to be condescending, but it is difficult to see it working.”

Argrave considered her point. “I made all of Veiden believe I was an agent of Erlebnis. What’s the big gulf between that and this?”

“Fair point,” she conceded, releasing him.

“Besides, it’s best we speak to Magister Ivan. I want to see if Traugott came by here.” He nodded. “If he’s come north with that booklet I wrote for Castro, I can think of a few places he might visit. I’m not sure of his intentions… and I’d like to find them out as quickly as I can. Coming here like this gives me a unique opportunity to do so.”

***

Once their things were settled, Argrave and his companions went downstairs. Vasilisa waited for them there, already with drink in hand. He was starting to realize the game Heroes of Berendar had not done her alcoholism justice. Or maybe it just hadn’t existed, there. They walked up to her table.

“Ivan has agreed to having you three come along to our meeting,” Vasilisa said before Argrave even came to stand beside her. “I arranged a conversation under the pretext of a conversation of the debt Quadreign owes. I mentioned you three, and his messenger said it would be no problem.”

“That’s good. When?” Argrave asked, making it to the table.

“Whenever.” She shook her head. “That’s why I drink.”

“Of course,” Argrave said accommodatingly, tapping his fingers against the table to vent his desire to stay moving. “So… when shall we go?”

“When I finish my drink.” She looked at him with cold eyes, as though daring him to protest.

Argrave bit at his lips, choosing his words carefully. “Aren’t you…? Don’t you have a loose tongue when you’re drunk?”

“Not from one cup.” She shook her head.

Argrave took a deep breath, feeling a bit nervous now.

***

With Argrave’s feet growing colder the more brew Vasilisa downed, they did eventually depart from the inn and head for the tower. Unlike most of the other places associated with the Order, this place was a private residence, meaning it did not have the same restrictions that barred non-members from entering within. They were granted entry without a fuss, and quickly boarded the central elevator.

“I’ve never seen something like this,” marveled Argrave as the central stone elevator transported them up the floors of Ivan’s tower. They were packed quite tightly on one platform. He was lying, of course. He was good at that.

“Just enchantments,” Vasilisa said almost idly. “Certainly nothing to gape at.”

The elevator reached the floor that they desired, and the stone platform clicked against the side of the wall before coming to a stop. Vasilisa took a certain step off.

The room on the other side was fairly ostentatious. The great majority of it had been lined with decadent furs and fine fabrics from further south—velvet, cottons, silks, and the like. It made the place seem stuffy visually, yet the inside was quite a pleasant temperature compared to the coldness outside.

Magister Ivan sat on a couch, leaning far back into it. A table straddled his body, both of his arms resting atop it as he read. When Vasilisa entered, he turned his head toward her but did not make to rise. Like many in the north, he had blonde hair and blue eyes. From the look of him, he was rather tall and slim. He wore loose-fitting robes, well-fit for this temperate room of relaxation.

“Margrave Ivan,” Vasilisa greeted stiffly.

“Vasilisa,” he returned. “I thought I told you to call me Ivan?”

“You did,” she admitted.

Ivan chuckled, setting his writing implement down. “These three… Your friends, you said?”

“They are,” Vasilisa confirmed.

Letting out another laugh, Ivan picked up the table over his body and moved it, delicately balancing the paper and writing implement atop it. He set it on the floor and stood. He seemed to pay the three of them little regard, being interested in only Vasilisa.

“I’m told you came here to talk about Quadreign’s debt to me,” he said, then raised a finger before Vasilisa could respond. “Before you say anything… I want to offer you something.”

Vasilisa frowned. “What?”

“I want to give you an offer to reduce your house’s debt,” he explained, holding his arms wide. His robes came loose a little, and he quickly corrected that before anything untoward could occur.

“Reduce it? Why? What would I have to do?” Vasilisa frowned.

“A Magister is coming to visit soon,” Ivan continued. “Now… I’m not sure of this person’s nature. All I’d like for you to do is mention your house’s debt while they’re present. This person… if it were me, alone, they might get some overambitious ideas. They’ll surely get no such greedy mindset if they know I have a Magister under debt.”

Argrave took a deep breath, shocked that his gambit to locate Traugott worked out so well. The Magister surely wouldn’t recognize Argrave or his companions—he’d never seen them before. Given how Vasilisa and he had interacted… it might pose problems, though. Argrave looked to the Magister. Her jaw was clenched tight. Belatedly, Argrave realized this wasn’t about safety at all. Ivan allowed the three of them to come up alongside without issue. All he wanted was to get word of Quadreign’s debt to a Magister.

“…Who is coming?” Vasilisa questioned.

“Ah, good question.” Ivan waved his hand, then stepped away. He walked up to a curtain and then tossed it aside, revealing a desk just beyond. After opening a drawer, he retrieved a paper. “Looks like… ah. I even misremembered it. Must’ve been because I got another note earlier about Magister Traugott…” Ivan looked up. “Magisters Hegazar and Vera are coming, under the direction of Master Castro himself.”

And in moments, Argrave was shocked his gambit worked out so poorly.


Chapter 15

Magister Traugott, wearing the gray robes given to him by the Order of the Gray Owl, sat atop a parapet on the walls of Dirracha, legs dangling over the side. He peered down at the first level of the multi-segmented city, eyes wandering its streets. It was dark out and the red moon above was barely visible at this time of month. Unless one shined a light upon him, he was all but invisible to all below.

“You,” a voice cut in, and Magister Traugott turned his head in surprise.

Orion of Vasquer stood there, looking worn and tired. His long black hair had lost its signature braid and devolved into a messy tangle atop his head, and his beard grew longer by the day. His gray eyes were firm, though, and they watched Traugott with every willingness to kill.

“Who are you?” Orion asked, voice cutting above the wind of the high altitude.

Traugott lifted his legs and slowly turned his body around. “Me? I am only a scholar with an interest that has revitalized me,” he answered.

“You are more. We both know this,” Orion responded, stepping forth. “If you cannot answer… you must leave.”

“For now, a scholar is all I am.” Traugott stubbornly refused. “I came here…” He jumped off the parapet he sat upon. “…Because I heard the great serpent beneath this city has knowledge. She has answers to some of my questions.”

Orion did not look pleased, but neither did he rush to attack Traugott. “Who told you this?”

“Princess Elenore,” Traugott said, flashing a smile with white teeth.

“Elenore?” Orion repeated cautiously. “…My sister? What did she say to you?”

“That the reason the king knew what he did… of Gerechtigkeit, of the coming calamity… was because of Vasquer,” Traugott outlined earnestly, stepping toward Orion. “I could not find the king. He was absent. So… I came here, to another thing that has drawn my interest.”

Orion’s tension finally dispelled somewhat, and he told Traugott coldly, “Vasquer speaks only to her descendants. Even were that not the case… I am uneased having one who offers such dubious answers so close. Who are you?”

“Magister Traugott of the Order of the Gray Owl,” the man answered, almost begrudgingly.

“A Magister…” Orion acknowledged, his wariness returning. “I killed one of yours outside these city walls. I don’t trust your ilk, your political motivations…”

“Good prince…” Traugott shook his head. “You have forgotten one detail of this conversation. I know about Gerechtigkeit,” he said, spreading his arms out. “As do you. Why would I ever seek to do harm? That would be an unreasonable conclusion. The calamity is coming, and most wouldn’t dare risk strife in such… dire times.” Traugott smiled.

Orion gave a steady nod after a time. “Even still… what are you here for, then?”

Traugott stepped up to the parapets of the wall, then placed one foot atop it. Leaning an elbow on his knee, he said, “You claim I cannot communicate with Vasquer… which is sad if true.” Traugott admitted. “…But who says I cannot? We have not tried, my prince. And even then…” Traugott turned to Orion, his dark eyes lingering on him. “I have other reasons to stay in this city.”

“I see no reason to let you stay,” Orion decided. “I cannot risk any danger. You are a foreign element. I cannot allow myself to be swayed. I know the righteous path.”

Traugott pursed his lips. “Even if I can offer reprieve from the voices of the gods?”

Orion stepped forward, the power in his gait seeming to rock the great wall they stood upon. “Do you know the consequences of that statement?”

“I do, Prince Orion. You are another interest of mine,” Traugott admitted, backing away a step. “Until you have tried it, you cannot deny the enticement, can you? I believe you suffer. From how I hear your royal knights speak, I believe that it is a reasonable conclusion. You have turned against the gods, haven’t you? But what is a god?”

Orion paused, staring down Traugott. Then, he clenched his fist. “Begone.”

“You are the prince,” Traugott conceded, holding his hands up. “But if your mind should sway… I’ll return soon.”

Traugott’s shadow whirled, and he fell into it, heading into the terrifying Shadowlands. Here, no sight, no sound, no sense existed—yet Traugott fumbled, seeking an exit like a man pounding against ice from below. Something told him of things lurking beyond, and the supposedly powerful Magister felt as though a great leviathan of this ocean of shadows sought him out to eat him alive.

And then… he reappeared in the mortal world, near the bottom of the wall of Dirracha. He spared a glance upward.

“Your gods serve more than just you,” Traugott said, then stepped away from the wall.

***

As Argrave’s brain was whirling, operating under the pretense that Hegazar and Vera might strut through the elevator any minute, Vasilisa asked a very reasonable question.

“When will these two be coming?” Vasilisa watched Ivan as he put the paper back in the drawer and slid it shut.

“I’m not sure. They might not come at all…” Ivan said, walking back to them. “Considering Traugott didn’t, that might even be the expected outcome. All I need is for you to come by when they do. If you stay close at hand, it won’t be a problem. Perhaps you can stay in my tower? Certainly, there is ample lodging. This place is ridiculously large…” the blonde Magister said, his tone verging on bragging.

Argrave very nearly breathed a loud sigh of relief. The Magisters’ arrival wasn’t imminent. That gave them some breathing room to figure out what, exactly, they could do about the arrival of Vera and Hegazar. Wait it out, perhaps? No, Argrave reasoned. Castro had sent Traugott to inform the other Magisters about Gerechtigkeit and have them return to the Tower to confirm support of Argrave’s claim to the throne. That meant that after they talked to Ivan, they would come to Vasilisa.

It seemed a confrontation was inevitable. Everyone else could be easily fooled… but Hegazar and Vera both would surely recognize Argrave by face alone—if not him, then the two others alongside him. To say the least, they didn’t have forgettable faces or statures.

“Can you give me some time to think about it?” Vasilisa responded amicably. “I’ll return to my inn.”

“Inn? Come now…” Ivan held his arms out. “It’s truly no trouble for you to stay here. Your friends are welcome just as well,” he said, for the first time looking upon Argrave and the rest of them. “Separate quarters can be arranged for them.”

“My things are in the inn,” Vasilisa said.

“So bring them,” Ivan insisted. “Come now… you can’t insult me,” he said, tone somewhat low.

Vasilisa stared at Ivan, expression tense. Argrave finally contributed, “She’s hesitant to agree because of us. We agreed to meet someone at the inn. They’re expecting us to be there,” he explained. “Vasilisa simply doesn’t wish to leave us behind to meet with this man alone.”

Ivan pursed his lip, then tapped one finger against his leg as he stared down Argrave. “Well, fine. But once that’s done?”

“Of course we’ll accept your offer,” Vasilisa seized the opportunity Argrave offered. “You’ve made a lovely home for yourself here. I would be remiss not to lodge here.”

Ivan smiled brightly. “Wonderful. I’m looking forward to it.”

***

I’m indebted to Hegazar, but Vera is surely going to want to eat my spleen. What exactly does this mean? Why are they coming together? Argrave’s brain asked a lot of questions, but few answers were given. Though Argrave wished to immediately return to privacy with Anneliese and Galamon and discuss what, exactly, they were going to do about the two coming…

“Good gods,” Vasilisa fumed as they walked the streets. “Now that I know… Every word that comes out of that slug’s mouth is like poison. I want to crush him like a bug.”

Though Argrave was amply distracted, he still managed, “I thought you said it wasn’t proven.”

“I don’t need proof,” she said. “Just looking at him… just the reasoning of it all, it all makes sense.” She crossed her arms as they walked. “Everything he does, everything he says, it’s all measured for personal benefit. He wants me to show proof of debt to two Magisters, wants me to stay in his home to show relations between his house and Quadreign are strong… It’s all calculated. For the flame to be in his hands makes too much sense.”

“Still…” Anneliese said. “Finding proof would be the best way to go about things.”

“But how?” Vasilisa said, frustrated.

“The Flame of the Tenebrous Star has to be stored somewhere,” Argrave pointed out. “I know a few methods I might utilize to find out where it could be hiding away. Problem is…” He stopped on the street, just ahead of Vasilisa. “It seems he’s going to be keeping a close eye on you. He wants you for this meeting.”

Vasilisa considered that, and then nodded. “I know. But it isn’t as though you two can go about snooping on your own—that’s just as eye-catching. And… we’re losing the plot. I don’t see any avenue of attack,” she said, somewhat hopelessly.

“Don’t you?” Argrave raised a brow. “Two Magisters come to the city… evidently, Magisters that concern Ivan.”

Vasilisa narrowed her eyes. “What are you suggesting?”

“Maybe it’s best that we get ahead of this meeting.” Argrave clasped his hands together. “We have time. I’m not sure how much, but it’s time—time that can be spent planning, looking for opportunities. Maybe, just maybe, these Magisters will be more a windfall than a hindrance.”

Argrave felt he might be going mad… but if there was a way to swing this in their favor, a way to meet with Hegazar and Vera before Vasilisa? Presumably, they came because of Gerechtigkeit—that was why Traugott had been sent. Well… Argrave already owed Hegazar. He had a debt to Vera, too, though that was one of revenge. What could entice them?

“Alright,” Vasilisa said. “Let’s see how this plays out.”


Chapter 16

“You’re sure this will work?” asked Vasilisa as she sat on one of the beds in their inn’s room.

Anneliese held the Starsparrow atop her finger. “It is most certainly our best bet of finding the two Magisters ahead of time. What else could we do? Ask questions around the city? They have not yet arrived, so that would be a pointless endeavor. You cannot call upon any friends that might know, yes?” Anneliese questioned.

Vasilisa slowly gave a begrudging nod. “Alright. I suppose it is a reasonable way of going about things. Still… I think it’s far-fetched this will work, to be frank.”

Argrave looked to Anneliese, nodding. “I trust Sanora. She’s very good at finding things with that bird of hers.”

Or rather, ‘Sanora’ could get word to Elenore’s people with this bird of hers. Argrave didn’t know how Vera and Hegazar would be traveling. The sole time they’d traveled with the two in the past, they’d done so with a spell of Vera’s designed to traverse long distances. If that was the case once again… well, then their whole plan might crumble. But would Vera do such a thing again while traveling with Hegazar, presumably alone? More importantly, why exactly was she with Hegazar?

Questions bred more questions but seldom offered answers. The only thing left to do was the doing.

While Anneliese was preoccupied with that, Vasilisa, Argrave, and Galamon devoted their attention to another matter occupying them: thwarting Ivan. The Magister sought to illustrate a point, and so took the two of them walking through the city.

They stepped through a busy marketplace where people sold many commodities gathered from the coastal villages. The city on First Hope was remarkably flat. The water served as natural defenses, so no walls had been erected. One could often see for many miles in the same direction. To say the least of the place, it was thriving. First Hope contained the majority of the arable land in the entirety of the north, despite being a small and isolated island.

“You see?” Vasilisa commented as they stared down at a stall, far out of earshot for anyone. “They sell pearls here, Silvaden. Pearls. People have grown old, gotten fat off fish and caviar, and remain satisfied and rich underneath the reign of Magister Ivan. Let it not be said, at the very least, that Felipe III was not generous after his betrayal. All of Ivan’s territories are the richest in the north. What could possibly change the status quo here?”

“…And we already established you didn’t care for worsening people’s lives to get them to rebel, yes,” Argrave agreed readily.

Vasilisa glanced around uneasily when Argrave said the word ‘rebel,’ obviously not entirely at ease with the notion. “So? Then, what?”

“In the end… all power is a hierarchy,” Argrave said with authority, watching that stall of pearls even still. “Patriarch Dras, for instance. He conquered all of the tribes of Veiden and unified our people into one cohesive nation. Yet even still… Even still, he’s one man. He delegates tasks to a select few underneath him. Like this, his power is divided and vested into those directly beneath him. These men further divide their power to yet more subordinates. Like this… a hierarchy.” Argrave illustrated with his hands, forming a pyramid. “Right, Vulras?”

After skipping a beat because he was unused to the alias, Galamon nodded. “It’s true. Vasquer grants more power to fewer than Veiden does, though. Most chiefs retain a great deal of power in… our land.”

Vasilisa crossed her arms, nodding steadily. “Your point being?”

“The person selling those pearls…” Argrave said, watching them with one hand beneath his chin. “They’re at the base of this hierarchy. It isn’t them we should be talking to. It’s the ones higher up.” Argrave focused his gaze down on Vasilisa. “Not the person selling the pearls, not the people collecting them, but the people who own the pearl… farms, I suppose would be the word. A coup d’état is what I’m talking about. We need a small, coordinated group of powerful people to oust Ivan, not a large group of uncoordinated revolutionaries. As you said, the people are content… but they’re not loyal to Ivan. They won’t bat an eye if he goes under, so long as things aren’t disrupted for them.”

The Magister gazed at Argrave for a long time. Then, her eyes wandered to the pearl stall. By this point, the woman who owned the stall seemed quite uncomfortable at being so blatantly watched.

“…What exactly did you do for Veiden? What was your role there?” Vasilisa finally asked, evidently ill at ease with how easily he came to this conclusion.

Argrave laughed, rubbing at his upper lip. “Well… the patriarch didn’t conquer every tribe through battle alone. I have certain specialties.”

Galamon frowned and disagreed, “Dras is an honorable man.”

“And the Ambers? What was that, then?” Argrave rebutted, recalling the story of Anneliese’s past. Her mother’s husband had betrayed his tribe’s chief to seek revenge. The betrayal was Dras’ scheme, and came to fruition because of his scheming.

The elven vampire grew silent without a rebuttal. Vasilisa glanced between the two of them, clearly hesitant to get engaged in this discussion. The sounds of the marketplace washed over them.

“If I were to suggest something, we need to start integrating ourselves—no, rather, integrating you with local powers.” Argrave pointed, diverting things back to the subject. “I think… provided you can follow instructions well, something I don’t doubt…” Argrave rubbed his hands together, pondering. “I think you can get all of what you want. You can find where the Flame of the Tenebrous Star is, and you can prepare to take it back in the same fell swoop. All you need is a pretense to reach out to them. And we already have it: your debt.”

Vasilisa furrowed her brows. “House Quadreign’s debt, you mean.”

“Yes.” Argrave nodded. “Let’s say… if House Quadreign had a way to repay their debt in full… a new mine, perhaps, or something else of similar value…” Argrave spread his arms. “I can work with that.”

“We don’t,” Vasilisa answered.

“Not yet,” Argrave agreed. “But they don’t need to know that. You can consider it a risky loan, of sorts, with the prospect of repaying your debt and regaining your flame in one fell swoop.” Vasilisa looked at Argrave blankly, clearly skeptical. “I’m not denying it’s going to be a complex beast to navigate. But I’ve learned from what I’ve done in the past. I’m confident in juggling this.”

Between things in Sethia, Jast, and the months of experience in Relize of politicking, Argrave had learned a lot. He’d learned from Leopold and Elenore both, and he’d learned from his own experiences negotiating with the various patricians as king. This? Argrave had to try it. He wanted to. He knew a great deal of the powerful people in First Hope.

Above all, Argrave couldn’t deny that seeing Quadreign had been a somewhat profound experience. To see Diana and Vasilisa’s selflessness even in the face of their personal tragedy, and to see how their territory had declined since Vasquer conquered the land… he loathed seeing them taken advantage of without any recourse. He felt in his bones that restoring them to power was the best hope for the future of this land. He wanted people like Vasilisa at the helm in the future coming to this world.

“…Why do you do so much?” The Magister placed her hand on her hip. “A vague hope for Sanora’s magic advancement?”

“Is that so strange?” Argrave answered.

Her blue eyes narrowed. She pursed her lips, appearing to debate mentioning something. Going cold as steel once her mind was made, her gaze jumped between the two of them. Vasilisa said plainly, “I know who you are. What you are.”

Argrave’s composure went from fully relaxed to utterly strained in a heartbeat. Magister Vasilisa watched, silent and still, waiting for a response.

“…And what might that be?” Argrave asked, dreading the answer.

Vasilisa stared at Argrave for what seemed to be time eternal. Then, her eyes shifted to Galamon. “He’s a vampire.” Her gaze came back to Argrave. “And that’s why you seek the flame.”

Argrave’s mind went blank for a solid ten seconds. The sounds of the marketplace muffled out all that came to mind, the distant chattering of people and wheeling of barrows washing over them like a flood. Beside him, Galamon tensed. Magister Vasilisa remained only still and silent, just as she was before.

“If that were true, what happens?” Argrave asked, still in disbelief at the unexpected turn.

Vasilisa looked off to the side, thinking. “Will it work? Will the flame cure him?” she questioned.

Argrave swallowed, choosing his words carefully. “I don’t know,” he said.

And he didn’t, truthfully. Maybe it would. He didn’t plan to test the theory.

The Magister looked at him. “You had best hope it does.”

Argrave said nothing. Was that a threat? He wasn’t sure.

“I hope I won’t need to mention this again,” Vasilisa continued. “I hope it never comes up.”

“It won’t,” Argrave promised.

Vasilisa gave a curt nod. “Let’s get back.”

***

A boat rocked steadily across the sea in the clear weather. It was a huge ship designed to carry passengers and cargo both in massive amounts. In a seaside cot, a man sat with a very particular posture. His legs were crossed, his back was straight, and his hands gripped the pommel of two blades sheathed horizontally on his back. The blades were made for chopping, being short, curved, and especially wide at the point.

The man was tall and lean, with skin the color of light honey. His hair seemed like gold stretched into thin threads and was kept bound in a high ponytail longer than his own body. His eyes were wholly red, the only variance from that being the black dot fixed on the center. He kept those eyes fixed firmly forward on something enshrined before him.

The shrine was a simple thing—four metal discs that converged to hold up a small crystal ball, candles of red wax just beside them. But then, close scrutiny would reveal that the ball wasn’t just that—it was a glass eye. Yet the eye moved strangely, darting about like a compass needle seeking north with the rocking of the ship. It jumped between two targets—whenever it chose one, the eye’s color changed. At times, it had a white iris. At others, it had a blue. Whenever its iris became white, it fixed on the direction the ship headed.

“What a bizarre specimen,” came a male voice.

The man turned his head. There, a woman with gray hair and orange eyes and a bald man stood side-by-side, looking within his room from the window.

“What do you suppose he’s doing?” the woman questioned, making no effort to disguise their gawking.

“Some fetishistic ritual, perhaps,” the bald man mused.

The man rose to his feet in smooth motions, then stepped to the window. The two on the other side didn’t look bothered by this, staring back with amused smiles. The man quickly pulled the curtains shut, then stepped away. Beyond, the pair outside mumbled something about his cowardice.

The man sighed, brushing aside some of his hair. It revealed dominant elven ears. Jewelry hung from them: pearls at first glance, but they were truly teeth—very long and very sharp teeth, bundled in pairs. The elf glanced at the glass eye once again, watching as its iris grew white. He grabbed his blades once more, perhaps to reassure himself.


Chapter 17

In the days to come, Argrave amply demonstrated the fragility of Ivan’s hold over the region to Vasilisa.

From the outside looking in, a fortress might seem unassailable. From the inside, one could see the deficiencies the outside hid. Ivan was lord of all the wealthy lands of the north. And yet… the things that he had done did not pass unnoticed, and his manner of rule paled in comparison to Quadreign significantly. Vasquer was shattered, and people took note of that. And lastly, a lord’s vassals often mirrored their lord. Ivan was an opportunist and so surrounded himself with the like-minded.

Argrave first made mental notes of who he recalled being prominent in First Hope. Once these were established, he offered vagaries to Vasilisa suggesting places they might check out—it was just an excuse to confirm that things were as Argrave remembered. Though it wasn’t easy to get in contact with these prominent people, everyone knew who had the power on the island; all they had to do was ask around.

In many cases, they were just the same as Argrave’s memory. For instance, Margravine Sophia, née Drawnwater. She was the estranged wife of the margrave who lived on an estate outside Ivan’s tower. She maintained a prominent position in the aristocratic social world which Ivan refused to take part in. That prominence lent her cousin Pavel of Drawnwater significant mercantile clout. He had a monopoly over luxury goods because Sophia ensured all would-be buyers went to him first.

Ivan and Sophia’s marriage remained childless—a point of heated contention between husband and wife. With the right poison to an already strained relationship… with the right assurances from a third party… to say the least, Argrave didn’t need to spell out the plan to Vasilisa. Though he’d need to speak to the margravine to be sure, Argrave believed these two could form the cornerstone of their faction.

Beyond that pair, there were many others. The margrave’s knight-commander handled most military matters, as Ivan had no interest and no expertise in the matter. The mayor of First Hope handled the entirety of the city—administration, taxes, tolls, the city guard, and tariffs. He was in close contact with the margravine. On top of that, there were the many nobles swearing fealty to Ivan. They controlled the dependent settlements on the coast. Many of them were part of the aforementioned aristocratic social world dominated by the margravine—if not them personally, most had relatives involved.

Vasilisa and Argrave sat alone in their inn late at night. The Magister was enjoying a drink as she often did. Galamon was out, refilling his flasks of blood.

“By now, I think things should be clear to you,” Argrave told her as he tapped his fingers on the table.

“You’ve all but said it—most things link back to the margravine.” She shook her head. “I still don’t see a way she can help us, beyond giving more insight as to where my house’s flame might be.”

“Let’s see if we can’t talk to her. This is where that link of yours comes in—I think we can leverage the idea of something profitable in Quadreign to arrange a meeting with Pavel, and then in turn the margravine. Provided she’s trustworthy, that whatever we talk about won’t reach the margrave… I think we have our in.” Argrave spread his hands out on the table.

Vasilisa bit at her lip. “I’m not exactly comfortable with the idea of promising something I don’t have. Now that I know why you’re trying to get the flame, I don’t doubt your genuine commitment. Even still…”

Argrave nodded, thinking of alternatives. Then… it felt like a moment of genius had come to him.

“Do you have any friends you might call upon? People that would be willing to go above and beyond… or perhaps someone who owes you a favor? Someone very wealthy?” Argrave asked, leading her to a conclusion.

Vasilisa looked down into her empty cup. “…I do. Unfortunately.”

Argrave asked with a blank face, “What does that mean?”

“The person in question is somewhat unsavory. And she’s close to the claimant king, Argrave,” Vasilisa said bitterly. “But… she does owe me a favor. Owes my house a favor, to be specific.”

“Is that so?” Argrave raised his brow. “Where’s the problem?”

Vasilisa raised both her hands to her temples and massaged. “I had hoped to avoid involving external powers in this…”

Argrave remained silent for a few moments, choosing his words carefully. “Frankly put, involving external powers might just be the thing that can unite the powers here easiest.” Argrave placed his elbow on the table and rested his head on his hand.

Vasilisa squeezed her head tight, and then fixed her blonde hair back. “…I’ll do it. But only once I know for certain that my house’s flame is actually here.”

Argrave gave a nod, suppressing his happiness. He had been deliberating how to tie their endeavors here to their base of power in Relize, and now it had come to him.

“Once Sanora’s bird isn’t tied up, she can deliver a message within the day,” Argrave informed her. “For now, let’s focus on arranging things with the margravine.”

***

After discussing a few more things with Vasilisa, Argrave returned to their shared room to find Anneliese pacing about. As soon as he opened the door, her head whipped to him. She stepped to the door and shut it quickly so their conversation could not be heard.

“You return. Vera and Hegazar made harbor on a passenger ship some time ago,” Anneliese declared at once in a quiet, frantic tone. “I managed to get a message to them in hopes of arranging a meeting, but I cannot be sure how effective it will be. Hegazar concealed the both of them with an illusion once he received the message, and I could not follow them further. You know both of their personalities better than I do, and I am unconfident in turning their heads as easily as you—”

“Relax,” Argrave said at once, placing his hand on her shoulder. “You said you arranged a meeting?”

“Yes,” she confirmed, taking a breath. “I mentioned the living fortress to draw their attention. I could think of only one place in such short order—the ferry we landed here on. It was secluded enough, but far from town. Would they go to such a place?”

Argrave ground his teeth together, stepping toward their room’s open window and peering out. “Only one way to find out, isn’t there?”

“But Galamon is still out…” Anneliese pointed out, hesitant.

“Galamon can find us.” Argrave turned. “He’s steadfast. For now, I need to know these two are on our side. Twisted though they might be, Castro has persuaded them of Gerechtigkeit’s existence—that must make them more willing to help.” Argrave took a deep breath, calming himself. “Vasilisa drank a lot, so I imagine that she’ll be going to sleep for certain. So… let’s go.”

***

Galamon walked through the streets of First Hope. He never liked to return immediately after he’d finished filling his flasks of blood. It felt like there was some part of him that needed to be exercised until it calmed… though, perhaps ‘exorcised’ was the more fitting description. It had been a long time since he’d last killed while feeding and today had been no exception, yet the self-resentment remained no matter how he got his blood.

In sizable cities like this one, he preyed on the drunk or the beggars. He would knock them unconscious in a secluded area, then cut precisely to drain their blood into flasks. He never used his fangs—he hated doing so. Though he loathed admitting it, he had grown rather skilled at draining the unwitting of their vitality without harming them seriously.

Galamon found himself in one such secluded place: an alleyway, devoid of any but rats. He was feeling his mind begin to calm from the act, and so tried to remind himself of what he should do. It was time to return, his head clear.

A noise from above spurred Galamon to turn. He narrowly avoided something whizzing through the air toward his head. It sunk into the stone wall of the alleyway. Yet another projectile came just as quickly, this time grazing his helmet. He spotted two thin wires tied to each projectile. They quickly closed in around his neck.

Galamon grabbed the Giantkillers at his waist and raised them to the wires, catching them both. They sparked with hostile magic, yet the nigh-indestructible daggers resisted ably. Galamon was glad his instincts had not failed him, for he was certain his hands and gauntlets could not resist whatever these wires were made of.

After freeing himself of the precarious position between the wires, Galamon looked to who’d thrown those projectiles. They’d avoided even his senses. Something sounded behind him—a rock hitting stone—and Galamon pretended to be fooled by what he perceived as a distraction. On cue, a foe stepped out of shadows at another point, swinging a wide curved blade toward his neck.

Galamon whipped around, elbowing the flat of the coming blade to redirect it. His foe took the hit, arm reeling backwards from the tremendous impact. The assailant had another identical blade in his second hand, though, and it struck out toward Galamon’s stomach. He tried to dodge the blade by leaning backwards, yet the blade still met him. The royal-forged armor stood strong, though. The sword glanced off the armor with a spark of magic and a loud clang, leaving behind a sizable dent.

Seizing the opportunity, Galamon thrust out the Giantkiller in his other hand. His foe was agile—remarkably so—and managed to duck away. Undeterred, Galamon stepped forward, slamming his boot on the ground hard enough to shatter the road. He’d been aiming for his foe’s foot but managed only to graze his boot. Still, the glancing blow set his foe off balance. Galamon crouched low, then lunged forward with another stab.

At the last moment, the attacker pulled on the wires once again which remained bound to his arms. He pulled himself to the side, dodging Galamon’s deadly thrust. The would-be assassin rolled gracefully, coming to a stop just beside his thrown projectiles. He yanked the items—Galamon saw they were strange, barbed throwing knives—free of the stone, and then wrapped them back around his wrists.

Galamon prepared for more combat, sizing up his foe. Whoever it was wore pitch black light armor, and the only detail visible was the man’s eyes—they were wholly red. The man rose to his feet, jumped up, and climbed up the alleyway with uncanny speed. Galamon briefly considered giving chase, but then decided now would be the best time to get away just as his opponent. Both fled, leaving no witnesses other than the two of them.


Chapter 18

A window jerked open quietly on the second floor of an inn, and then someone slid into the room: a man armored in black. Someone else occupying the room sat up anxiously at the sudden entrance yet let out a sigh of relief when she laid eyes on the person. She threw off her sheets and rose to her feet.

“You’re supposed to look out windows, and walk out doors, Ganbaatar. When will you do things normally?” she said, wreathing herself in the discarded sheets.

Ganbaatar stumbled a little, coming to lean up against the wall. “When the term ‘normal’ applies to me.”

As he slouched down and pulled off his boot, the woman stepped up to him with brows furrowed in concern. In the light, one could see her blonde hair and sharp blue eyes. She knelt down just as she wrenched his boot off. One of his toes had been completely crushed.

“You searched the vampire out, didn’t you?” she said, voice sharp as a whip.

“I found him, actually. He had white irises—the eye was as helpful as ever,” Ganbaatar countered with a pained voice, pulling off the black wrappings around his head to reveal his golden-thread hair and elven ears. “He was alone. I took my chances.”

“And lost, from what I see.” The woman knelt down.

“Svetlana…” Ganbaatar trailed off. “I surprised him. I took him off guard. Even despite that… I only barely avoided death thrice. Now… Now he knows.”

Svetlana held her hand out, a magic matrix swirling before her hand. Slowly, his crushed toe began to regain some of its structure. Once it was done, she lowered her hand. “Had I come with you, this would not have happened. Had you allowed me to help, this would not have happened.”

Ganbaatar flexed his toes, then rebutted, “You don’t know these fiends as I do. I left the sacred forests of my people to hunt them down. The glass eye—”

“I wish you’d never found the damn thing.” Svetlana shook her head and rose to her feet. “The past two months since you’ve gotten it, all you’ve done is seek out those it displays.”

Ganbaatar looked away. “I won’t ask you to continue on if you don’t want to.”

“All I wish is for there to be a reason you brought me along, Ganbaatar,” she said, blue eyes fixing on his own. “My aunt is a Magister of the Order of the Gray Owl, and I heard tell that she’s here, visiting with Margrave Ivan. What’s more, vampirism is illegal within all the cities of Vasquer. You need not go about this alone.”

“But I—”

“Could you beat him?” Svetlana interrupted. “You surprised him, and yet you lost.”

Ganbaatar seemed to debate that internally. “No. I don’t think I could, especially not if he’s alert, now.”

“Is he recognizable? Any distinguishing features?” Svetlana pressed.

Ganbaatar laughed. “It’s harder to forget him. A great hulk of a man, taller than me by two heads. He had elven ears… though he could not be of pure elven blood. Perhaps he is one of the offshoots, those born outside the sacred forest…”

“Then we go to my aunt. Failing that, we seek out the margrave,” Svetlana declared.

“Innocent people may die,” Ganbaatar disagreed. “We cannot involve the uninvolved; this is the first principle taught in the Sunscourge Monastery. This vampire is not an active threat—I saw him feed. He knocked a man unconscious and drained him of some blood, then let him be. To involve others would be to guarantee deaths. I cannot say I saw the extent of his abilities.”

Svetlana lightly pressed her foot against Ganbaatar’s recently healed toe, and he winced.

“You’d just as soon die on the streets?” she said pointedly. “You ambushed him, yet you came away wounded. Was he as badly affected?”

Ganbaatar rubbed at his toe, no response coming to his mind.

***

Argrave and Anneliese left from the inn they were staying at with Vasilisa as quietly as they could manage. Both moved with great haste toward the distant ferry on the edge of the island, eager to see if the Magisters had heeded the vague letter. As they approached, they saw the seaside docking house had no lights on at so late an hour.

“Do you think…?”

Argrave turned to where he thought Anneliese would be standing beside him. Instead, a great dragon’s maw lunged out toward him, roaring. Every muscle in his body surged to action, and he triggered the Blessing of Supersession. Before he could conjure a ward to block the attack, though, the dragon’s teeth met him…

Yet nothing else happened.

As the illusory dragon’s head scattered into nothingness, Argrave realized belatedly what had just occurred. He took deep breaths to calm himself, then looked toward where he heard laughter over the beating of his heart.

Hegazar sat atop the docking house, his legs dangling precariously as he laughed. Vera smiled at the scene, but she wasn’t quite laughing as hard. Instead… there was some caution in her eyes. Slowly, Hegazar came to regard Argrave much the same.

“What a perplexing sight,” Hegazar noted as he stared down Argrave. “I thought to question why exactly the great and mighty king might be out here in this dreadfully cold wasteland, his hair having gone white… yet now I find a more urgent question on the tip of my tongue: why does His Majesty possess such a terrifyingly large pool of magic?” He used a respectful address, but the words seemed to have a different intonation on his tongue that lent it none.

“It’s no illusion?” Vera asked, a question Hegazar answered with a simple nod.

“Nice to see you, too,” Argrave called out. His eyes darted about as he looked for Anneliese. Once he found her, he relaxed somewhat. She was just as off-kilter as he was, likely having been hit by Hegazar’s illusion in the same fashion.

“What in the world are you doing here?” Hegazar asked, leading the conversation. “When we passed by, it seemed like the stage was set for you to head to war… yet you’re here? You seem rather out of your element…”

Argrave looked to Anneliese, silently communicating her analysis of their disposition. She gave him a nod—that was answer enough. They weren’t hostile.

“Let’s talk,” Argrave called out. “It’s quite a long story.”

***

“You really have some… get up and go, eh? Not a fan of letting others do your work for you, Your Majesty?” Hegazar remarked of their story.

They sat on the sandy coast just outside the ferry in a small circle, the two like a smaller mirror of them. As though to demonstrate a point they wished to make, Vera sat on Hegazar’s lap, wrapped in his arms—evidently, something had brought them back together. Argrave wasn’t exactly sure how long that would last. And frankly… it did make him a bit uncomfortable. He didn’t like their unity.

“Well…” Argrave grabbed both of his knees, rocking slightly. “Things needed to be done. And there was something worth getting out here. I certainly feel of much better use—things are starting to come together. I think I know why you’re out here. You came to speak to Magister Ivan about spreading word of Gerechtigkeit, right?”

“Hmm…” Hegazar said, staring him down. “I don’t like admitting you’re right.”

“But you are,” Vera answered for him. “Let’s get down to business. You asked us to meet you here. I trust it’s for a reason, yes?”

“It is,” Argrave admitted. “You see this thing over my head?” He pulled at his ‘hair,’ which was in actuality the wig of white hair he’d donned to feign being a snow elf. “My hair hasn’t gone white. I’m wearing this for a little deception of mine. And it’s my hope that you can play along.”

“With what?” Vera pressed, and Hegazar nodded in agreement of her question.

“As you might expect, I don’t walk around here calling myself ‘king,’” Argrave said, placing his hand in the sandy banks. “The people here don’t know what I look like. The Magister I’m traveling with… she definitely doesn’t. I’m working something to make this city—and in time, most of the north—supportive of Vasquer. If I have your cooperation, this can be greatly facilitated. I was hoping the two of you would be amenable to the idea, given that you’ve been persuaded of Gerechtigkeit’s existence.”

Hegazar scoffed. “Persuaded? The old man beamed knowledge into our mind with some strange stone disc. Practically locked us all inside until we were brainwashed—no ‘persuading’ done at all. Maybe that’s why Traugott went off the deep end.” The bald man raised his brow. “And I’m told you were the one to give the old man his lead to that disc. That doesn’t matter, not for now. What exactly is it you hope to achieve here?”

Argrave bit his lip, deliberating. “The one thing my faction lacks is spellcasters. The north remains staunchly undecided. The former Quadreign crownlands have an abundance of magic users—magic users that can be swayed and brought to the war. That was my intent,” he decided to disclose plainly.

“Then let’s lay it out,” Vera said. “Hegazar’s already told me of the great favor you owe him… to speak nothing of what I believe you owe me,” she said, her orange eyes common in House Jast seeming rather fearsome in the moonlight. “Isn’t that right, Hegazar?”

“It is,” he agreed casually, smiling.

“But… the two of us put our grievances to bed,” she said as she gripped Hegazar’s leg. “And there is quite a pressing matter to deal with: namely, the nightmare we are all aware looms on the horizon.”

“I’m glad of that,” Argrave said honestly. “Not the nightmare part, but the cooperating part.”

“Cooperation is paramount. I think Vera and I both agree that we shouldn’t do something so foolish as fishing in troubled waters… Right, dear?” Hegazar looked down at Vera, and she nodded back at him. “Right. I don’t know what came over Traugott, but I much like living. Given the breadth of your knowledge and Castro’s predestined support, we can offer support.”

Argrave raised a brow. “Just like that?”

“No. You’re going to make a few promises to us. You’re going to sign them with your magic signature, so we at least have a document offering proof.” Vera shook her head. “We’ll help you win. We’ll help you build up your kingdom. But given our situation… I think it’s best we leverage a future. For the both of us.”

“Maybe a city. Or two?” Hegazar looked down at Vera, and she nodded with a smile.

“Maybe three,” Vera continued. “Or four. A nice, even number. Archduchess Vera, Archduke Hegazar… it has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it? Once the war is over, of course.”

Argrave remained silent, looking between the two of them. They were right—they had great leverage in this scenario. Even still… was he content to let things go their way?

“How about one?” Argrave proposed, and their faces hardened. “How about Dirracha?”

Hegazar frowned. “The… capital? What?”

“I’m serious.” Argrave nodded. “How would you like to own the former crownlands?”

Vera looked up at Hegazar, then jerked back to Argrave. “You’re not… planning something, are you? Is the city going to be crushed by a meteor in the near future?”

“Of course not,” Argrave replied, offended. “I just don’t plan on keeping it as the capital.”

“What, will you move to Relize?” Hegazar questioned. “Did the frilly clothes and feathered hats rub off on you?”

“Hardly a fitting place, considering their insistence on independence.” Argrave shook his head. “Once Gerechtigkeit comes, the wealth of a region won’t matter. It’ll be a desperate struggle to survive. I have a more defensible location in mind.”

“Hmm…” Hegazar let out a noise of discontent deliberation. “I don’t like letting him decide things,” he muttered to Vera.

“Even still… to gain the capital?” Vera muttered back.

Argrave sat in the sand, waiting for them to decide on things.

“I suppose… it would be a fitting seat,” Vera begrudgingly admitted.

“But once this journey of yours is done, you need to announce us as the owners immediately,” Hegazar added.

“That’ll lower my legitimacy some… but sure, done,” Argrave agreed. “We’re in agreement? Your help in exchange for the capital?”

Hegazar seemed to squirm. “No. I don’t know. Yes?” His answer changed quickly. “Fine. It seems… fair. And that’s why it’s hard to take from you. You agree, dear?”

“I… do,” Vera agreed, hesitating a beat.

“Then, shall we get to work on the north?” Argrave picked up sand, letting it fall between his fingers.


Chapter 19

Argrave and Anneliese made their way back to the inn rather satisfied. Argrave felt things with the Magisters had gone quite well, which gave ample comfort for the tasks ahead. To show their commitment to their work together, the Magisters agreed to refrain from visiting Ivan until asked by Argrave. And in turn, Argrave gave them a document signed with his magic signature, detailing his promise to bestow Dirracha upon them after the war’s end.

He had half-expected the two to quibble about the precise details, yet they only wanted one adage—that the city should be granted to them as a single unit. That is, the package was bound by law as a family. In essence, it was nothing less than ownership by a married couple. It perplexed Argrave and did stir some anxiety… but he abided by this condition, despite his gut questioning how long this couple might stay as such.

Before they could come anywhere near the inn, Galamon lunged out and seized the both of them. Argrave was amply surprised, but the vampire’s voice calmed him at once.

“I was attacked,” the elven vampire declared as he dragged them away into seclusion.

“You were?” Argrave furrowed his brows, pulling free his arm. “What? By whom? A mage?”

“No. A man garbed in black.” Galamon looked around in paranoia, then knelt down. “The only distinguishing features I noted were his eyes—wholly red, no white at all.”

“Then he’s elven,” Argrave decided at once, adapting quickly. “Or at least partially so. But… what…?” Argrave took a deep breath to gather himself and looked around in paranoia. “Tell me everything you can of the encounter.”

The big elf nodded, still kneeling. “I will.”

“Maybe not here,” Argrave decided. “Let’s return to our room.”

“And if I’m watched?” Galamon pressed.

It was a fair point, Argrave had to admit. He bit his lip as he deliberated. “Anneliese, could you…?”

“At once,” she agreed before he could fully voice his request. As though reading his mind, she sent her bird out to scout for any watchers.

Finally, her search offered nothing, and Galamon was content none around could see them go. They returned hastily, being mindful that they did so quietly. Once inside, Argrave sat on his bed and listened to the report of happenings.

Galamon described with more words and more details than he often spoke with so as to provide Argrave with the best assessment of the situation. That said… not many details existed. The fighting strategy only confirmed the assailant was elven—only elves used wires of that sort, so far as Argrave knew. They were crafted in the Bloodwoods, and often used to traverse the often thousand-feet tall redwoods and the structures built upon them by the elves.

No words had been exchanged during or after the battle. No justification was given for the attack… and it was far too methodical to be a simply robbery, at least by Argrave’s estimation. It was a targeted attack—an assassination, almost. The person was professional enough for the term to apply.

Once Galamon’s report was given, Argrave sat still and utterly perplexed on his bed. “The only thing I can say for certain is that the man is not under the employ of Margrave Ivan,” Argrave decided.

“This is an elf from the Bloodwoods that Magister Vasilisa described?” Anneliese questioned, kneeling beside Argrave lost in just as much thought. “The ones that held out against Felipe, retained independence?”

“He has to be.” Argrave nodded in answer, then rose to his feet. “And I can’t picture why he’s beyond those Bloodwoods of his.”

“To think of why he attacked… Galamon said the glass eye was aboard a ship, coming here,” Anneliese reminded him. “He said that the eye saw him just as he saw it. Galamon?”

“I…” He stepped away. “I have not been drinking of the black bowl anymore. The days have been busy, and closely monitored… I had not been paying close attention to the matter.”

Argrave took a deep breath, about to criticize before he recalled he had given Galamon leave to lessen up on the drinking. His anger deflated in a resigned sigh as he asked, “The one who holds the glass eye is a vampire in my memory, not an elf. Was this person…?”

“No. Impossible.” Galamon shook his head. “The wound I caused on his toe did not heal quickly, or at all. He was strong, but not unnaturally so.”

Argrave shook his head with a bitter chuckle. “Then we might be dealing with someone who hunts vampires,” he reasoned. “But… an elven vampire hunter? I can’t think of anyone. No, I can say for certain there aren’t any, at least not in Heroes of Berendar. Something like that isn’t easily forgotten.”

Quietude took over when Argrave announced he had no answers to this conundrum.

“If Galamon was attacked, we should stick together,” Anneliese finally reasoned above the silent din of uncertainty.

“Perhaps not,” Galamon suggested. “That man… I cannot guarantee he will not harm the two of you. I cannot guarantee my protection should he attack one other than myself.”

“Vampire hunters are generally self-righteous,” Argrave pointed out. “It’s a thankless task, quite often, and not… implicitly legal. So, I think I’m willing to risk it.”

“Your Majesty,” Galamon said at once. “You named me your knight-commander. I do not wish to bring risk upon you.”

Argrave stepped to him and grabbed his shoulder. “You’ll just have to be more alert than normal. And by the way… it’s Silvaden. Don’t forget that.”

***

Their only lead on the matter of the elven attacker was Anneliese’s suggestion it might be linked to the glass eye. Argrave had Galamon once again drink his own blood from the black bowl to get a lead on where the eye might be, but beyond that they had nothing to go on. They asked around about elves in the city, but nothing came back to them, and Anneliese’s scouting revealed nothing. Still, they remained on high alert.

Concurrent with that matter, early the next morning Argrave knocked on Vasilisa’s door. They were very, very loud and insistent knocks, yet even after them he waited about half an hour for the hungover Magister to rise. On top of all that, she would not speak to them until she’d had a drink that morning. It was quite the unproductive start to things.

Yet once she came to form, they started moving, keeping Vasilisa entirely ignorant that the two Magisters had already arrived. They already had their fingers in the pie, so to speak, and that was sufficient enough for them. Now, they were to be introduced when they were most effective. Vasilisa’s favor from Elenore alone wasn’t enough to tie the north to Argrave’s faction in Relize, yet the two Magisters… To say the least, Argrave had some ideas for their role in things.

At Vasilisa’s direction, Anneliese sent out a message to Elenore—in actuality, they sent it alongside a message of their own—intending to secure the promised favor. Per their direction, Elenore answered positively, with a small stipend sent to demonstrate earnestness. That promise leavened with physical proof put Vasilisa’s mind at ease enough to venture into the riskier strategies Argrave had in mind.

Their goal was to arrange a conversation with Pavel Drawnwater to get a lead into the meeting with the margravine, and in turn wrap their fingers the whole of First Hope. Argrave had a good feeling about a conversation with them, and yet he and Anneliese would need to meet them to be certain of their character. Heroes of Berendar only revealed so much about people, and Argrave would not like to have another Titus on his hands.

And so… Argrave spoke to a dock worker, bringing Vasilisa along as a trophy Magister. This shipyard laborer directed him to the dock’s manager. This overseer directed Argrave to his manager, Bran Livermore—a fairly rich bureaucrat under the employ of Pavel. It was such a short chain, yet one advanced so quickly that Vasilisa was baffled.

In not a week, they sat in a well-decorated office of a prominent citizen within First Hope, speaking of a future investment that had no other details than ‘it involves House Quadreign’ and ‘it’ll make a lot of money.’ All of it stemmed from the power of fear: namely, the fear of making a huge mistake. The dock worker didn’t want to offend someone speaking about big money, and even the dock manager found things beyond his paygrade. Could either afford to rebuff a Magister—moreover, one who spoke of making their employers vast quantities of money? The answer was clear based on their actions: no.

And because of that fear, Argrave sat on a velvet cushion across from a portly man wearing luxurious white furs that made him seem half a seal. Vasilisa stood just behind him, still the ever-diligent trophy Magister, with Anneliese and Galamon just beside her.

Argrave proposed, “If you can work things out with us, there could be goods worth hundreds of rose gold magic coins moving through these docks… by the week,” Argrave explained to Bran. “Mister Livermore… I’m sure I don’t need to explain the value of these coins to someone like yourself.”

Bran swallowed, one of his chins trembling. “Hundreds of them, sir?” He looked to the side, where Vasilisa stood mute. “And… Magister Vasilisa, he speaks for you? He speaks the truth?”

“He does,” she confirmed stiffly.

“The fortunes of House Quadreign are shifting,” Argrave continued. “So much so, Mister Livermore, that Lady Vasilisa can afford to hire us to speak in her stead. I’m only a humble trader and administrator. We have a great deal of business that we’d like to do… but given the competitiveness of the market, and the necessity for secrecy… we’d like to speak with someone who can handle the great bulk of what we offer.”

“That’s… sensible, sir.” Bran nodded, though he seemed perplexed at the mention of a ‘necessity of secrecy.’ Nonetheless, he continued, “Given the flow of this conversation, I imagine you have an idea in mind?”

Argrave nodded pleasantly. “An associate of mine recommended someone. Pavel Drawnwater? I’m told you work for him…”

***

“What in the name of the gods have you gotten me into…?” whispered Vasilisa urgently as the four of them—Argrave, Anneliese, Galamon, and herself—walked toward the Drawnwater estate.

“I gave them nothing but words that were vague and meant little at all, and now we’re walking into the Drawnwater estate,” Argrave replied back.

It had taken three days for Pavel Drawnwater to reach out, but he had. During that time, they’d not been idle. Vasilisa’s feet got colder and colder, and Argrave had to speak more words to stop them from freezing solid and stopping their progress. All the while, the two other Magisters working with Argrave endeavored to get in contact with local powers of a more mystical nature: the Wizards belonging to the Order.

“Yes, yes… you just staked my entire reputation on this, nothing more…” Vasilisa rubbed her hands together as though cold. “Why should I worry? Of course not…”

“If things don’t go right… I got us in, and I can get us out just the same, no loss of reputation,” Argrave assured. “I promise things will be fine. A vow from a Veidimen is not light.”

Ahead, the doors to the estate opened. Two men stepped out into the cool midday sunlight. One was rather lean, well-groomed, and fair of hair—rather the opposite of the white-furred seal that was Bran Livermore beside him.

“Pavel Drawnwater, I presume?” Argrave greeted.

“Vasilisa’s man, Silvaden, and his company… A pleasure to meet you all,” Pavel greeted in kind. “Has the day treated you well, Magister?”

“As well as could be expected, Pavel,” she answered politely.

“Good.” Pavel nodded. “Well… it would be my honor to invite you into my home. I am most interested to hear the two of you out.”


Chapter 20

How does one profit from war? That was a question that Elenore had asked a lot throughout her life. Her father, King Felipe III, warred throughout most of his reign, expanding the already significant holdings of the kingdom of Vasquer to a level beyond what it had ever been before. She had learned how to profit from the large industry in that generous allotment of time.

Those doing the warring received some of the profit, of course. Looting was commonplace in war, but that was a crude thing, and difficult to control or moderate. In terms of appeasing the patricians of Relize and elevating their faction’s reputation simultaneously… it was of no help to her. Above all, it was bad for the future of the realm. If Relizean soldiers looted Atrus in the process of restoring order, Argrave’s faction effectively spent lives and money to gain a wasteland. The short-term benefits vastly paled before the profit lost in the future. The older patricians had an intrinsic grasp of that concept.

Those of the fractured kingdom of Atrus would naturally be opposed to looting, too. If Relize’s army had a reputation of incontrovertibly damaging the lands they marched across, resistance from the lords of Atrus would be fiercer the deeper they pressed. On the contrary, if more merciful options were presented consistently, resistance might lessen as they proceeded. Acquiescence would become a common alternative to battle, better both for the realm, the people, and Argrave’s future prospects.

Altogether, looting was an unideal form of war profiteering for the future.

The way that Elenore profited from war in the past was rather simple: she bought industries the war needed. Metalworking and criminal enchanting—namely, non-Order enchanting—formed the core of her profits. Land—agriculturally developed land, that was—was also another core component, but her status as the Bat had limited her ability to own said land.

Now, land was falling into Elenore’s hands day by day as the army advanced.

The lords of Atrus wanted two things: to maintain control of their land, and to keep its value. The patricians in Relize wanted a return on their investment of bodies and ships. Both wanted a future, even at the detriment of the other. Yet Elenore believed the two weren’t necessarily mutually exclusive. With her agents in Atrus and her position of power as Argrave’s regent, the two could be all but forced to cooperate.

To that end, Elenore developed a system that was partly based off anecdotes she had wrested from Argrave about the difficulties of the financial system in the world he came from. It was a concept that had technically existed for a long time. Elenore merely formalized it and distributed it according to merit, with ample explanation to pitch the benefits.

Upon surrender, the lands of the lords of Atrus remained theirs. It was, however, deemed a debt owed to the crown. This debt—Elenore had named it a resistance debt—could be owned by anyone, regardless of status. Consequently, Elenore distributed them as rewards. This resistance debt was to be paid off in increments twice a year. Failure to meet payments meant that whoever owned the debt could seize the allotted land lawfully with the permission—and even aid—of the crown.

It was not in favor of the nobility of Atrus. But then, such was the power of leverage. The theory behind it was that the people in Atrus would be willing to enter into this resistance debt that potentially stripped their lands, as the alternative was resisting mindlessly and definitely losing their lands. And in the time since Argrave’s absence… she had been proven right.

On the other end of things, many patricians realized the implications of such a debt. It bound each and every recipient of such a reward to the crown almost absolutely—this debt of theirs was secured by the crown, so all had a vested interest in keeping Argrave and his successors in power. And yet that didn’t matter. A biannual payment of significant quantity, with the potential of turning into real land should their debtor default… and that wasn’t even mentioning the fact this debt could be sold to others freely. It was undeniably appealing.

Elenore was certain it would work because the people she was dealing with were business-minded. The patricians, near one and all, were traders; the title of ‘patrician’ came only from the Grand Council of Relize. Outside of it, they were nothing. The promise of either great wealth or land was acceptable to them. Land was hard to acquire as a commoner, and wealth formed the cornerstone of Relizean power. That was why she had taken this path. Had the makeup of their army been nobility, such a resolution would never have sufficed.

That wasn’t to say the resistance debt hadn’t come without its problems. The administration and codification of the matter was a tremendous burden—calculating debt, dividing land, and negotiations alone were monumental duties, not to mention the thousands of other minutiae. The number of people that Elenore employed seemed to be increasing exponentially—in turn, the strain on her pre-existing financing had to bear that weight.

And yet Argrave still asks me to send money to that god-forsaken northern wasteland while he plays dress-up, Elenore reflected as she traveled in a carriage, some of Argrave’s royal knights escorting her just outside. To say the least, Argrave was not one to hesitate in asking for more of people. In time… we need a far more centralized army, Elenore noted. If we’re to tie people to the crown, there has to be a way of enforcing that tie beyond the armies lent to us by our vassals.

All that said, her handling of the matter had worked thus far. The complaints lessened. People started to heed Elenore as Argrave’s regent, seeking her out as they had him in the past. It was war, and people would never be fully content… but Elenore knew enough of the situation to deem dissatisfaction a non-imminent issue. Elenore, herself, was not dissatisfied with things. She merely viewed her financial losses as the transition between a business and a government.

Yet now she traveled to the northwest, following the coast of the North Sea. Durran would be waiting for her there, facilitating her arrival. The beginning of this northern expedition had gone very well… but the initial push was always the strongest point. Their numbers swelled slightly from surrendering lords, but enthusiasm and unity both suffered as a consequence. And as they headed further, their most striking weakness would be put plainly on display: their lack of quality spellcasters.

The carriage Elenore rode slowed steadily until it stopped. Outside, someone new entered her field of perception—it took her only a heartbeat to recognize the dark hair, tan skin, and golden eyes as Durran. He opened the door.

“Princess,” he greeted, offering his hand to help her down.

Elenore took his hand, alighting as gracefully as she could. “Is the opposition as we feared from Castle Cookpot?” Elenore asked at once, sparing her own greeting.

“Worse, reasonably,” Durran replied without hesitation. “As a matter of fact… I’m getting a rather bad feeling about things.”

Elenore took a deep breath and sighed as they walked along a well-worn road that had been trampled down by a marching army. “Why is that?”

“They’ve made a name for themselves. It’s always bad when they unify enough to decide on a name,” he said half in jest as he made a show of leading Elenore along. “The Unhanded Coalition stands ahead. All of the reports I read from your people suggest this isn’t a headless organization. Indeed, they’re rather well-headed and unified in purpose, despite the lack of support from local lords. And worst of all… they’ve gotten very adept at using the taiga around the mountains to their massive advantage. Forget taking fortresses—we can hardly advance an inch more. More died last night than the first week of the war. Our casualties aren’t astronomical, but ambushing, covert operations, sabotage… We’re fighting an enemy of a different sort, now.”

Elenore gripped Durran’s arm a little tighter. “It seems like things are finally coming to a head.”

***

Vasilisa, Argrave, and his companions followed Pavel into the Drawnwater estate without encountering much fuss at all. There were guards, but the only discourtesies they offered were somewhat awed glances at the presence of three people as large as the snow elves. No words were exchanged between any as they were led to a private room with only two black couches with a table between them.

Argrave took the central seat of the couch, Galamon to his left, Vasilisa and Anneliese to his right. Pavel Drawnwater sat across, scrutinizing. He had eyes as green as freshly printed dollar bills. Once the niceties had passed, he spoke with the principle that time was precious; namely, briefly. He had no guards with him. Even Bran Livermore, their initial point of contact, had left along the way.

Was it boldness, or arrogance? Argrave didn’t think so. Maybe Pavel was merely sensible enough to realize not much could be done in the face of a Magister if they wanted him dead. It matched with the man’s personality well enough; he was quite shrewd.

“I’d like to hear what exactly this business opportunity of yours offers, Magister Vasilisa,” he said, respectfully though insistently. “Even now, I know nothing of it.”

“That’s because it demands secrecy,” Argrave said for her. Only then did Pavel’s eyes focus on him.

Pavel leaned forward to the edge of his couch. “Yes… I’m told you’ve been speaking for Magister Vasilisa. Why is that?”

“Because he handles the business side of things for me,” Vasilisa summarized.

Pavel nodded. “And are you certain that he has your best interest at heart?”

Argrave said decisively, “Our interests are closely tied. You might say they’re one in the same. And she needs my specialty—or rather, my people’s specialty—to access this wealth.”

Pavel nodded. “Not my concern, anyway. What does concern me is a need for secrecy. I don’t break the law.”

“The need for secrecy stems from the fact that I’m in debt to Margrave Ivan,” Vasilisa answered. “Frankly put, I think this business might have a way of freeing me from my debt in short order. I am convinced Ivan prefers to have my house in his debt than to have the money we owe him. As such, I’d like to earn the money quietly and expediently, then pay him back all at once.”

“I see.” Pavel nodded, wrapping his hands together. “I think I’m obligated to inform you my cousin is married to the margrave.”

“I know.” Vasilisa nodded. “That’s part of the reason I decided to reach out.”

“How do you like your cousin’s marriage to the margrave?” Argrave pressed.

Pavel frowned, evidently confused. “Is this pertinent?”

“Very.” Argrave nodded. “So… your answer?”

“It’s been a blessing to my house,” Pavel said simply.

Anneliese coughed. It was a premeditated signal—she felt confident in proceeding.

“But that isn’t the whole of it, is it?” Argrave pressed. “Everyone wants to be happy. Everyone wants a happy family life.”

Pavel looked unamused. “Are you speculating about something?”

Anneliese coughed once more.

“No. Maybe I can state a few facts, though.” Argrave shook his head. “Margrave Ivan has a history of unfaithfulness. He turned his back on Quadreign all those years ago. Maybe we’re trying to justify the need for secrecy… or maybe there’s something more,” Argrave suggested calmly. “A lot of new details have come to light in Quadreign—details that could shake many foundations.”

“What kind of details?” Pavel pressed evenly, well-used to vague situations like this in the circles he traveled.

“Old secrets to confirm. New secrets to deliver.” Argrave shrugged. “They’re both related and unrelated to the matter at hand. But like I said… your cousin Sophia is a point of interest.”

“I see.” Pavel leaned back into the couch. Then, he reached over, tapping his knuckle against the table. A man walked in, and Pavel whispered some words into his ear. Once the man left, Pavel continued, “She’s here, as it so happens. Considering the things you’re mentioning, I think it’d be best to involve her.”

Argrave shared a glance with Vasilisa. Just like that, the woman they’d wanted to involve would be coming here.

“Well… that’s good to hear,” Argrave said enthusiastically.

Pavel gave a tired-looking smile in response, then sat quietly on the couch doing nothing other than staring. Soon enough, the door opened. A tall, blonde, green-eyed woman entered, dressed in furs of vibrant colors. Behind her, another woman stood—she was blonde, had blue eyes, and looked much like the person sitting just beside him.

“Pavel,” Margravine Sophia greeted. “What’s this?”

“A few guests. I believe my man told you who they are,” Pavel answered succinctly.

“He did.” Sophia nodded. “That’s why this one came along.” She stepped out of the doorway, allowing the other woman passage.

“Svetlana?” Vasilisa rose to her feet. “What are you doing here?”

Svetlana of Quadreign stepped into the room. “It really is you. I thought there must be some mistake. You’re here by chance, auntie? I thought you might’ve received my letter, but that can’t be right.”

“Letter? What about?” Vasilisa stepped forward. “Nothing… Nothing’s wrong, is it? I thought you were in the south, in the Tower of the Gray Owl.”

“I was, but…” Svetlana’s eyes fell upon the three of them in the room with curiosity. “…Some things came up. I made a friend. As did you, so it seems.”


Chapter 21

Argrave surveyed Svetlana of Quadreign. She wasn’t exactly a main character, but she was a companion the player could recruit—these reasons alone made her notable. She regarded the three of them with the same curiosity. In particular, she studied Galamon.

“Svetlana—wait for me outside, please,” Vasilisa said. “I have some business to discuss with the Drawnwaters.”

The Magister’s niece gave a slow, steady nod. “…Sure, I can do that. I do have something rather important to talk to you about. As a matter of fact, I was going to discuss it with the margravine.”

“Later, then,” Vasilisa said somewhat urgently. “I’d like to finish up here.”

Hesitantly, Svetlana stepped back outside and shut the door behind her with a small wave before it shut.

“Glad you’re here, cousin,” Pavel called out to Margravine Sophia. “Our guests were discussing something rather interesting—something I think you should be part of.”

“I’m not certain what the Quadreigns might need to speak of with us,” Sophia said as she moved to take a seat on the couch. “Perhaps they mistook ‘margravine’ with ‘margrave.’”

“Half-right. Secrets new and secrets old… about your husband, it seems,” Pavel described succinctly, making room for her. Sitting side-by-side, they seemed brother and sister more than cousins.

The margravine’s green eyes narrowed. “You want to discuss Ivan,” she repeated. “If you want me to change his mind on a matter, you’re wasting your time. My husband likes as few words from me as possible.”

Argrave took a deep breath and sighed. “I understand things have been strained between you and your husband. As such, I’m going to take a large risk, and ask to speak with you frankly,” Argrave explained.

The margravine looked at him. “Who, exactly, are you?”

“Here? No one.” Argrave clasped his hands together as he shook his head. “In my land, they call me Silvaden ‘the Smiler.’ Now, I’m merely one working beside Magister Vasilisa. She and I have been handling an important matter together. And this matter has come to directly concern you and your family.”

The margravine frowned. “Alright. Then… even if you speak frankly, since Vasilisa of Quadreign brings you into my home… I will allow it.”

Argrave cleared his throat. “As you know, House Quadreign bears a significant debt to Margrave Ivan. Without the flame Quadreign once owned, the city cannot function. The clocktower has ceased, the homes are unheated, and things have become unsustainable all around. This debt has been increasing month by month, as I understand things.

“Despite the fact that Margrave Ivan could send another to collect the debt, he comes himself every time,” Argrave continued quickly, before his listeners could grow confused. “We’ve come to find that this is because he has a mistress in the city.”

The Margravine’s fair skin grew paler, and she took a deep breath. Argrave let her stew in the silence for a time, yet felt deeply uncomfortable looking at the rapid changing of emotions in her face. Vasilisa, too, looked quite tense.

“Quite frankly, we would have let the information be at that,” Argrave continued. “But… we have reason to believe that this union bore a child. Margrave Ivan took this child with him quite recently, which allowed us to discover key secrets from the mother.”

Margravine Sophia rose to her feet. “What are you talking about?! You come to my home to speak of this?! This… this baseless slander?”

“Margrave Ivan took this child from its mother for one simple reason—to use the flame that he stole from House Quadreign to enhance the child’s magical capability,” Argrave continued stoically. “And that is why we have come here. Margravine, I’m certain that Ivan has never allowed you into the lower levels of the tower. Indeed, no one we’ve spoken to has been there. This is because it harbors the flame of Quadreign—the flame that Margrave Ivan stole all those years ago, and the flame that Margrave Ivan uses to train a successor in the magical arts. This successor, namely, is that child born of his mistress.”

“Do you have any idea the implication of what you’re saying?” the margravine questioned hysterically. “Have you any notion the consequence of a lie of that magnitude?”

“I do,” Argrave said without flinching. “The fact is, Margravine Sophia, I’m sitting here today because I’m absolutely certain of this accusation. And if you disbelieve me, you need only head into the lower levels of your husband’s tower. Within, you’ll find a flame as black as the night sky. A flame he hid from you, his wife. A flame he hid from all.”

Margravine Sophia’s breathing was quick and labored. “…Get out,” she said quietly. “Get out.”

“I understand.” Argrave rose to his feet. “I did what I felt obligated to. We’ll be in the city a while longer. We’ll see ourselves out.”

Vasilisa looked distraught, but she rose to her feet just after him. Their party followed Argrave as he made to leave. Pavel looked thrown off balance, looking between his cousin and their party with some concern. The margravine sat back on the couch, clutching her stomach as though it was upset.

Once they came outside, Svetlana was gone. Though Vasilisa briefly looked for her, given the atmosphere they’d just caused, they decided it would be best to leave quickly.

“Is your heart made of stone?” Vasilisa asked once they stepped outside.

“Among other things,” Argrave responded. The joke was understood only by Galamon and Anneliese and found funny by neither.

“That… Good gods…” Vasilisa rubbed at her stomach, seeming just as upset as the margravine. “This is what you intended by ‘poisoning their relationship’?”

“The margravine will find the flame. She’s resourceful, and distrustful of her husband already,” Argrave declared calmly, walking down the road. “The flame alone will be proof enough to sway the margravine, I’m sure. Then, they’ll reach out to us.”

Vasilisa grabbed his shoulder, stopping him. “But what you said… is it real?”

“What do you think?” Argrave turned, looking down at her.

“I… I don’t see how you could know any of that,” Vasilisa said.

“I know the flame is down there. It’s the only place it could reasonably be. The rest, it’s… merely speculative,” Argrave lightened his words.

The Magister stared him down. “You take many liberties, Silvaden.” She grew silent, perhaps expecting a response from Argrave. He offered none. “But then… I let you take them. I gave you this role.”

“You won’t regret doing so.” Argrave shook his head. “I have as much— No, I have more reason than you to see this work out in our favor.”

“Seeing all you do so easily… it does make me question how much you’re being honest with me about other things,” Vasilisa replied.

“You know the most dangerous secret we have,” Argrave answered without skipping a beat, looking to Galamon. “Any other secrets I keep from you… it’s only for the safety of me and mine. And in time, I hope they can be revealed to you. I dislike keeping secrets from people I would like to call friend.”

Vasilisa’s blue eyes seemed cold almost always, but Argrave swore they warmed somewhat. “I drink with friends, but I’ve not shared a drop with you.”

Argrave laughed, then cautioned, “You will sink even deeper into debt trying to get me drunk.”

“Is that a challenge?” She raised a brow.

“Besides, considering what your niece mentioned… perhaps now isn’t the best time,” Argrave reminded her. “It seemed rather urgent.”

Vasilisa looked sobered. “Yeah… you’re right. Let’s wait for a little bit for her to come out, then return. I want to be sure she’s not still inside.”

***

Days passed with complete silence from the estate of Drawnwater. On the other front, Vasilisa did not hear from Svetlana again, either. This fact concerned the Magister greatly. Argrave, curious himself, offered to have Anneliese scout for the young woman around the city. In the end, nothing came of their searching.

On the fourth day since their visit, however, they received visitors; a woman and a man, the former wearing a veil over her face. It was quite easy to tell who they were, and their party took them to their room in the inn and warded the place so that they might speak privately without any listeners.

When Margravine Sophia pulled back her veil, Argrave judged their might have been another reason she’d been wearing it. Her eyes were quite puffy-looking and red as though raw. There was something else, there, too. Her face was tight in anger as she sat at the table prepared for her, hands neatly clasped atop it.

“I visited the lower sections of the tower,” the margravine began, staring at the wall.

Argrave nodded, pulling a chair up and sitting down quietly. “I’m sorry,” he started.

Sophia kept staring at the wall. Her cousin, Pavel, put a hand atop the both of hers, offering silent comfort.

Vasilisa pulled up her own chair and sat. “You mean to say, Margravine Sophia… the flame was there?”

“Of course it was,” Sophia snapped. “You told me it was. Why do you ask me?”

“I didn’t share Silvaden’s confidence.” Vasilisa shook her head. “But I… What did you see, exactly? How did you get there?”

“It was hard to get there.” Sophia shook her head, coming to attention now that she was asked for details. “I had to sneak in. I stayed overnight in the library, then went down on the mystic lift when the guards were less…” She laughed. “I feel such a fool. I was content never visiting a place simply because I had no interest and hated the man inside, not knowing that was the whole point.”

“And once there?” Vasilisa pressed.

“It was on the bottom floor that my search bore fruit,” she continued. “Once there, I looked around, finding nothing… until I found something. A staircase. It went lower. And I found a great blazing black fire, sustained by lesser flames and kept bound by some strange, black rock carved in a pit.”

Argrave nodded. “He doesn’t know the runes to contain it. He uses lesser means.” Argrave looked to Vasilisa. “Anything else?”

“What did it smell like?” Vasilisa asked.

“Ah… It had a very distinct smell.” Sophia’s eyes focused, recalling. “It was like… vinegar.”

Vasilisa took a deep breath and nodded. She set her elbow on the table and stared off into the distance, distraught just as the margravine. That she could say the smell uncoached was nigh incontrovertible proof.

“Given what you disclosed, I imagine you have designs on Margrave Ivan,” Pavel continued evenly. “I feel for my cousin. She is pragmatic as I am. Even setting aside his betrayal all those years ago, Margrave Ivan stole from House Quadreign. He has kept such a large secret from his wife, while having an alleged affair.”

Margravine Sophia clenched her hands together tighter. “This woman… Who is she?”

“She doesn’t even know who Margrave Ivan really is.” Argrave shook his head. “We only learned of things through pure, dumb luck—she sought House Quadreign’s help after he seized the child, and eventually we extrapolated the details.”

Sophia fixed her eyes on Argrave. “You would keep her from me?”

Argrave sighed, searching for more made-up details. “She’s a young girl, barely of age, that made a mistake when manipulated by a man decades older than her. She never knew he was married,” he described succinctly. “Would you kill her? Punish her otherwise, cut out her tongue?”

Margravine Sophia tensed. Pavel spoke next, asking, “So, you can offer no genuine proof?”

“Ivan can prove things,” Argrave suggested. “When he’s overthrown, that is.”

Both of the two’s eyes widened.

“Vasquer is in civil war.” Argrave leaned into the table. “The north stagnates under the poor rule of Margrave Ivan. House Quadreign can avenge the betrayal Ivan wrought upon its queendom and regain the power lost by the theft of its flame. And at the end of it all… the faithful of Quadreign here would not be forgotten. And unlike Ivan… Quadreign is generous.” Argrave shook his head. “I’m tired of being vague. We want Ivan’s downfall. And we want your help.”

Argrave let his offer hang, sparing a glance to Anneliese who stood off to the side. She gave a nod that lent Argrave confidence things would go well.

“That is quite the offer,” Pavel concluded, swallowing. “Can we… have time?”

“I don’t need time, Pavel.” Margravine Sophia shook her head. “Ivan has never loved me. He hates even touching me. He refuses to let me into our bed, as though I’m some animal. And… I have little doubt he’s willing to debase our marriage. A traitor once is a traitor always, whether in marriage or in politics,” she said decisively. “I will geld that animal myself.”

The talk of gelding killed some of the satisfaction Argrave might have felt that things went well. Nonetheless… it was time to set things into motion. It was time to involve Hegazar and Vera.


Chapter 22

Ganbaatar slid a thin wire into a door’s keyhole, Svetlana kneeling just beside him while watching an adjacent door. Something clicked from within the hole, and then the elven man tried the doorknob. It opened, creaking slightly. Svetlana’s head whipped back around, and then the both of them entered quickly, shutting the door just behind.

Svetlana cast a simple spell, and light illuminated the room in the form of a ball of light. In one corner, Magister Vasilisa slept rather soundly on her bed. Ganbaatar remained by the door, alert, while Svetlana stepped up to the Magister.

“Auntie,” Svetlana called out in a terse whisper, shaking the woman. “Auntie, wake up.”

The force that Svetlana used gradually compounded until she was practically tossing Vasilisa about like a doll, yet the Magister did eventually wake. She was still half-drunk, drooling, and altogether unfit for a conversation.

“Ganbaatar,” she called out. “The smelling herbs.”

Ganbaatar reached into his pocket and threw a small jar at Svetlana. She caught it, unscrewing it as quickly as she could while Vasilisa mumbled something. Svetlana’s face twisted as soon as the jar opened, and she held it near Vasilisa’s nose. The jar was glowing.

“Ah!” Vasilisa winced, recoiling away. She shuddered as something came over her, then her eyes gained some clarity. “What in the gods— Svetlana?”

“Those are magic herbs to combat drug-induced slumbers,” Svetlana said, screwing the jar tight again until the glow faded. “Rather effective at purging the blood near instantaneously. It’s used for drugs that vampires employ to subdue victims, but it works on alcohol, too.”

Vasilisa rubbed at her nose. “That was the worst smell I’ve ever experienced. What are you…? Why are you here, Svetlana? Who is… he?” She stopped rubbing. “I’m almost certain I locked my door.”

“He—no, we picked the lock. Ganbaatar is a vampire hunter,” Svetlana said at once. “Auntie, I’ve been looking for an opportunity to talk to you in private. The men you’re with, the Veidimen—I don’t know how you’re associated with them, but one is not as he seems.” She fixed her blue eyes on her aunt’s own. “One of them is a vampire.”

Vasilisa grew rather still. “Svetlana…”

“Please, hear me out,” Svetlana continued. “Ganbaatar came here in search of a vampire possessed of certain powers—strong powers. He fought with this man. That man was sitting beside you in the Drawnwater estate… and we know he’s been staying here the past while, in the room over. He was the one in the heavy armor. Ganbaatar can even point out the dent in the armor that he caused during their battle.” She shook her head quickly. “I’m not sure the others are vampires, but we can say for certain that the armored snow elf is.”

The Magister slowly sat up in her bed. “Svetlana, I know.”

Her niece slowly edged away from her on the bed. Ganbaatar raised a judgmental brow from his spot beside the door.

“You… know?” Svetlana repeated.

“I know.” Vasilisa nodded. “I didn’t initially, but I do now.”

Ganbaatar leaned against the wall, crossing his arms. “Why is he still alive?”

“Because of the two with him. And because of the intent of their actions,” Vasilisa said at once. “Silvaden, their leader, is helping me recover the flame of Quadreign—actually called the Flame of the Tenebrous Star. And he intends to use it to cure this man, Vulras, of his vampirism.”

Ganbaatar looked mightily perturbed, but Svetlana asked, “Can that be done?”

“I don’t know,” Vasilisa admitted. “Silvaden has brought to light many truths about the flame. It is something crafted by the snow elves, not by House Quadreign. As such… there may be truth to that.”

Svetlana and Ganbaatar both were stunned into silence. In the stretch that followed, Vasilisa rubbed at her nose, still bothered by those smelling herbs. Then, she paused abruptly.

“I’ve been here for days. Why did you come in here now?” Vasilisa asked, looking between the two of them.

Ganbaatar answered, “Couldn’t be sure the vampire wouldn’t hear our approach. He is sleepless and vigilant.”

“Like I said earlier, Auntie.” Svetlana touched Vasilisa. “We needed privacy. But now…”

“Privacy?” Vasilisa repeated. “You mean to say we have it now?”

“Yes.” Svetlana nodded. “After all, the three of them went out.”

Vasilisa’s face hardened. “They went out?”

***

Elenore awoke to noises. She lifted her head up as they crystallized in her senses. It was shouting… and the sound of crackling and popping.

At once, her attention diverted to the sphere of sense offered by the bronze jewelry gifted by Argrave. She saw the familiar—the royal guards that Argrave had left in her care. They were just outside the tent, but their focus was on something else. She heard a word repeated time and time again, both distant and near: fire.

At that, she rose to action, moving off the bedroll she slept upon and reaching for her prosthetic wooden feet that Durran had carved for her. The royal knights just outside stepped away, speaking about collecting water. And then… others entered her sphere. The way they traveled was clever, taking full advantage of camouflage offered by the flourishing spring taiga. They crept toward Elenore’s tent.

Their approach bred panic within Elenore. Her main guards had just walked away, outside of the sense offered by the jewelry—if she called out, could they hear her? Or would those closer hear her, those she feared sought her out only to end her?

In the end, Elenore felt frozen, her hands trembling too fiercely to even put the prosthetics on her feet. They came ever nearer to her tent, and she could see blades in their grasp. Trying hard to stay quiet, she crawled away, seeking out a portion of her tent that had been occupied with supplies. Just as she hid beneath a stretch of unused tarp, she saw the men tugging at the tent, trying to lift it up. It had been staked firmly, though, and eventually they merely cut the canvas with their blades, entering inside.

Elenore felt she was staring death in the eye as they spread out across her tent, searching for her. She held her breath, tried to stay her shuddering, tried to hide her existence as best she knew how. Just as she feared being discovered, so too did she desperately search for something to enter her senses, someone to call out for help to.

And then… she barely saw a peculiar gray scale boot enter her sense, then exit just as quick. Nevertheless, without hesitation she screamed as loud as she could, “Durran!”

Elenore’s presence was exposed, and all of the men in the tent were quick to react, moving toward the pile of supplies she had hidden herself under. She kicked out at things in the pile with the stumps that once had been her feet, casting a barrel at them—foolishly, it only exposed her more.

Yet then, Durran burst into the range of her senses, running with determination as he emptied a bucket of water onto the ground. He pushed through the tent flap, coming to stand and survey the scene.

“Durran, help!” she called out again, trying to move closer to him.

Without hesitation, Durran cast the bucket he held at the nearest assailant, then rushed toward her. Magic was already swirling in both of his hands. Just as a man took a swing at her, Durran fired a spell—a lightning spell. It struck the man squarely in the chest, and he dropped the blade. Even still, it had momentum from the swing, and the tip pierced Elenore’s thigh deep.

After crying out, she swallowed her pain and kept moving toward Durran. She pulled the blade free of her thigh and offered it to him, and he seized it without missing a step in his sprint. Two men were closest to her, and Durran became a whirlwind of steel to the both of them. His attacks were wild, serving only to create space.

The men were coordinated. Rather than foolishly rush Durran, they surrounded him, then prepared to press inwards and crush him with a coordinated attack. With his body shielding Elenore, his maneuverability was severely crippled if he wanted to keep her safe. He faced five foes.

“Why’d you stop screaming? Am I alone enough?” Durran quipped even here.

“…Could be more of them,” she said, pained. “You’d best be.”

As though that were a finish to their conversation, Durran conjured a B-rank ward to his right with his ring. While it held off two, he worked on the other three—his blade darted toward one, yet just before it met his foe, he blasted them with a wind spell from his left hand. It was a mere wave of force, but it disturbed enough to lend Durran an opportunity.

After sinking his blade deep into the leftmost man’s neck, he released the handle and turned to the others who’d already recovered and came at him fiercely. He caught the next man’s blade with his bare hand, and his royal-forged gauntlet chipped slightly from the blow yet remained sturdy enough to stop the attack. He grabbed the man’s shoulder with the other hand and pushed him on top of his ally. They both stumbled, and Durran finished his attack with a C-rank spell even Elenore recognized—[Wargfire], a maw of a wolf-like flame that consumed the both of them. Now aflame, they were hardly stiff competition.

Durran took a step back as the last two circled around the ward he’d made. He pulled free the blade he’d jammed in the other’s neck, then stood back before Elenore. The last two both rushed synchronously. Durran prepared another spell, yet the man threw something ahead. Electricity exploded outwards from a simple enchanted charm, catching Durran and sending him reeling.

The two took the opportunity not to continue the assault on Durran, but to approach Elenore. One pulled his blade back to stab her through… yet Elenore had not been remaining idle. She threw a fistful of dirt she’d dug at the man’s eyes, and used all the strength she could muster to get away.

She was successful in staying away long enough for Durran to recover. With a strange lightning scar marring his face, he stepped up to the blinded man and seized his hair, jamming his blade through his neck. The other backed away, panicked and undecided, until his back met with the still-active ward Durran had conjured. He looked back for but a moment… but it was long enough for Durran to come at him. Their blades met—overhand met underhand, a stab met a hilt, yet Durran surprised his foe finally with a simple punch to the face with his free hand. Staggered, the man met a quick end with a blade into his chest.

The battle was ostensibly done, but Durran moved and mercilessly dispatched the two men that had been caught on fire. Only then did he walked toward Elenore, kneeling before her.

“Those worthless idiots… center of the camp, they let this happen…” he muttered as he kneeled before her, healing her leg.

Just then, the two royal knights that had left the tent returned, stepping inside. They grabbed at their blades when they saw Durran, completely bewildered by the scene before them.

“Where were you?!” Durran rose to his feet and shouted with wroth. “Where in the gods’ name were you?! The king’s sister was ambushed, and where were you?!”

“The… The fire, sir…” one of them mumbled.

“Durran,” Elenore called out. “Leave them.”

Durran paused, then continued, “This is inexcusable. This is an embarrassment. This is a disgrace of the highest magnitude. I don’t see any reason why these men should still be breathing after such a useless display.”

“Durran,” Elenore repeated. “Send them out.”

Durran’s jaw clenched, then he looked back. “Princess…”

“Send them,” she repeated.

Durran’s anger did not quiet, and he stewed in silence for a time before commanding in a harsh bark, “Get out of my sight.”

The men were all too happy to leave. Durran stepped back to her.

“They don’t deserve to live. The center of camp. The center of camp,” he repeated, shaking his head. “What kind of drooling imbeciles populate our military?”

“My men were here, too. They got past all the guards. It’s more a testament to their skill,” Elenore said. “Durran…”

Durran knelt down. “Are you alright? You’re shaking.”

Elenore used the last of her strength to lean out toward Durran, wrapping her arms around him. His armor was stiff and uncomfortable, and unpleasantly cold… yet even still, she wanted nothing more. Durran let out a light exclamation, then resigned himself to the role, returning the embrace.

“I thought I was dead,” she whispered, trying to calm her trembling.

Durran said nothing, holding her in the quiet. “We don’t get that luxury. Argrave decreed it was so.”

“I underestimated this Unhanded Coalition,” she continued. “You told me of their skill, yet I was still incautious. We cannot blame our subordinates when improper instructions are given.”

Durran shook his head. “Good subordinates know what to do.”

“Hah,” Elenore laughed. “Were that true, the world would be a paradise unto itself, all simply ‘knowing what to do.’ Leaders are important.” She finally pulled away, still trembling. “And we need to know who leads this Unhanded Coalition. Elsewise… things will spiral out of control long before Argrave returns to remedy our lack of spellcasters.”


Chapter 23

Argrave opened the door to the bottom floor of the inn, expecting to find it empty. Instead, Magister Vasilisa sat in an otherwise empty dining area, a great many tankards before her. Argrave was taken aback for a bit, and doubly so when he saw the blonde woman staring at him with clear and focused eyes. She certainly wasn’t drunk.

Anneliese and Galamon entered behind Argrave, the two of them taking in the sight much the same as he had. There were few other sources of dread so intense as being caught returning after sneaking out. Nonetheless, Argrave remained calm and kept his facial expressions under lock and key.

“Have a seat, take a drink,” Vasilisa commanded. She snapped her fingers, and a ward surrounded the room so that no noise would escape. As ever, her magic needed no matrix to cast—a peculiarity unique to her, he knew.

Argrave stepped within. “Vasilisa, I—”

“Have a seat.” She picked up a tankard and set it down loudly. “And take a drink.”

Argrave shifted his balance on his feet a few times as he thought about his options. Then, he pulled back the chair and sat. He sized up the liquid on the table, grabbed the tankard, and tipped it back. It was a potent, sharp brew—he’d been expecting something earthy like a beer or ale, but it tasted more like alcohol designed for nothing more than to make one drunk. He might as well drink paint thinner if he wanted a similar experience.

“That…” Argrave set down the empty bottle, mouth contorting involuntarily into a grimace. “…Is very foul.”

Across, Vasilisa sipped at her own drink leisurely. She showed no such displeasure. Argrave wondered if she’d chosen a different drink.

“Have another,” she prompted, pushing a new tankard over by his hands.

Argrave sighed. He wished he had a cherry or something nearby to mitigate some of the discomfort, yet he obediently took the drink and drained it as quickly as he could. Once it was done, he set it down.

“We found Magisters Vera and Hegazar,” Argrave began. “You were rather asleep, so we took the courtesy of confirming their presence.”

“Took you three hours.” Vasilisa nodded, her eyes seeming especially sharp at present.

Argrave furrowed his brows. He was about to play innocent, yet then Anneliese interjected, “You met with the man who is hunting Vulras.”

Argrave cast a glance to her as she pulled a seat up beside him, completely perplexed how she had come to that conclusion. Having a near-supernatural empathy was one thing, but that claim—if indeed it was true—was far beyond. It was virtually mind reading.

Vasilisa looked taken off beat for a brief instance, yet she hardened in not a few moments. “My niece has allied with him. They thought to inform me I was keeping a vampire in my company. If you should put that forward as accusation, you cannot say I am being dishonest. I question if you can say the same.”

That Anneliese’s bold, out-of-the-blue accusation was correct surprised him more than the fact she had made it. Yet the Magister’s words did strike a chord with him. Their journey, brief though it was, had lent Vasilisa a newfound respectability in Argrave’s eyes. He didn’t enjoy lying to her. It had a necessity to it, though. And revealing the truth now might make the entire operation backfire terribly.

Even still… you can’t forget the lessons you’ve learned in matters like these.

“Alright.” Argrave nodded. “If you want honesty, I’m prepared to give it.”

Galamon looked to him. “Are you sure that’s prudent?”

“Why not?” Argrave turned his head. “I like Vasilisa. I’m tired of keeping things hidden from her. This whole time, she’s been risking things time and time again. She showed us to her city, her sister. She exposed her house’s debt. She trusted us in all our endeavors here in First Hope. She let us have the lead in the conversation with the Drawnwater family. Trust goes both ways, doesn’t it?”

Vasilisa stirred in her seat. “…It’s not my city. Quadreign belongs to my sister, and always will.”

“Sanora? No… Anneliese, what do you think?”

Anneliese looked to him. “I agree. To her, and only her, I believe it more than deserved.”

Argrave smiled, then turned to a still-perplexed Vasilisa. “Alright. You two—give me a hand, would you?”

***

Vasilisa watched, utterly confused, as those she knew as Sanora and Vulras stood up to grab at Silvaden’s hair. They pulled at it gingerly, and she saw the white slowly tear away with an uncomfortable noise. Soon enough, it was rather obvious that the long mane of white hair was a wig. She had seen their like before in the distant past, though mostly on balding or bald men.

Soon enough, a set of short, recently cut black hair of a particular dark shade revealed itself… and distinctly human ears just beneath them. For a moment, she didn’t know what to think. The more she stared, though, the more another face came to mind. If she removed the eyes… elongated the hair a great deal… then…

No, Vasilisa reasoned. The conclusion that she was coming to was ridiculous. What was she missing? Still, no matter how she tried to dismiss the thought, more and more evidence came creeping in. The moment before she left Relize, the king had allegedly returned to the city and gone into hiding. He was rumored to have wed a snow elf, and stood at seven feet tall himself. And the man before her, his hair… it was unmistakably like obsidian, just as all related to House Vasquer were purported to be.

As the implication of that thought set in more, her denial only increased. A king had abandoned his army on the edge of war to head to the north? Why? For what purpose? Moreover, her thoughts wandered back to the things she had said on the journey. She’d thought Silvaden neutral in the conflict in Vasquer, and so she’d spoken freely… what exactly had she said about Argrave?

Some words came to mind—craven, coward, opportunist. Had she said them about him? What had she said while drunk?

“You’re getting red,” Argrave noted. “Is your liquor that strong? Do I look that much handsomer with black hair? Or… and this is probably the most likely answer… do I not need to explain myself?”

Vasilisa raised her hand to her forehead. “No, I think you do need to explain yourself. I think that’s needed now more than ever.”

“Well…” Argrave ran his hand through his hair, fixing it from its time matted beneath the wig. “Magister Traugott was an unpredictable element. We don’t really have the long-term support needed to defend against him at all times. We didn’t really know what he wanted. On top of that, there was the north—largely neutral, extremely valuable in terms of magic potential, and with the flame of your House Quadreign lurking there, idle.”

“So… your first thought of solution was dropping everything you were doing, traveling with a Magister under the guise of a snow elf, and coming here?” Vasilisa placed both her arms on the table.

“Not my first thought.” Argrave shook his head. “…But among the first, I will admit. I was feeling useless cooped up in Relize. I thought I’d feel similarly useless leading an army into battle, considering how utterly ignorant I am of the matter.” Argrave leaned in. “But the matter with your house’s flame? A cure for Galamon’s vampirism? That’s his name, by the way…” Argrave glanced off to the side where the hulking elf stood. “Those two reasons were just as contributory to my coming here.”

“Your father-in-law,” she said under her breath, still coming to grips with things.

Argrave laughed. “No, no.” He shook his head. “He’s… a very good friend, and my knight-commander.”

Vasilisa cast a glance at the man called Galamon, and he gave her a slight dip of his head.

“My head is swimming,” Vasilisa said disbelievingly.

“I do apologize for the deception,” Argrave said. “But from the beginning, I never bore you or your house any ill-will. I just wanted to get a more direct hand in things, and I was a bit tied up with my current role.”

Vasilisa stood up from the chair and walked away, pacing back and forth for a bit as her mind quickly worked to figure out how this factored into things. It was still near impossible for her to accept this manner of king—a king who would simply up and leave the seat of his power in some far-fetched scheme.

Yet as her mind quieted, she came to confront a fact: his plans had been working. He had already gotten to talk to Margravine Sophia, and already convinced her to take part in his reckless coup d’état. What was more, he had left today to speak to two Magisters.

Argrave’s designs on the north were more than feasible. They were coming to fruition.

When Vasilisa turned back, Silvaden was gone. King Argrave sat there—a shrewd diplomat, a manipulator unlike any other she’d come across. He had outlandish ideas and uncommon sense that made them come to being. Someone like that getting what they want… getting all of the north…

Maybe there was something in her gaze, but the knight-commander Galamon placed himself in her line of sight, and Vasilisa raised her eyes up. That brought another point to her mind. This man, this king… he’d come here for a reason. Argrave had come here, even if only in part, seeking some vague hope to cure his good friend of an ailment.

Vasilisa stepped forward slowly once again, putting her hand on the edge of her vacant seat. “What do you want with the north?”

Argrave considered his words. “I want its spellcasters. Whether in Atrus or the former Quadreign crownlands, they’re a great untapped force. That’s my sole weakness, at present. If we engaged with central Vasquer, we’d lose because of that.”

“And after?” She struck at what was important to her. “What do you intend for the region?”

Argrave clasped his hands together. “I think you should speak to Vera and Hegazar.”

“You’d make those two the north’s overlords?” she pressed.

“No,” Argrave said. “If I didn’t have bigger concerns, I’d offer to restore the Queendom of Quadreign under Diana… once her tumor is dealt with. But I do have bigger concerns, so I can’t promise that. This kingdom needs to stay united more than ever. As such, I’d like for you to speak to Vera and Hegazar.” He rose to his feet. “War isn’t the only problem coming. Things will climax only once this war is over.”

Vasilisa crossed her arms. “Can I trust that meeting, with two Magisters?”

Argrave spread his arms out. “Hold me hostage,” he suggested. “I trust you well enough to offer that.”

The Magister raised her thumb up, biting her nail in anxiety. “I… Alright, I’ll talk to them.”

Argrave smiled. “This won’t take long at all.”


Chapter 24

Elenore heard a knock just outside her tent, and her head darted to the side. It was strange for anyone to knock given the fact her residence was cloth, and the knock itself sounded like a knuckle tapping against metal. Only one person knocked like that, and she could perceive him wholly just beyond the tent with her extrasensory jewelry.

“Come in,” Elenore called out.

Durran pushed aside the flap and walked in. He walked in his gray wyvern scale royal-forged armor with his wyvern bone glaive. Ever since the attack, he remained ever vigilant.

“I think I’ve parsed through all the inconsistent reports your agents have been collecting,” Durran said. “The leader of the Unhanded Coalition has been in close contact with the people in central Vasquer, even Duke Rovostar of Whitefields. And I think I’ve figured out their name, at least. Georgina.”

Elenore raised a brow at once. “That’s one of the player characters in Heroes of Berendar.”

“It is?” Durran scrunched his face together as he vainly tried to recall that detail.

“It is.” Elenore nodded. “I made a point of remembering the names once I learned of Argrave’s knowledge. Each and all have tremendous potential. Nikoletta, Durran, Ruleo, Dimocles, Boarmask, Ganbaatar, Georgina, Melanie, and Stain.” The princess rose to her feet and stepped around the tent. “Georgina… she was a spellcaster primarily, a rogue secondarily…”

“The memory on you.” Durran stepped closer, shaking his head as though to dismiss his admiration. “She’s heading the Unhanded Coalition. From what I can tell, even if they aren’t officially supported by the lords of Atrus, they’ve been receiving arms, armor, and supplies from them on the down-low. Were I to guess, the various lords of the region want to destabilize things to earn more favorable positions in negotiations.” Durran smiled. “But this coalition struck at you. So I’ll end them.”

Elenore crossed her arms and said waggishly, “Is that right? Can I expect that done by tonight?”

Durran laughed. “You can expect that, but you might be disappointed.” His smile wiped away quickly. “In all seriousness… something needs to be done about them. They’ve been attacking foraging parties, hunters, messengers, and camp followers with great success. They target our vulnerabilities so adroitly it’s uncanny. Even with your men scouting with druidic magic, they avoid capture.”

“Ending them won’t come easily.” She nodded, following his thoughts.

“Maybe,” Durran nodded. “Maybe not. They target vulnerabilities. Let’s give them one,” he suggested, leaning his glaive against his shoulder as he popped his knuckles beneath his gauntlets.

“Should we lay on the ground, show them our bellies?” Elenore waved at him for a continuance, knowing he had more to say.

Durran looked to the flap that marked the tent’s entrance, making no point to lower his volume as he declared, “I think Argrave’s royal guards have a chance to make up for their display of ineptitude. I’ll go with them into a rather ambush-prone location deep in enemy heartlands. When they come to gut us, we’ll turn the tables on them.”

“We should deliberately risk some of our best troops… and you, a vital component by this point… for what, exactly?” Elenore asked with an almost mocking tone.

Durran grabbed his glaive and walked about frustratedly. “An end to this stupid stalemate, this uncertainty. Whether we kill a lot of them or we learn something useful, it doesn’t matter—something changes, and it makes me feel… I don’t know. It makes me feel the good feeling,” he said with a bitter jokiness. “We can’t afford this stagnation. Argrave left to be proactive—I think we should be much the same.”

“Proactive, is it?” Elenore bit at her lip. “I think walking out into the taiga waiting to be ambushed is rather reactive, but then I’ve been told I’m insufferably semantic. Well…” She sighed. “You can’t just walk out into the wilderness like a duckling lost from its mother. There needs to be purpose. I think we can figure out something for you to do, a genuine task… and moreover, I won’t tolerate you alone leading them. Melanie will come with,” she said with finality.

Durran frowned. “That one? The mercenary?”

“We lead an army of mercenaries.” The princess waved her hand as though dismissing the point. “Melanie has fought in more battles than most veterans, yet still she lives. She’s a formidable ally, and one I’ve underutilized considering how much I pay her. Much of that is your fault,” she noted, eyeless sockets fixing on him as though they saw.

Durran stared at her face unflinchingly. “My apologies for being so talented and freely available,” he responded, clearly not sorry. “It’s something of a curse of mine, being so good at what I do. But the way you’re talking… it sounds like you’re in agreement with this idea I had.”

“I am.” Elenore nodded. “Let’s start making some plans for this excursion of yours. I don’t care if Georgina is a player character. We have an undesirable to be weeded out… and a battle to come.”

Even still, as she thought of the notion of sending Durran into such a risky conflict… something about it bothered her, made her stomach uneasy. Was there a detail that she was missing? That would be revealed in the days to come, she supposed.

***

Argrave led Vasilisa to meet Vera and Hegazar, supposedly a ‘hostage.’ The blonde-haired Magister of the north had a rather big heart, so her idea of taking him hostage was merely standing behind Argrave as they had a conversation with the other two. The dialogue between the two of them unfolded rather smoothly, fortunately for Argrave.

As the two Magisters had been sent to the north to spread word of Gerechtigkeit, they naturally had something denoting Castro’s authority—a peculiar badge. To learn that Castro intended to declare the Order’s support for Argrave was surprise enough, but Vasilisa was doubly shocked when they discussed the reason: namely, Gerechtigkeit and Argrave’s opposition to said calamity.

Vasilisa had already been put off-balance by the news Argrave was the true identity of the man she thought named Silvaden. To hear of this calamity nearly turned her brain to mush. Despite the surprise, she was convinced of as much as was possible with no evidence for the claim beyond Castro’s word. She agreed to two things: to return to the Tower of the Gray Owl to see the proof, and to support Argrave in his endeavors here. It was a tremendous victory.

Once the talk was over, the two Magisters said consolingly to Vasilisa, “Fret not. Argrave… He makes a habit out of fooling Magisters, it would seem. Perhaps we ought to tell you about the circumstances we first engaged with their party…”

Though Argrave was pleased the three of them seemed to be bonding, he was a little unnerved it was under the pretense of his habitual duplicity. Lying was supposed to be a bad thing. He didn’t wish to be remembered as Argrave, the pathological liar. That was a poor reputation to have as a king… and even worse, it might make people finally wise up to his pathological lying.

With the crisis largely averted, Argrave returned to the inn where the four of them were staying with an increased understanding fostered. Argrave felt some burden lifted, even if he would need to wear that damnable wig for another long while to keep up with the persona he’d projected to the others.

“I’ve never needed a drink more than I have now,” Vasilisa declared as the door opened.

Argrave held the door for her. “It’s early morning after dealing with all this. I think the both of us need sleep.”

“Maybe you’re right.” Vasilisa nodded, rubbing her eyes as though she’d been reminded she should be tired.

Anneliese and Galamon had been left behind, as dictated by the ‘hostage’ situation. Now, both stepped toward Argrave, eager to reunite. Argrave hugged Anneliese, then extended the same courtesy to Galamon, if a bit less intimately.

“I have news,” Anneliese said. “Someone working for the margravine stopped by. She’d like to have another meeting today—with more parties present, this time.”

Vasilisa sighed. “Good gods…”

Argrave, unlike the Magister, was pleased. He had felt things were moving too slowly, and now it seemed the new addition to their scheme was committed to her role. “No rest for the wicked. Did she ask for a reply?”

“I do need a drink,” Vasilisa decided, stepping off into the room in search of the innkeeper.

Argrave watched her go, pleased as punch with this start to the day no matter how fatigued he felt.

“No, Sophia needed none. I assume things went well?” Anneliese asked. “Looking at you, the answer is yes… but details?”

“The talk went as well as it could have, reasonably.” Argrave looked to her. “Vasilisa is still with us, but now fully and totally.”

“Excellent.” Anneliese clasped her hands together. “Shall we go join her, then?”

“Hold on.” Argrave stopped her. “Out of curiosity… how’d you figure out she met with that vampire hunter?”

Anneliese paused, then said somewhat proudly, “Just… a little gamble based on speculation. You mentioned Svetlana was a player companion. You also mentioned the attacker was elven. I recall you mentioning one playable character was elven… and given the liberty the playable characters had in their life paths, I assumed that might be our vampire hunter.” She strolled to him bouncily and then said, “I just did what I think you would have done. It was a little risky… but it was reasonably risky. Just like you like it, I think.”

Argrave clicked his tongue as he beamed at her, reminded once again why he loved this woman. His face started to fall as he thought of another matter. “Playable character… then it’s Ganbaatar,” he said, looking at Galamon. “Looks like the owner of our glass eye was looking for you as much as we were him. Problem is… I don’t see a good way to get it off him. Little bit more difficult to justify murdering and taking it from his corpse when he’s a reasonably good person.”

Galamon crossed his arms. “I’ve been drinking of the bowl again, yet the feeling has not yet returned.”

Argrave nodded. “Maybe… you don’t need to bother anymore. We can probably deal with this matter through Svetlana.”

“Can we?” Anneliese tilted her head. “So far as I know, she still thinks the cure you have in mind is the Flame of the Tenebrous Star.”

Argrave blanked for a moment, then held his hand to his face. “Good lord… I think you’re right.”

“You are amply tired.” Anneliese grabbed Argrave’s shoulder. “We had best focus on the imminent matter—the meeting with Margravine Sophia. After, we can disentangle this complex issue.”

“If the opportunity passes us up?” Argrave rebutted.

“Even a juggler can fail if he leaves too much in the air,” Anneliese said proverbially. “Come. Vasilisa waits.”

***

“Good, you’re here,” was the first thing Margravine Sophia said to Argrave and company when they arrived to the Drawnwater estate. She had been waiting for them just out front. “I do hope that you’ve nothing else to do today.”

“Why?” Vasilisa questioned somewhat brusquely, her fatigue catching up to her.

“Because I intend to do much today—the persuasion and the planning both, or at the very least the beginning of it,” the margravine explained, turning on her heel and heading for the door. “We have an undesirable leading us, and he needs to be weeded out. Wouldn’t you agree?”

“I would,” Argrave answered. “I appreciate your eagerness, Margravine Sophia.”

“Just call me Sophia,” the green-eyed woman answered back with a coy smile.

“Alright, Sophia.” Argrave smiled in turn. “But… let’s make sure we’re as cautious as we are quick.”

The margravine’s back straightened somewhat, making it seem like the elaborate furs she wore puffed up. “But of course. We have a battle to come. And I have some good news, about two new arrivals… Vasilisa might know them, being as they’re colleagues.”

Argrave’s already-wide grin widened further. “Oh? Who might they be?”


Chapter 25

Margravine Sophia stepped into a lounge in the Drawnwater estate, leading Vasilisa, Argrave, and his two companions. He’d once again donned the white wig to disguise himself as Silvaden, and thus far things had proceeded without issue.

Margravine Sophia pointed to a pair in the room and said to the Magister, “I believe you may know these two.”

Vera and Hegazar stood there, smiling at the new arrivals. Pavel Drawnwater was just beside them, silent but alert.

Vasilisa shut the door behind them as she said, “I do. Nice to see you two again.”

“This room is warded. We can talk freely.” Margravine Sophia nodded as she placed herself just beside her cousin, Pavel. “I explained everything sufficiently, I hope? You know why they’re here?”

Vasilisa nodded. “They’re supporting Argrave.”

“Not just them.” Sophia shook her head. “The entire Order is likely to, given Tower Master Castro’s predisposition to the idea. And they came here to broach that subject with us.”

“I understand. But… they came here?” Argrave asked, trying his best to act ignorant. “Why?”

“Well, His Majesty is very adept at finding out things,” Vera answered. “He knows well the situation in the north. And his information led him to believe that the margravine might possess not only the disposition, but the influence needed to make a foothold in the north.”

Argrave narrowed his eyes. “That’s… a little suspicious.”

“As I said, His Majesty is very adept,” Vera continued. “He has eyes and ears everywhere. He might as well be in this room right now…” she said coyly, grinning.

Hegazar laughed at her joke but quickly added, “And with us present, King Argrave is here, in effect. We have been authorized to handle things on his behalf. Indeed, we’ve been given a document marked with his magic signature.”

Argrave bit his lip, feeling that the Magister was tempting fate with her jokes. “…Vasilisa?”

“I know Elenore,” she said. “I have a connection with her. All things considered… if we can secure the Magisters…” She left her agreement unspoken. Despite her good-nature, Argrave felt the Magister was a decent actor.

“I think it’s in your best interest, Magister Vasilisa.” Hegazar smiled, then looked to Sophia. “His Majesty’s plan was rather simple. He intends to restore House Quadreign to power, and earn their allegiance.”

Sophia’s eyes narrowed. She opened her mouth to say something, then looked to Pavel. Her cousin seemed similarly bothered by this notion, yet they had more tact that to say so in the presence of Vasilisa.

“…House Quadreign has no power here,” Vasilisa said, and the two Drawnwaters nodded eagerly in agreement. “What’s more, our house always reigned as independent queens, not vassals to Vasquer.”

“That’s correct,” Sophia latched on to that eagerly. “House Drawnwater has near a thousand men-at-arms in our employ… and connections to many of the houses in the region. The reason why Margrave Ivan married me was for our house’s influence over the region.”

Vera nodded. “Our liege understands that. As such, His Majesty intends to reward your house appropriately for your aid. However, there is one detail we must consider: if House Drawnwater was made lord of the margrave’s land, that can only be interpreted as a usurpation. If House Quadreign was restored, however, and then swore fealty to Argrave organically… that is a righteous cause that offers just support. Indeed, that Vasilisa is entangled in things was a pleasant surprise, as this is what was always intended. It saves us some trouble.”

“But… their authority over the region…” Pavel began.

“You told me their flame would be returned to them,” Hegazar noted. “Their authority will be unrivalled. Thousands will flock to their banners if the flame is returned. All in the north remember well the power Quadreign wielded with the flame burning, with their clocktower ticking.”

Sophia and Pavel both looked distraught.

“Margrave Ivan is a Magister of the Order,” Hegazar reminded them. “Vasilisa… do you think you, alone, can face him?”

“He’s far stronger, and more experienced in battle.” Vasilisa shook her head. “I could not.”

“Then a bloodless coup, as you wish, would be out of the question without our aid,” Vera nodded. “Indeed… you might not succeed at all.”

“The Drawnwaters have to be amply rewarded,” Argrave insisted, introducing himself in the conversation. “Without them, this endeavor would be impossible.”

At the unexpected support, the two seemed to brighten.

“Hmm…” Hegazar rubbed his chin. “How about… sovereignty over this island, named Counts of First Hope?”

The two Drawnwaters looked between each other. Argrave looked to Anneliese, and she shot him a thumbs down indicating the family’s thoughts.

“That’s not enough,” Argrave declared. “The coastal villages nearest, too, must swear fealty.”

“Silvaden…!” Sophia said, shocked.

Hegazar lowered his hands. “That is asking much.”

Argrave shook his head, acting defiant as he declared, “I think it’s proportional.”

“Proportional to what?” Vera pressed.

“To their contributions to Argrave’s effort,” Anneliese backed him.

Hegazar took a breath and sighed. “Do you agree?” He looked to Sophia.

“We… certainly will not disappoint.” Sophia nodded.

With their support declared, Pavel added, “His Majesty can rest assured.”

“And you, Vasilisa?” Vera looked to her. “This concerns your house’s welfare.”

“I… have no objections.” Vasilisa nodded.

Vera and Hegazar spared a glance, then stepped off to the side to speak in private. They stepped back a moment later and said, “Then it’s decided. The Drawnwaters will be named Counts of First Hope, lording over the whole of this island and its dependent coastal villages on the mainland. In return, we will aid in this coup to return House Quadreign to power. Thereafter, Diana of Quadreign will swear fealty to Argrave as the first Archduchess of Northern Vasquer, passing along the female line as is Quadreign tradition. You can speak for your sister on this matter, I trust?”

“I can,” Vasilisa said without hesitation.

Margravine Sophia smiled broadly. “I am glad to hear of it. As my cousin said, His Majesty will not be disappointed.”

“I should hope not.” Vera spared a glance at Argrave. “Well, let’s discuss out strategy.”

“Yes…” Hegazar nodded. “To begin with, I’m curious how you chose who would come to this meeting.”

Margravine Sophia clasped her hands together. “All present have been filtered carefully. They have personal and political dissatisfaction with Margrave Ivan and have expressed so publicly. Ivan detests them. On top of that, they have sway with those that matter.”

“That should be helpful.” Vera stepped closer. “Still, let’s play things out before we move…”

***

A good deal of people sat in the dining hall of the Drawnwater estate. They numbered perhaps thirty. All seemed to know each other quite well, as the general temperature of the room was that of a relaxed party. People joked and talked freely, flitting about in conversation like old friends, all. They wore decadent furs, fine silks, and shining rings, necklaces, and earrings as comfortable displays of affluence. They feasted on food every bit as fine as their dress.

A harsh chiming echoed throughout the room, and all faces turned toward Margravine Sophia as she tapped a silver spoon against a crystal-clear glass. Soon, the conversations of the assembled in the room came to a stop.

“Ladies and gentlemen… I’m pleased that you were able to gather here under such short notice,” Sophia began once the voices had quieted enough for hers to be heard without question. Her head swiveled as she scanned the crowd, continuing, “I don’t think you’ll regret being here at all, today.”

“Of course not,” one man cut in. “With such fine food, we could never be regretful.”

A few laughed, but not enough to disrupt the proceedings. The margravine smiled icily, then continued, “There is a very pressing matter looming over all the citizenry and nobility in the north. My husband has not deigned to address this matter. As to why that is… I cannot say.”

Margravine Sophia paused, perhaps for dramatic effect.

“Must we speak of politics at all times?” A tired-looking young man spoke up.

Many looked at him, nodding in agreement. His dissent was some sort of social proof that others heeded.

“The war has come to our shores,” Sophia declared to kill the dissent in infancy. “If you would like to have the end result of the war culminate in the deaths of your parents and children, you may stuff wool in your ears and walk onwards mindlessly. I, however, believe ignorance and stupidity are sure ways to end up in the gutters. Look at Atrus’ fate—they wished for neutrality, and so King Felipe III had them all assassinated.”

The tired-looking young man crossed his arms defensively, but said nothing more on the matter.

“I’d like to introduce two other guests.” Sophia clasped her hands together, then stepped forward to the table to retrieve a bell. She rung it, and a few moments later, the door opened. A pair walked in—Magisters Vera and Hegazar, both wearing fineries of black and gold. There was a rather peculiar symbol worn where their heart was. It was a sun, four snakes forming from its sunbeams. A few raised their brows in recognition of the symbol.

“I have the honor of welcoming Magister Vera and Magister Hegazar, both of the Order of the Gray Owl.” Margravine Sophia held one hand out in demonstration, as though she was displaying an exhibit to auctioneers. “Everyone, please treat them courteously—they have come a long way, and we should show them northern hospitality.”

As the greetings came, Hegazar said simply, “Charmed.”

People sat up in their chairs, both out of respect and cognizance of the situation. If people did not recognize the symbol, they did not remain ignorant for long. Soon enough, the meaning of the snake-sun symbol on the Magister’s chest gained meaning: it was the symbol of the claimant, Argrave.

“The Magisters were kind enough to share with me their knowledge of the inner circle in the Order of the Gray Owl. Simply put, the Order will declare its support for Argrave’s claim,” Sophia said simply.

If people were already at attention, now they were enraptured by this development.

“I know that I am in the company of friends and the like-minded, so I will speak plainly. The fact is, we of the north were betrayed,” the margravine declared. “Ivan, vassal to House Quadreign, betrayed the queendom and tore out our nation’s heart. After, he forced our house of Drawnwater into a political marriage, then spurned us in the same month.”

Sophia looked around as faces turned to shock, then continued, “But I am not content to let things remain like this. And I invited all of you here, today, because I know you share that sentiment. I have a proposal to share.”

A third person entered into the room—Magister Vasilisa, walking just behind the other two Magisters. They made way for her. And just as the other two… Vasilisa bore a golden sun on her chest, four snake heads biting out of the sunbeams.

“I believe it is time to restore prosperity to the north,” Sophia continued. “And I believe we are the ones to do it. The only way, dear friends… is to restore the proper rulers of the north. We must restore House Quadreign.”


Chapter 26

Argrave had déjà vu to something that had occurred not months ago—namely, Margravine Sophia’s campaign to sway the northern nobles rather strongly reminded him of Leopold’s to sway the patricians of Relize. Things were markedly different in the aristocratic circles of the north, yet they remained the same as the patricians in many ways. Instead of wealth and value being the primary concern, it was prestige, lands, and social security dominating their attention.

Argrave had a new, and rather valuable, perspective. He was not operating as King Argrave. Rather, he took up the role of Silvaden, a foreign encroacher and supposed employee of Vasilisa. In effect, he was at the bottom looking up rather than the top looking down. At the same time, he had his hands in the pockets of three of the leading figures—the Magisters present.

Argrave felt like a fish returned to water. Back at Relize, things had been too easy, too safe— he’d achieved his aims, and now he had to sit atop what he’d built and maintain it rather than build it. Here, though, he felt dynamic, alive, and entrepreneurial. And on top of that, he argued for another—House Quadreign. To say the least of things, it was a very personally enriching thing, and Argrave absorbed all that he could.

But the day could not last forever, and eventually many returned to their estates.

“We’ll be keeping a close eye on all of them,” Pavel Drawnwater promised Vasilisa. “We’ll make sure that none of them speak to anyone they shouldn’t be speaking to. We’ll keep a tight ship.”

“…I wasn’t expecting things to end up this way.” Vasilisa shook her head. “Even still… I hope you know House Quadreign will not soon forget the Drawnwaters. My sister is even more generous than I am.”

Margravine Sophia smiled. “I think we will prosper under Argrave—ah, King Argrave, I mustn’t forget. I’ve heard whispers of an institution he intends to establish—a parliament. I believe the king would be willing to give a seat to… Well, never mind.” She shook her head, perhaps reminded of Vera and Hegazar’s presence only then. “I’ve heard tell that Vasquer loyalists in the center have gained a slight advantage in the stalemate with the south, while Argrave’s faction subdues Atrus with a mechanical efficiency. It seems these two are destined to clash. With the Order’s support… victory seems preordained for Argrave’s side.”

Argrave furrowed his brows but said nothing on the matter. This talk of the loyalists beating out the south was concerning… but Argrave would have to speak with Elenore to have any certainty on the matter.

“Soon enough, we’ll have a battle of our own,” Vera noted. “I think the plan is rather simple. Hegazar and I will go to meet him, under the ordinary circumstances… You’ll arrive, Vasilisa, as he wants you to… and then we’ll cut off the head. A simple, concise battle.”

“It is his home,” Argrave reminded them. “He’ll have the advantage. His tower was built by the Order of the Gray Owl, and the protective enchantments within more than match those without. Three-on-one isn’t necessarily an advantage.”

“You’re coming too, lest you forget. With surprise and numbers… I’ll say it is an advantage,” Hegazar rebutted. “But I’ll take your concerns in mind… Silvaden.”

“On that note… perhaps we ought to plan,” Argrave suggested.

***

“I have some insider information about the make of the tower Ivan resides in. And, quite frankly, all of us ought to be very concerned,” Argrave declared to the three Magisters once they were in a private place—another room in the Drawnwater estate. It seemed to be a guest room and had many exhibits out on display, coupled with luxury goods to please guests. The family had generously offered to lodge them, but after this conversation they’d all be leaving in order to minimize some risk.

“Why?” Vera stepped up to a drawer in the room, opening it and pilfering a bottle of perfume hidden within. She quickly stowed it in her pocket.

Argrave looked to Vasilisa, trying to act ignorant of Vera’s petty theft. “When you and I went to his tower… you saw that all the walls were covered, right?”

“Yes.” Vasilisa nodded, thinking back. “The walls were covered in furs, silks, all that sort of stuff. The room was so stuffy and warm, it was hard to breathe.”

Argrave pointed at her. “My sources tell me these ‘decorations’ are hiding rather elaborate enchantments.”

Hegazar frowned. “We can try to have the meeting elsewhere,” he suggested, examining some of the shelves in the room. He picked up a wooden figurine, twisting it about in his fingers.

“Considering he’s meeting not one, not two, but three Magisters…” Argrave trailed off, leaving his disagreement in the air.

“He’d never hold it elsewhere,” Vera concluded, shutting the drawer and leaning against the table. “What a rather unsavory man.”

“Have you any idea what the hidden enchantments do?” Anneliese asked Argrave, taking a seat on the couch politely.

Argrave sat beside her with a huff. “Enchantment quality has diminished over the years on account of jealous hoarding of precious techniques, and the extinguishment of certain elven civilizations. Order of the Rose stuff, like this…” Argrave raised his arm up and tapped the silver bracer there that stored his vital liquid for blood magic. “Can’t be made anymore. I don’t know specifics, but let’s guess: they’re probably protective, perhaps wards. They won’t be able to enhance his attack, but they can improve his defense. He might be able to use trap spells woven into the stone. On top of that, if he’s sensible, there will be some alarms to notify people of an attack.”

Though Argrave knew those facts from the game, he disguised it under the veil of deductive reason to avoid inquiry. He still felt it best to keep the source of his knowledge closely under wrap—it did him no favors if his past spread, both to his legitimacy as king and his respectability in widespread circles. The peasants might decry him as a body-snatcher, and the prominent would possess a weakness they might exploit. He didn’t trust Vera and Hegazar to keep the secret close.

“I want to talk to Ivan,” Vasilisa said. “I want to ask him some questions… about the ‘why’ of things.”

Argrave sat there, agape. “You want to monologue before the fight? That generally gets people killed, despite what stories might suggest.”

“I want to dialogue.” She crossed her arms. “Haven’t I earned this, Silvaden—no, Argrave?”

“Bottle that foolishness up,” Galamon cut in brusquely from his spot just behind Argrave. “I won’t tolerate a stupid risk because of your unanswered questions. If you talk out of turn, I’ll consider that a cue to start the fight. His Majesty’s safety is paramount. Even his presence is too great a risk.”

Galamon’s deep, guttural voice coupled with his firm words had an authority to them that was psychologically difficult to dispel, and all fell silent.

“Galamon’s seen more battles than all of us combined, then multiplied by five.” Argrave finally broke the silence. “I trust him on this. We go in with a plan, we adapt to any incongruities in this plan, and we execute it as best we’re able.” He rose to his feet. “But we have days to plan. It’ll take some time for Margravine Sophia’s people to prepare to mitigate all of the chaos of Ivan’s death.”

***

Finding the people suitable for the coup was considerably less time-consuming than preparing for the act itself. Even still, time was of the essence, and they all moved quickly.

For her part, Vasilisa met with Ivan and agreed to expose her debt to Vera and Hegazar to reduce some of it. Apparently, the figure wasn’t small. Nevertheless, Ivan’s supposed generosity did not sway her; Vasilisa was firmly set in her decision.

Argrave was kept abreast of things through Hegazar and Vera. Sophia’s people, amply persuaded, set to work in compromising key positions. The captain of the guard was instructed not to interfere. Prominent spellcasters who had taken residence within Ivan’s tower were supposed to be ‘indisposed’ on that day. Administrative positions were either on the side of the Drawnwater family, or ready to be replaced in the same manner. Ivan’s vassals would be persuaded both by his death and their quick seizure of First Hope, plus a few other… persuasive measures. A coup was less about securing forces more than it was ensuring no opposition arose in the new regime’s infancy.

Vasilisa did make some difficulties on that front—she insisted that no people were killed because of non-compliance. Argrave agreed with her assessment and supported her as best as he was able. It was clearly a point of disagreement between the Drawnwaters and Magister—the margravine had no issues killing the innocent. As compromise, prominent people that did not comply—either from fear of exposure or simple refusal to cooperate—would be imprisoned, to be released once things were settled.

As things were established, the day the act would occur crystallized. So, too, did their method of disposing of Ivan. And now… the day and the method came to them. Consequently, they went.

***

Argrave had never truly been afraid of the mystic lifts in the various towers belonging to the Gray Owl, yet as he rode up the center of Margrave Ivan’s tower, Vasilisa standing behind him, his trepidation was quite great.

You signed up for this, Argrave reminded himself. You wanted to leave the safety of Relize.

His fear did not have long to build. Soon enough, the stone platform met the inner wall of the tower… and a familiarly decadent room waited beyond, three within its walls. Vera and Hegazar chatted amicably with Margrave Ivan, far from the picture of the ruthless murderers they intended to be.

Ivan looked to them as they stepped within the room. He stayed sitting, as uncordial a host as the first time.

“Vasilisa,” he called out. “You got my message. As expected, you’re here quickly.”

Magister Vera watched them enter the room. Then, she calmly raised her hand in Ivan’s direction, whose gaze faced Vasilisa. A mana ripple split the air, signifying a coming high-rank spell. Ivan’s head whipped around in surprised shock, and he quickly rose to his feet and tried to step back, shouting, “HAAH!”

By the time his shout left Ivan’s lips, Vera’s spell completed. Deafening crackling filled the room as thousands of thick ice bolts exploded from her hands in a steady, continuous surge of power. Her A-rank ascension had a special property that imbued each of the ice spells with another element—on this occasion, she chose lightning. The white spikes and icy blue lightning flew toward Ivan’s face with unrestrained fury and speed, battering the man’s figure in an unrelenting assault. The spell was called simply [Glacial Torrent] and was one of few A-rank spells that could be used in relatively close quarters.

In tandem, golden lights struck out from the walls like lightning of Ivan’s own, and sparking yellow fragments danced everywhere as he was warded from the attack. Lights shone brilliantly behind the furs and silks shrouding the walls as the enchantments came to life, strained. As Vera attacked from her spot, Hegazar rose to his feet and stepped to Argrave, a spell of his own whirling.

Argrave was shielded by illusion magic, and so stepped to a corner of the room discreetly. He held his hand out and cast [Bloodfeud Bow]. For the first time, he felt no pain—instead, the spell took from the bracer in his arm, the arrow growing larger and larger in preparation for a deadly attack.

Vera’s spell came to an end, and Ivan rushed away to one corner of the room. Despite that deadly attack from Vera, his forehead was only barely bleeding. The intense glow of the enchantments in the room faded as Vasilisa, Vera, and Hegazar took their places opposite him. Galamon and Anneliese waited just behind, taking no risks.

“Time to die, thief,” Vasilisa declared.

Ivan healed the wound on his head and straightened. “You’re in my tower.”

He pulled back some of the fabric on the wall and touched the stone. At once, all of the fabric was burnt away in a burst of flame. Complex enchantments wound from the ceiling, the walls, and the floor.

“I’ll demonstrate what that means,” Ivan continued.


Chapter 27

Argrave seemed to have a penchant for fighting powerful people in high towers with the intent of subverting their governance. This was the second time—not a lot by any measure, but even still, it was strange that it had happened twice. This time, Argrave had a lot more at his disposal than a bag of Ebonice arrowheads and a gutful of spite.

Magister Vera held both of her hands out, palms whirling with spell matrixes as she contested Ivan with her magic. The margrave became aglow with golden sparks as he took blow after blow as though they were nothing. Bolts of lightning exploded into pillars of frost, flames soared out like gusts of wind… yet still he resisted, taking them all with the aid of the enchantments inscribed along the wall, the floors, and the ceiling.

Vera’s A-rank ascension, [Two-Faced], imbued all of her elemental spells with another element of her choosing. It defied the conventional logic of all the elements, yet its effect was undeniably powerful. She could send lightning-fast projectiles that exploded into ice or send fire through the air with the structure and force of wind magic.

Margrave Ivan, her target, was far from a static target. He stepped about the room, commanding the spells writ into the stone in magic to assault them at no expenditure to himself. Spears of ice came from the walls in relentless waves, lightning rained down from above, jaws of fire bit from below like wolves nipping at the heels…

But then, Vera was not alone.

Closely bunched with the others, Vasilisa handled all attacks with the grace of a figure skater. With a snap of her finger, a stomp of her foot, a clench of her fist, a whistle from her mouth, or even a turn of her head, wards rose to confront each and every attack like the woman had an enchanted array just like Ivan’s hidden out of sight. Hegazar and Anneliese’s magic defense, though robust, seemed lacking sorely beside hers.

Vasilisa’s ascension was singular in effect and somewhat underwhelming by simple observation. She needed no spell matrix to cast magic. She needed only vague gesture and clear intent; as such, her ascension bore the name [Matrix of the Body].

Even then, Hegazar, Vera, and Anneliese together were not enough to resist Ivan’s relentless barrage. Galamon was the only able to deal with the faster magics—with one Giantkiller held in his right hand to ward lightning and the left hand occupied with his Ebonice axe, his weapons soared through the air as though he fought ghosts. Their position was so unfavorable even the four of them could not block all attacks, and the wounds mounted—slight, yet building.

“You won’t outlast me. It was over the moment you attacked me in my tower,” Ivan declared in a moment of quietude.

Then, the margrave’s assault resumed. Powerful gusts of wind dominated the room, sending flames and ash billowing about in every direction. Lightning rained down once again, redoubled in intensity—Galamon had to drop his Ebonice axe and retrieve the other Giantkiller to receive the sparking assault. Anneliese, once idle, had to join in the defense. Vera’s attacks cut through this storm of chaos like a sword, yet Ivan’s wards defended him effortlessly.

Ivan was doing his best to win. His foes were hard-pressed to defend, and his reserves of enchantments within the tower were without an end. With so many variables in this battle, though… it was forgivable to forget a few. And Argrave had been counting on that.

Argrave stood in the corner of the room, keeping a low profile to avoid stray attacks. He was concealed by Hegazar’s magic. Maybe if Ivan hadn’t been trying to end three Magisters, he would’ve seen through the illusion quite easily. But locked in mortal combat as he was… he could hardly be pressed to acknowledge the B-rank mage in the corner, preparing only one spell.

With an eerie calm over him, Argrave watched as the silver bracer on his arm slowly lost the essence within it—not blood in its liquid form, but rather the core mystical constitution of blood magic. This essence had been gathering for well over a month. He poured all of it within the [Bloodfeud Bow], its power growing and growing. It was starting to distort the air near Argrave with a reddish-black mist, and the illusion spell wavered slightly.

Finally, though, biting pain started to course through his wrist, and Argrave winced. The bracer was drained. Even still, he held. Argrave rose from his crouching position and walked as the spell tore at his vitality. Hegazar’s illusion magic shattered from the intensity of the spell, revealing Argrave in earnest. Ivan’s gaze rushed to Argrave, his recognition slowing turning to caution as he witnessed the prepared spell distorting the very air around him.

Ivan eyed Argrave, prepared to move any direction as he concurrently redirected attack efforts toward him. It was only one attack—if Argrave were to fire it, the man would have to dodge or defend and then it would be nullified. One shot, one opportunity… if the Magisters restrained him long enough to get an attack off, it would be over. But Argrave remembered well nearly missing his target the first time he’d use [Bloodfeud Bow] all those months ago in the wetlands. Ivan was far smaller than the giant ape in that foul place, and smarter as well. Argrave preferred a surer target.

Argrave craned his back forward, shifting on his feet back. He took aim… and released the arrow toward the floor below.

The maroon bolt of pure destructive power tore through all below them with speed far beyond any other times Argrave had ever used it. To describe it simply… the first few floors beneath them merely vanished as soon as the arrow left Argrave’s bow. Far below, the other floors folded inwards, a gaping hole punched straight through the center.

When facing a foe with an undeniable advantage… Argrave didn’t believe it was prudent to engage in a slugging match. Instead, he’d rather strip them of their advantage.

The sudden lack of anything beneath his body subjected Argrave to the whims of gravity. The sound was so deafening his hearing vanished in wake of a simple ringing. He looked back up, dazed and full of adrenaline, to witness the utter shock and dismay on Ivan’s face as he saw his tower gutted. His reliance on the tower’s enchantments left him out of his element and unprepared to call upon his own magic.

His adversaries were not so off-balance.

Vera conjured a familiar spell of transportation, and a bird of wind took shape beneath them. It slammed into Ivan with all the speed of a car, pinning him to the still-stable wall while suspending everyone except Argrave in the air. The complete destruction of all the tower’s floors weakened the protective enchantments, but did not diminish them totally—still, Ivan coughed up blood from the blow, displaying his weakness plainly. As Argrave fell down, he witnessed Galamon jam both Giantkillers into Ivan’s chest. The tower’s enchantments still worked to defend him as brilliant blue lightning exploded in all directions… yet then Vasilisa joined the attack, and Hegazar next, contributing spells of their own.

Argrave fell too far to see what happened after. As he tumbled through the air without purchase, he briefly wondered if he should be concerned about the rapidly approaching floors below. Above, he spotted someone diving toward him. Anneliese caught Argrave, maneuvering with her wind-enchanted boots through the air. She couldn’t stop their fall, but she could slow it, and so they descended ever so slowly.

While gathering his bearings and straining to get into a more accommodating position, Argrave’s ears slowly stopped ringing. The most comfortable position was still awkward—he stood atop her feet, hands holding her shoulders for balance. Even with the wind enchantment, their descent was quite rapid from the weight of the two of them.

“The tower walls are holding. Now, it’s just like a big chimney,” he said, barely able to hear his own voice over the fading tinnitus. “Thanks for the save, Mary Poppins,” he commended, adrenaline manifesting as triumphant exuberance.

Anneliese was not so quick to speak, clearly still locked in the battle. She stared at the scene above. After a few seconds… something started to fall down, liquid draining from it as it fell. A touch of warmth splashed on Argrave’s cheek, and Ivan’s body fell just after… down, down, and down, accompanied by a small shower of blood.

“The walls were always sturdier than the floor,” Anneliese said after the body had passed, looking down at Argrave. “Castro let me study the make of the Tower of the Gray Owl somewhat. I am glad the knowledge was useful.”

Argrave looked down, feeling some anxiety as the adrenaline washed away. Great clouds of debris dominated far below, rising upward even still from the momentum of the crash.

“The flame will be down there,” Argrave noted, turning his eyes back up to study Anneliese’s face. “And potentially… the key to your A-rank ascension.”

Anneliese had been looking down and raised her head back up to stare at Argrave. Her amber eyes filled with hesitant anticipation as they descended ever lower.


Chapter 28

Their party of six stood at the bottom of the now-useless tower amidst the rubble spawned by destroying all its floors. Vasilisa kneeled over a body: Margrave Ivan’s. Or… just Ivan, now. In death he lost all, even his title. He was covered and dust and debris and mutilated half a dozen times but remained recognizable enough.

“That sort of power isn’t normal,” Vera said, staring at Argrave with her arms crossed. “To do this much damage? To destroy a tower made to code by the Order of the Gray Owl?”

“What does it matter?” Argrave replied. “We’re in this together. The job is done,” he emphasized, using the term ‘we’ to build a sense of unity. “I think you could do the same thing if you went all out.”

Vera shifted on her feet. “…No, I couldn’t.”

Argrave forget what he going to say, genuinely surprised by that confession. Vera wasn’t the strongest spellcaster, not by a long shot… but she was an S-rank spellcaster. Argrave had sought out blood magic because he knew it could be powerful if used in tandem with his other boons, and he needed this sort of destructive potential for the fights ahead.

You’re black-blooded, true enough, but you used near a month of accruement from your bloodsucking bracer, Argrave reminded himself. Don’t get a big head.

“This sort of power is what you reaped from the living fortress, is it?” Hegazar chimed in.

Argrave held his hand out. “Not at all,” he assured.

“Maybe we’re owed a little more than what we got,” Vera continued. “Maybe…”

Vasilisa rose to her feet. “I’m more concerned with the flame. We’ll have to dig through some of this debris. And we still have an unsettled matter—the margravine needs to be informed of the result of our actions.”

“You two are good with people.” Argrave pointed to the Magisters, flattering. “I can trust you to get this news to them,” he said, stating rather than asking so as to brook no room for disagreement. “I’ll help Vasilisa clear a path to the flame. I’m rather unspent, after all.”

“Well…” Hegazar slowly nodded. “I know what you’re doing here by saying that, but… alright.”

***

Argrave had a rather difficult time helping with removing enough debris to clear a path. He never learned any earth magic, as its primary uses manifested in architecture, siege, or the higher ranks of magic. As such, he awkwardly used his hands, wind magic, and grit. Perhaps staying in the comfort of Relize for a month had stripped him of some of his grit, because Galamon worked far faster than he did without the boon of magic.

Still, with many working in tandem, a path was cleared to the unbroken lower levels of the tower, and thereafter to a set of stairs that headed deeper. Just as Margravine Sophia described—and just as Argrave remembered—the path took them to a room. Rather unlike Argrave remembered, it smelled faintly of vinegar. And deeper in… they saw the Flame of the Tenebrous Star.

The black flame was held in a great pit of dark metallic rock, almost like a cauldron of fire burrowed into the earth. A stairway led into this pit, winding along the edges of the rock. Crude runes had been etched into its surface. They seemed to have some effect on the flame that kept it bound. Four other fires burned in the corners of the room, drifting toward the larger flame as though feeding it.

When Vasilisa stepped to the edge of the pit and stared at the flame, one of her knees gave out and she knelt there, shaking slightly. Argrave knew there must’ve been a lot going through her head. She’d found a cure for her sister’s ostensibly terminal disease—it’d be stranger if she didn’t get emotional.

Argrave grabbed her shoulder and said, “Looks like your sister will be fine.”

“Don’t say things like that,” she shot back at once. Argrave looked down at her, perplexed at how he had erred. She continued, “The last person I want to cry in front of is you.”

Argrave laughed, then stepped forward. He put one foot on the black rock and leaned in, looking at it. Galamon grabbed his shoulder to prevent him from falling, but Argrave waved him away. As he stared at the waving black flame, an unpleasant memory surfaced. It was a dream he’d had long ago. He had been on a chair suspended by a chain above a fire. I guess I must be having fun, it whispered at him.

“I suppose you’ll be trying to cure Galamon, now?” Vasilisa asked, rising back to her feet with composure already returned.

Argrave turned his head, but his mind was still occupied by that dream. “No,” he said, almost by instinct.

Vasilisa narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean, no?”

“I mean…” Argrave trailed off.

“Now is an unideal time,” Anneliese contributed, covering for him.

Argrave nodded, turning his back to the flame. “That’s right.”

Vasilisa crossed her arms and took some steps closer, eyes peering down into the fiery pit. “How is now not the time? Isn’t that why you did this?”

Argrave had his mental balance at this point, and so said quickly, “Why would I ever do something so foolish? This flame is still a flame—it burns away. If it burns away the beast in Galamon and he dies as a consequence, could you take responsibility for that haste?”

Slowly, her gaze wrenched away from the fire and up to Argrave. “No… You’re right,” she admitted. “But my niece is unrepentant in her support of the vampire hunter Ganbaatar, and I have compromised my principles more than I am usually willing. I won’t forget your help, but…”

Vasilisa said nothing, yet everything—this matter with Galamon was coming to a head. It was only so much longer that things could be delayed. To them, a vampire was still a vampire.

“Let’s check on the flame, then work on how we get it out of here,” Argrave decided, stepping toward the stairway winding down. He offered his hand to Anneliese, and they descended together.

“Argrave…” Galamon called out.

“Don’t worry,” he answered at once, taking the first step downward. “I know that this is safe.”

There was no heat from this flame, and that did not change as they grew nearer. The flame had no fuel, and so did not crackle or pop or make any sound at all. The smell of vinegar was strangely pleasant where they had been before, but as they descended it grew intense and overpowering. The potent, vaguely chemical smell was enough to make Argrave’s face contort into a grimace.

Prevailing over the smell, though, another sensation surfaced. As Argrave had already noticed, the flame emanated no heat. As he neared, though, he felt a strange happening to the forces within him. The almost gaseous pocket of magic within him… it was usually so inactive and stagnant, yet now it moved within his body like a pool disturbed by a gust of wind.

Argrave spared a glance at Anneliese, hoping that this would be beneficial to her understanding of the A-rank ascension he’d gotten her. Her amber eyes were wide, and she was utterly fascinated by the flame that came ever nearer the further they descended. He smiled with nervous excitement as they pressed on. Before long, the magic roiling within him became so difficult to ignore Argrave entirely forget about the smell of vinegar.

The two of them came near the end of the stairs. The bizarre juxtaposition between the wild and unkempt flame and the lack of heat around it was extremely jarring. This experience could not be likened to gazing upon a candle held close to one’s face—it was like having one’s head buried in the ashes of a fire, looking up upon it as it roared and twisted.

Anneliese released Argrave’s hand and stepped within. Argrave watched her, and called out uncertainly, “Anne.”

She paused, flashed a smile, and then proceeded once again when Argrave gave her a nod. As she was enveloped by the flame, Argrave swallowed nervously… but the elven woman remained standing there, completely fine.

“My word.” Anneliese exhaled until she was out of breath. “I… My head… I have never felt anything like this, Argrave! I feel… I feel so strange. My magic, my stress… I feel as though aches I never knew I had are vanishing,” she said in abject wonder.

“It’s House Quadreign’s flame, after all,” Vasilisa declared from behind, and Argrave jumped slightly. The Magister held her hand up to the flame as though she held her fingers to an old beast that had faithfully served her.

Argrave looked back to the flame. He realized his palms were a bit sweaty despite the lack of heat. Nevertheless, curiosity drove his feet forward. It was against all instinct to step into a flame as he did, but he did it… and the flame seeped into his being.

His magic shied away intensely, yet once it was caught, it was like fuel for a fire started within his body. It burned away so much, so quickly. The mounting stress, anxiety, doubt, and insecurities of his journey here faded into nothingness, leaving his head with a satisfying emptiness that gave his thoughts ample room to stretch. His mind felt pure, as though a haze was lifted. He felt no thought beyond him, no challenge above him.

Yet then… the flame reached a certain point in his body, and Argrave opened his eyes wide.

All sounds died. Taking their place was a presence. Argrave’s head shot about wildly in panic, feeling as though there was something hostile to him at every point in the room. Vasilisa, Anneliese, and Galamon felt it, too—their mouths opened and closed, yet no sound came out. Argrave stepped away from the flame in shock, yet embers still persisted within him.

A great wave passed throughout Argrave’s body, extinguishing all of the Flame of the Tenebrous Star that had permeated his being. And then… something new surfaced in his mind. It was a thought not entirely his own.

Erlebnis didn’t like that.

All sound returned, and Argrave sat on the stairs winding around the outside of the pit. Vasilisa let out a shout, almost as though to test her own voice.

“What the hell was that? A trap?” Vasilisa questioned the moment she was certain her voice returned, stepping to Argrave. “Are you alright?”

“I’m not entirely sure,” Argrave answered, actually entirely sure. “But it’s gone now, whatever it was. We’d best thank it.”

“Argrave…” Anneliese stepped up to him and kneeled down, scanning his face and holding him steady. “Take your time.”

“I’m fine,” he answered back with a half-hearted smile. “Little heart failure, that’s all.”

Anneliese’s gaze grew distant, and she kept both hands on Argrave’s knee. Argrave had been around her enough to catch what her expression meant, so he pressed, “What?”

“Nothing.” She shook her head.

“What?” Argrave demanded.

“That… No, forget it,” she insisted.

“Please, just tell.” Argrave sighed.

Anneliese looked torn, and Vasilisa looked curious as she stared upon the two of them. Anneliese eventually sighed. “Promise to do nothing,” she said.

“Can’t promise that. I have to breathe to live, and that’s something,” he argued jokingly.

“Promise to do nothing with this information,” Anneliese insisted.

“Alright, I promise.” Argrave nodded.

“That presence…” Anneliese trailed off. “It felt exactly as Master Llewellen described.” She looked back at the roaring black flame. “It was exactly the sort of thing that helped him reach A-rank with his special method.”

Argrave stared at her white hair blankly until she turned back, and then he still stared at her amber eyes for another long while.

Ever so slowly, Argrave took a deep breath and whispered, “God damn it.”


Chapter 29

“Are you… sure this won’t do anything unwanted?” Vasilisa asked. She knelt just before one of the runes on the walls of the pit containing the Flame of the Tenebrous Star.

Argrave crossed his arms as he looked over her. His mind was still on the unexpected and unwanted disturbance from Erlebnis, and so he answered crassly, “Of course I’m sure. Just do it, yeah? We don’t have all the time to be lingering about.”

Vasilisa cast a glance at him, then back at the rune. Then, she snapped her finger. A simple pick of ice dug into the stone, wearing away the rune. Something shifted in the wind almost palpably, and the both of them looked up. The flame, as though freed of a bubble, rose up into the air and through the stone. The Magister rose to her feet, concerned.

“Take it easy,” Argrave assured her. “It’s returning to Quadreign. When we go back—ideally soon—it’ll be there.”

And I’ve got until then to deal with so much. The player character, Ganbaatar, turned vampire hunter… The coup here, and gathering together the spellcasters… And the more secular side of things, with Margravine Sophia and the Drawnwaters. And as for the mystical side…

Argrave was utterly certain Erlebnis was the one that extinguished the flame inside of him. Evidently, he greatly disliked the flame touching the Blessing of Supersession—he disliked it enough to purge it from Argrave’s body and make his displeasure known personally. And Erlebnis’ presence here had been precisely what Anneliese had been looking for to help with her A-rank ascension.

God damn it, Argrave repeated in his head. Well… he didn’t say I couldn’t do it again, he just said he didn’t like it, he coped, wanting to help Anneliese but also grappling with the notion of angering one of the most powerful gods. Most lesser gods were incapable of manifesting or providing blessings. The ‘gods’ of Vasquer had only managed to bless one person—Orion. He was their only gambit.

Erlebnis, though… Argrave knew of many humans and elves besides himself blessed, though admittedly not to the same degree as he was. Those blessed by him were the scholarly and secluded type, fortunately. Even barring the blessing, most gods couldn’t spontaneously manifest their power anywhere as Erlebnis just had. Perhaps Argrave’s Blessing of Supersession had been a conduit. That might’ve been the scariest idea—it meant he was a conduit for an ancient god.

“Argrave.” Anneliese’s voice drew him from his stupor. “We must devote time to think and discuss this later. For now, order must be restored.”

Argrave scratched his chin and was about to nod, but Vasilisa cut in, asking, “You know something about what happened? That soundlessness, that presence? I don’t think anything changed, but it still made me uneasy.”

Argrave bided his time as he thought of his answer, then answered honestly, “Yes. It’s nothing to do with the flame—it’s something to do with me. A certain… protection, I suppose, nullified the flame. It was unexpected, but not harmful to me or the flame.”

Vasilisa only tilted her head as she stared. “More secrets?”

“I can tell you.” Argrave shrugged as though it was no big deal. “It’s a god’s blessing. I don’t share because I like to keep my cards close to my chest… but I think we’re to be allies for a long while, so I don’t see the harm in letting you know.”

The Magister hesitated half a heartbeat, then nodded. “Whatever. I’m going straight back to Quadreign as soon as things are finished up here… maybe even before.” She sighed, then walked toward the stairs. Before she set her foot upon them, she stalled. “Argrave… No, Your Majesty.”

Argrave’s face grew sterner at the formality.

“You’re a crazy mutt,” she declared, letting the words hang. Argrave stared at her, puzzled. “I don’t know how you’ll do as king. And honestly, I don’t know if my sister will agree with what I’ve done…” She shook her head. “But from what I see… I extended my trust, and you didn’t leave me to rot. Might be that’ll change. But every other time I’ve taken a risk like this, I got used and abused. I keep doing it even still, holding out hope that someone decent will come along.”

Vasilisa stopped talking, then put her hand over her face like she was embarrassed. “What in the world am I saying…?” She sighed. “I don’t know. Thanks. Thank you. You could be a terrible king, but I think you’re a decent person.”

Argrave chuckled a little. “I hope you’re wrong about the king part. And I didn’t exactly do this selflessly. I practically forced you into a conspiracy against Ivan.”

“I know.” She nodded. “I’m… a simple woman. Before Vasquer conquered Quadreign… I just let my mother decide what I do. After, I let Diana decide. I’ve got a tendency of following, even if I am supposedly a trailblazer on the path of magic. It’s why I get screwed often, I think.” Her gaze narrowed. “Diana’s not like me, though. She’s one of the shrewdest people I’ve ever met. Keep that in mind.”

Argrave smiled. “I think she’ll be pleased at the prudent choices you made on behalf of your house, then. And I look forward to her recovery, as well.”

Vasilisa’s eyes brightened visibly at those words, then she looked away. “Yeah.” She started walking up the stairs, leaving behind the whispered words, “So do I…”

Her kind but clumsy words struck a chord in Argrave. He’d learned a lot vis-à-vis interpersonal relationships, and instinct was screaming at him that this was an opportunity.

“Hold on,” Argrave called out.

Vasilisa stopped, staring down at Argrave. “Something else?”

“I…” Argrave began, then took a deep breath. “I think I ought to mention something. It’s about your niece… but primarily, that vampire hunter.”

***

When Argrave finally left the tower with everyone else in tow, they were greeted by a rather gruesome sight. Ivan had been strung up on a pole before the tower. The string was attached to a nail embedded in his head, and gravity wore at his body. Already, the news was spreading of the theft of the flame of Quadreign, and the re-establishment of House Quadreign as the supreme power.

In front of everyone, Vasilisa cut down the pole that held Ivan, and reprimanded the people for their disrespect of the dead—namely, the former margravine, Sophia, who they discovered had been behind this act. Argrave made a strong mental note of this fact. Argrave knew Diana to be shrewd—naturally, the player could cure her in the original game. Argrave had used decidedly different methods, but the point stood. He’d have to make Diana aware of the Drawnwater’s capacity for both treachery and cruelty.

What came after the battle felt infinitely more taxing and long than the fight had been. People were called upon to accept the authority of the Drawnwater family. It was a mundane, but vital, task. Ivan’s administration had been rather lax, so things were facilitated quite easily. It was a difficult thing to spot true dissent in a realm, though, and only time would tell if loyalty persisted to House Quadreign. Diana’s skill as a ruler would be tested. She never became Archduchess of Northern Vasquer in Heroes of Berendar—only time would tell if she was up to the task. For what it was worth, Argrave had faith in her.

Things seemed stacked against them. But Vera and Hegazar… they hadn’t been idle. Argrave had them focus on the magic users. The north had many powerful spellcasters, that was true. Argrave had come here for that very reason. They were powerful because they were the ones that had benefited from the flame of House Quadreign in the past. But now time had passed, and they were looking to start families of their own. The promise of House Quadreign’s resurgence would be ample persuasion to get them in line.

The north would surely become a complex place, politically. But Argrave felt he’d established steadfast proponents here in House Quadreign, and between Diana and Vasilisa, he felt they had ample capability to restore order. On top of that, Gerechtigkeit’s quickly approaching advent would be a cohesive force.

With things settled, Vasilisa intended to return to Quadreign at once to see the flame. Vera and Hegazar would stay put to keep the Drawnwaters in line, while also marshalling spellcasters to swear fealty to the new House Quadreign. Argrave intended to travel with Vasilisa to personally witness Diana’s cure… and potentially do something more with the flame.

But before that… there was something else to do.

Argrave stepped up a flight of decrepit wooden stairs gingerly. They squeaked beneath his and Anneliese’s weight, and then soon after for Vasilisa just behind them. Once there, they stepped past several other doors, heading for one in the back. Once there, Argrave raised his hand and rapped his knuckles against the door thrice.

After a few seconds, the wooden door peeked open. A set of blue eyes peered up at him, surprised by his height.

“Svetlana,” Argrave greeted. “We meet again, but speak for the first time.”

Her eyes widened with recognition, then calmed once she noticed Vasilisa.

“I’d like to speak with you about Ganbaatar, and the… minor disagreement he’s had with a friend of mine.” Argrave said.


Chapter 30

Elenore, Durran, Melanie, and some assortment of Argrave’s royal guards surrounded a table in a tent. Durran and Melanie were both fully armored, just as the royal knights. Elenore pointed to a crude map of the region—it depicted no terrain, but did roughly sketch what looked to be a choke point in a valley.

“These are the main structures staying our advance.” Elenore’s index and middle finger straddled between two marked points. “They’re located within the edges of the valley and surrounded by high mountains on three of four sides. Thus far, it has been entirely impossible to even begin the process of sieging them. They have old tunnels leading to the other side of the mountains that form uninterrupted supply lines. Unlike the rest of Atrus, the Unhanded Coalition has dealt with the other impediments to the regions past the valley—bandits, claimant lords, et cetera. The lords can afford to supply and replenish the garrison as needed. We don’t have the spellcasters for a proper assault—to attack directly would be to spend thousands of lives.”

Elenore’s finger traveled further up the choke point where a larger marking prevented passage. “This structure, here, is Castle Cookpot. Despite its humble name, we can’t take it before these two fortresses, either. To be pinned here…” She added her other hand to the equation, then formed a triangle. “Any army sieging this place would be pinned on all sides. It’s a zone of certain death.”

“So, we go around the mountains, move elsewhere,” Melanie suggested.

“We could. But then we’d starve,” Durran answered before Elenore could say anything, and the princess nodded.

“Precisely so. Without seizing Castle Cookpot, we cannot supply further north. The mountains make the journey difficult. This valley is a very necessary shortcut.” Elenore lifted her head up, eyeless sockets falling upon Melanie. “And that’s where you come in. Durran is already privy to the details, so I’ll spare you the in-depth analysis. But your role is to take a small party around the mountain to disrupt the supply line… and, depending on the situation, perhaps you might even seize the two minor forts through their supply tunnel. From my reports, that side is poorly defended.” Elenore’s back straightened as she stepped away from the diagram. “But primarily… Durran hopes to lure out the Unhanded Coalition so that we might work at ending them.”

Melanie ran a hand through her long red hair, her thumb tracing a scar across her right temple. “I see how it is. You invest what you’re willing to lose, eh? Better a small party than an army. We’re only ten, you said—fewer people that’ll miss us, and fewer complaints lodged to the regent.”

Elenore frowned briefly, but her stoicism quickly took over. “You’ll be traveling with Argrave’s personal guard, eight of them—far from common soldiers.”

“Yet they’re here, not protecting His Majesty,” Melanie rebutted. “How useful can they be?”

Durran suggested, “Fight them yourself, if you want. Test their mettle.” He waved his hand. “They’re standing right there. You’re willing, aren’t you?”

Melanie stared at Argrave’s royal knights as they expressed their willingness. “A fine idea. I think I’ll take them up on that when this is over. But we won’t be fighting them,” Melanie pointed out. “We’ll be fighting the Unhanded Coalition, apparently, who’ve been chipping away at our numbers rather adeptly.”

“I assume you’re wanting ample compensation,” Elenore guessed. “This mission is to be highly publicized in order to weed out informants. You’ll get plenty of prestige. With prestige, no one could complain if you were rewarded in kind. When we conquer Castle Cookpot, I plan on levying the same resistance debt, and you’re welcome to—”

Melanie held up a hand to interrupt and said, “Forget that. I’m not blind to the way things are trending, princess. Durran’s getting a lot of the responsibilities I used to have. I’m losing my position, here. Things are being structured around His Majesty more and more. I didn’t think you’d ever work for someone else’s benefit. I bet wrong, and so I’m being pushed out.”

Durran raised a brow. “You joke around a lot, but I guess you’ve got a head in there after all.”

“Maybe you’d have noticed that sooner if you spent less time staring at me and more listening to me,” she said with a joking arrogance, then gave a wink.

Durran raised a brow at her blatant flirting, but Elenore crossed her arms and said in a harsh tone, “Durran doesn’t have time to listen to you, because he’s listening to me.” She stepped a little closer then demanded, “Just say what you want, Melanie.”

“A parliament seat.” She turned her head. “And to work directly under His Majesty Argrave.”

Elenore tapped her finger against her elbow and then said bluntly, “I can’t decide that.”

“Can’t you?” Melanie tilted her head, her red hair falling over her blue eyes. “I think if you wanted that to happen, you could make it happen. What brother would refuse the earnest pleading of his favorite sister?”

The princess turned her head to the side, her rhythmic tapping of her finger almost audible in the silence between them. Elenore looked like she swallowed a bitter draught as she finally mustered the words, “That is fair.”

Melanie beamed, her blue eyes veritably shining. “Well, that’s great. I always work harder with the right incentive.”

“Durran can give you the details of the travel, as I said,” Elenore said. She seemed to pause on those words, mulling over them like something was amiss in what she said. “Ideally, you’ll leave by morning tomorrow. Plenty of time.”

“Fine by me.” Melanie nodded. Her gaze wandered over to the royal knights, still guarding diligently. “But first… I think I made a date with these gentlemen, something about ‘testing their mettle.’” She took light strides to the corner of the tent, then retrieved her gargantuan zweihander. “Shall we go?”

Melanie and the knights walked away, seeming eager at the proposition. The knights and Melanie traded a bawdy joke. Durran started to step away, and Elenore said, “Where are you going?”

“Watching the fight.” He pointed with his thumb.

“You want to watch her?” Elenore’s brows furrowed.

“If I’m going to be fighting alongside her, it’s prudent,” Durran answered at once.

“I see,” Elenore said. “I… Maybe I’ll come.”

Durran’s face started to shift peculiarly, ending on a smile before he wiped his face with his hand as though to disguise his expression. He shifted his body toward her and stepped closer. “Why did you ask? What were you thinking about my intentions?”

“Nothing.” Elenore shook her head. “I was thinking about another matter I needed you for, but this operation is more important.”

“Right.” Durran nodded. “Well… I’m going. Are you coming?”

“I…” Elenore sighed. “No. I have some letters I need to send out.”

Durran looked vaguely disappointed but turned and walked away. Elenore looked at the diagram, then muttered, “…Willing to lose?”

***

“Gina,” a man called out, stepping into a simple log cabin well-concealed by shrubbery.

A brunette woman sitting at a wooden table looked up, a spell of light swirling above a book she held in her hands. She sat in a rather polite, dignified, almost aristocratic way, in harsh contrast to the simple and lightly armored leather she wore. She rose to her feet, going from dignified to statuesque in a few moments. Hers was a beauty difficult to hide, and the man stared for half a second before raising his eyes to her face.

“Georgina,” she corrected him, placing a leak in her book as a makeshift bookmark. “What news do you bring?”

“Apparently, some big happening. A small group of elites is traveling around the mountain, looking to disrupt supply for the subsidiaries to Castle Cookpot,” the man said, holding out a scroll. “The informant reported who was going.”

Georgina took the scroll and turned her back to the man, striding away until she placed the table between herself and him. She turned her head and questioned, “Durran and Melanie… who are these?”

“I know them,” a voice came from down below. In the corner of the room, someone stepped up. He wiped blood free of his hand. “Durran was one of Argrave’s men, though I know this only in hindsight. I’ve crossed paths with him once before and fought him when we did. Melanie was Elenore’s woman, though. I can’t speak much about her.”

A dark-haired man with white eyes emerged from the basement. He had a beard that had not been trimmed for a while, and a heavy brow that made him appear quite angry.

“You’ve fought him, Ruleo?” Georgina pressed.

“I have.” He nodded. “Remarkably tough fellow. A spellcaster. Much as I hate to admit it… he had the upper hand on me.” Ruleo set down the cloth he held, examining his hands to be sure they were clean. “On top of that, if Elenore is coming, she’s going to be implanting her new favorite toy—druidic magic. Anywhere they go, the birds will be watching our every move. Even if we do ambush them, they’ll get a bead on where we are.”

“We’re highly mobile.” Georgina shook her head. “We’ll be ready for that.”

“So are birds, and doubly so when controlled directly by men,” Ruleo counseled. “This is quite the thorn, all things considered.”

“They’re only ten.” Georgina’s eyes fell to the paper once again.

“That should inspire caution,” Ruleo noted. “Would you care to have a go with ten people that can fight with me?”

Georgina looked up, then bit her lip. “Then… your project. Is it ready?”

Ruleo looked back to the basement. “If it was, I’d be a lot happier.” He chuckled briefly. “No, my main project isn’t ready. But I have a lot of little unused parts of the greater whole lying about… and attrition is especially effective on the living.”

Georgina took a deep breath. “That is an excellent point,” she admitted. “Why are you so willing to commit so many resources to this?”

“This?” Ruleo repeated, not following.

“You worked with Elenore.” Georgina stepped toward him. “Now you’re hindering her. And I don’t see how you benefit from this.”

Ruleo pursed his lips. “Let’s say your idea of abolishing the monarchy appealed to me. Or… we could say that I hate Argrave enough to work for free.”

“You and I both know that’s not true.” Georgina shook her head.

“Well… you won’t tell me about your project,” Ruleo pointed out. “I recently found out some new information. And I’ve come to realize there’s some bigger stakes in this world. As such, the stars have aligned, and we work together. Don’t press further.”

She smiled, yet her eyes remained serious as she said, “That’s fair.”


Chapter 31

When Svetlana of Quadreign opened the door and Argrave’s gaze fell upon Ganbaatar, memories came rushing back just alongside his plan for how to deal with this situation.

Ganbaatar—a fairly tall individual with golden hair, pure red eyes, and sharp ears—was the only elven playable character in the game, so he naturally had a large constituent of loyal fans that hoped to betray humanity and instead hug trees. The elven rogue-warrior protagonist hailed from what the humans in Vasquer called the Bloodwoods.

The Bloodwoods was one of the most dangerous places in the continent—a fitting fate for tree-huggers. Not that Argrave was in any place to criticize; he had wavered between liking and disliking the woodland elves quite frequently himself. He’d always liked the Veidimen, and the ancient, now largely extinct elves were even cooler.

In the redwood forests the woodland elves called their homes, even the smallest of their big trees rivaled skyscrapers. The danger of the place came from the fact there was another species competing for dominance, one Argrave and company had encountered before: centaurs. The centaurs and the elves were natural enemies after generations of feuds. The elves had been winning for a long while, yet Vasquer’s invasion hurt their numbers terribly and gave the centaurs an opportunity for resurgence.

Why was this history relevant to the conversation? Because Ganbaatar wasn’t from a human culture, and therefore had far fewer traditionally human values. Argrave had come to Veiden relying on their adherence to their forefathers prophecies of old, and it had worked splendidly. In convincing the elf turned vampire hunter, he couldn’t use the same tactics that had carried him in Relize and elsewhere.

Yet extreme cultures were the easiest to play.

“Vasilisa…” Argrave looked back and lightly commanded, “Get the door.”

The Magister stepped within, cast Argrave a perplexed glance, then shut the door. Argrave had yet to say a word to Ganbaatar, nor had the vampire hunter said anything to him. They both just stared. Anneliese stood just behind him in steadfast support.

As soon as Argrave heard the door shut, he reached at his head and pulled off the white wig, dropping it to the floor. Svetlana raised a perplexed brow, and even Ganbaatar could not help but show some surprise.

“I am King Argrave,” he declared at once. “I reign over the lands of Relize and have an army of twenty thousand swords willing to fight for me.”

Svetlana’s face twisted at those words. She looked to Vasilisa, yet when she saw her aunt was deadly serious, what had been humor twisted to shock.

“I am Ganbaatar,” the elf replied, conditioned by years of service to answer. “I fought in the Holy Army of the Wind, and now travel as a lone vampire hunter taught by the Sunscourge Monastery.”

At once, Argrave was pleased with the dynamic established in this conversation. The elves of the woods had a militaristic society. Hierarchy and rank were important to them. Leaders were to be obeyed without question and revered both on and off the battlefield.

“I have a grievance. You attacked my knight-commander without provocation,” Argrave spoke quickly and strongly.

Vasilisa stepped into Argrave’s line of sight and started, “Argrave, what are you—”

“He is a vampire,” Ganbaatar interrupted. “That is provocation against all life.”

Silence set in between the two of them. Ganbaatar had a wariness in his red eyes, and all of his attention was devoted to Argrave. Doubtless he was wondering why and how Argrave was using speech customary in his people’s armies. While they stared, Anneliese stepped to Vasilisa and explained what Argrave was doing.

“Is that your defense? Will we bring this to your superior?” Argrave pressed in the same tone.

“…I have no superior,” Ganbaatar said after a time. “As I said, I am alone here.”

“And as king, I have no superior,” Argrave followed up, keeping his arms rigidly at his side. “As such, it is within my right to suggest a resolution to this dispute.”

“…What game are you playing?” Ganbaatar said, finally breaking free of the rigid guidelines of their conversation. “Are you toying with my people’s customs?”

“Far from it.” Argrave shook his head. “I’m employing them to end this in a way that can satisfy everyone. Your people resolve disputes by escalating the matter to a superior so that any disputes that arise are resolved without adversely impacting both groups. These resolutions are meant for preservation of the species.”

“That is because we, as elves, have a common interest,” Ganbaatar refuted. “That doesn’t exist here. You are a man—he is an offshoot of the pure branch.”

“We don’t have common interests?” Argrave raised a brow. “I think we do. You want to eliminate vampirism. I do, too.”

Ganbaatar’s eyes briefly glanced at Vasilisa, who had settled to watch this exchange after Anneliese’s explanation. Presumably, she had told Ganbaatar why Argrave had been seeking the flame: to cure Galamon’s vampirism. Allegedly.

“You’re in possession of a glass eye that locates vampires that meet certain specifications,” Argrave claimed.

Ganbaatar’s defensiveness increased a fair bit, and his gaze remained unflinching so as not to betray anything. Both served to completely clarify that Argrave was right, ironically.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ganbaatar played ignorant.

“I think you do.” Argrave shook his head. “And I think it’ll match well with these two items.”

Argrave reached into his coat and retrieved the unnamed black bowl with strange red runes, then the knife called Althazar that had much the same appearance. While resting the bowl in the palm of his hand, Argrave placed the knife atop it.

“If you’ve been hunting vampires, these will be familiar in appearance,” Argrave said.

“Vacant vampiric relics.” Ganbaatar stared at him, then raised his gaze back up.

Argrave wagged his finger. “Not vacant. These artifacts still work. And I’m certain these two are responsible for helping Galamon show up on the eye.”

Ganbaatar shifted on his feet and crossed his arms. “Is this… true?”

“It is.” Argrave nodded. “You killed a vampire to gain possession of that glass eye, didn’t you? A wandering bard, who carried an instrument stringed with his victims’ hair.”

Ganbaatar’s caution rose to a new peak, but he did eventually admit, “I… did.”

“Just as you’ve been seeking vampires to kill, we’ve been seeking that glass eye,” Argrave explained. “The eye… it helped him project himself, didn’t it? He didn’t even need to touch someone to feed from them. And it led him to the victims with the richest blood.”

Ganbaatar took a deep breath of shock. Meanwhile, Svetlana cut in, saying, “Auntie, what’s…? What is this?”

“…Just let them speak,” Vasilisa urged quietly, putting her hand on her niece’s shoulder. “Trust in this.”

“Now that all the variables are established, I believe we can come to a resolution,” Argrave declared. “These artifacts—the glass eye, the knife, and the bowl… they all serve to actualize the vampiric beast within the vampire. Rather than some dread instinct, it can make them more than that. It can make them tangible. And what is tangible… can be stripped away and killed.”

“You’re mad,” Ganbaatar said, eyes widening.

“Not yet.” Argrave shook his head. “This idea of mine is backed by thousands of hours of cold, hard research. I’m confident enough to promise you this: you can keep my neck wrapped in one of those wires of yours while we do this. If I’m wrong, take my head.”

Vasilisa stepped forward and said, “Hold a minute. What?”

“You heard me.” Argrave looked to her. “I’ll stake my head on this.”

“But you…!” she began, then trailed off. “You’re king, Argrave. You cannot make promises like that.”

“Galamon is my subordinate,” Argrave stared steadfastly. “A commander should stake his life on his decisions, just as his men have their lives staked on his decisions.”

Vasilisa raised her hands and said, “The people—”

“You may relax, Vasilisa,” Ganbaatar interrupted. “I have no intention of holding someone unrelated hostage.” His red eyes fixed on Argrave. “I would hold only the vampire hostage.”

Generally, Argrave would delegate the decision to Galamon, personally. He didn’t have any right to volunteer the man’s life. And… he had. Long before this meeting, he broached the idea with the elven vampire. His response?

“You can do so.” Argrave nodded.

The woodland elves didn’t respect individual choices—most matters were delegated to the leaders. Argrave could only earn respect from Ganbaatar by acting in this manner. He didn’t need the man’s respect, only his cooperation… but respect would be amply useful nonetheless.

Ganbaatar took a deep breath and stepped away until he stared out the window. Svetlana walked up to him.

“If my aunt would speak for him…” Svetlana began to counsel.

“Say nothing,” Ganbaatar interrupted her. “Let me think.”

Time stretched out. Argrave looked to Anneliese, hoping to get her input. Instead, he met Vasilisa’s cold, blue eyes, obviously greatly displeased by this development. Argrave was sure her anger would fade with time.

Ganbaatar turned back. “This is a suitable resolution that serves our common interests.”

Argrave nodded. “I think so, too.”

***

“Galamon…” Argrave looked up at his knight-commander. “Are you sure about this? I mean, really sure?”

“Yes,” the vampire responded, taking off the last of his armor—his helmet. He wore simple brown clothes beneath, little more than rags.

“If you want to call it off… I’ll do it,” Argrave continued despite Galamon’s assurances. “It’s your head at risk, not mine. If he’s not true to his word like I think he is… the moment that wire’s around your neck…”

“I’m sure.” Galamon nodded, stepping away to set down his helmet. “If he beheads me once the wire is in place, his life would be forfeit. It’s against common sense.” He looked back. “And I trust your judgement.”

“I trust my judgement, too, but I might balk at the whole hostage idea…” Argrave put his hands on his waist, distraught.

“Just do it.” Galamon closed his eyes, his voice shaking for the first time Argrave had ever heard. “I… want finality. I have come long enough.”

Argrave looked at him. The idea crossed through his head, very briefly, that Galamon might not care one way or the other whether he was cured or killed. All doubts vanished in that moment, and Argrave’s face hardened. “You’re not going to be a vampire anymore, Galamon. If you have any final meals you want, I’m willing to do a blood drive.”

Galamon stepped away and out the door. Argrave bit his lips, frustrated at himself that he’d chosen to joke instead of comfort. With no other option, he followed just after.

They were far on the outskirts of First Hope, in a simple abandoned ranch house. Ganbaatar stood with Svetlana and Vasilisa. Anneliese was waiting just outside the house, and smiled at the two of them as she joined them in stride.

“The eye?” Argrave asked.

Ganbaatar stared at only Galamon. “You’ll get it when the wire’s around his neck.”

Galamon needed no more words to step forward. He knelt down. After hesitating a beat, Ganbaatar twirled his fingers adroitly, his two wires glimmering in the moonlight. He wrapped them around Galamon’s neck ever so slowly, then pulled them until they pushed against the vampire’s pale skin. He saw the flesh bulge over the top and bottom, and felt his own neck grow uncomfortable.

Then, Svetlana stepped forward. She handed Argrave the glass eye. Off its shrine, it looked more like an obsidian eye, with its strange runes glowing red.

“Alright.” Argrave nodded, looking up. Doubt overcame him for a moment, and so he hastened to do as he remembered. He reached into his pocket, retrieving the black bowl. Anneliese handed him the knife—once it was out, Galamon’s body tensed, the beast stirring within him.

Argrave put the tip of the knife against the now-inanimate eye’s iris. Then, after taking a deep breath, he handed the bowl to Anneliese. She held it beneath as he ran the eye through.

Black mist seeped out of the eye. Ganbaatar watched this ordeal, hands tight against the wire. Slowly, a bloodlike liquid started to condense out of the eye, filling the bowl beneath. It went from a trickle to a stream, then back to a trickle before it trailed off as drops. Anneliese held the bowl with steady hands. When Argrave took it from her, he realized his were shaking.

Argrave turned to Galamon, knelt, and held the bowl to him. The elven vampire received it, staring at his reflection in the bloodlike substance. Then, like downing medicine, he raised it up and drank deep. Down and down it drained, until nothing remained.

Galamon lowered it, white eyes staring ahead. Then his breathing quickened breath by breath. By the tenth, red mist started to come from his nose. His body seized up, and blood started to drip from his mouth as his teeth dug deep into his lips.

“What’s happening?” Svetlana asked, panicked.

Galamon opened his eyes… but the whites were gone, and instead glowed red. Argrave, alert and knowledgeable, watched this mist coming from Galamon’s nose with steady caution. Though formless at first… it was slowly taking shape.


Chapter 32

Argrave stared at Galamon as red mist poured out of his body. He was running things through his head in a panic, yet held out his hands to follow his course of action.

“Remember what we talked about, Galamon,” Argrave called out. “Stay conscious. All your years of experience in fighting this thing—use it. You are stronger than the beast.”

A spell matrix whirled in Argrave’s hand—one of C-rank. Then, his black blood started to come free of his hand, bringing the pain that came with blood magic all too familiar to Argrave. He used the spell [Putrid Paramerion], summoning a potent weapon of blood that took the form of the curved sword from which the spell took its name.

The red mist responded to this spell like piranhas smelling blood in the water. It started to flow toward Argrave, coalescing into biting fangs that threatened to chip away at the impeccable surface of the bloody blade.

“Muriem, Rhomaden,” Argrave repeated. “What do those names mean to you?”

Looking at Galamon, whose eyes had been completely obscured by the glowing red mist pouring out of his orifices, it was difficult to feel as though he was talking to a person.

“How did you meet Muriem?” Argrave asked, expecting no answer. He pulled the blade close to him and knelt until his face was level with Galamon’s. “And how did that lead to that little boy you named Rhomaden? I don’t need the details, just think about it.”

No noise came from Galamon, either way. The people nearby stared at Argrave strangely… all except Anneliese. In his free hand, Argrave cast another spell—a druidic spell. His Brumesingers scampered out of his clothing, surprising both Svetlana and Ganbaatar. The elf, who still held his wire around Galamon’s neck, had the forbearance to refrain from anything stupid. The small fox creatures hated the cold, yet they obeyed Argrave’s order nonetheless. Their mist spread out around them, prepared for combat.

“Keep him steady,” Argrave commanded all nearby. Then, he plunged the blade forth.

The curved sword of blood pierced Galamon’s abdomen, and the snow elf naturally writhed for a moment. The mist pouring from Galamon started to coalesce—not around the blade, but back into Galamon.

“Fight it!” Argrave shouted. “You don’t want this blood. The beast wants the blood. Let the beast have it—let the beast take it! But Galamon, you must refrain, because that’s not what you want,” Argrave said through clenched teeth, fighting past the enormity of his instincts that screamed at him not to hurt his companion.

Galamon’s body was contracting. His hands, rigid by his side, clenched and gripped and spasmed in so many ways. Yet then… Argrave started to notice something else beyond his movements. There was something else… a red echo, so faint it was almost indiscernible. Yet as the time passed, it became so obvious anyone could observe it.

To call the redness emanating from Galamon’s body an echo was not quite right. It did not merely follow what he did… indeed, it had different desires. It wanted the blood, the valuable black blood, placed right directly through it. And Argrave seized on that.

“Yes!” Argrave shouted. “Galamon, think of it! Think of food, of breathing, of drinking water again! Think of setting foot upon the frozen shores of Veiden! Think of stepping past the great ice wall, and setting foot in your home once again!”

The more Argrave spoke, the more this redness started to differ from what Galamon was doing. As though straining against invisible bindings, it reached, pulling against the force, trying to bring its hands inward to grasp the blade of blood plunged into its stomach. The surface of the blade started to chip away, and Argrave could only supply more blood to sustain it.

“What put death in your mind?” Argrave shouted at him. “Your end’s not in sight. Not until you’ve done what the world needs you to do. Your family, your friends… Damn you, you’re going to do what I need you to do. I got a big burden, and I ain’t so tough…” Argrave rose to his feet and put his boot on Galamon’s shoulder. “But you’ve got enough grit for the both of us. Blame fate, blame Veid… but you’re coming with me, Galamon.”

Argrave pushed down with his boot and pulled with both arms. Unlike how it entered, the paramerion fought dreadfully to stay stuck, and Argrave knew he’d hooked the fish he’d been baiting. All watched Argrave with shock and awe… then, the blade shot out, and Argrave staggered back. Galamon slumped over, no strength left in him, and Ganbaatar kneeled as he fell so as not to cut his head off.

When Argrave finally gained his footing… he abruptly realized he wasn’t the only one holding onto the blade of blood that he’d conjured. There was another, and they were larger than even him. With indiscriminate red features, Galamon’s vampiric beast looked at Argrave. And the red construct was most definitely alive. Anneliese had a spell matrix prepared, but obviously feared to cast when the beast was so closely entangled with Argrave.

Argrave barely processed this before the blade in his grip shattered beneath its intense strength. It lunged at Argrave, both hands rushing for his stomach. Argrave tried to retreat to the defense of his Brumesingers as was planned, but it was far faster. One of its hands pierced Argrave’s stomach. Extreme pain exploded from his gut. The other hand…

A southron elf warrior stabbed the vampiric beast through the arm… or rather, a mist warrior conjured by the Brumesingers had. Their chiming howls echoed and their mist spread out, and before long five spears held by five warriors thrust toward the vampiric beast. Recognizing the situation, it disentangled and leapt away with supernatural speed.

Argrave was no stranger to pain and kept his wits about him as he kept his eye on the vampiric beast that was Galamon’s double. As he healed the dreadful wound, Argrave was protected by the Brumesingers. The beast changed targets to Anneliese. The thing moved so ridiculously quickly that the only thing she could do was conjure a ward with her enchanted ring. The humanoid beast slammed against it, then gained its bearings and kicked off toward Vasilisa.

Vasilisa, even with her A-rank ascension [Matrix of the Body], could not react in time to its speed. She, too, barely managed to get a ward up. The creature learned from its brief encounter with Anneliese and was prepared to dart away, using both its legs and arms for tremendous speed. It made no sounds and left no trace, and that made it only more terrifying.

As it changed targets to Svetlana, Argrave was ruing underestimating the beast itself. It was a relatively weak, if speedy, construct that he assumed would be dispatched the moment people saw it. Even Anneliese, who had been informed beforehand, could not act fast enough. He neglected to make the proper preparations. As it neared Svetlana, Galamon, and Ganbaatar… he feared for the worst.

Anneliese felt comfortable to release her spell by this point and cast the B-rank [Cloudborn Chain]. It was a bolt of lightning that manifested as a quick moving chain. It struck the vampiric beast, and though a great bit of it was blown away, it reformed just as quickly. The lightning from the spell spread out along the ground, conducting through and shocking Svetlana. She staggered to the ground, yet managed to cast her own spell—a wave of fire.

The beast reeled away from the flames. Its head darted around quickly… yet then, seeing opposition from nearly every direction, made the most unexpected choice. It started to run away, heading away from the abandoned ranch house and toward the city. Anneliese cast more lighting spells, and Vasilisa joined in as well—the thing was so fast it could barely be tracked, let alone hit.

“Damn it,” Argrave cursed, his wound finally healed. He started conjuring [Electric Eels], yet already the creature was getting away. He feared some damage being done to anyone nearby.

A brief explosion of dirt puffed near the creature, and it rolled away. Argrave spotted a glint in the air, and realized Ganbaatar was standing… and his wires were free of Galamon’s throat. He threw out his left hand, and another knife flew through the air. The creature dodged again, and then made to keep running. Ganbaatar manipulated his hands, and the wires closed in. In not a second, the manifestation of the vampiric beast was cut in half.

Argrave, still fearing the worst, ran up beside Ganbaatar. The creature, utterly severed in half, persisted in solid shape as the two of them walked toward it. Its lower half was regenerating ever so slowly. Argrave felt like he was staring at an echo of Galamon. He was reminded of the time he’d seen the man frenzied by intense blood loss… this creature had fought much like him, then. It crawled away with its arms yet was not even half as fast as it had been.

“You undid your wires,” Argrave noted, breathing slightly heavily. He put his boot on the back of the creature, ceasing to conjure [Electric Eels].

“I felt his heartbeat,” Ganbaatar returned. The creature tried to reach at Argrave’s foot yet could not.

Argrave nodded. “I made a mistake. Didn’t realize this would cause us problems.”

“This is new ground. You couldn’t be expected to know,” Ganbaatar returned.

The vampire hunter retrieved his daggers with the wires attached, then knelt. He wrapped one wire around the vampiric beast’s neck and pulled it tight. Its head fell off… and then exploded into mist. As he watched the elf, Argrave left out the part where he did, as a matter of fact, know this was coming. That lack of precaution nearly cost lives. If his allies had been less competent, it would have.

Ganbaatar looked back. “What’ll happen to him?”

Argrave also looked back, where he spotted Anneliese and Svetlana both running to catch up with them. Staring at Galamon, he only answered, “I’m not fully sure.”

Argrave knew numbers—the regeneration buff, the strength buff, et cetera… but those numbers were gone, now. This was reality. Argrave truly couldn’t say what would change of Galamon. All he knew was that his vampirism was gone.

Ganbaatar stepped away. “He must be exposed to the sun. Only then… will I be sure.”

Argrave nodded distantly as Anneliese caught up to Argrave. “I apologize,” she said at once. “You told me to be ready to kill it, and yet I was not. I feared hitting you…”

“It was my fault,” Argrave returned. “Didn’t retreat fast enough to give you that opportunity. It poked through my armor like cardboard.”

“I cannot say how my heart dropped… Are you okay?” she questioned, looking down at his stomach.

“You know…” Argrave mused, feeling disconnected with reality as the adrenaline in him slowly faded. “Maybe this is the wrong time for inspiration…” He looked at her. “But I think I know how I’m going to ascend to A-rank.”


Chapter 33

Galamon blinked open his eyes and turned his head. Sunlight fell upon him, and instinct spurred him to move quickly. His hands reached for where he kept his flasks of blood, but then cognition returned to him as unconsciousness released its hold. He remembered what had happened to put him on the ground here.

“Good morning,” Argrave, to Galamon’s left, greeted. He had a stack of papers pinned atop a simple wooden slab and had clearly been writing diligently not moments before. “How do you feel? Enjoying the sense of the sun, the beating of your heart?”

At Argrave’s words, Galamon put his hand to his chest. Indeed… the beat came and came again. Galamon’s breathing quickened—another autonomic function that was vital once more. Recalling last night’s events, Galamon touched at his stomach, but the wound was gone.

“How does it feel to be alive again?” Argrave pressed.

As Galamon processed things, he noticed more around him—Anneliese near Argrave, and Ganbaatar and Svetlana to his right. The Magister Vasilisa was far off, sitting on a rock and watching all of them. And… Galamon looked straight at the sun, then lowered his eyes so as not to blind himself. He had always felt some aversion to the light. Even if drinking blood suppressed the potent reaction vampires endured, it felt like cold steel against his skin.

Yet now… in this cold, northern land, the sun was only warm. What did Galamon feel, now?

“I’m…” Galamon paused. “I want… to eat,” he said it only as he recognized what this was.

Argrave laughed, perhaps not expecting that response. “Well, I think we can certainly arrange that! I think we can all enjoy a gargantuan breakfast before we head back to Quadreign. Everyone’s fine with that, right?” As people answered in the affirmative, Argrave rose to his feet. “Then, let’s. Tell me… what do you want as your first meal after your long fast? Probably not a rare steak,” he quipped as he offered his hand to help Galamon up.

Galamon stared at Argrave’s hand, still somewhat in shock.

“Did you think you weren’t going to wake up?” Argrave asked. “You must’ve forgotten what I told you. No rest for the wicked, Galamon.”

***

Galamon took a long while to choose what his first meal would be, and in the end Argrave chose for him: rye bread, eggs, and some soup. Food was scarce this far north, so Argrave could not treat him to anything better without heading deep into the city. That said… the snow elf had an appetite. He probably ate three pounds of eggs alone.

Even despite the massive and sudden change in Galamon’s life, the former vampire remained incredibly stoic. He wasn’t shy about expressing his gratitude, certainly—his earnest appreciation was somewhat overwhelming, even—but in eating food once again, breathing as a necessity rather than a habit, and generally being alive… well, not even a tear was shed. He did things slowly and deliberately as though it was unfamiliar, but he did them without raising a fuss whatsoever.

Ganbaatar, who had been skeptical of the change, gradually accepted that the vampirism had truly been cast out. He still insisted on following to be sure that remained the case, even if only briefly. Still, the vampire hunter could not deny the facts: whether it was the desire for blood, the general rejection of sunlight, or the beast within that urged to hunt and consume… these traits were gone in Galamon. Other aspects of the curse remained, all generally in line with Argrave’s expectations.

Through some testing and observation, Argrave confirmed two things. One, Galamon retained his prowess, be it his senses or his strength. Two, Galamon retained his regeneration. Argrave had expected another mechanistic principle to take its place—perhaps Galamon would need to eat food to regenerate, or perhaps his body would self-cannibalize other parts of the body to heal itself.

None were true. Galamon regenerated his body seemingly without a cost.

It was a mind-boggling discovery that truly confounded Argrave. But then, he reasoned, maybe it wasn’t that there was no source… only that Argrave couldn’t perceive the source. Perhaps whatever brought on the vampirism was being drawn on without necessarily paying the tithe of blood vampires paid. If so… Argrave was amply pleased to be scamming whatever force had brought vampirism to the world. The thought he might be conning something that had created vampires conversely worried him greatly, granted.

After their meal, they prepared to travel. Once Argrave was satisfied that Galamon was whole and hearty, he was content to leave him be and delve into a task that demanded his attention—namely, writing down his inspiration for his own A-rank ascension. They would depart on foot shortly, leaving Magisters Hegazar and Vera to handle things with the Drawnwaters and the aftermath of Ivan’s death.

Vasilisa had obviously complex feelings about the whole situation. Though Argrave had not confirmed it with a question, he thought she felt as though he’d misled her about the reason for speaking to her niece and Ganbaatar. She was right… but then, things worked out as she wanted them to. Galamon was no longer afflicted with vampirism. Argrave hoped on making sure that everything was mended between them on the journey back to Quadreign. After all, he hoped for her advice on his theory of A-rank ascension.

Still, Argrave felt one more thing needed tending to.

***

The room their party of three had stayed at in the inn was empty, now. Galamon had removed his armor for the ritual, yet now it was back on. He was ready to set on the road again like nothing had really happened. Instead of hauling blood, he hauled normal things—rations for the road, water to drink. He sat on one of the beds and stared at his hands, his gauntlets unworn just beside him.

The Veidimen turned his head moments before someone entered the room. Anneliese looked around, then settled her eyes upon Galamon.

“Having trouble accepting things?” she questioned, stepping up to where he sat.

Galamon grabbed his gauntlets, saying nothing in response to her question. He slowly slipped the first on, tightening and clasping the straps.

Anneliese stepped around the bed until she stood just in front of him. “You think that, because you retain the benefits of vampirism, people might not think you free of the curse. And by people… I mean the people of Veiden.”

At her words, Galamon stopped what he was doing and looked at her. “…I know there’s no point denying it. Not to you.”

“It was merely a guess of mine. You seemed to doubt all that Argrave was saying,” Anneliese noted. “That consistent skepticism led me to that conclusion.”

His white eyes fixed on her face. “Should my cure come so easy? Should it be so beneficial?”

“Easy?” Anneliese raised her brow, then went to sit on another bed a fair bit away. “Do you think any but Argrave could have made this happen? I certainly cannot imagine so. I think you forget what a tremendous boon his knowledge is.”

Galamon lowered his head and picked up his other gauntlet, putting it over the other hand.

“You will learn what you truly want to know in time, I think,” Anneliese continued. “We have to return to Veiden soon enough… and our tribesmen can confirm your cure.” Anneliese’s amber eyes were unshaking as she continued, “And when the boundary between realms weakens, Veid Herself can judge if you are truly a sinner even still.”

Galamon closed his eyes, looking distraught.

“So, fret not. You will have an objective measure soon enough,” she consoled.

Galamon stewed in silence. Content to leave him with that, Anneliese rose to her feet and walked for the door.

“Wait.” Galamon turned his head.

“Yes?” Anneliese looked back, stopping at the door’s threshold.

Galamon stared at her, narrowed his eyes, then started to laugh out his guttural, haunting chuckle.

Anneliese stepped back within the room and inquired, “What amuses you so?”

“He’s come to trust and rely on you far more than me,” the elven knight-commander reflected. “It’s funny, that’s all. Now that I see it, I’m a little relieved. To think I was admonishing you not to question him all those months ago, when you first joined…”

“I… do not follow.” She tilted her head.

“Argrave told you to come talk to me, didn’t he?” Galamon raised a brow. “Well… hah.”

Anneliese crossed her arms defensively. “He… did, yes. And I agreed with him on this,” she added in defense of Argrave. “I do not think you realize just how much he admires you. He respects you so much that he thinks himself incapable of giving you worthwhile advice.”

Galamon’s mirth died. “What do you mean?”

“Just what I said.” Anneliese held her arms out in a shrug. “Argrave respects you more than anyone. He wishes he was more like you.”

“No, he doesn’t,” Galamon disagreed with a strong frown.

Anneliese laughed this time. “I thought you knew better than to deny it.”

Galamon opened his mouth, then closed it without a response. With a smile, Anneliese turned and walked out of the room. Galamon looked back at his now-gauntleted hands, staring at the dark gray steel. Then he rose to his feet, retrieving his weaponry. He hung them where they belonged one after another. Then, with a deep and rich breath, he walked toward the door with steady steps.

***

“Think of it,” Argrave said to Vasilisa as they walked the mountain path, his breathing slightly thin. “I do agree it was wrong, but at the end of the day, it led to reclaiming your house’s flame and curing your sister. I was a bit deceptive, and the more I come to know you, the more it makes me guilty,” Argrave admitted, pausing as he stepped up a particularly tall incline. “But… that’s no more. I can disclose anything you want to know, without any holds barred,” he said, holding his arms wide as though to proclaim his innocence.

Vasilisa came to stand beside him, her breathing a little bit heavier than his. “I want to know…” She paused, retrieving a canteen to take a drink. “I want to know what you want from me now.”

“Beyond the whole ‘northern spellcaster army’ thing?” Argrave pursed his lips, slowly regaining his breath. “I just want your thoughts on a theory of A-rank ascension.”

“I thought you were A-rank.” Vasilisa raised a brow as she looked up at his face.

“No. I just have a lot of magic.” Argrave shrugged.

Vasilisa fixed her blonde hair as Anneliese caught up to them. “Alright. Talk.”

“I have an undying soul,” Argrave said at once.

“What?” Vasilisa said scornfully at once. “Nonsense. That’s impossibly rare. How would you even know?”

“Vasquer. The snake, that is.” Argrave clapped his hands together. “Anyway… I saw Galamon’s vampiric beast, and it struck me with inspiration. That, Hegazar’s illusory projection, and this.” Argrave raised his arm up, pointing to his silver bracer. “What if I can use my undying soul as an anchor for magical constructs spawned of blood magic? Barring the multitude of uses I might get from such constructs… What if I can use the dormant magic in my black blood to replicate spells I cast?”

“Vasquer? Dormant magic in your black blood…?” Vasilisa started, utterly confused.

Argrave clenched his hands together tightly, then pointed ahead. “Come, it’s a long road. Let’s walk and talk…”


Chapter 34

Argrave planted his foot down and crested over the top of a hill he’d traveled once before. The snow had melted a little more on their return, and the pine trees seemed a little more robust. Another detail was far more striking—namely, the moving hands of the clocktower overlooking the palace in Quadreign.

Vasilisa caught up with Argrave. The moment her eyes fell where his did, her brain worked to compute the implications. To cement her realization, Argrave commented, “Seems the flame is already doing its work. The people must be pleased.”

The Magister muttered something incomprehensible, words mashed together in her excitement, and then she took off toward the city isolated in the valley.

As Anneliese crested the hill next, she called out to Vasilisa in concern, “Watch your footing.”

Svetlana was the next to come, then Ganbaatar. Svetlana, another member of House Quadreign, had much the same reaction as her aunt, and set off back toward the city with the same disbelieving haste. They were both like treasure hunters that had finally found what they’d been hunting for all these years.

Galamon was the last to come—not because he was the slowest, but because he generally held the back of the line. Argrave stared at him as he came to stand. He was no expert on emotions as Anneliese was, but the man seemed to be in a strange state. Forget jubilation, relief—Galamon appeared to be in a state of frozen grief, of emptiness. It deeply worried Argrave.

“Anne,” Argrave called out, turning his head back to the city. “Diana of Quadreign is going to be cured. Unlike her sister… I think she’ll want more concrete terms of vassalage. We ought to talk about that, among other important things. I learned a lot from the Magister… I hope you did, too. We ought to discuss our findings.”

Anneliese glanced at Argrave as he looked over the valley city, then gave a knowing nod. “That is prudent.”

“Good. Let’s head down, get settled.” Argrave looked at Ganbaatar and inquired, “What’s your plan?”

“To remain with the…” Ganbaatar trailed off, realizing he couldn’t call him a vampire anymore. “To observe Galamon a while longer. I think Svetlana will accommodate me.”

“I hope so.” Argrave nodded, then set off down into the valley. “Even if she doesn’t… sleeping on the streets might not be so bad anymore. The heat’s back on.”

***

Vasilisa tossed open the poorly maintained iron gates of the palace of Quadreign and stormed inside. The steward Ferrel stood in the courtyard as he did last time, but stepped toward the returning Magister with an urgency to him.

“The flame,” Vasilisa called out. “Is it there?”

The old Ferrel nodded intently to his words as he said, “Yes it is, Lady Vasilisa. It reappeared one morning, like a trail of fire across the sky… I thought it was some sort of rift in the world itself, yet it flowed back into the old fire basin! Does this mean…?” He looked nervous and excited in equal measure. “I… Everyone was cheering, but I feared to act… I feared…” His words faltered as though he had so many fears, he did not know where to begin.

Vasilisa took a deep breath of exuberant triumph and exhaled. “Fear no longer. Get Diana at once, lead her down. I will go ahead and confirm things… and then… Ferrel…” She closed her eyes. “And then, House Quadreign can repay everyone’s steadfastness.”

The old steward’s eyes lit up with a fire of his own, and he gave a steady, certain nod. “I will speak to the baroness.”

Vasilisa sprinted inward, heading for the path that led deeper within. As she walked into the confines of the tunnel heading deep within the earth, she slowed her pace slightly to breathe through her nose. And she smelled the sour-sweet tang of vinegar just as had been before.

Vasilisa glanced back, worried her sister wouldn’t be able to make it down that descent. She went very deep until the decades-empty chamber that once housed the flame entered her vision. It was empty no longer. The flame, more vibrant than she could ever remember it being, persisted defiantly deep in this chamber. All of the runes inscribed in the stone worked to sustain it, worked to grow it, and worked to fuel the entirety of the city of Quadreign.

The Magister stepped forward, holding her hand out to the flame. Her heart was beating quickly as she recognized it remained exactly as it had. Something scraped behind her, and she looked back to see Ferrel escorting Diana down. She leaned upon him heavily, yet both the wizened steward and her near-incapable sister walked with steady steps.

Once Diana’s eyes laid upon the flame, her blue eyes lit up like the midday sky and she tried to step away from Ferrel’s aid. Vasilisa stepped out to meet her.

“I had… forgotten what this looked like,” Diana said in wonder.

As the baroness left Ferrel’s assistance, she stumbled—by then, Vasilisa was nearby to catch her. “Easy,” the Magister cautioned her, holding her by her arms. “Ferrel… I can handle things from here. There are guests you might have to greet.” She turned her head. “The ones who restored the flame.”

“I’m sorry…” Diana apologized as Ferrel moved to obey. “You catch me… at a bad time. I’m just… quite dizzy. And my legs…”

“It’s the last bad time,” Vasilisa said, helping her older sister walk forward. “Come. We must burn this all away.”

Diana and Vasilisa walked into the flame, the younger supporting the older. Though the flame seemed to do nothing… after a time, it was as though the black flame had found both kindling and fuel within their bodies. The flame within burned brightly, devouring whatever fuel it could find. Vasilisa held her sister steadfastly, yet Diana’s change was more drastic.

The baroness let out a groan that trailed off into a wince as the fire burning within her rose ever higher. Her fingers clenched tightly around Vasilisa’s arms as she put more and more of her weight upon her. She seemed to become a bright ball of the black flame far exceeding her sister’s. At its apex, Diana’s fingers clenched tightly… then relaxed all at once. Diana fell limp.

Vasilisa caught her sister, and the two of them slowly lowered to the floor. Despite the sudden event, the Magister merely held Diana, a relaxed and eased smile on her face. Though the flame was said to burn through stress and anxiety, Vasilisa questioned if that could truly be the sole source of the sense of peace she felt. The bright flame burning out of Diana not moments ago persisted like a dying fire running through the last of its wood.

Another set of footsteps resounded throughout the old fire basin. Vasilisa looked up for a new entry—Svetlana.

“Auntie? Mom?” the young mage called out, short of breath.

“You’re here. Good,” Vasilisa answered back. “I’m afraid I cannot carry your mother alone. I think it will be some hours before she wakes up…”

***

“If you’re well and content with the accommodations… I would most like to return to the baroness.” The steward, Ferrel, bowed to Argrave.

“Please.” Argrave waved his hand. “Do so at once. We can settle in here.”

Ferrel needed no further encouragement to leave. Once he did, Argrave looked around at the familiar guest house they’d stayed in when they first arrived at this city of Quadreign. Someone new was with them—Ganbaatar.

Argrave grabbed Anneliese’s elbow and gently moved her deeper in the room. “Let’s take the chance to talk. I imagine it’ll be some hours before things are settled with them…”

Soon enough, the two of them were enclosed within a ward. While staring at the wall, Argrave inquired, “Am I out of my depth, or is Galamon not really improving?”

Anneliese stared at him steadily. “You say that like he is dysfunctional.”

“Well… of course not. But I was thinking… I don’t know. It’s like nothing has really changed for him.” Argrave rubbed his chin. “I wanted to help him while keeping his edge over our foes, but did I… make a mistake, pursuing this line of cure?”

“I cannot imagine so,” Anneliese counseled. “I think he merely needs time. Day after day of living cured will change his mentality. And perhaps… a jolt, when the time comes—and it will, considering we need to enlist Veiden’s aid eventually. Galamon is not the sort of person to change his disposition so quickly. He is too strong to bend, if that makes any sense.”

“Things that can’t bend are often brittle,” Argrave pointed out. “And they break because of that.”

Anneliese put one hand on her hip. “Should we make him a vampire again, try another method?” Her snide comment broke the tension and Argrave chuckled. As he did, Anneliese continued, “We stay the course, and we help him where we see the opportunity. That would be the case even if he had turned jubilant, I think.”

Argrave scratched at his cheek, understanding her point about the futility of his train of thought. “Yeah. Yeah, you’re right,” he admitted, taking a moment to recompose himself. “But on another note… I don’t think what I said back at the hill was wrong.”

“About Diana, the vassalage?” Anneliese grew serious.

“Precisely so.” Argrave nodded. “Diana… she doesn’t know us as Vasilisa does, and she’ll be able to think clearly about the situation. Objectively.”

“Yet we still healed her,” Anneliese pointed out.

Argrave looked back to the door of the guest house. “She’s fiercely shrewd, and she’ll definitely want the best for the people of the north. She’ll know that Vasilisa helped us as much as we helped Quadreign.” Argrave rolled his shoulders and stretched. “I do wonder what Vasilisa is saying…”

***

“So, our future king did all that, did he?” Diana asked.

The baroness rested in bed, a heavy blanket atop her. Her daughter, Svetlana, lay just beside her and hugged her fiercely with little regard for anything else besides the joy that her mother was better. Vasilisa sat in a chair off to the side, lounging idly with a drink in hand. An observer might think the three of them were all sisters, considering how young they looked.

“Among other things,” Vasilisa confirmed, perhaps not catching the undertone Diana put out.

“That’s a very interesting tale, Vasilisa,” Diana confirmed, her voice quicker and sharper than it had been not hours ago.

“Please, Mother…” Svetlana urged, voice muffled beneath the blanket. “Let us just enjoy things. I never thought this day would ever come…”

Diana did soften for a brief moment, and her thin hand rested atop her daughter’s head. “Vasilisa tells me you’ve grown a lot. Already a B-rank mage, yes? And even without the flame…”

Svetlana looked up. “Well… yes,” she admitted shyly.

“Then you take after her.” Diana’s eyes turned to Vasilisa. “My sister’s magic pool grew faster than mine. And even as my magic size continued to grow, I could never breach into A-rank. I lacked the talent.” She sighed deeply. “I’m proud of you. I’m sure your father would be, too. But I regret… missing so much.”

Svetlana hugged her mother tighter. “You’re better, now. Think of that, instead. It’s much happier.”

“Yes. I am better, now.” Diana’s eyes grew focused. “Archduchess of the North… he’d give me that? It’s because he expects the people to fall in line with Quadreign rule once again. Vasilisa,” she called out.

“Yes?” the Magister answered at once, almost as though conditioned.

“There are thousands of spellcasters just like me in the north. People that benefited from the flame of House Quadreign, but lacked the talent to breach beyond B-rank. It is the great limiter, the great divide. Yet that force of B-rank spellcasters that make their home in the north is so substantial as to draw a king here, personally,” Diana pointed out quickly. “It is an army so potent that the only thing that brought our loss was betrayal.”

“That’s true.” Vasilisa nodded in agreement.

“If people do rally under the banner of Quadreign once again… if indeed they would accept me as Archduchess…” Diana looked to the door. “I will repay that loyalty. I must. And to that end… I must ensure we live well.”

“Well… Diana…” Vasilisa began. “What he did for us…”

“I know. I know.” Diana nodded. “But the north is cold in weather and spirit, and people live short, hard lives. Think, too, of that.” She grabbed the blanket and threw it off, turning her body. “I don’t think I’ve been more excited about the prospect of seeing a Vasquer in my entire life. And now… I need a plan of action. I won’t go into negotiations empty-headed.”

“Mom…!” Svetlana called out, yet Diana was already moving off the bed with a renewed vigor.


Chapter 35

Argrave stared up at a gargantuan moving gear that clicked every second. One might think the clocktower of Quadreign would be rather elaborate on the interior, but no—it was one large gear with a much smaller one at its center. The smaller received the directed power of the Flame of the Tenebrous Star. Anneliese watched right alongside him, both showing their curiosity openly. Argrave knew this place by design, but neither of them knew how the flame made the clock count the seconds.

Footsteps echoed into the room, and Argrave turned his head. The top of the clocktower was more a living area than a lookout. There was only one window from which to see all of Quadreign below, and the room itself was occupied with homey wooden furniture—a rocking chair by the window, a small table in the center, and a small library nestled in a corner. It looked a private and informal place. Argrave was very curious why Diana had requested to meet here.

Baroness Diana of Quadreign stepped up the stairway and into the clocktower’s highest point. She paused for a moment, examining their party—Argrave, Galamon, and Anneliese—and then stepped in.

“We meet again, ‘Silvaden,’” she called out. Diana had a rich voice and a fair face. Now that she was tumor-free, she reminded Argrave a little of Elenore in demeanor. Just behind her, the other Quadreigns walked up—Vasilisa and Svetlana.

“You look well,” Argrave said as he walked closer, followed by his companions. “And those aren’t empty words, either. I’m very glad that you’ve made such an astonishing recovery. Vasilisa has told me of how you’ve toiled to keep the people in your territory prosperous despite the tremendous devastation the war wrought to your land.” Argrave looked to the Magister, giving her a nod. “I very much wished to have a longer conversation with you at the time, but… I cannot exactly fault that it was delayed until today.”

Diana’s steps slowed as she neared Argrave, staring up at him with some measure of caution in her face. And she was right to be cautious—Argrave had a battery of psychological tricks in his sleeve he’d learned in negotiating with the patricians. He’d already used one—flattery. Argrave found people loved flattery when they didn’t know that was what it was.

The baroness held out her hand. “I don’t think it’s so astonishing a recovery given our flame’s nature… but yes, it’s nice to speak with the three of you once more with my wits about me.”

Argrave shook her hand. “I agree. On that note, I have something for you.” Argrave reached into his coat with his free hand and pulled something out—the second of his tricks. “A little gift to celebrate your recovery.”

It was a golden ring with a sun wrought atop it, four snakes as its rays. It was one of the enchanted rings Argrave had made. It was nothing special, but it was a gift. Human nature was that of reciprocity. Thus came the old proverb, ‘There is nothing more expensive than something free.’ By giving a small, inconsequential gift, Argrave had gotten people to agree to much more beneficial deals later in the conversation.

“I made this—an enchanted ring that conjures a B-rank ward,” Argrave described as he held it in his palm. “Perhaps you might consider it in poor taste to bear something with my personal heraldry… but I hope to change the relationship between Quadreign and Vasquer. I won’t deny that my family, and more specifically my father, ravaged this land. What’s been done can’t be changed, but I hope that it can be remedied. I thought this ring might stand as symbol to that. Let my symbol become a shield for you and yours.”

Diana was caught off-balance. Argrave left out key details, making the ring seem a personalized gift when it was really something Argrave had made far prior for another reason.

Hesitating, the baroness held out her hand in rejection. “That is far too expensive. Please, keep it.”

“I insist. Your protection is important.” Argrave held it out further.

Diana pursed her lips, then slowly accepted the ring. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

Argrave didn’t reject the title in favor of acting closer to Diana, as retaining authority was another trick of the mind he’d learned. His title of ‘king’ had weight, he found. But he wasn’t about to let up the pressure.

“Vasilisa has already volunteered you as Archduchess of the North.” Argrave smiled. “Something I’m sure she told you of.”

Diana found a foothold in the conversation, and butted in, “That’s precisely what I wanted to talk to you about, Your Majesty. I—”

“Good,” Argrave interrupted her. “Wandering through this northern land, I learned a lot. I can’t say that I have the knowledge a local might have, but I think I understand what historical good your house of Quadreign has done for this land. I greatly admire your dedication to the people of this land. Food is scarce, the wilderness is dangerous, yet the Queendom of Quadreign served as protectors for all. I think it’s the duty of a leader to do precisely as much—I think we have similar mindsets on this.

“Furthermore,” Argrave turned his gaze to the window, “I believe the north has unique needs compared to the rest of the continent. The taxes levied here aren’t quite right. Your villages cannot afford to give their harvest like those of the south. To that end, I think that any agreement we reach in terms of vassalage should differ accordingly.”

“I agree,” Diana managed to get a few words in. “Food is valuable here.”

“Indeed. As such… I believe it would be best for both if this newly established Archduchy needs only pay something it has less need of—coin,” Argrave suggested. He had more in mind, but he would leave it out until Diana pushed back.

“Coin?” Diana furrowed her brows. “But what of military responsibility?”

“I would take no soldiers.” Argrave shook his head. “I have need of spellcasters, Diana, and nothing more. I would take all magical forces you can muster, but your men are needed for hunting and tending the herds. I could not pull them from that in good faith.”

“But coin… Vasquer coin is not that present in the north.” Diana crossed her arms. “It’s here, certainly, but not as integrated as it is in the southern territories.”

“Yes. I hoped to foster trade.” Argrave nodded. “By necessitating coin, the people here can be incentivized to trade with the south—I believe there are many opportunities. You have beautiful furs that could be luxury products in the south, coupled with gemstones from precious mines in the hills and pearls from the coast.”

“It’s… a little…” Diana hesitated. She turned her head back to her daughter and her sister, but none could offer advice.

“Hmm,” Argrave mused, touching his chin. “How about this, then? In trading foodstuffs or seeds—things the north sorely needs—there will be neither tariffs nor taxes. The people of the south will come here with food aplenty if things turn out that way. And… you will be exempt from all taxes for five years.” Argrave spread his arms out. “I believe we have a deal. You need only accept these terms,” he said, implying she might lose out if she refused now.

Generous terms? Perhaps. But if the deal finished here, Argrave earned all of the northern spellcasters, a very positively predisposed figurehead, and an amply loyal populace. Above all, he did want the north to prosper. What he’d said wasn’t wrong. Someone foolish might think he was losing a lot, but he had come here with three people, and earned the entire northern portion of Vasquer.

Diana had been hit with a vast array of tricks Argrave had accrued over his life, and it showed. Her face betrayed that she was desperately looking for a way she could reasonably get more, yet various factors at play in her head screamed at her to say something in particular.

“We have a deal,” Diana agreed, like someone conceding defeat in the face of overwhelming force.

Argrave beamed. “Wonderful.”

***

The Quadreign family and Argrave’s companions, with the negotiations settled, enjoyed a pleasant time in the clocktower’s chamber. Though Argrave had been a bit competitive when it came to negotiations, he relaxed and found himself enjoying the company of the three people in the new Archduchess’ family. Anneliese got along with Diana splendidly. Galamon, though he was still more reticent than usual, enjoyed Vasilisa’s company.

They talked of much—Argrave’s plans for the kingdoms, Gerechtigkeit, and the war. More mundane topics came up as well, like simple hobbies. At the end of it all, Argrave and his coterie left before the moon grew too high above. Once they were well and truly gone, Diana plopped in the rocking chair by the window.

“By the flame…” She sighed.

“Mom?” Svetlana questioned, coming closer.

“I never stood a chance,” Diana reflected.

“What do you mean?” Vasilisa, slightly sloshed, didn’t follow.

“Svetlana… I think you should go with them,” Diana said. “I think you have to be a part of that parliament our new king is building. You can learn a lot more from him and those he keeps near him than you can me. I can at least be smart enough to realize… a new order is coming to this continent.” She looked out the window, watching as the three of them moved across the courtyard.

***

“That was pleasant,” Argrave reflected as they walked back to the guest house. “Isn’t that right, Galamon?”

“Hmm,” he grunted back, nodding.

Argrave bit his lip, seeking conversation points. “You seemed to like Vasilisa,” he noted.

“I’m married,” he said at once.

Argrave scoffed. “You can be friends, no?”

“Hmm,” he grunted once again.

Argrave looked for something more to say but found nothing. As they walked in silence through the courtyard, dormant thoughts occupying his attention rose to the surface. Before long, he found himself thinking about the A-rank ascension he’d been obsessing over.

“Hey, Anneliese,” Argrave called out. “I learned a lot about the general makeup of A-rank ascension from Vasilisa. I think I can learn about projected constructs from Hegazar. And I can learn about specialization into a field from Vera,” he pointed out, turning his head to look at her.

“All true.” She nodded, following.

“There’s something missing in that equation,” he pointed out. “Involving the soul. And I… Well, I’m getting a crazy inclination that I can’t shake.”

“Let me help you shake it,” Anneliese insisted, knowing well that when Argrave said ‘crazy,’ it generally meant dangerous.

“Well, I know about a shrine. It’s far, but not exactly across the world. We’ll have to wait regardless for the spellcasters to gather, so we’re not wasting any time,” he said hopefully.

Anneliese closed her eyes as they walked. “…We will have to stay in this region for another few days regardless,” she admitted hesitantly.

Pleased she agreed, Argrave continued rapidly, “It’s guarded by a ferocious creature that I think Durran would like very much. And this shrine… I’ve been to one like it in the past. I’m thinking my A-rank ascension, your A-rank ascension, and Durran’s druidic bond… we might knock them out in one fell swoop. We get that pet, we get knowledge about using my living soul as an anchor, and you experience that presence Llewellen insisted helped him so much.”

Anneliese stepped ahead and stopped. “You cannot mean…?”

“I can.” Argrave nodded. “I’ve got an itch to visit an old friend. And the more I think of it, the less of a bad idea it sounds.”


Chapter 36

“Your Majesty won’t be attending as… well, as yourself?” Diana questioned Argrave.

Diana had donned different dress than the casual things she had been wearing the days before—now, she wore an elaborate dress of white fur. She had a large silver circlet embedded with sapphires and pearls resting atop and partially woven into her blonde hair. She stood alone with Argrave and Anneliese in the spacious yet warm palace of Quadreign. The warmth was new—though the Flame of the Tenebrous Star projected no heat, the Quadreigns of ages past had engineered it in some way to manifest as such. That was another bizarre oddity Argrave had no answer for.

Dismissing his thoughts to answer her question, Argrave shook his head with a pleasant smile on his face. “No, I’ll be staying in the shadows for a while longer. No need to draw undue attention just yet. When we march south into the former kingdom of Atrus to converge with Elenore’s force… I can have the grand reveal then. For now, you have people to greet.” Argrave looked to the door of the castle.

Diana sighed. “Indeed. It’s been some time since such a large number have gathered in Quadreign.”

“And in the days to come, yet more will gather. Then, we head south in force.” Argrave nodded. “For now… Good luck, Archduchess.”

Diana nodded evenly. “I hope that my daughter Svetlana receives the same well wishes from the crown when she takes my place, and even her daughter after her.”

“I have meant to ask… why does Quadreign disqualify its males from succession?” Anneliese asked curiously.

“The only way to ensure purity of bloodline is through the female line,” Diana explained. “The woman cannot bear a child not her own, unlike a man. That is the crux of it, despite what rumors persist about the woman’s role as a life bringer engendering benevolent rulership.”

“Really? I thought…” As he spoke, Anneliese looked at him, and Argrave scratched the back of his neck. “Guess I had things wrong.”

“If only you admitted your wrongs on other accounts so easily,” Anneliese said pointedly, still ill at ease after their conversation regarding visiting Erlebnis.

Diana looked between the two of them, probably not wishing to get involved in their dispute. She prudently changed the subject, asking, “And this outing you mentioned…”

“Provided we can enlist Vera’s aid, it’ll be no more than a day.” Argrave nodded his head. “We’ll be back before nightfall.”

“Then I have nothing more to stall with.” Diana took a deep breath, then looked outside. “I should greet my… new vassals.”

The newly established archduchess walked toward the exit of the castle. Once she left, a few seconds passed before her voice rang out once again. She gave a speech to the people outside, updating them as to their new liege—namely, Argrave—and their duty in coming to the south. She promised protection under Quadreign and Vasquer both, and further the blessing of the flame of Quadreign.

Many of the assembled were the old guard of Quadreign that had been disbanded only by Vasquer’s conquest. Diana was able to work them into a fervor easily. Argrave smiled when the first cheer came.

“I forbid you to smile until your idea works.” Anneliese punched Argrave in the arm.

The punch was gentle, but Argrave feigned being injured as he retaliated, “Hey, come on now. That’s too tall an order. I’m the Smiler, or did you forget?”

“What if Erlebnis does not want the knowledge you offer?” she pressed worriedly.

“Then nothing is lost.” Argrave dropped his levity, realizing he needed to answer her worries seriously. “The larger point to this all is allowing you to be exposed to whatever Llewellen says that you need to grasp his method of A-rank ascension. It’s but a day’s detour. It’ll be fine.”

“I am not superstitious, but do not tempt fate by saying such brash things.” Anneliese grabbed her forehead and walked about aimlessly.

Another person walked in not so aimlessly—two people, to be precise. Galamon led Vera to Argrave, then dipped his head and fell in behind him.

“I don’t like being fetched… First, your man Durran brought me, and now this Galamon.” Vera bit at her lips, then surrendered. “I suppose it’s a bit different now. You’re my king. Well, what did you need me for?”

“I need to make a visit somewhere,” Argrave explained succinctly. “It’s far enough to be inconvenient, but if I can count on your help… it ceases to be troublesome. We can be back before our small army of spellcasters assembles.”

“You want me to be your coachman?” Vera’s orange eyes narrowed. “Fly you across the skies?”

“With a Magister’s pay, and some moderately influential passengers,” Argrave corrected. “I imagine it’ll make the job bearable.”

***

A two-armed head jumped at Durran, an inhuman and airless shout bursting from its bleeding lips. He cast a spell of wind and then swung his glaive in a wide arc. The wyvern bone glaive caught and wreathed itself in the spell, and blade and magic both tore straight through the necromantic abomination with ease. Though it was with ease… doing it dozens of times was wearing at him, and his breath was heavy. His magic was thinner than his breath, too.

Wheeling around, Durran looked at the rest of the battlefield. These creatures were twice their party’s numbers, and though he’d never seen their like before, he recognized them at once from all of Garm’s writings. These were necromantic creatures from the Order of the Rose. They outnumbered the royal guards and Melanie two-to-one, yet almost an hour ago it had been ten-to-one. As soon as they entered a stretch of the taiga, these things started to plague them and hunt relentlessly.

Melanie had set aside her zweihander as the massive weapon tired her out. She fought with the hooked chains she concealed ably, and they whipped throughout the air, tearing chunks of flesh out of her foes. She looked exhausted, and her legs were shaking. Durran didn’t feel much better himself, and he had royal-forged armor, unlike her.

One of the Order of the Rose creatures got hooked onto her chains without dislodging, and it whipped throughout the air as she swung the metal around. It crawled up her chain with determination only the dead could possess, and the seasoned mercenary, battle-experienced though she was, seemed ill-prepared to deal with this.

“Swing it at me!” Durran shouted, wielding his glaive.

Melanie, though panicked, could listen to orders. She swung her chain about with the necromantic abomination attached, and when it neared, Durran used both his own power and the force of her swing to bisect the foul thing.

“Hah! Used to play this game as a kid!” she shouted, stepping back as more approached her. “Have a few more, then!”

Durran almost found it funny, yet Melanie was true to her word—she used her long chains to hook the creatures, casting them at Durran one after the other with such skill it was awe-inspiring. He’d only seen better weapon control in Galamon. To his part, he cut them down one after the other, yet resisting the force and weight of the swung abominations wore at his arm.

One of the creatures that Melanie hooked came free and flew at Durran awkwardly. The two-armed head grasped the haft of Durran’s glaive with one hand and reached to strangle his neck with the other. Durran grabbed its wrist with his left, finding his hand insufficient for the task with its missing fingers. He dropped the glaive and slammed the head down, pummeling its face with his freed right hand until its skull gave into gore.

Utterly exhausted, Durran grasped at his discarded glaive and rose to his feet. Things were winding down, and the royal guard dispatched the last of them. But then, they’d been winding down for hours—these necromantic creatures seemed to come without an end as they advanced to lure out the Unhanded Coalition.

There had been no casualties. But this was but the second day, and the numbers came more and more as they advanced behind the mountain to seek an opportunity to allow the army to advance. The royal guard were good at what they did and were well-protected by their armor and Argrave’s gift of enchanted warding rings. But things couldn’t last like this forever. Sooner or later… someone would slip up. Then another. And before long, this expedition of theirs would end in utter failure.

“Melanie!” Durran managed to shout. “Catch one alive!”

“What?” the red-haired mercenary questioned, short of breath. “They, uh… We can’t exactly interrogate them. Unless you want something to… relieve some anger on.”

Durran shook his hand free of gore. “There’s more than one way for them to talk. Argrave taught me something—rather than killing the summons, kill the summoner.” He looked at her intently. “I know some necromancy. It’s enough to learn where the bastard that’s sending these might be hiding.”

“Hah,” Melanie laughed. “Looks like there is a dark side to you, huh? Alright. I’m itching to get my sword in someone that bleeds hot blood, and better yet if it’s the corpse-wrangler behind these things.”

As Melanie went to do that, Durran looked back at the corpses of these necromantic creatures. Unlike Argrave, Anneliese, or Galamon, he’d never dealt with these things before. But seeing them, they were markedly familiar—it must’ve been Garm’s soul influencing him. And moreover… something told him that these creatures weren’t newly made.

Durran’s intuition screamed they were from Order of the Rose ruins. And that meant they might be nearly unending.

“Gods be damned… wish Orion was here,” Durran muttered. “He wasn’t so bad after all…”

The only hope for their expedition rested in dispatching whoever was sending them forth.


Chapter 37

A bird of wind tore through the skies, keeping its mystic wings steady in its glide. A party of many sat atop it—Argrave’s coterie and the Magister couple of Hegazar and Vera. It brought back some memories. Argrave watched the terrain disaffectedly, focused more on the duty coming ahead than the scene before him. This ride had inspired awe the first time, but the second time not so much so, even with the time gap.

“Dispel it here,” Argrave looked back and told Vera.

The Magister nodded and the bird supporting them exploded all around in a great gust of wind that gently lowered them all downward. Soon enough, they landed in a portion of the taiga that seemed remarkably similar in all directions. Even still, Argrave trudged forward.

There was an unusually somber air over their party, and even Argrave did not break the silence with his voice as he generally did. The area, much as the first shrine to Erlebnis, inspired an air of quietude and reflection. Things seemed gloomier in this stretch of the taiga.

Argrave did not fear betrayal from Hegazar or Vera once they learned of why he was here, not anymore. He’d won their loyalty by ensuring their future under his wing. Anneliese, empath that she was, had confirmed loyalty from Vera, though Hegazar was still the wild card with his illusory projection. Nevertheless, Argrave felt confident. Argrave’s association with Erlebnis would give the two Magisters no ammunition. They sailed on the same boat, and the two Magisters would never be so foolish as to sink it. Mutual interest was inextricable.

They walked far through the taiga, trudging through melted snow and densely packed soil. At a point Argrave had been searching for, the land sloped downward ahead of them and ventured into the depths of the earth, half-hidden by the melting snow of a winter past. Argrave stopped at the mouth of this entrance, peering beyond.

“The magic is thick within,” Hegazar said as they made their first step downward. “It’s dense all throughout this place. It almost tints the air black.”

Even Hegazar’s words lost some of their typical glib. There was something in their sixth sense that told them of the true nature of the power within this place. Argrave supposed that was a good feature to have for a place of worship. Argrave, too, could see the wisps of magic floating about the air with the sight offered to him by Garm’s eyes. He considered that the shrine in the south probably had the same features, but now he could simply see them clearly.

They pressed onward. Though they passed beneath the earth briefly, soon enough the scene once again opened up into an expansive cave with a hole in the top that allowed light to fall in. Most obvious was the gargantuan bear resting in the center of the beam of light pooling in. Argrave had seen grizzly bears and polar bears before, but none could compare to the sheer size of the black-furred beast ahead. It was fearsome enough Galamon stepped in front of Argrave, prepared to handle it should the thing stir.

Less immediately obvious were the walls of the cave. There was a single sculpture carved out of the stone and repeated in perpetuity until the stone cavern was completely filled with countless replicas. The carving depicted a great eye peering down into the cave, and just below it an arm held a book in its hand for the eye to read. In the back, like a nexus for all of these eyes, was a large head. It was perhaps fifteen feet both in height and width. It had no distinct features from this far away.

The bear slept… or hibernated, perhaps, given the winter that had just passed. Argrave cast a glance to Anneliese, and she took the signal to step forward. This bear had been born in this cave, had eaten its food in this cave, and had lived in this cave its entire life. Unwittingly, it had taken in many of the energies of this place throughout its life. Both in size and intelligence, it was incomparable to any of its species. Yet its fatal failing was its bestial nature—it had no resistance to simple druidic magic. Its soul remained mundane, unlike those of elves or humans.

The bear opened its eyes and raised its head as Anneliese approached. It began to prepare a roar, but a spell manifested in her hand—a B-rank subsidiary of [Progenitor], called [Family Tree]. Faint roots of green energy came from her hand and gently surged into the bear, like the faintest whisper of benevolence. At once, Argrave felt a new presence in the druidic network that he and Anneliese were bound in. Doubtless Durran would feel it, too.

“I was expecting… a smaller bear to transport,” Vera admitted. “The spell might not… Well, it might,” she reasoned, sizing it up with her orange eyes.

The spell did nothing but improve the creature’s disposition toward them tremendously. Argrave hoped it would prove easy to direct—Anneliese could not control it directly with [Family Tree] alone.

“What in the world is this place?” Hegazar looked around. “How did you know of it?”

“Stick around long enough, you’ll learn,” Argrave answered simply and stepped forward, running his hand along the bear’s coarse dark fur. The creature relaxed as though it was among members of its family instead of potential threats. Argrave’s nose curled—the animal would need to be washed, definitely. As its black nose curled, Argrave suspected it thought the same of them. Galamon paid the creature cautious attention as Argrave made his way to the head, joined by Anneliese in short order.

Argrave looked upon the stone head in front of him. Unlike the shrine he recalled near Mateth, this one was both grandly carved and decently maintained. Though the stone had gone green, many of its features remained. Though bald, Argrave gradually distinguished from facial features that this statue depicted a woman, not a man. Other than that, it was hard to say more—it was, after all, but a statue.

Kneeling, Argrave retrieved a stone tablet off the ground, and picked up a stone quill. He looked back to Hegazar and Vera.

“I’m going to speak with an emissary of an ancient god,” Argrave said with a face of stone. “I thought you might want some forewarning.”

Hegazar let out a small chuckle from his nose, latching onto the statement as humor. Vera, though, recognized at once that Argrave was being serious.

“Elaborate,” she demanded, and Hegazar looked at her before refocusing on Argrave. Both looked concerned.

“Erlebnis, one of the ancient gods of knowledge,” Argrave said, not expecting them to know the name. In a vaguely religious state like Vasquer, other gods weren’t widely remembered. “And there. You know one of my secrets.”

“An ancient god?” Hegazar repeated. Even though the name sparked no memory, they knew enough for that alone to spark some unease. Ancient gods were not viewed kindly in Vasquer. Much like the Hellenic gods were viewed by Greeks or Romans, the ancient gods of Vasquer were viewed as temperamental, selfish, and prone to rampant destruction in the face of hubris.

Most matched those descriptions, granted.

“Leave if you’re uncomfortable. Stay if you aren’t,” Argrave summarized briefly.

“Argrave.” Anneliese looked at him. “Do not manifest your tension to create a poor situation.”

Argrave realized only then how tense he truly was. He closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and sighed. “She’s right. I asked you to escort me here, but I didn’t hope to involve you in this. If you want to leave while I take care of this, I will think nothing of it.”

“I suppose this explains the tremendous strides you’ve taken in magical growth,” Vera reflected. Argrave felt she was misunderstanding things, but she was right in a sense.

“I know one other Magister who consorts with an ancient god,” Hegazar continued. “He’s mad. None associate with him. He lives in the sea.”

“This is transactional,” Argrave explained. “I offer knowledge for knowledge.”

“That’s how it all begins,” Hegazar noted. “I hope, for your sake, you understand what you’re doing.”

“But we should go.” Vera nodded. “We will wait far beyond this cave.”

Hegazar nodded in agreement, then turned, regarding the multitude of sculptures cautiously as he walked out. Their quiet footsteps were deafening in their conviction as the two walked out. Argrave was left with Anneliese, Galamon, and the bear. He held the stone tablet in his hands, feeling it was a bit heavier than before.

“Argrave.” Anneliese knelt. “We have the aid of three Magisters. They gather an army of spellcasters, prepared to head south to remedy a severe deficiency we’ve been struggling with. We will have all the north, the majority of central Vasquer, and Orion prepared to surrender Dirracha once we arrive.”

“And no one seems to have faith in this idea of mine,” Argrave finished. “I could use Erlebnis’ knowledge. And you’d benefit, too.”

“I will do as you do. But I think you should take a minute to reflect why you have chosen this, then examine the choice once more,” Anneliese said. “Once you have… I will relax completely. All I fear is that you act brash for my benefit. Self-sabotage is a real phenomenon, and I do not want you to engage in folly.”

Argrave touched her cheek, then nodded. He rose to his feet and stepped around the cave, reflecting.

To start, a simple question came: what did Argrave want? At his core, he wanted this war to end so that they could focus on Gerechtigkeit. He had come to the north to personally facilitate that development. But no, that wasn’t the crux of things—he wanted to be prepared for Gerechtigkeit. Even deeper than that, he wanted those near him to make it all the way. Anneliese’s strength was his, too. He did wish to help her.

But there was something deeper than that. In Relize, Argrave felt stagnant—A-rank loomed above, almost unreachable. Now, he’d seen a light. He enjoyed progressing in the ranks, enjoyed the feeling of growing both in knowledge and power. Working with Elenore, who’d assumed most administrative duties, he felt his importance in the fight against Gerechtigkeit lagging behind. He was envious of her intelligence, he realized.

Argrave closed his eyes, doing his best to strip away both desire to advance and envy of someone better than he was. He tried to frame things logically. Erlebnis had no history of malevolence. Argrave had already met with the ancient god’s emissaries once before. If they failed to make a deal, nothing would happen. At the same time, other repercussions might rear their head—Argrave had used Erlebnis’ name, and he had allowed the black flame of House Quadreign to affect the Blessing of Supersession.

But… no, Argrave refuted with a shake of his head. Erlebnis had demonstrated clearly in Margrave Ivan’s basement the god could cause repercussions whenever he wanted, and they had not come to him yet. There was no logical reason this could be dangerous. Erlebnis didn’t need Argrave to knock on his door to kill him.

Argrave had a desire for success, true enough. But a desire wasn’t wrong, and Argrave’s logic was sound. There was a large divide between those who achieved success and didn’t: that divide was having the courage to act when the plan was sound. No one succeeded sucking their thumb.

“I’m going to do it,” Argrave opened his eyes and declared.

“Okay.” Anneliese nodded neutrally. “Then there is nothing more to say.”

Argrave stepped back to the stone head and picked up the tablet once again. He grabbed the quill, heart pumping blood as he wrote, ‘I seek wisdom beyond my years.’ The stone quill left no markings, just as the first time.

He set the tablet down and waited. Slowly, he noticed a shift in the surroundings. The black mist pervading the air swirled and danced, then started to whirl near the entrance to the cavern. Argrave turned his body to watch his development. Before he could process what was happening, he saw a hand materialize out of the air—a tan female hand, with long nails that were wholly black.

A spell matrix manifested in this hand, and a mana ripple spread throughout the cavern. Argrave’s eyes widened, and as he opened his mouth, his whole world was shrouded in darkness. His head whipped about in panic, and yet his head felt heavy and incapable of thinking. How did he defend himself, again? Who was he?

As these questions resounded, humanoid figures rose up, their arms held in a triangle pointed at their head. Their heads were strange symbols, and they whirled around Argrave, slowly converging. He recognized them. They were spirits of other planes. Those symbols marked them as spirits capable of transferring people vast distances. This was shamanic magic—manipulation of spirits to achieve near anything the caster desired.

Argrave couldn’t think of how to attack. He didn’t know what was wrong with his brain, but he could think of no way to resist. His heart pumped quicker as he questioned how he had miscalculated. Yet then… calm set over him. He didn’t need to defend himself. This was just a misunderstanding. All he needed to do was stop the spirts of the other planes from transporting him.

And to do that, he needed to be too heavy to lift.

Argrave activated the Blessing of Supersession and the shamanic magic exploded, unable to contain the vastness welling within him. The spirits howled out and rushed away from him. Argrave staggered forth and grabbed Anneliese and Galamon, who both confronted the new arrival ahead of them.

In Argrave’s brief absence, a tan woman’s arm had formed of the magic mist whirling about the air. Now, a face and eye converged from pure magic, and he recognized who exactly this person was. This was the champion of Erlebnis, last of the living ancient elves, and a mage of unparalleled strength who had mastered the art of transforming her body into magic.

“Why do you resist?” the woman’s voice asked, her mouth formed from the whirling black wind. It looked like true flesh. “You cause me problems. My spirits…”

“I made a clerical error,” Argrave said, clenching Anneliese and Galamon tight before they did something untoward. “This deal involves all of us here,” he explained, and managed a laugh at the ridiculousness. “Sorry. We seek wisdom beyond our years. Bring all of us.”

“I see.” The woman’s full body started to emerge from the whirling magic mist. “So be it.”

She held her hand up, and the magic mist whirled up toward the hole in the top of the cave offering light. It whirled around the walls of the cave, spiraling downward. Where it touched, the inanimate eye and hand sculptures on the wall came to life as eyes and hands both. Before long, each and every sculpture became flesh, including the gigantic head just behind them.

The eyes all focused on them. The hands closed the books they held all at the same time with a deafening pop, almost signifying court was in session as thousands of eyes fixed upon them. The woman took full form before them—white of hair, tan of skin, and with ears near one foot long, she was the last of the pureblooded elves alive in this world. She was uncomfortably bare, to put it kindly. Her eyes were amber and reminded Argrave strongly of Anneliese’s, to his great discomfort.

“Hello,” she greeted.

“Hello,” Argrave responded in kind, straightening. “Nice to meet you, Onychinusa.”


Chapter 38

In coming into this cave, Hegazar had commented about the thickness of the magic in the area. Argrave had thought nothing of it at the time, but thinking back, that had been a mistaken assumption. Onychinusa, pure-blooded ancient elf and mortal champion of Erlebnis, must have been in this area, waiting and watching. She could disperse her flesh into pure magic and stay hidden in that manner. That meant either she or the god she championed anticipated this meeting. And that boded terribly for its outcome in Argrave’s favor, he predicted.

Argrave looked around what had once been stone, wondering if each of the statues around them had become an emissary of Erlebnis individually. Hundreds of eyes the size of his head peered down, each varied in slight ways and planted atop stalks of flesh. The head in the back of the cave remained still, eyes and mouth closed. The hands carrying the books the eyes had been reading moments slid away into an abyss that betrayed nothing of what hid beyond. On top of all that, the nude elven woman standing in front of them… to say the least, she did little to settle the nerves.

Onychinusa had already demonstrated mastery of shamanic magic—namely, a magic that allowed one mastery over spirits. But as the champion of Erlebnis, that could be considered one small portion of the pie of her abilities. She was well over eight hundred years old, and all of that time of hers had been spent in service to Erlebnis. With that pool of knowledge, the support of Erlebnis’ blessings, and the sheer quantity of time in her favor… it was a formula for success that made her one of the most powerful mortal spellcasters in the entirety of Berendar.

A good person for an assassination, Argrave supposed. But sticking to his thesis that had led him to this choice, he reminded himself that if Erlebnis wanted him dead, he would have bitten the dust long ago. Even still, she had not responded to his greeting just yet, and Argrave wasn’t sure where this conversation was heading.

“What is this place?” Anneliese inquired, staring around at the eyes on the wall and the giant head in the back of the room.

Her relative state of normalcy calmed Argrave greatly—it meant she gathered the woman ahead was not an active threat. The newly tamed bear, still animalistic, seemed ill at ease with the change in scenery. Galamon, too, held his Ebonice axe in his hand. Tension persisted.

“I have been tasked with one thing alone.” Onychinusa brushed past her question. Her voice, her demeanor, her body language… they were all off, and not because she was an elf of ancient lineage. She wasn’t raised around those similar to her. Since shortly after her birth, she was under Erlebnis’ wing. That sort of environment led to a very warped person, ill-suited for normal conversation or society. “Argrave must allow himself to be taken.”

“Taken where?” Argrave asked.

“To the lord’s realm,” Onychinusa said simply, frustration already seeping into her tone.

Argrave swallowed, unease returning as soon as it had left. This woman’s life—all nine hundred years of it, thereabouts—had been one twisted psychological experiment. Her parents were dead, and this fact was explained to her from an early age before she could even understand concepts like life and death. Indeed, her adoptive parents answered any question with complete candor. Her caregivers were simply elven-shaped amalgams made by Erlebnis, and thus possessed no emotions. Her needs were attended to and her purpose as Erlebnis’ champion was explained, but beyond that, her life was one of cold logic and constant insistence on betterment. No affection was given, and any she gave was disregarded. That sort of neglect made her a very stunted individual, emotionally speaking.

Like a lack of inhibition, for starters, Argrave reflected, making a point only to look at her eyes even if the party in question wouldn’t care. She didn’t want to stare at him back, he found.

“This is for the best. Once the lord’s blessing wears off, we must go,” Onychinusa continued quickly. “My spirits cannot transport you with such massive power welling from within.”

The best for whom? Argrave wanted to press, though he didn’t care to step on the dragon’s tail. He didn’t intend to be taken anywhere. He’d hoped that Erlebnis would manifest here in some manner, not that he’d be taken to the god. He needed more information.

“Since you were waiting for me here, I can assume that Erlebnis has an offer for me, personally,” Argrave guessed. “If you can tell me what this deal is about, you can save him some time explaining things.”

Onychinusa’s eyes focused on Argrave for a moment, and then quickly darted to the side. “I was meant only to bring,” she resisted inflexibly.

“Regardless, we have to wait,” Argrave said quietly, still basking in the power of his Blessing of Supersession. “There cannot be any harm.”

The tan elf’s eyes narrowed, though she still resisted meeting Argrave’s gaze. “You will employ your considerable knowledge of unknown origin to help the lord break the cycle of judgement.”

It was Argrave’s turn to narrow his eyes. He wasn’t surprised that Erlebnis had learned of the breadth of his knowledge—wittingly or unwittingly, the ancient god has ways of learning from different people about a large variety of things all around the world. No doubt he had heard of what Argrave had done, and deduced that the things that occurred were no coincidence. Still… the fact he’d garnered attention uneased him.

“…Surely he should know I already endeavor to do that?” Argrave asked.

“No. You prolong the cycle,” Onychinusa said angrily, long ears swaying as she shook her head. “Lord Erlebnis intends to break it.”

Understanding dawned on Argrave at once. What Erlebnis proposed was not defeating Gerechtigkeit, but destroying it permanently, thereby ending the cycle permanently. That notion defied all of Argrave’s knowledge, and so he rashly said, “That isn’t possible.”

“How do you know?” she asked. “The lord is capable of anything.”

“Because…” Argrave stopped himself.

“I answered your questions,” Onychinusa insisted. “You must respond in kind.”

“Argrave,” Galamon interrupted, his voice steady.

Argrave looked back, only to notice Galamon watched behind them. When Argrave followed his gaze, he saw the gigantic head behind them had come to life, somewhat. Its eyelids had opened for familiar reddish mercury portals. Argrave expected something to emerge from them—an emissary, perhaps—but instead, the eyes closed.

“It seems we’ll learn no more. Others were an unexpected variable that greatly hindered the effectiveness of this idea,” the head said, its voice that of a young woman’s. “The lord wishes you to return.”

“I see,” came Onychinusa’s response, genuine annoyance coming through in her voice.

When Argrave turned back, Onychinusa was already dissipating into magic once again. It seemed that the woman could not wait to get away from the situation.

“The lord wished to establish the goal in your actions,” the head explained as Argrave turned back. “And further… He wished for some insight as to the depths of your knowledge. Considering you brought this woman here to glean insight from His presence, such actions can be forgiven for the trade ahead, I trust.”

Argrave released his breath, not realizing he’d been holding it. “So… there is a trade in mind. And all of that… what, information gathering?”

“You no longer speak to His mortal champion. You speak to us. And in most nonessential questions asked to us… there is a price associated,” the head continued solemnly.

Argrave pushed his tongue against his cheek, choosing all of his words carefully. All of that… there was no way Onychinusa had been acting. Anneliese would have seen through it. Given her nature, Onychinusa’s acting could not be especially good, so maybe even Argrave would have seen through it.

“Hey, Anne…” Argrave said, still staring at the head. “Do you think Onychinusa was even aware of this plot?”

“Umm…” Anneliese looked at Argrave confusedly, questioning if she should respond.

“We can’t offend these emissaries. No point hiding our words,” Argrave turned his head to her. “Even if we made a ward, I imagine they could still make out our words. Reading our lips, the flow of the wind… whatever. They’ve got eyes everywhere,” he noted, gaze flitting from the eyes all about the wall and ceiling.

“Then…” She hesitated even still. “No, she wasn’t. Not in my opinion.”

“Then she’s still just another tool to him.” Argrave nodded. “Let me guess what the idea was from the beginning. Once you had written permission, you intended to bring me before Erlebnis. Maybe you thought it’d be harder to refuse if I was in his realm… and I think you’d be right on that front. Failing that, you wanted her to draw information from me, expecting I’d try to do the same for her. But that still tells me one thing—the boundary between realms has weakened enough that spirits can break through them, even transport people between them. And that means… time is running out fast. And your lord recognizes that.”

“Running down, perhaps,” the emissary confirmed—in a rare show, it was frank. “The being you call Gerechtigkeit comes, yes. The lord sees and admires your efforts on that front… and He sees your knowledge, too. In the face of the cycle of judgement, collaboration is necessary.”

“Collaboration?” Argrave’s eyes brightened. “I’m hoping that means you’re amenable to a trade. Or rather… Erlebnis is.”

“An offer.” The head shook. “You have attracted the eyes of many gods, young and old, Argrave. The gods of Vasquer pay attention to you for corrupting their champion and jeopardizing fragments of their being. Fellhorn, even in his perennial haze, has not been blind to how you harmed his endeavors in the Burnt Desert. And the words you speak… there are ears to listen everywhere, and the gods pay greater attention to the continent soon to become their battlefield. Greater gods of magic, of life and death, of natural order… many eyes fall upon you. If you think the eyes surrounding you now are many… they pale in comparison to the watching gods.”

“Is that really an offer?” Argrave questioned. If the emissary was trying to unsettle him, it was working. Underhanded or deceptive they might be… but liars they were not. Their word was gold. He’d caught some attention.

“Our lord Erlebnis does not wish to receive scraps of knowledge whenever you should need Him.” The head shook. “He is loath to give away his secrets and blessings so freely.”

“You can’t put that aside?” Argrave raised a brow.

“If you are as knowledgeable as we think, Argrave, you know that is not the case.” The head shook, slowly this time. “The gods define the mortal world as much as the mortal world defines the gods. To act against His nature and reputation is to fade away.”

Argrave put one hand on his hip, then gave a resigned nod. “…Alright, I’m following.”

“Become Erlebnis’ second champion,” the emissary suggested. “Give your knowledge—all of your knowledge—freely, and you will be similarly rewarded and blessed.”

“If you’ve been paying attention to me as I think, I imagine you’ve predicted my response to that,” Argrave guessed.

“All of you and yours would be protected. Anneliese. Your sister. Durran. Galamon. Elias of Parbon. Nikoletta of Monticci. Any name you mention can be sheltered within His realm. He is not the sole power there, but He is the dominant one. No harm could ever come to them, and the whole of you could work toward delaying the cycle of judgement for yet another round. The lord wants what you want,” the head continued, voice as level as it always was.

“I…” Argrave did hesitate a beat. “I don’t think that can happen. Couldn’t convince the people in question to fall in line with that idea. And I can do much better here than at Erlebnis’ side.”

“Then herald our lord,” the head continued. “Bring His name to your people. Supplant the half-spirits that would play at being gods of Vasquer. Build shrines in His name. You know well the value of reverence of knowledge; you cannot lose in this. In return, you would be suitably compensated.”

Argrave looked off to the side, but only watching eyes awaited his answer.

“Diligence, wisdom, and intent,” Argrave said, looking back. “If you’ve got all three, you can be a good ruler. But if you have the first two, and not the third… well. That’s a recipe for disaster, in my opinion.”

“Meaning?” the head pressed.

Argrave turned his head around, looking to be sure something was still present—or rather, someone. He was beginning to see the way this was going, but he thought there might be one thing he could do to come out ahead in this.

“Let’s take an example: your current champion,” Argrave began. “Her parents gave her to you in return for two things—preservation of elven knowledge, and preservation of the elven bloodline. Even though you could have saved more of the ancient elves, you kept her alone and isolated, raising her as your ageless champion and keeping the knowledge of the elven ancients to yourself.”

“Are you implying our lord Erlebnis deceived, did not keep His promise?” the head asked. Its utter lack of fury was even more terrifying than if had howled with anger.

“You kept your promise.” Argrave nodded. “And a finger on the monkey’s paw curled.” Argrave let some silence hang as he thought of the Burnt Desert under Fellhorn, then said decisively, “I greatly appreciate your lord for his consideration, but I don’t think I’ll take either of the offers.”


Chapter 39

“If the only thing you’ll offer to our lord Erlebnis is bits of knowledge that may interest him, then this meeting is over,” the gargantuan head continued after Argrave’s refusal to accept its offer.

Argrave stared at it resolutely and confirmed, “It’s over, then.”

The emissary stared ahead for a few moments, unblinking. “Perhaps you did not understand the implication of what we said earlier,” the emissary continued. “Many gods have a vested interest in you, many of them negatively predisposed. Those of Fellhorn, or the Vasquer pantheon… Erlebnis is of similar or far greater strength, has a vested interest in you, and is positively predisposed. In the times to come, when the great curtain dividing the mortal from the immortal falls away… these powers will have freer reign.”

“I realized what you meant when you first said it.” Argrave stayed his course. “I appreciate and recognize the magnitude of the offer, but I must refuse.”

The head continued to stare for another few moments, and then shut its eyes. When it opened its lids again, the reddish mercury substance that appeared whenever the emissaries were coming took the place of its eyes. Argrave stepped back almost by instinct, only to notice something similar happen in all the eyes around—they closed as though a wave passed through them, and then opened, supplanted by the gleaming red liquid. In perhaps a dozen seconds, the entire room became a glow of red orbs on stalks peering down on them. The bear roared out in defiant fear, and Galamon whirled about as though expecting to defend from an assault at any moment.

Argrave’s breathing grew labored from panic and his heart drummed fast. Then, like topping to this dreadful meal, something familiar returned. It was a presence. It was the same sort of presence as Argrave had felt back when he allowed House Quadreign’s flame to burn its way to the Blessing of Supersession. Its existence felt like nothing at all, but every part of Argrave’s body screamed that there was something here. Whatever part of him was not mundane could feel it. It was like gravity upon his very soul, weighing his being down.

And then… stone.

The cavern returned to normal. Everyone in the party whirled their heads about in a panic, anticipating an attack of some kind. Yet the eyes had returned to rock sculptures and the hands beneath these carvings once again held books for them to read. The bald, detached head that had spoken to them moments ago turned gray and inanimate. All had returned to the still and lifeless state it had been when they entered. The black mist permeating the place was gone.

Argrave thought of something so suddenly it seemed to come from nowhere: the offer would remain.

When he realized that thought might not be his own, it did little to settle his pounding blood. As the bear roared out deafeningly, Argrave steadied himself and looked to Anneliese. She, too, was dreadfully pale and looked likely to faint. Yet she gave three quick nods, confirming an unasked question.

That was what she needed to experience coming here, Argrave reflected in his head. Erlebnis showed himself. What was that? A gift? A message? Adrenaline began to fade, and he took stock of his faculties. Whatever it was… it made me sweat enough that I need to wash.

“…Let’s get out of here,” Argrave said after a while.

“Rejecting those offers… a choice well made, Your Majesty,” Galamon said, the first of them to fully regain his bearings.

“No. Not quite,” he reflected, grabbing his chin. “Coming here… it wasn’t a mistake, not at all. I made the right judgement; we lost nothing. But it was one of those failures you prudently advised I need learn how to accept and carry on.” Argrave harkened back to Galamon’s advice he’d imparted long ago, stepping toward the entrance. “I didn’t learn what I needed to move forward on my path of magic.”

Anneliese tapped the bear behind its ears, and it largely ceased fussing. Gradually, the great lumbering creature moved forward on its paws, its weight great enough to be felt through the ground with every step it took.

“You must not discount the tremendous amount we learned as a whole,” Anneliese said, striding behind the bear while using it as support for her unsteady gait.

He could not blame her for being rattled—Argrave had gone through this once before, even if in lesser magnitude, and he still found this particular experience harrowing.

Argrave’s eyes wandered, but seeing that the black mist was gone, decided that Onychinusa probably was as well. He departed toward the exit eagerly as he responded, “We learned that I have enemies in the immortal realm as well as the mortal one, and that the boundary between realms is so weak that spirits can break through them.” He looked to Anneliese, who trudged forth beside that great bear. “Quite a potent reminder to get back on track. But more important than what we learned… is what you learned.”

Anneliese closed her eyes and stopped her walk for a moment, and Argrave paused with her. After a few moments, she opened her eyes, their amber projecting the sharp lucidity within. “I gleaned what I must to attempt the advancement to A-rank. That… Erlebnis’ presence… experiencing it for so long, in such a concentrated way… Llewellen described it as ‘being shown the bigger picture.’” Anneliese focused her gaze on him. “And right now, I can see the magic around me in a way I have never comprehended before. I have seen something so broad that all before cannot compare, and so my vision my widened to accommodate that.”

Argrave gave her a nod despite not understanding, and they started walking out again. They dipped beneath the earth, the bear’s breathing echoing throughout the small cavern. Once outside, Vera and Hegazar sat on a rock, waiting. They looked ill at ease, but some relief showed on their face when Argrave and his coterie reemerged.

“When will you be ready?” Argrave asked Anneliese.

“…Tonight,” she said after hesitating a beat. “I understand the whole of it, and with the final piece… I should do it while it burns fresh on my mind.”

Argrave nodded as Vera and Hegazar approached them. “Then I’ll see to it you have three Magisters to help in this.”

Together, they stepped out toward the approaching Magisters. In the darkness behind lingering in the caves, two faintest flashes of amber receded to darkness like embers fading away into nothing.

***

Durran stepped through the wet taiga of the lands of Atrus, doing his best to keep a low profile and his left hand steady in casting the magic spell. He kept his breathing light, his steps silent, and his movements inconspicuous. Melanie, keeping close beside him, managed an even quieter gait while wrapped up in magic just as he was. She had set aside her gargantuan sword for this task. Durran had thought illusion magic would be a waste to study, but now he was glad that he had. Had he not, this plan of his wouldn’t work at all.

Durran had easily completed the task of tracking the necromancer that sent forces to harry their party. The problem that arose was how to act on that information. If their entire party went, both Melanie and Durran reasoned that whoever was causing this issue might be able to relocate. It was an untenable problem that might force their total retreat… or defeat.

Melanie, however, clearly did not trust Durran to go alone. It was both in the fact of being incapable to handle things, and the possibility he might simply abandon them. In the end, the two of them went while the royal guards kept the creatures busy. Durran had to admit… Argrave’s guard had not been ill-chosen, both in resiliency and loyalty.

Now, Durran stared at smooth walls of stone that called out to him like nothing else—doubtless Garm’s influence still persisting in his soul. As soon as he had seen these walls, he knew that there would be a fortress of the Order of the Rose nearby. And moreover, he knew that the necromancer was meant to be in this area.

Hefting his glaive closer with his tired arms, Durran bit at his lip indecisively. Could he, with Melanie alone, head into this place, make it past all of whatever awaited beyond, and then dispatch the necromancer? He was but a C-rank mage—even with an Ebonice dagger he’d borrowed from Argrave’s royal guards, his armor, and the element of surprise…

Something broke past the brush, hurtling out near them. Durran tensed, waiting and watching, only to see a small horde of the same two-armed heads crawl past in their unnaturally fast movement. The creatures clearly had not spotted them, and Durran calmed gradually and kept himself still.

“We’ve got a winner,” Melanie whispered. “Let’s go.”

“Eager to join the dead?” Durran returned, grabbing her shoulder as she moved to head forward. “Think about what we might encounter within. Even without your stupidly big sword, in those close quarters, the little crawlers have all the advantages.”

“I’ve got some tricks I’ve been saving.” Melanie looked at him evenly, brushing off his hand with her own. “Not because I wanted to hide something, but because they’re valuable. I’ll shed no tears about using them to turn the bastard causing all this into pulp, though. After all, you’ll put some good words into the right ears.”

Durran stayed focused on her, surprised at how well her brashness reassured him. “I thought you were a waste of money. Glad to know I was wrong. Let’s talk details, though.”

“Hah. And I thought you were a product of nepotism,” she struck back, her levity making Durran smile even out of their depth as they were. “I’m less glad than you might be. Your skill makes it harder to get my job back. Anyway… I’ll tell what I’ve got in my purse, even if it is rather improper for a lady of Relize…” the mercenary mused, blue eyes focused on the entrance ahead.

***

“So, you know everything you need to know?” Argrave asked Anneliese.

Anneliese sat in a room, surrounded by Vera, Hegazar, Vasilisa, Argrave, Galamon, and a bear. The black beast looked fretful, clearly unaccustomed to human surroundings, but it was doing its best. Fortunately, it had been washed. It looked markedly less uncomfortable than Anneliese, who had been fussed over the past few hours.

“I believe so, yes.” Anneliese nodded confidently.

“Your Majesty acts as though she’s giving birth,” Hegazar noted. “Take it easy.”

Argrave looked at the bald Magister, and nodded despite not fully agreeing with the assessment. The ascension that Anneliese would be enduring was dangerous, as evidenced by Llewellen’s demise. Death was the most severe consequence… yet she might lose all her accumulated magic. She was reconstructing her vessel; to fail was to lose all her progress throughout life. In this way, it differed greatly from other methods.

“I would most prefer privacy,” Anneliese said, looking around. “Everyone… thank you for your contributions, but would you step outside?”

Everyone looked between each other and then nodded. All of the least interested walked toward the door without hesitation. Galamon eventually did, too, and Argrave hesitantly made to leave with him. Anneliese grabbed his wrist, though.

“Not you. Please, stay. I want something to keep me grounded,” she explained.

Argrave took a deep breath and quipped, “The bear won’t help?”

Anneliese laughed. “No, I think not.”

As though responding to her words, the bear rose to its feet and pushed past the door, its great bulk shifting through the stone of the palace in Quadreign. Galamon watched this happen, then stepped after it. “I will guard,” Galamon said, closing the door after his departure.

Alone, Argrave looked at Anneliese. “You sure you don’t want to review Llewellen’s words once more before you do this?”

“Just take a seat,” Anneliese directed him. “Where did your utter confidence in me vanish to? All of this talk about me becoming a Magister, the youngest S-rank spellcaster… was it flattery?” she teased.

Argrave stepped away from her, putting his hand atop a chair and nodding seriously. “You’re right. But you’re also a liar.”

Anneliese blinked innocently. “What?”

“You don’t need me here. You want to help me for my own ascension by observing things firsthand,” Argrave pointed out.

Anneliese couldn’t stop a smile from taking over her face. “And so?” she defended. “Is that so wrong?”

Argrave smiled in kind. “Good luck.”

Her grin continued for a bit, then faded as he sat before her. “Then… I’ll begin.”


Chapter 40

Though Anneliese put up a strong front before Argrave, the truth was she was greatly nervous about this. Hiding as much was a habit she had picked up from Argrave. She had not lied about being confident in understanding Llewellen’s lectures, yet even still, the hound of trepidation followed her as Argrave gazed with expectancy and nervousness both. As though to shut away the world, Anneliese closed her eyes and focused only on the knowledge she had accrued regarding A-rank ascension during the past months.

For a spellcaster to ascend to A-rank was not as simple as comprehending another form of spell matrix with greater complexity than the ones before. Instead, it was a fundamental reconstruction of the magic and body to accommodate handling mystical forces beyond what most mortals were capable of. There were two kinds of processes to break into A-rank: active and passive processes. Active processes reformed the body directly. Passive processes made a change in their magical makeup, and then their body itself changed to match. The body was the essential part that had to change. In essence, the body became a part of the matrix forming the spell.

The methods of ascension were unique to each strategy—traditional Veidimen techniques, for instance, focused intensely on the cold their people survived in. Anneliese did not know details, but what few she had ferreted out from her teachers back in Veiden suggested intimate contact with ice to change the nature of the magic inside the body.

Llewellen’s [Life Cycle] was a passive process. His instructions were similar to Veidimen techniques only in that both sought to advance to A-rank.

The first part of the process was something that Anneliese was well-practiced in. Magic permeated her being—though many spellcasters grew accustomed to interacting with this force only when casting spells, Llewellen’s obsession with his insufficient pool led him to constantly examine it and manipulate it. The first part of his technique revolved around getting a full grasp of one’s own magic and priming it for movement.

Anneliese did so. Her experience both in seeing liquid magic from the Amaranthine Heart and seeing Onychinusa’s magic in mist form allowed her to easily visualize and seize the mystical force throughout her body. In short order, she felt she had a sufficient grasp of it. She wrapped her will around the black storm of power like an envelope, and her bindings held firm and strong.

The next part, too, Anneliese was practiced at. In anticipation of this day, she had done it many times before. She used her will to direct the power within her to stretch and crane and thin, testing the boundaries of the veritable vessel that housed her magic. Llewellen had taught this might be used to gain an objective measure of the magic within any one individual. Now she needed to do precisely that, in preparation for the reformation.

Anneliese tested the limits of her vessel time and time again, her magic fumbling about like a hand grasping in darkness to find the walls. Before long, she knew where the magic would stop and where it could proceed—it was a familiar process, after all, and did not take any longer than half a minute. The next part, though… this was where her progress had ceased before.

Yet it was an impediment no longer. Erlebnis’ presence, that experience… the second encounter she had been expecting and anticipating the feeling, and as though caught, it left an indelible mark on her perception of the world around her. The first time had an effect, true enough… but it was faint enough that Anneliese doubted it. Now, she was certain of its existence.

So much projected its presence outwards. Living things, magic spells, even the ground beneath her feet… they were all constant suppliers of magic, taking it in and expunging it concurrently in one grand cycle. Llewellen had changed his vessel that held magic to accommodate these suppliers. He could harness the magic within spells, from living things, and from the world itself. Ordinarily, the body and its vessel rejected these things; Llewellen changed that.

Llewellen’s fatal mistake had been accepting the magic of the world. It projected too much for his body to accommodate—no matter how high he went, no matter where he traveled, it assailed him like an unending river that eroded his vessel from within. His inevitable fate became death; the torrent was simply too great in magnitude to handle. His revised A-rank ascension rebuilt the vessel, though made a notable exception for the magic emanating from the world. If she allowed the magic of the world to pass by, she would meet the same fate he did.

With these emanating forces all around her… Anneliese felt she had a grasp of what must be done. But the task remained before her. She had to destroy her own metaphorical vessel—a culmination of well over a decade of effort—and rebuild it to accommodate foreign magic. If she should fail in this, she would not die… yet she would no longer be a mage. Decades more would have to be spent rebuilding this foundation.

The nervousness had been quelled by starting the task, but now it rushed up once again, fluttering within her chest so fiercely she could hear her blood pump in her ears. Time was of the essence—once she broke her vessel, the magic within her would drain. She had to maintain its form by willing her magic in shape before it all escaped, all the while rebuilding what had been broken in a new manner.

Anneliese hesitated a while. A long while. She recalled Llewellen’s description of how to break the vessel, and it played in her head again and again… yet still, she dared not do it. She stood on the edge of a cliff before a pool of water, yet she dared not jump. Her mind wandered… until a burst of courage found her.

A burst was all Anneliese needed. She jumped, and then she was in the sky.

At once, she could feel the magic escape from her body like air escaping from an airtight bag. She heard a sharp intake of breath from Argrave as something occurred outside her body, yet she was already on to the task at hand—rebuilding what she had shattered. Llewellen had described this process in the best detail he could, and his words rang in her head as she followed the procedure.

As the magic flows out of you, that once within will briefly intermingle with that currently without. It remains within your will. Grasp it, seize it, and mold it around what you have broken, Llewellen’s words filled her head. You must filter out the strongest energy, though. Pick for what is not harmful.

She did precisely as he instructed… and felt a rush of triumph as she realized it worked. The walls of her vessel, once gone, now returned. Her magic did not escape from all points as it once had. Her will moved and moved with the magic like a craftsman digging wet clay from the ground to build the beginnings of a wall. It was constructed perfectly: stable, strong, and capable of accepting that without.

Yet as Anneliese persisted… though the make was perfect, she realized her speed might be lacking. Filtering the magic of the world out of the construction was a trying task. The rate at which she replaced the broken wall did not match with the speed at which her magic escaped. She tried to hasten, yet found that a trying task. She pushed and pushed to go faster, faster, then made a mistake and lapsed back into an even slower speed.

I’m not fast enough, Anneliese realized, though had the bearing to remain committed to the task. Once all the magic escapes, the construction will become hollow and collapse in on itself before it can finish.

Anneliese stubbornly resisted against what she saw written on the wall. Still, no matter how hard she tried, the reconstruction remained perfectly slow. As she confronted this, tears started to well in her eyes, distracting her even further. The thought of failure loomed.

“Glad I paid attention to Llewellen’s instructions…” a voice came, then she heard something move before her. She opened her eyes only to see pale skin before her face… and a dark redness pooling out. Argrave held his wrist out, a great cut open. Dark red blood already fell on her chest. “Don’t make me bleed for nothing, now.”

He would replenish my magic with his own blood.

Anneliese blinked away her tears, but realizing no other option existed, obeyed. She struggled to swallow the warm, metallic-tasting liquid, nausea further enhanced by her fear of failure… yet then, a new and steady trickle of magic already her own returned to where her vessel was, replenishing what escaped.

On the verge of vomiting, Anneliese drank Argrave’s black blood. The wall built and built and built, dreadfully slow. As things neared their end, Anneliese felt the flow start to cease. Argrave pulled his wrist away, and she thought it was truly over with failure… yet in seconds, his other arm took its place, bleeding afresh.

Finally, Anneliese finished building the vessel anew. She pulled her mouth away and fell over, gagging and spitting up his blood. Argrave knelt down beside her and she looked up at him, utterly ashamed and embarrassed. She wished to heal his wrists, yet he’d already tended to that… and she was in no state. He only smiled, reached out, and held her.

“I’m sorry,” Anneliese muttered into his arm. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry…”

“I should be saying that,” Argrave said softly. “Pushed you too hard.”

“No,” she protested weakly, feeling faint. Her body had undergone fundamental changes, and it had to change. Her vessel could take in foreign magics: her body had to change to match. She could not yet be called an A-rank mage… yet the worst was over. Unconsciousness threatened to consume her. “I wanted this… as much as you did.”

“Shh,” he soothed. “It’s over. Take it easy. You did it, Anne. It’s over and done. And you did it.”

“Not me. We.” Anneliese looked at his wrists and saw the copious amounts of blood spilled everywhere. With what little strength remained, she clenched him tight and said, “I love you… so much.”

Argrave smiled. “As I love you.”

With that exchange… Anneliese drifted off.

***

Galamon opened the door to the room, feeling that things were over. The Magisters pushed past him and inhaled sharply when they saw the state of the place, Argrave holding a bloody Anneliese.

“Did she…?” Vera began, utter shock on her tone.

“She fell asleep,” Argrave explained. “I’ll bring her to bed. I think… a quiet night would be best.”

With that, Argrave rose to his feet, carrying Anneliese even despite the state of his arms. The Magisters looked about the room, and then slowly acquiesced, filing out with their concern unalleviated. Argrave gave a nod to Galamon. The big Veidimen looked around the room… at the blood spilled just about everywhere… he’d heard the exchange, and he knew what happened. But Argrave’s blood had missed its mark more than met, it seemed.

And Galamon realized he felt nothing at all, looking upon so much blood. With that realization, the snow elf turned and shut the door. He stared at his hand wrapped around the doorknob for a long while. Then, a faint growl sounded beside him, and Galamon turned his head to the bear. He stared at the big black beast for a moment.

“You’re hungry, aren’t you?” Galamon spoke to it.

The bear stared back.

“I am, too,” Galamon said. “I heard the villagers slaughtered cows.”

The bear tilted its head.

“Are you…?” Vasilisa asked.

Galamon snapped out of his haze, realizing others were present. “I have to guard His Majesty. Have someone send a meal,” he asked, acting as though he had a purpose in his ramblings.

Slowly, the Magisters left, talking amongst themselves. Galamon leaned up against the wall just beside the bear, vigilantly watching the hall. He stewed over his realization. Both he and the bear were enduring great changes, it would seem. They would have to become accustomed to living civilized lives once more, free of their bestial natures.


Chapter 41

Anneliese awoke with a sharp intake of breath. She sat up with surprising energy, then looked around the room. Most notable was Argrave, sitting by her bed in a chair. He looked tired, yet locked eyes with her all the same.

“You alright?” Argrave questioned.

“I…” Anneliese grabbed at her chest. “I feel so strange.” She paused, questioning if she was still covered in blood. Looking around past him, it seemed Argrave had cleaned everything.

“Strange how?” Argrave leaned in intently, placing his elbows upon his knees.

“I…” Her gaze lingered on him. Dancing wisps of smoke poked around his body, and she watched them perplexedly. “I think… it works. I can see the magic within you. Faint, but…” Anneliese lifted up her hand and looked at it in wonder. As she saw her wrist, clarity returned. She looked at Argrave. “Are you alright? What exactly happened?”

“I’m fine. It’s morning, now. You took less blood than Galamon did that one time, I think,” he joked. Seeing Anneliese was not amused, his smile faded quickly and he continued seriously, “I healed the wounds pretty quickly. I do feel a bit sluggish, but I got accustomed to that on account of using blood magic so frequently. To summarize, don’t worry. As far as I’m concerned, it was just a little lapse back into my usually scheduled programming.” Argrave shook his head.

“I…” Anneliese looked to the ground, feeling guilty, embarrassed, and ashamed in equal measure.

“Let’s not waste time with this routine.” Argrave reached forth and put his hand on her leg. “I wanted to help, so I did. It seemed you needed it. I’d sooner lose a pint of blood than watch you lose all your hard work because of my insistence,” he noted pointedly. “And I wouldn’t have insisted so hard if I didn’t think this was an option.”

Anneliese covered her face with her hands, ill at ease with what had happened. “I… underestimated the difficulty of filtering out the magic of the world in reconstructing my vessel. Llewellen was able to do it quicker than I was because he had no such limitation, I think. Or perhaps… he was simply more talented than I am.”

“Don’t fret on the why.” Argrave shook his head. “It’s over, isn’t it?”

Anneliese slowly uncovered her face and nodded. “…Yes. Yes, I suppose it is.”

Argrave leaned in a little further and grabbed her hand. She was puzzled, yet after a few moments felt a strange sensation traveling up her arm. She realized that she was draining him of magic.

The moment she recognized what was happening, Anneliese yanked her hand away. “Argrave…!” she called out, distressed.

“Given that reaction, I can assume you took some magic from me,” Argrave said, sinking back in the chair. “Either that, or we’re not as sound as a couple anymore. Don’t break my heart, now.”

“I… drained you.” Anneliese looked at her hand, rubbing it in distress.

“My personal supply remains untouched,” Argrave informed her. “In Heroes of Berendar, a few things would change. Your melee attacks would recover your magic, while spells would actually drain magic from targets. You’d have… I think it was about thirty percent spell absorption,” he mused, scratching his nose. “Not a grand list, but a formidable, all-purpose A-rank ascension that puts you far ahead of just about every magic user. As for what it does now in this reality… I suppose we have to test it out, won’t we?”

“[Life Cycle] is a passive ascension,” Anneliese noted. “I don’t think my body has fully adapted to the change. I cannot cast any A-rank spells… yet I can say I am soon to be an A-rank spellcaster. I…” She closed her eyes. “We did it, Argrave.”

“I just filled up your tank once. You were driving the car,” he dismissed with a shake of his head. “And speaking of driving… Diana says that the bulk of the spellcasters we’re going to get are assembled. All that remains is marching through northern Atrus and converging with Elenore’s force. And given the situation there, I think it’d be best if we hurry.”

“The situation?” Anneliese looked at him concernedly. “One so bad you hear of it oversea?”

“Elenore’s men sent a bird here with a message. She’s already facilitating the move to grow her position in the north—she wants to be in position to secure the bulk of the profit for the trade concessions I gave the archduchy,” Argrave explained. “Insider trading… it’s a little grimy, but I trust her to be fair at the very least. She understands the situation.”

Anneliese nodded intently. “What did the bird’s message say?”

“Georgina, one of the protagonists, is heading a guerilla force against our army and succeeding quite splendidly,” Argrave said without hesitation, recalling the message well given how much it caught his attention. “Without spellcasters, the army’s advance is nigh impossible. Durran has led an expedition with Melanie to take care of things.” Argrave rose to his feet. “The two of them are capable, but they still lack something we have: good magic users. Consequently… I think it’s long overdue to remedy that problem, isn’t it?” He held out his hand. “How are you feeling? Good enough to stand?”

Anneliese turned until her legs were off the bed, then took his hand lightly and rose to her feet. “Like I said, I feel strange… and the most dramatic of the changes has yet to come. Nevertheless, I feel well,” she confirmed.

“You can rest longer if you want,” Argrave suggested, watching her to be sure nothing would happen.

“No. Vasilisa’s ascension was a passive method of change as [Life Cycle] is—I want to speak to her about what to expect for this process.” Anneliese stepped about, retrieving her footwear. “Let me… eat breakfast, reflect, and process what happened. My mind is rather messy at present.”

***

After Anneliese had some food and some time to think alone, she was able to largely gather herself. Argrave was not entirely sure what to expect of the aftermath of this event. When she began to expel the magic from her body, it had been a rather harrowing thing to witness—the magic escaped from her body much in the same way Galamon’s vampiric beast had manifested, scaring him to no end. From what Argrave could see, things went well.

Anneliese judged that she would much prefer keeping busy as opposed to laying idle in bed with only her changes to think about, and so Argrave confirmed that he would be meeting with Diana today. With the core of their forces gathered, it was time to plan things. To that end, the figureheads of their spellcaster retinue had gathered: the Magisters and Diana.

Galamon opened the door, holding it open for Argrave and Anneliese. For now, the bear that was a gift to Durran had been relegated to the outside after they received some complaints from the people within the Quadreign palace. Argrave took confident steps into the room, mindful of Anneliese just beside him.

Archduchess Diana of Quadreign turned around from the table she stood at. Her gaze jumped between Argrave and his companion beside him. “Your Majesty, Anneliese,” she greeted politely. “People tell me your ascension was a success.” She locked eyes with the elven woman, looking up at her.

“Perhaps in a few days, I can claim things are fully complete.” Anneliese nodded, watching as Galamon closed the door and stood behind him vigilantly. He seemed… brighter, somehow. Argrave was perplexed.

“A passive ascension, I see.” Diana nodded. “My ancestors passed down their method of A-rank ascension… yet I could never grasp it. I lacked the affinity for magic,” she said wistfully, blue eyes growing distant. Then, her face turned to her sister just nearby. “Vasilisa, contrarily, made her own method up entirely spontaneously.”

“You’re still young yet,” Vasilisa defended.

Diana scoffed. “You’re the younger of us, you forget.”

“I hadn’t even realized I had ascended to A-rank for a long while,” Vasilisa recounted. “I just thought I could cast spells without matrixes for no reason at all. As it turns out, I was pioneering a new method.”

Argrave absorbed the information. The topic was a complex one, it seemed, which only made him more and more fretful about his future on this matter. Anneliese had described what she experienced… and it seemed like something so complex it made his task impossible. He was not someone like Llewellen or Vasilisa—he was only someone who relied on foreknowledge and luck to come this far. He didn’t feel he could compare to people of this magnitude on the field.

“Let’s not reminisce,” Hegazar cut in. “We have a bunch of lovely men and women with fire in their blood, and I think it best to solidify their course before snow falls and turns flames into embers.”

“Congratulations, Anneliese. I see I was wrong in assuming you needed my help all those months ago,” Vera said. “But Hegazar is right. Time wastes.”

“It sort of marches on as ever,” Argrave disagreed, stepping up to the table. “But fine, let’s get to it.”

Anneliese joined to the right of Argrave, and then Diana to the left.

The archduchess peered over at various papers, sorting through them with nimble fingers. “I think you’ll be rather pleased, Your Majesty. My steward Ferrel has taken a tally of all those that heeded the call. The party accrued consists of four hundred and twelve B-rank mages. Additionally, there are seven A-rank spellcasters… I think it’s a rather alarming number.”

“Alarming how?” Argrave looked to her.

“We command a force ostensibly far more powerful than the known loyalists that will be leading.” Diana looked between the Magisters in the room.

“I don’t think…” Vera began. “Being outnumbered won’t be a problem,” she decided, looking at Argrave and Anneliese both. “Those two are strong. And forgetting strong, they’re leaders I think can control those beneath them well… even if they are personally weaker. Isn’t that right?” She smiled crookedly.

“…Sure,” the archduchess agreed hesitantly. “Do you intend to expose your identity, Your Majesty?” Diana asked.

“Mid-journey.” Argrave nodded. “Little morale booster. But what of the lower ranks of mages? They factor in just as powerfully. C-rank, D-rank, et cetera.”

“I hoped to have them defend Quadreign,” Diana said, speaking slowly and cautiously as though she feared to offend. “Many are young sons or daughters of those already in the force. The vast majority of those that join hope to elevate their family as direct vassals of the new archduchy, as it was before the queendom fell.”

“And you’ll build their magic supply with the flame so that they can be ready to defend this territory,” Argrave guessed.

“Yes.” Diana nodded.

Argrave considered that. The potent force they brought with them… it was already incredibly powerful. Still, Argrave had been given a stark reminder yesterday that Gerechtigkeit was the larger issue.

“Anne?” Argrave turned his head. “Thoughts?”

Anneliese, despite her own troubles, remained sharp as she answered quickly, “The sheer number of B-rank mages vastly outnumbers both central and southern Vasquer. Combined, they may have more. I would add that qualitatively, both sides have a greater number of A-ranks or above… but that was when we left. Given Castro’s efforts, that may well change.”

Argrave nodded, then looked back to Diana. “Alright, then. Focus on building your defenses with this young blood.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Diana said. “Your largesse will—”

“Now, the path,” Argrave interrupted, feeling there was no time for praise. “I’m thinking we employ something I did in coming here. Traveling is made easier if we do it low-key… along the coast, perhaps. Where’s a map?” Argrave looked around. “I have something in mind that’ll lead us right to where Elenore needs us.”


Chapter 42

Ruleo stepped through the stone confines of the Order of the Rose fortress he inhabited with one other beside him. This place was far more elaborate and long than most fortresses of theirs he’d visited—from all he’d gathered in old books, this place had been the site of a prolonged war. The fortifications, and concurrently the number of undead, was astronomically high in this place.

Ironically, that war was mirrored centuries later—Argrave’s army stood opposite the valley, while their Unhanded Coalition defended the valley with Castle Cookpot. The exact same situation had occurred long ago, with the Order of the Rose building these fortresses beneath the earth for a strategic advantage. It had led to their victory, evidently. And Ruleo felt somewhat confident it would lead to theirs, this time.

He looked to Georgina. For some reason, she’d brought a large backpack with her. She fought for King Felipe III, but Ruleo didn’t care who won this war.

“What?” Georgina looked at him scornfully. She didn’t like being looked at, he’d found, and any compliments about her beauty might as well have been insults in her ears. Worse yet, any sort of attention she got was assumed to be lecherous. In truth, he didn’t like her at all.

“You’re wasting your time coming here, Georgina,” Ruleo told her curtly.

“The undead you’re sending out could kill tens of thousands of soldiers. I let you go unsupervised, but this could be just as big a threat to the Unhanded Coalition as it is Argrave’s forces. And you send them out… especially recklessly.” She paused, peering ahead into the darkness. “You’re throwing away a precious fighting force with such little regard for what they might be usable for in the future. I wanted to see why.”

Ruleo paused, too. “I send them recklessly because they need to die.”

“A necromancer thinks the undead are abominations?” She crossed her arms.

“I don’t care about necromancy.” Ruleo shook his head. “It’s only another form of magic in my eyes, same as any others. In fact, it makes corpses just a bit more useful. Might be considered a boon,” he mused. “But… I know something is coming. Something that corrupts all of these things against the living—makes them weapons of war in a calamity. I have to get rid of them before that happens.”

“What is this, a fairy tale?” Georgina said disdainfully.

Ruleo felt the frustration that came with someone acting arrogant when they were only ignorant. “You want to talk fairy tales? Then let’s talk about King Felipe’s prospects. Him taking the throne once more—that’s a fairy tale.”

Georgina scoffed and smiled brightly. “If you really think that, why are you here?”

“I’d be here regardless. These things would be chewing through northerners instead of Relizeans, though. The only reason I work with you is because I’d like Argrave on the throne the least of everyone, and you gave me the information I needed to ruin his advance.” Ruleo cracked his knuckles. “Bigger things are coming than this civil war. This is a month’s work, wholly insufficient… but I can’t do nothing when I’ve seen what’s coming.”

“I didn’t need the see the undead.” Georgina put her arms to her side, and Ruleo watched to see if she drew a weapon or cast a matrix. “My intuition alone is enough. You’re dangerous.”

“And you’re dumb. Not dumb enough to start a fight here, though.” Ruleo chuckled beneath his breath. “I don’t care for your little coalition. I don’t care for you—not one bit. But I’ve hurt some people I like a fair bit, and I’ve helped some people I didn’t. So long as you keep feeding me information, I’m no double-edged sword. Just an ugly looking one,” he finished, white eyes veritably glinting.

“I’ve got a sword of my own. And your designs might interfere with that. If I’m the dealer, I’ll pay attention carefully to all cards that leave my hand.” Georgina watched him. Then, her gaze looked beyond him, and she cried, “Look out!”

Ruleo laughed, refusing to take his gaze off her. “Like I said—”

Pain assailed the back of Ruleo’s head for half a second, and then blackness took him.

***

Melanie hadn’t been arrogant when she mentioned she had valuable tricks up her sleeve. Durran used but one—she called it a Windflesh Brew, and it changed the body so that any movements didn’t disturb the air. The place was dark already and he employed illusion magic on top of that. With all those factors in tandem, he’d been able to sneak through all of this so adroitly it felt unfair. Melanie still had other things hidden away, too—weapons of mystical origin.

Yet the deeper they went, the further Durran felt this situation was nightmarish. Though they’d only been plagued with fast-moving heads with arms emerging where their ears ought to be, fouler things had been gathered here into newly-made cages—chitinous humanoids with blades embedded in their flesh, gargantuan thousand-armed creatures. Durran suspected Ruleo controlled only batches at a time, sending them to fight piecemeal. Death by attrition. He had no idea how Ruleo controlled these creatures—Garm’s writings never spoke of co-opting things already made.

But that was over, now. Durran stood over Ruleo, brandishing his glaive nimbly after hitting him with the blunt end. The blow was still powerful enough to draw blood, and he stepped over the unconscious man to confront this brunette woman—from their conversation, Georgina. He hoped to end her now. He’d intended to kill Ruleo, too, but after what he overheard, he decided an interrogation was in order before they came to that. Even despite things, Durran was still strongly in favor of putting him to death.

“Melanie,” Durran called back, kicking the man’s body as he cleared him. “Take him, secure him. Too early for his death.”

Georgina pranced down the long corridor cautiously. Then, she held her hand out and prepared a spell. Durran perceived the matrix’s potency at once—it was B-rank. A wave of frost erupted, obscuring all vision in front of him. Thinking quickly, Durran reached to his side to retrieve a dagger of Ebonice. He threw it where he last saw her, then used one of the rings that Argrave had made. A ward of matching rank with the approaching spell emerged to shield him. It wasn’t large enough to cover the whole hall, so frost wreathed about it, coating all but a cone behind him in crystals of ice.

Once the vision cleared, Durran looked beyond his ward to see what was happening beyond. Georgina tried to cast another spell, but the matrix wobbled and shattered. Durran saw it, then—the knife had stabbed into her shoulder, barely getting past her armor. Seizing the opportunity, Durran dispelled the ward and sprinted forth.

The woman panicked as Durran ran, backstepping to put distance between them. She vainly attempted another spell, but when it failed once again, her hand reached for the Ebonice dagger. By then, Durran was nearly upon her. Then, her body shifted dramatically—one foot planted steadily, and her momentum rotated from moving backward to forward without any loss of speed in a strange, serpentine technique. She pulled the dagger out of her shoulder and lunged toward him.

Durran shifted his grip and used the haft of the glaive as a quarterstaff, swiping at Georgina to contest her quick speed. She ducked low and stabbed at Durran’s knee, aiming for a gap in his armor. He shifted his leg backwards to dodge, yet the moment his leg was off the ground she raised free hand to cast another spell. It was a quickly-forming low-rank wind spell, and with only one foot on the ground, his balance was dreadful. Durran staggered, very nearly falling to his back.

Georgina stepped back, dropped the dagger, and used both her hands to grab her backpack. She got her arms out of its straps quickly and slammed it to the ground. It clanged noisily, then howled as though something within had been hurt. She tried to reach for the Ebonice dagger, yet Durran cast the C-rank [Skysunder], striking her with white lightning. Spasming once, as soon as she had her faculties, she gave one final push of her backpack and ran like a burnt dog.

Durran stepped to pursue, prepared to bound over whatever she’d set down. The fabric of the backpack exploded outwards, revealing a battered cage. Three blue ethereal paws rushed toward Durran, swiping at him with long claws. He ducked low and jumped backwards, but one slashed across his thigh. He expected his armor to work as well as it usually did, but instead his flesh seared in pain while his armor remained untouched. He felt warm blood pooling in his boot.

Maintaining a healthy distance, Durran swiped at the claws emerging from the cage with his glaive, yet it passed through them as though he held nothing at all. He cast a spell of flame, and though that had some effect, his magic was running low after their long journey. He dodged another swipe, then used his glaive to sweep up the discarded Ebonice dagger. He took it and ran back.

As he slid the Ebonice dagger back into his belt, he saw Melanie. As he asked, she’d bound Ruleo… though in a crueler manner than he’d expected. She had his hands tied behind him and further bound by stabbing his palms with barbed tent stakes. Durran supposed it was a mercy the man was unconscious.

“What is this? This is the guy, right?! The necromancer? Good gods, he… he worked for Elenore…” Melanie looked down at him angrily. “We need to end him, get out of here! That woman is definitely going to bring reinforcements.”

“He has valuable information,” Durran disagreed, kneeling down and healing the wound on the back of his head. “I’ll carry him if you’re worried about breaking your back. He’s worth more alive than dead.”

Melanie looked back at the cage, still writhing with those ethereal paws. “I’m only worth anything alive. I’ll leave you here if you’re slow.”

“No, you won’t,” Durran said, grunting as he hefted Ruleo over his shoulder. “You couldn’t leave me here if you tried.”

***

Ruleo opened his eyes and winced in pain that surged from several places. He tried to move his arms, but that exacerbated the pain in his hands and he cried out in pain. He realized something bore through his palms.

“Long time no see,” a voice greeted him, and Ruleo whipped his head up.

Ruleo exhaled, and the fear of death fell over him as he met familiar golden eyes.

“Should’ve guarded all your entrances. Got careless,” Durran told him. “Never thought we’d take the fight to you, alone and isolated, huh? Did you forget about cornered rats?”

“Hah,” Ruleo laughed. He could always laugh at the wrong times. “Rats that don’t know that…” He winced. “…That they’re rodents.”

Durran leaned in, and Ruleo feared the torture was to begin. “We’re going to talk about that calamity you mentioned. Among other things.”

Ruleo narrowed his eyes, surprised that of all things, the calamity would be the first topic of conversation.


Chapter 43

Their party was soon to depart on foot to First Hope from Quadreign. When Argrave had gone there originally, he’d come with only Vasilisa and her personal companions. Now, he returned with a relatively vast force of spellcasters—well over four hundred, all expertly trained and with vast reservoirs of magic. On top of that, he’d secured Vasilisa, Vera, and Hegazar as steadfast allies. But rather unexpectedly…

Svetlana of Quadreign stood before Argrave, her bags packed. Another was by her—Ganbaatar. He had no such luggage, only his blades.

“You don’t want to stay with your mother?” Argrave asked Svetlana.

“Of course I do,” the woman responded at once. “But this is work. And work isn’t doing what you want, Your Majesty. My mother wants me to stay by your side and help you where I can.”

Argrave held his hand out to stop her from talking, then pointed to the white pile of hair atop his head. “I’ve got the wig on. Call me Silvaden,” he reminded her. “Well… alright. I can think of some things I could use you for. But you, Ganbaatar. You’re coming too?”

“I intend to depart shortly after we head back south. I think it would be best to travel with you for a brief while longer.” The elf nodded.

Argrave nodded. In truth, he did want to enlist the elf. Well, the journey was to be a long one… and doubly so when they first needed to find a way to transport a bear and over four hundred men and women. He turned away from Svetlana and looked out across his large force of spellcasters, newly acquired. They were a mismatched bunch, and uncoordinated… but nothing could be done. Each was potent enough to kill hundreds on their own, provided no other spellcaster interfered.

All these new spellcasters heeded Diana’s words, which in turn meant Vasilisa’s. The prospect of gaining access to the Flame of the Tenebrous Star was too appealing for them to show any disobedience. It was a relic of the legendary Queendom of Quadreign, a nation which only fell to Vasquer because of a betrayal. Some had benefitted personally from the flame in the past, yet others only knew legends. All knew it was returned, and all knew that Argrave had facilitated it. Still, none knew that he traveled among them. And he intended to keep it that way.

“Let’s move, then,” Argrave declared. “I’d like to get there quickly.”

***

Bringing the spellcasters into First Hope was meant to intimidate the Drawnwaters into obedience to the new regime, yet it had other purposes as well. Argrave checked in with progress there, ensuring everything advanced as he wished. After, they secured passage on a boat, cutting through the North Sea to a settlement further south. As Argrave suspected, it was troublesome getting passage for a giant bear and four hundred men. They had to wait a day for a suitable vessel—a day which Anneliese reported slight changes to her body on account of her passive A-rank ascension. Still, they found a grand passenger ship, and with a high fare, they even allowed the bear on.

The voyage through the mild North Sea passed without trouble. Argrave had first considered walking, but sailing was faster by a large degree. Regardless, their destination was deep inland, and they made harbor at a small village which seemed miniscule before the ship they rode on. Nonetheless, traveling by boat for a small distance had saved them some days of marching.

After resting for a night at this village, they moved onward by Vasilisa’s order—in truth, Argrave was giving her these directions. Their destination was the hills of Vysenn. There, Argrave would finally make good on many promises—healing Elenore, healing Durran, and if it was possible, securing future healing for Elias and his sister. Vysenn was a little beyond where Elenore had reported their army made camp. It wasn’t the same inhospitable taiga that constituted most of Atrus—instead, it was extremely inhospitable, and almost impossible to enter in large numbers.

Vysenn was an extremely deceptive place. At its edges, one would see extreme vegetation—thriving plants, flowers, all in a great circle. The soil seemed fertile and rich, and able to house life in abundance. Yet deeper within, beyond the verdant hillsides, there was a stark black formation billowing smoke: a cinder cone, the remnants of a prior eruption from the active volcano beneath the ground. This volcano had not erupted for some time, though Gerechtigkeit would poke it with a stick and make it blow sometime later. As of now, it still emitted deadly gases that stagnated in the hills surrounding it, making traversing there all but impossible.

The active volcano did not make Vysenn so unique, though—Argrave had read about Cerro Negro and Kikhpinych, the two volcanoes that inspired this place. Such a geological formation was not so far diverged from that on Earth. Its animals, on the other hand, had diverged far from normal evolutionary paths. And so had its people, Argrave might note.

Once the gigantic cinder cone was in sight, Argrave went to find Vasilisa at once. As soon as they were out of earshot, Argrave told her, “We should camp here.”

“Here?” Vasilisa looked to him as they walked and narrowed her eyes. “Everyone knows about this place, Ar—Silvaden. Barbarians roam the hills, the air itself kills you… I had hoped to give this place a wide berth. Food tastes worse drenched in poison gas.”

“Yeah, well, I have to meet some people.” Argrave nodded, slowing his pace. “I have to bring Elenore here, anyway. I figure, while we pass, I might… ingratiate myself with the locals. I can’t exactly roam as I please in this place, and there’s a culinary masterpiece that might raise my Michelin star rating if I put it on the menu. It’d be best if I get this out of the way now.”

Vasilisa stared up at him, somewhat flabbergasted. “It seems you are loathe to lead from the front. You would rather lead in the enemy’s heart, at all times. You leave Relize to handle things personally in the north, leave Quadreign to go exploring, and now this…? If you crave excitement, why not gamble? Dice, perhaps. I never thought I’d say this, but it’s less risky and equally thrilling.”

Argrave laughed. “It’s not like that, but…” Argrave trailed off when he realized Anneliese was staring at him. “Well, maybe it is like that. You can rest assured—please, lead these people far, far and away from Vysenn. We’ll rejoin when we’re done. Don’t worry. Elenore knows this group is coming, and with a word to Anneliese, I can find you anywhere.”

“And the bear?” Vasilisa looked at it, stopping her trek for a moment.

Galamon was feeding the bear slices of meat from a moose that he’d hunted. Argrave’s Brumesingers nestled atop its back, enjoying the warmth of its fur. Maybe it was Argrave’s imagination, but he felt both Galamon and the bear seemed somewhat happier in recent days. There were cat people, dog people, and then… bear people, he supposed. And rather unlike nature documentarists in over their head ‘bear whispering,’ Argrave felt Galamon could take the bear in a fight.

Without looking away from the black beast, Galamon vouched, “The bear will be fine.”

“I trust him,” Argrave decided at once, though still looked to Anneliese for confirmation. She, too, nodded decisively. “Who knows? Maybe having a big bear at our side will help with the barbarians.”

***

A man and a woman sat in a dark stone chamber. The woman was Georgina. She was heavily dressed, even more so than usual, and wore a mask over her face. The man across from her was unusual in appearance. His skin was like alabaster—white and glossy, it didn’t even appear to have the texture of skin. This made the paint he bore on his body especially noticeable. Threadbare clothes of primitive make covered him.

“The burden upon your people might be a bit heavier,” Georgina said. “The force I talked about that might be supporting you… that’s off the table, now.”

“The burden?” The man flashed a smile. His teeth were almost less white than his skin. “Iron and steel have been greater seeds than wheat, and you’ve delivered them to us. My people do not die easily, yet these weapons facilitate injury to a far greater degree than we thought possible. If we are armed, foes that enter our sight will become corpses by the time they leave it.” He waved his hand in Georgina’s direction. “You have helped build our homes, restore our strength, ward off disease, and establish our position amongst the other tribes. To repay is not a burden, Georgina.”

“…They number twenty-five thousand,” Georgina continued, quiet voice further subdued by the mask about her face. Seeing as the number brought on no reaction, Georgina elaborated, “For every one of your able men, they have ten.”

“And decades ago, when we were last strong enough to try to come into the richer, fertile lands… we were outnumbered even greater,” the alabaster-skinned man said. “If I have the opportunity to go far ahead of our rivals and seize this opportunity, do you think I should take it?”

“Alright.” Georgina nodded. “I simply thought it’d be best to tell you, in the interest of full disclosure.”

The alabaster-skinned man scoffed. “Interest of full disclosure? We call that sort of speech Brightrat tongue. Sweet, but the body stays empty.”

Georgina stared blankly for three seconds, then rose to her feet. “I’ll be heading out now. We’ll get things ready on our end.”

The alabaster skinned man leaned back. “Alright. Impatient as ever. Do you still need help with the door?”

Her face flushed slightly as she rose. “I don’t think so.”

Georgina walked to what seemed to be a sheer rock of basalt. She fit her fingers into slots that seemed a little too big, and with both her strength and the full weight of her body, shifted it forward. Like a fridge opening, white gas came into the room slightly. Beyond, a vast, verdant landscape of rising steam and infinite green waited, in stark contrast to the blackness of the ground just before them. Georgina held the mask tight to her face and walked out, leaving the alabaster-skinned man to his home.


Chapter 44

Once everyone had set up camp, Argrave stole away from the encampment just before dusk and headed for the ring of verdancy beyond Vysenn. It was difficult for them to do so because their forces performed their duty of night watch seriously. Argrave took comfort in that fact, seeing it as a sign that these new spellcasters would be able to follow orders well.

It was extremely strange the way the temperature shifted hotter as they walked deeper. Distant plumes of gas rose up into the sky like smoke from chimneys that marked no homes. Argrave intended to keep one principle in mind—avoid low elevations, as it was there the heavier volcanic gases would pool. Some of the wildlife might prove troublesome, but Argrave was well prepared to home in on their objective—the salamanders needed for regeneration of body parts.

Argrave ran various strategies through his head, recalling details about the dozen or so tribal chieftains he might use to his advantage. This would be his first time navigating a situation with so many characters of varying interest with roughly equal factional strength. The tribes of the alabaster-skinned men in the hills were not especially small in number, yet the culture varied between each so much.

“The ground shakes,” commented Galamon as they neared.

Argrave paused, holding Anneliese to stop her as they tried the same thing. After a few seconds of nothing, he suggested tentatively, “…Perhaps it just does that. As you recall, even if I’ve been here, I’ve never been here.”

Galamon walked ahead, saying nothing. “No,” he finally said. “This… comes rhythmically. Mining, or hammering.”

Argrave furrowed his brows. “I… Let’s hurry,” he said, instinct flaring to tell him that this might be bad.

They proceeded further. As they did, Galamon’s account of what he felt solidified. It had a set rhythm—each shake that came did so synchronously, yet it wasn’t unified in origin. That cemented Argrave’s thoughts, and he hurried to take a high elevation to confirm them. When they did, Argrave spotted something visible even in the low light of dusk.

There was a cloud of what looked to be bugs. In actuality, it wasn’t—it was basalt, crushed into fine particles and writhing about around people who were barely visible behind the cover of the storm.

“Tephramancy,” Argrave said as he stared at the cloud. “Their shamans prepare for war. They’re gathering the loose basalt at the base of the cinder cone.” As his eyes danced across the scene, Argrave calculated things. “It looks like we’re just in time for a battle between tribes. And if they have an enemy, we might gain a friend.”

“Tephramancy?” Anneliese repeated.

Argrave knelt atop the hill, gaze wandering the base of the cinder cone in search of another similar storm of ash. “It’s a genetic magic, like a dragon’s breath, particular to bloodlines within the barbarian tribes—generally chieftains or their families. It uses fine particles spewed by a volcano and collects them in an intangible, manipulable latticework of magic. Given that this magic is limited to one region, I can’t say much more than that. I know the methods of attack or defense in tephramancy, but not details about how it works.”

Anneliese listened and watched in fascination as Galamon stared out across the landscape. “I see them. They’re… unusual in appearance. They distribute steel weapons and hearten their forces for the coming march.”

Argrave rubbed his knee as he knelt. “Alright. I think it’s reasonable to assume these people are the aggressors. We need to find the defenders and see if they’re a cause worth supporting. Some tribes will never tolerate an outsider, and I won’t endanger us with a lost cause. Anneliese, any thoughts?”

Anneliese stepped around the hill, then narrowed her eyes. “Steel weaponry, Galamon?”

Hearing her repeat that drew to attention the fact it was out of place. Not to mention the lack of development in these people, Argrave wasn’t sure they had ready access to steel. Argrave looked to Galamon, looking for his confirmation now just as much as Anneliese’s.

“It is.” Galamon nodded. “Unless… other metals exist.”

“Not here.” Argrave shook his head. “Deeper underground, yes, but not here. Even if it wasn’t steel, the point stands…”

“They should not have it,” Anneliese finished. “Not by your recollection.”

“No,” Argrave confirmed. “Anneliese, could you—”

“Already planned to,” she confirmed, her Starsparrow taking off faster than the eye could see the moment she cast the spell.

Argrave waited anxiously, trying to explain things in his head. Perhaps the barbarians had looted the battlefields—but then, Argrave heard the fighting in Atrus was not especially intensive, and Elenore had been occupied more with negotiations than combat. Other explanations came, but only one prevailed—they had been supplied these weapons by an outside force. And given that Elenore had not told Argrave of such an arrangement…

“Argrave,” Anneliese’s voice cut in as he came to a hypothesis. “I overheard something. They intend to march to an encamped army south.”

It would seem that rather than gaining a friend from an enemy… their only gain was a potent foe.

***

“Commander Lottherf.” A young soldier stepped into the room, bowing before the man. “Lady Georgina is here to see you.”

“Send,” the man said with a wave of his hand. He was a tall, middle-aged man who, though formidable in stature, had a rich and full face that did not seem to have suffered much hardship. He sat at a table beside the balcony—another meal was already prepared, complete with candles with blue flames that contrasted starkly with the dusk outside.

Georgina entered shortly after, stepping to Lottherf who sat beside the balcony. He didn’t touch his food, only stared at the woman ahead.

“You need to prepare to sally,” Georgina said at once.

“What?” Lottherf furrowed his brows. “Have a seat, eat. Explain.”

Georgina looked at the table and the candles, and her brown eyes hardened further yet. “No. I have things to prepare of my own, and you need to be prepared to sally from Castle Cookpot when the time comes. Soon enough, a storm of ash will poke over the hills, heading for the army encamped on behalf of the claimant, Argrave. The force wreathed in ash is formidable alone, but with the Unhanded Coalition and all the men at your disposal… we can wipe out their army in one fell swoop.”

Lottherf touched the collar of his shirt, some frustration on his face. Then, his nose wrinkled. “You smell of sulfur. Then, these barbarians… they’re finally coming?” He rose to his feet. “I thought His Majesty needed something else from them beyond mere bodies in war.”

“No longer.” Georgina shook her head. “I retrieved what I need to heal His Majesty, so they’re no longer of any use. I intend to deliver the cure to him personally once the war is finished. And if you wish to remain in his good graces, I suggest you prepare,” she emphasized.

“You’ll heal him? Then I suppose you will be the Unhanded Coalition no longer.” The commander laughed, but when Georgina did not join him, he trailed off awkwardly.

“A battle comes.” Her eyes scanned him. “I expect you to wear steel instead of satin. If you want to impress me, you might lead the charge.”

With that, Georgina turned and walked away. Lottherf watched her walk away with a clenched jaw. Once she shut the door behind her, he backhanded the candles away, cursing under his breath, “…Stuck up, pretentious…”

With one arm on the table, the commander stewed in silence for a few moments. With a decisive slam on the table, he rose, retrieving his belt with his sword attached. He strung it over his shoulder as he walked toward the door with heavy steps.

***

“So, Elenore knows what’s coming. And Vasilisa received the message?” Argrave asked Anneliese, who nodded, Starsparrow atop her finger. “And she responded in the affirmative?”

“She cursed at you a lot, but by the time I left, she was getting everyone together for the march.” Anneliese crossed her arms and looked to the tephra storm, which by now was almost entirely shrouded by the transition from dusk to night. “Vera… elected not to come. She said that her spell of transportation was too costly to provide real help in the fight after, and I can say she was not lying. She will arrive with the others.”

“And what of bringing other people?” Argrave held his hands out. “Hegazar, Vasilisa, the other A-rank mages?!”

“…If you intend to respond…” Anneliese began. “I can send the message. Personally, I do not think she will bend on this. Her personal safety is paramount to her. She will not head to an armed conflict with poor reserves of magic.”

Instead of growing angry, Argrave closed his eyes and focused on more important matters. After a few moments, he opened them. “If Vasilisa is moving… we should go, get ahead of the barbarian’s march. If their warriors are within the storm, my lightning will be useless—it’ll dissipate on the tephra long before it makes contact with anyone. With only Elenore’s forces as support, the best we can manage is holding out. Even with B-rank spells at our disposal, tephramancy can’t be underestimated. Until the spellcasters arrive, we’ll be at a massive disadvantage.”

Anneliese kept her gaze focused ahead and declared, “I believe they move, now.”

“They do,” Galamon confirmed.

“Good lord…” Argrave stepped down the hill slightly. “The only benefit we have is our small number—we can move quicker than they can. So, let’s go.”

“Hold.” Anneliese grabbed Argrave’s arm. “I am certain Elenore will be expecting this, too, but… what if the force that supplied these barbarians attacks at the same time?”

“I don’t think we have another choice, here. The barbarians, especially when they have weapons on hand, will cut through our army like volcanic rock through butter. And losing limbs is hardly a deterrent to these freaks,” Argrave said, freeing his arm gently. “Whatever comes… all we can do is deal with it. We’re the closest.”

Anneliese took a deep breath. “Alright. Then let us hasten.”

“Right,” Argrave said, then set off down the hill.

Anneliese stood still for a few moments, then looked at her hand. She moved her fingers gingerly, then looked to the cloud of black debris shrouding the warriors as they marched away. With a determined nod, she followed after. Unlike Argrave, she seemed confident in what was to come, as though there was some secret she bore.


Chapter 45

The staves of the tephramancers beat down upon the soil of the earth, sending an echoing boom out into the world. It was a marching drum of war that stirred the spirit and could be felt for miles. Every time their rods met the ground, the basalt storm about them whirled faster, then died down until the next drum came. In the darkness of night, the black mass about hid their advance. The only sign of their approach was the rumbling noise erupting from the beaten magic.

Argrave could feel it pounding in his soul. The drumming was heavier than his heartbeat, heavier than the giant bear at their side, and heavier than fear. It sounded as though some giant, four-legged monstrosity had been freed on the earth and ran to hunt its prey with the primal rhythm of a predator. But just as much as that sound emboldened the alabaster warriors of the tribes of Vysenn, so too did it spur Argrave’s steps ahead.

They crested a hill and set eyes upon a great horde of troops—their troops, Argrave reflected. And his banner—the sun, with four snake heads emerging from its rays—hung in the sky, repeated again and again and again. And so, Argrave called out, “Only a little further!”

But his words were unnecessary, and his colleagues rushed past him as they headed for the army. It might be a dangerous proposition to approach an encampment so quickly, but Argrave had sent foreword. They headed for where the torches were thickest. Soon enough, people shouted. In a blur, Argrave exchanged words with several people, getting his point across as quickly as he could. And before long…

“Argrave!” He heard a familiar voice, then turned to watch Elenore moving the fastest he’d ever seen her. Durran’s prosthetics, it seemed, helped her greatly.

“You’re here,” he greeted her, sparing no time for a warm reunion. “Have you any ideas?”

“None beyond what Anneliese shared.” Elenore shook her head at once, breathing a little thin as she came to a stop. “The soldiers at Castle Cookpot are moving. People are emerging from the mountainside—the guerilla force of the Unhanded Coalition. We face attack from two sides. We outnumber them, but… qualitatively… it’s in the air,” she said quietly, then asked hopefully, “Your force of mages…?”

“They march, but… it will be some time before they arrive.” Argrave looked out to the distance. “You cannot see it from here, but you can just barely feel it. That… drumming. The barbarians come.” He turned to her. “The prospect of a peaceful venture into Vysenn seems to have died on the vine.”

“Argrave, your pack,” Anneliese interrupted them.

Though Argrave was curious what she referred to, he did set his pack down. She rummaged through it and retrieved a white mask—the Humorless Mask, which spawned pure air mixed with healing magic. He watched, puzzled, as she pulled its strap behind her head and wore it.

“Elenore—your men will be torn to bits fighting against the tribals,” Anneliese declared boldly, setting her own pack down and ensuring her gray duster fit well on her person. “The storm of tephra—I have seen it, felt it, and I know its power well. Crossbowmen will be useless against it. Send them and all lightly armored troops to engage with the other force. We need heavily armored units and nothing else.”

Elenore digested that but still looked to Argrave for confirmation of the order.

“Do as she says.” Argrave nodded. “Galamon—you’ll take command of the heavily-armored units. But Anneliese…?”

“You wear one too,” she commanded, handing him a Humorless Mask. After, she braided her long white hair with incredible speed so that it would not hinder her in battle, then pulled her hood up to cover it completely. “I know you are our leader, Argrave, but I see only one way out of this with minimal losses. Namely… with the two of us against the enemy, backed by the force commanded by Galamon.”

Argrave narrowed his eyes, seeing the strategist he knew bursting from Anneliese in this dire situation. He saw the sense in what she said. But…

“You intend to test your ability here?” Argrave asked.

“I do.” Anneliese nodded.

Argrave gave her a confident nod. “Then… us, alone, against the storm. My blessing…”

“No,” Anneliese interrupted. “I think that you might find a better use for it. Hear me out, please…”

***

They relayed their drastic orders with startling efficiency, largely because Argrave had sent warning to this encampment ahead of time and all were prepared to move. Though dividing the forces in this unorthodox manner was challenging, Elenore seemed to have a great handle on the camp.

Now, Argrave stood at the top of the hill. Anneliese held her hand out, and a great ball of light appeared from a spell matrix. It danced upward into the night like a star, bathing the battlefield ahead with light. One could barely see the distant storm of basalt coming their way, hiding all within its mass.

Behind, a great many armored infantrymen—numbering perhaps two thousand—crouched behind the hill, taking cover in case their foes had ranged weapons. Galamon headed them, five under him as officers. They seemed uneased just as much by the approaching force as recognition of Argrave. The giant black bear beside Galamon undoubtedly contributed, too.

“People of Vasquer, of Relize…” Argrave called out, then said simply, “Calm your nerves. I intend to make good on my promise to protect you, today. As you support me, so will I lead us to victory.”

He said nothing more, and Argrave wasn’t certain it had the intended effect. Nonetheless, he looked toward Anneliese. With an exchanged nod, the two of them stepped forward toward the black tempest.

As they neared, the steady drumming changed—the tephramancers beat their staves upon the earth faster as though their song of war reached its crescendo. Argrave’s Brumesingers stepped down from their hidden places, their eerie chiming echoing as their warriors of mist mimicking southron elf warriors joined to march by Argrave’s side. As the volcanic storm roared to match the furious rhythmic drums, a horn from far behind echoed across the battlefield.

The tephra cutting through the air writhed, merging and gaining solidity. The war drums of their foes became the sound of a thousand horses running across the plains, and a charge of black lances surged toward them, seeking to break Argrave and Anneliese and all beyond them to begin a momentum that utterly annihilated. The spring grass and the earth beneath it shattered in the wake of the deathly force approaching, gashes marring the earth in their wake. The pair in front held out both of their hands, spells taking shape.

Anneliese advanced at the coming charge, then ducked low and cast her spell. A towering, wide wall of ice erupted, near two feet thick—a simple spell of C-rank. The moment the charge met the wall, the structure splintered, cracked, and broke… yet it did slow what came. And by the time the magic broke past, both Anneliese and Argrave had their next spell ready. With momentum slowed and the heart of the attack closer, they could move forth with power of their own.

“Charge!” Galamon bellowed from behind.

As he did so, their two spells unleashed. Argrave used the B-rank wind spell [Furor], and a howl like a crowd’s rage surged from his hand in the form of an unstoppable gale traveling in a straight, directed line. Anneliese concurrently cast [Rip Current], and twin geysers of water burst free from her hands, gaining in size and swirling to form a cone.

Under the vast pressure from both their spells, the tephramancers’ deadly charge—their favored tactic to begin a battle—halted. The squall of basalt reared back like a panicked horse, its battle of force briefly lost to their spells. Alabaster-skinned warriors, steadfast in their march, briefly appeared in vision. But drum, drum, drum—again the tephramancers beat their staves on the ground, reforming their magic into a deadly force.

But as it was the tribal’s shield, so it could be theirs. Before their tephramancy could be fully realized once again, Argrave and Anneliese stepped forward. They headed into the writhing debris. Anneliese stepped boldly, Argrave cautiously, and before long… the sound of metal boots clanged behind them. Galamon, his officers, and all their knights walked into the darkness of the storm of pyroclastic rock. The squall sheathed them, and they were gone.

Within the storm was vastly different than without it. Here, the deep drums of the tephramancers echoed in such a way to inspire a brash hot-bloodedness unlike anything Argrave had ever experienced before—perhaps this inspiration was a part of their magic. As Argrave entered alongside his men, the tribal warriors rushed to expel them.

The warriors of the hills of Vysenn rushed fiercer than the storm surrounding them. Whether individually or in groups, their steps never faltered. Five rushed Argrave, and the mist warriors of his Brumesingers rose to defend him. The blades of the elven warriors fell upon the tribals… yet their pale skin was as tough as rock, and the tribals did not seem to feel pain. They pushed past the Brumesingers conjurations, rushing at Argrave deliberately. They knew he was a mage.

The great bear from Quadreign barreled into them, casting them to the earth. Galamon and other knights advanced in at that point, contesting the foes. Whether they were stabbed, crippled, or maimed, the tribals did not cease their attacks until their body ceased to function. Their vitality was so overwhelming that, despite the advantage in armor, the knights of Relize were pushed back. It took three of theirs to kill one barbarian.

Argrave noticed the storm above shift slightly and turned his head toward its source. A man with a staff strode toward Argrave, banging his staff against the ground rhythmically. Each time it struck the earth, it sounded as though a bass drum had been struck. As he neared, he raised his staff up, and the tephra gathered into a weightless blade near ten feet long atop his staff. He struck the earth again, and it solidified. By this point, the Brumesingers’ mist guardians rushed at the man. With one too-fast swing, it sheared through all of them.

Argrave had not been idle—as one hand prepared a spell, his enchanted ring quickly brought a ward to defend. The ashen blade cut straight through the golden shield. Argrave narrowly dodged, and the blade cut a foot deep into the earth. The blade began to disperse into dust, yet the man raised and slammed the bottom of his staff on the ground once again to reform the magic. The tephramancer prepared to swing once more, using the tremendous reach of the weightless blade to attack Argrave without much risk.

Realizing his disadvantage, Argrave rushed forward. As the blade came, he finished a spell— [Pavise Gale]. The knight of wind conjured by the spell slammed its giant tower shield into the coming ash blade, shattering it. The tephramancer seemed to feel none of the attack’s force, though was forced a few steps back from the fierce wind generated. He drummed his staff against the ground twice in a steady rhythm. A shield came down to defend him, while an axe head the size of a person formed atop his staff.

Argrave tapped into the barely-refilled reserves of his silver bracer to use blood magic— the C-rank [Putrid Paramerion]. A curved blade of blood filled his empty hand, and he sliced at the black shield without any expertise. It felt like he cut through air… yet when it was done, the shield had been cut in twain. The tephramancer had lost both his staff and his hand. His wrist bled for half a second before stopping, and then he charged Argrave in a reckless tackle. Five swords pierced his body then, wielded by the misty apparitions of the Brumesingers. The man spasmed, then fell. Argrave watched him for half a moment. Even dead, his wrist writhed and healed. Remembering his place, Argrave whirled back to confront whatever came next.

“Argrave!” he barely heard above the din. Anneliese rushed to him, some blood staining her gray duster. “The magic… it pools within me so quickly. It abounds in this storm, bolstering my power every waking second. And with every drum, I can feel them. I was right. I know where the tephramancers are. I can find them,” she said confidently as she removed the Humorless Mask on her face.

Argrave briefly grabbed her wrist, then stared out into the storm beyond. He could hear the drumming, its constancy.

“Then go. When the storm ends… I will be ready,” Argrave shouted grimly.

Anneliese put the Humorless Mask back on, then nodded. “This is my time,” she said simply.

With a final squeeze of his hand, Anneliese turned and rushed into the storm. Her enchanted boots came to life, wind bursting and hastening her advance deeper into the chaos. She headed for the closest drum.

The storm of tephra prevented reckless use of spells. Only powerful B-rank spells could break past it, and even then, Argrave doubted being able to kill their entire force. Argrave’s favored [Electric Eel] and Blessing of Supersession combo would be largely ineffective here, for the lightning constructs would dissipate on contact with the particles in the air. But if the storm were to vanish, if the tephramancers were to fall… Argrave would be free to act recklessly.

And so Anneliese intended to kill each and every one of them to make that happen.


Chapter 46

If Anneliese were to analogize being in the tephramancers’ storm of basalt with Llewellen’s [Life Cycle] empowering her, a perfect example came to mind at once. If she had been walking on the land as a B-rank mage, now she was swimming through a still ocean as a fish might. Up, down, or any direction she pleased—if she made the effort, she could reach it.

With magic pouring into her being faster than she could hope to use it, Anneliese sped alone through the black clouds of tephra. Partially concealed by illusion magic, she used her enchanted boots to propel her advance, heading closer and closer to the pounding boom of the tephramancers striking the earth. Her heart beat with their primal rhythms, stoking her boldness further and further like a flame in a dry forest. Anneliese prided herself for remaining calm, but that had no place here.

What few tribals blocked Anneliese’s advance she broke with a relentless barrage of magic. The tribal’s steel sang in tandem with their cries of war, cutting, stabbing, and gouging… but none met their mark. She danced beyond their range, employing illusion magic to further confuse them, then sent cold blades of her own. The Veidimen were born in the ice, and the sheer cold of her people’s ancestral magic sent them to an unmarked grave with frozen soil.

When Anneliese’s spells met flesh, she felt her magic flourish like a cut stem budding another a thousand times over. Their death fueled her life. Her focus was sharp enough that nothing seemed to escape her notice—not a soul came near to harming her. Such a thing was only possible because of her complete mobility in the confusion of the storm.

Her unrelenting advance toward the drumming led her to its first source. The woman readied for Anneliese the moment she was spotted, and her staff banged against the earth. Anneliese sent a spear of ice at her foe the moment she was able, yet a basalt shield rose to defend. The spear pierced it… and the ash degraded, the magic keeping it solid now sapped away by Anneliese’s spell.

Anneliese continued her unrelenting assault, sending wind, fire, and ice in waves at her foe who defended with that unyielding tephramancy booming against the earth. What magic she called forth was soon replaced. This is how Argrave feels, Anneliese realized, recalling well his state of destructive focus when he used his Blessing of Supersession. It feels as though the strength of the world is at my back, making all bend before me.

Eventually, the enemy slipped, and Anneliese finished the tephramancer with the B-rank [Glacier’s Garrote]. Innumerable knives of ice bound in a chain sprung from Anneliese’s hand and wrapped around the caster, then squeezed inward until she was pierced a hundred times over. The moment she died, the storm waned slightly, and Anneliese felt the ambient magic dim slightly.

The roar of a crowd alerted her to foes coming. She turned and cast [Icebound Twinblades] without a moment’s thought. Two ice arms bearing blades as tall as a person appeared, then spun in a deadly whirlwind that cut through them all with ease. What few that did not lie dead fled immediately back to where the storm was denser.

Anneliese continued onward without a beat for rest, hunting the next with the same reckless abandon. Cutting through dozens more and routing twice as many, she found the next. This one’s defense was a little weaker. As their number faded, so too did their power wane. She sent the cold ice of her ancestors, the roaring fire, the howling wind… and froze them, burnt them, cut them. Her adept maneuvering and skillful illusions ensured her safety—a costly feat of magic sustainable only because of the great wealth of ambient magic spawned by this tephramantic storm.

As Anneliese’s hunt continued, her foes grew ready for her assaults. They resisted Anneliese, trying strategies against her. Two tephramancers grouped, their song of war beating in tandem as they used the tephra to kill her. Yet for every blade they sent at her, Anneliese could return one of her own. The warriors threw their weapons or tried to surround her. Every one of them only met their end, replenishing her fluctuating magic.

The dancer, they called her in fear. The Stormdancer. The title came from foe and friend alike, both witness to her feats all the same.

The tephramancers and their beating staves dimmed in numbers again and again and again… yet as the tephramancy waned, so too did the surge of magic pouring into Anneliese. She fought weaker foes with feebler defenses, yet she herself was weakened in kind.

It mattered not. Their great booming magic was three, and still she hunted. The battles began to blend together in her head. She sent an illusionary form of herself toward her foe, then stole around from the back and ended him with a spike of ice through the head. When he met the ground, dead, they were two. The twisting blackness shrouding all vision faded, and Anneliese already moved toward her second to last quarry.

The next attacked her with weak, rapid attacks aggressively, slamming his staff upon the ground in a desperate march of fear. She blocked patiently, receiving the now-weak blows with lesser wards. Each time the ward was hit, her magic was replenished. She caught a gap in his rhythm, then struck him down with the B-rank lightning spell [Cloudborn Chain]. Then, the drums were one.

The tephramancy began to die, the writhing mass unable to persist from the magic of one man. It shrunk in size, focusing around the last drumming tephramancer in the far distance. With it shrinking so, all around were revealed—hundreds of tribesmen and knights locked in combat. They saw her standing alone, and she turned her head waiting to see which came… but none approached.

Soon enough, even the last beat faltered. When the curtain of basalt fell to the earth, its power gone, it revealed the one beyond. A man leaned on his staff, staring at the scene with wide eyes. The barbarians of Vysenn fell into disarray with their song of war gone. Basalt fragments fell to the earth, blanketing the ground until nothing below was visible.

To take the place of their foe’s song… the first crackle of electricity echoed out, followed by a scream of pain. Anneliese, unharried, looked to the distance. Sparking constructs rose to the night sky, replacing the storm lost with another. There, it was another’s time. It was Argrave’s time.

***

The barbarians of Vysenn were only human.

It had been difficult to remember that fact earlier. Their skin looked glossy and hard, truly like alabaster. They didn’t flinch at losing limbs, and they were so unrelenting in their assault as to appear inhuman. Their strength was difficult to contest, and doubly so with their blood pumping hot from the tephramancy whirling about.

“Fall back!” Galamon shouted, his voice so loud as to cut past all the noise Argrave made. “Everyone, fall back!”

With their commander’s words, the men obeyed in mute shock, pliable in wake of the sudden end of the storm. The barbarians of Vysenn had charged toward their line relentlessly. But now, Argrave advanced into them, the Blessing of Supersession fueling his frenzy. And as they bled, burned, screamed, and fled, their humanity was abundantly clear.

Argrave called his strategy ‘sword and shield.’ His right hand—and Garm’s eyes, when needed—were his shield, blasting away all that came near with powerful magic. His left hand conjured [Electric Eels]. The constructs of electricity would attack whatever he willed. And in the black field of basalt fragments before him, targets were plentiful.

Their party had faced foes with an overwhelming advantage in power before. But humans thrived using tools, cunning, and intelligence despite relative weakness. Hunters of the past took down even mammoths with smart strategies on Earth. With the barbarians’ tool broken, their strategy cast to the wind, and their plan dismantled… the human weakness was plain to see.

Argrave wrought great destruction upon the battlefield, warding away the darkness of the night with fire and lightning. He used the knowledge they intended to kill those that would fight for him as fuel for his advance. If they had succeeded… Elenore, Durran, all of them would be dead. And that was a fine fuel for the fire he needed. The men tried to resist him, but it was like trying to extinguish a bonfire by blowing on it or plugging a hole in a dam with their arm. Soon enough, they realized that the man that came to slaughter would not stop.

The fear of one tribal became the fear of two. As two ran, four joined them. With four, the barbarians had social proof retreat was the best option. And like this, the force that had battered against theirs so relentlessly turned and ran back for the hills, blindly stumbling in the dark. But Argrave did not give them an easy escape. If the tables had been turned, the barbarians would give no mercy.

Soon enough, Argrave was alone in a field of basalt and bodies, steadily fueling the giant star of lightning above him as the last surviving barbarians fled, broken. The Blessing of Supersession died, and Argrave ceased adding to the mass of magic above. He looked up, bearing witness to the gargantuan ball of electricity, hundreds of eels swimming in and around each other. It looked like a second moon in the sky. Then, he looked down, searching for someone.

Argrave found Anneliese quickly enough, standing tall and somber just as he was. He walked to her, bathed in the blue light of his magic above.

“Anne,” he said simply, touching her shoulder.

She looked at him, saying nothing.

There was a shared camaraderie in their gazes. Neither spoke, nor wanted to speak. They turned back and walked toward the line of infantrymen. The countless infantrymen stared at him… but far more stared at the great mass of electricity far above him. The bear roared at it as though it was a moon.

“People,” Argrave called out, staring out beyond where torchlight persisted. He could hear the song of war repeated there, though played in a different pitch. Elenore would be commanding the front there. And from their position, he could tell they were losing. “We cannot rest just yet. Your brothers and sisters fight against other foes.” Argrave stepped ahead of them. “Our duty is not done yet. Follow!”

Argrave’s feet felt like stone… but still he moved, striding to fulfill the pledge he made to lead them as their king. His most trusted allies joined beside him, and just behind came their troops.


Chapter 47

On the front opposite the barbarians, the battle was pitched to the point of hopelessness. The army of Relizeans outnumbered their foes, true enough… but the garrison in Castle Cookpot had one advantage over them: spellcasters. They were not of grandiose rank or stature, but they had many. That, alone, was enough.

The crossbowmen, numbering near four thousand, were largely invalidated by the presence of mages. Wind elemental magic, wards… their bolts were deflected or neutralized with ease, and the marksmen had no such defense to the retaliation that came. They had slaughtered the bandits and minor lords upon their march here, yet now true resistance came harder than they could handle.

This was in large part due to the constant skirmishes from the Unhanded Coalition. Though small in number, they were fierce, quick to move, and nigh impossible to punish. They used the hills and nearby forests to their advantage. They set fires, traps, and all manner of deterrents.

What few spellcasters were in the Relizean army were heavily pressed to defend, and from their results, they were found wanting. The lightly-armored infantrymen, though well-trained and capable of holding their own, could not achieve a decisive victory over the army as they had in the past. And without decisive victory, thousands could die—deaths Argrave’s faction could not afford to take. Even if victory came, their grip over Atrus would be weak, and the other forces in the war would decide the terms, not them.

Elenore knew all of this to be true before the battle began. She could not see the field of battle, but her knowledge of the opposing force was deep. In her time as the Bat, she came to believe a good business mind knows what it can and cannot handle, and tackles what it can do while avoiding what it cannot. She believed long-term success relied not so much on relentless opportunism as it did avoiding folly. And engaging with these foes? It was folly.

Argrave wished for her to stall for time, awaiting the arrival of the spellcasters he’d brought from the far north. But whether they fought the foes or ran from them, time flowed the same.

So Elenore ordered again and again simply this: fall back. Abandon the tents, the supplies, the encampment. Abandon the soil they had laid claim to, abandon the siege. It was an order not many commanders would be willing to give. But Elenore did not consider herself a commander.

This plan of hers… it was a simple one, but Elenore was not certain she would have been able to make it a few months ago. After all, it relied too much on someone else. It placed her future in the hands of another, trusting Argrave and his coterie would handle things and come to help. Yet strangely… she was never once nervous.

Elenore noticed the situation changed not from seeing what was coming, but from perceiving the change in the men around her. They told her what they saw: a writhing star of electricity took shape in the sky, like a great beacon for the weary retreaters. She could not witness it, but she felt the hopelessness and despair from the forced march veritably melt away as people recognized what came to their aid. The rumors of their king and his legion of ghostly snakes were reborn anew, excited to explain what they saw. She heard the morale rising from the depths as men called out in relief… and knew, then, that their king marched to defend.

Elenore saw nothing, but she remembered well her brother’s figure. Argrave’s steps were not certain, nor confident, nor indefatigable. Indeed, he had a rather unremarkable air. But he always took those steps, moving from place to place to fulfill pledges he had made. And to his army, taking the steps was all that mattered in that moment.

A vision took form in Elenore’s mind to substitute her lack of sight. It was as though a great giant had come to the head of their army, wielding a torch to ward away the monsters biting from the dark. Argrave’s legion of ghostly snakes—electric eels, Elenore knew—was his torch. Try as they might to advance, none of the beasts wished to throw themselves upon the sword.

Elenore knew, then, the fortunes of war had reversed. And she was certain it was just the beginning.

***

Durran stood with his hand held to a railing, staring out into the darkness of the night. He was atop one of two towers far before Castle Cookpot. These places had tunnels heading all the way through the mountain—impregnable from the front, but wide open in the back. Durran had forced his way through the tunnels, seeking to force out the residents of the tower. Six royal guards came with him. The other six went with Melanie, seizing the other tower. The resistance was startlingly frail, and Durran realized only once they occupied this place that it was because the defenders had sallied out.

“You’re seeing this?” Durran turned his head. “That’s your king’s work, you know.”

The royal guards stood one and all, watching the battlefield transfixed. Ruleo, captive and bound, desperately craned to see without success. King Argrave, together with Anneliese, slowed the advance of an army of thousands. But Durran was far more interested in another spectacle beginning opposite the king. There, distant spell light flickered through the dark night, barely perceptible beyond the veil of an illusion. He furrowed his brows.

It seemed a force of a few hundred came. Were they friend, or foe?

***

“For Quadreign!” Vasilisa shouted.

Her war cry was the signal to a devastating onslaught. Magic burst from the fingers of eager hunters, tearing through the unsuspecting enemy force with a terrifying boom that heralded their allegiance. Fire, frost, lightning, wind, water, blood… it fell upon their foes in droves, as though all the resentment in their night march poured forth as a wave of mystical destruction.

The sudden arrival of rampant devastation from the rear sent panic through ally and enemy alike. The earth shattered, the wind howled, and the trodden grass became alight with fire and sparks. No matter the method, the outcome was the same: unrelenting defeat for Argrave’s enemies.

In the span of minutes, what had been a pursuit of fleeing foes turned into a desperate defense. The spellcasters grappling with Argrave’s legion of ghostly snakes attempted to head to the back to offer resistance, but in quantity and quality both, they were overwhelmed at once. Commanders on the enemy’s side blew horns calling for retreat. As though attempting to drown it out, a far greater noise split the air—though horns all the same, they came from Argrave’s army. And they signaled a unanimous charge.

Their enemies were hounded on one side by magic users bringing the cold resentment of the north. Concurrently, when the Relizeans were given leave to charge, they drove into their opposition with bloody vengeance in mind. And trapped between these two… the outcome for the Unhanded Coalition and Castle Cookpot’s garrison was inevitable.

Complete defeat.

The last bastion of resistance in Atrus, its every advantage torn away, shattered. They had overextended far beyond their fortress. Retreat was no longer an option at their disposal. The force of soldiers and spellcasters came together like a hammer upon an anvil, crushing what lay between without mercy.

When that deed was done, they rallied, merging into a cohesive if disorganized force and advancing forward to Castle Cookpot. The two towers—once formidable bastions for archers to fire upon them—already bore the sun-and-snake heraldry of Argrave’s house, and the gates to the towers rose to receive them.

Their force soon reached the main castle. Argrave prepared to deliver the command to attack… and yet before the words could leave his lips, the gate rose. The flags atop the parapets sunk, lowered. In their place was a clean white flag, showing total surrender.

And so… their force advanced. It was a cautious push at first, but as they saw their foes laying down their weapons, the men cheered and celebrated. These remaining few that had the sense to yield were taken prisoner, hauled off to their own dungeons in a matter of minutes.

“People!” Argrave shouted, his voice loud and booming. He had come to stand atop the battlements, overlooking the great many of his soldiers in the castle’s courtyard. Everyone paid attention to him, and cheered when they saw who it was. Some—the spellcasters in Quadreign—recognized the man, though were puzzled by his reception. Soon, the images of Silvaden and King Argrave overlapped.

A commander handed Argrave his horn, and he blew it. A silence set over the crowd, waiting for his words.

“All of you… I am proud to have fought beside you in battle,” the king declared. “This was our greatest test yet, but you have endured many more before this. We fight to secure a future far better than that which we experience now. I will live or die amongst you all to fulfill my pledge to lay down the prosperity we deserve!”

The cheers were so deafening that even the king took a cautious step back from atop the battlements.

“For now, celebrate!” His voice rose again. “Let us enjoy well the fine foods stocked in this castle!”

Their voices came again, louder yet. Their fervor had never been higher than in that moment. The men had been doubtful of their king while marching through the taiga. The easy spoils had contented them, but there was a fire in their hearts that died by the day during this stalemate. Yet then, in the hour of their need, the king himself took the field, moving from front to front in avid defense of his people. And so that flame of loyalty burnt the brightest yet.

***

“You certainly know how to create a spectacle,” Elenore said to Argrave, standing at the doorway. She stepped within and shut the door.

They stood in a spacious room—the previous commander’s quarters. Anneliese picked up a candlestick that had been tossed to the ground, where two uneaten yet decadent meals sat cold on a table nearby.

“Just seized the moment,” Argrave dismissed, pacing about the room and examining things. “And there’s more of that to do. I had planned on being diplomatic with the barbarians… but now, I think we have an excuse to be more forceful. If we march into Vysenn with righteous anger, they’ll have to abate our wrath. Doubtless rumors of that tribe’s demise will spread rapidly. I was upset at letting some escape, but now I think it’ll come in handy.”

“On that point… rumors already are spreading everywhere,” Elenore continued. “Of you. The king who headed to the far north, disguised. The king who brought all of Quadreign under his heel. The king who arrived like a guardian angel at the last possible moment.” She pointed at Anneliese. “They speak of her, too. The Stormdancer, hunting hundreds through the basalt storm like a demon. Defending her king from assault as he held back thousands of troops.” She shook her head. “It’s sickeningly positive. You have a cult on your hands, I’m afraid.”

“They should be singing your praises,” Argrave dismissed, uncomfortable with this whole debacle. He pulled off his silver bracer that drew his blood and set it on a dresser. “You did all the hard work. I really just swung by and stole your glory.”

“True.” Elenore nodded without argument.

Argrave laughed. “Ah… I missed you, I hope you know.”

Elenore fidgeted in hesitation, then decisively stepped forward and hugged him. “Well, you can stop doing that now.”

Argrave said nothing, holding her for a moment. Then, she pulled away.

“I regret that,” she admitted. “You should wash.”

“Thank you. Very touching reunion,” he said wryly, unable to muster indignation.

“Rest, now. I am going to go find Durran, get caught up on the last of things. On top of that, we have to prepare to consolidate the rest of Atrus. Given your display here, I believe the whole of them will be willing and able to surrender in an orderly fashion.” Her eyeless sockets rested upon him. “You look liable to faint from exhaustion, so I will leave you be. For now.”

Argrave rubbed at his face. “Long day.” As he spoke, Anneliese walked up to him, resting her head upon his chest tiredly. Whether it was to seek or offer comfort, he didn’t know or care—he embraced her all the same, glad to put the battle behind him. They had much to talk about, but sleep awaited them both.

“Then, rest well.” Elenore dipped her head, perhaps seeing their embrace as her cue to leave.

As Elenore turned to walk away, Argrave called out, “Elenore.” She turned around, waiting for his next words. “I want you to come with me to Vysenn, tomorrow. Durran, too. And when we leave… you’ll be able to see across the verdant hills with your own two eyes and feel the grass beneath your own two feet. I promise you that.”

Elenore inhaled deeply. “I… see.”

“So you should rest well, too,” he told her, staring at her squarely.

The princess stood there for a few moments, doing nothing. With a nod, she swallowed and stepped out of the room somewhat clumsily.


Chapter 48

“We cannot afford to make this a long journey,” Elenore informed Argrave as she slipped on some heavy gloves suited for travel. “Given the recent influx of spellcasters you brought, we have no excuses to languish within this fortress. Any wounds have been healed by magic, any supplies lost have been regained from the larder here, and we sit at the precipice of total consolidation of all the north. The officers and patricians beneath us are eager to move. They salivate like bears who happened across a beehive without bees.”

Argrave, Anneliese, Galamon, and Elenore stood atop the battlements of the fortress. There was a rather peculiar difference in what Argrave saw—he witnessed a lot more of his personal heraldry everywhere, the sun-and-snake. Before, it had been wielded as a force of necessity—the soldiers needed a banner. Now, in but a night, many wore it proudly. Argrave had mixed feelings about this.

“Is two days fine?” Argrave asked her, turning his head.

The princess paused, deliberating. “I… It will be difficult. And you have plenty of matters to settle today.”

“Do you really need me to settle anything? Seem to have done fine, and I liked my absence more than I care to admit.” Argrave looked about.

“Now that people have seen you, I can hardly provide the same excuses I have,” Elenore reminded him. “And… Durran told me he captured someone. Ruleo,” she said gravely. “Durran can tell you details, but… the man seems to have gained an inkling of Gerechtigkeit. Their expedition narrowly averted a disaster with undead created by the Order of the Rose. I think it best you decide his fate.”

Argrave took a deep breath and exhaled. “…Let him wait,” he decided. “Keep him prisoner.”

Elenore narrowed her eyes. “So he can break out and cause us problems again? The man is nothing if not resourceful. Procrastinating with prisoners because of the headache-inducing moral quandaries generally leads to poor outcomes. Kill him, spare him… best to decide now.”

Argrave was unpersuaded and opened his mouth to disclose so.

“Your Majesty!” someone called out cheerily, and Argrave turned his head. Durran walked toward them, arms outstretched.

Argrave smirked and stepped to greet him. Galamon and Anneliese came along as well.

“Look at you, gray eyes once again,” the former tribal greeted him. “Anneliese… looking healthy. And Galamon…” He searched for the words.

“Looking mortal,” Argrave finished.

Durran narrowed his eyes, then widened them. “Well, is that right? I was a bit worried about getting these fingers of mine back… but I feel a little better about my chances, now. Show me your teeth, maybe?”

Galamon stared without movement.

Argrave gestured toward the encampment below. “We can do all the catching-up on the road. For now, there are a few things to put in order, and then we have to head out.” He looked to Anneliese. “One thing in particular deserves your attention.”

“We got you something.” Anneliese smiled at Durran.

“A souvenir?” Durran looked genuinely surprised.

“Come on. Let’s get ready to move.” Argrave beckoned with his hand as he set into motion.

***

The affairs in the camp were not so many. Argrave got Svetlana and Ganbaatar settled in, coordinated things with the current army and the new arrival from Quadreign, and affirmed a few promises made by Elenore to skittish patricians or their subordinates. He also announced two days of rest for the soldiers, while diplomats were dispatched to those beyond the valley requesting surrender from all remaining lords. These diplomats brought prisoners with them—they were to spread the story of Argrave’s one-sided victory to any… undecided parties. The other prisoner—Ruleo—would remain in captivity. Melanie was assigned to guard him for their absence of two days, and all had ample confidence in her.

Durran finally got his gift—the great bear from Quadreign. He’d learned the proper druidic spell to bind its soul to his, and did so eagerly. The thing was giant, fierce, and imbued with power beyond even its formidable size. Anneliese told Argrave that Galamon was envious of Durran, bogglingly enough. Argrave was right—his old elven friend was a bear person.

A little before midday, they set out to Vysenn with a sizeable escort. Including two A-rank mages Anneliese deemed suitably loyal, Argrave was reunited with his royal guard.

“Sometime soon… I intend to test your progress,” Galamon said to the guard as they marched for the distant cinder cone.

The guards seemed chilled by this notion. Durran, riding atop his new bond, spoke in their defense. “They really held their own. Held out against hordes of the undead without losing a man, then still had the mental and physical wherewithal to charge into a fortified structure while towing along a prisoner.”

Galamon nodded, and then they continued their walk. Elenore rode with Durran, Argrave and Anneliese walked side-by-side, and the knight-commander guarded them diligently with the knights and A-rank spellcasters under his command. He resumed his position as though he’d never left it.

Argrave relaxed, for he roughly knew the plan heading into Vysenn—bluster, make demands, seek retribution. All the tribes would be on high alert, and none would be eager to defy Argrave or the one at his side.

“We finally have a moment to talk.” Argrave looked to Anneliese.

She looked a little more tired than normal, and the events of yesterday still showed on her. Then again, Argrave surely looked much the same. A battle like that didn’t fade from the memory in a day or two. Argrave wasn’t entirely sure the adrenaline was all gone.

“A moment seems insufficient.” She looked back at him, then minded the path ahead once again lest she fall. “I wish I had two mouths… and you four ears.”

“Without an extra brain for each, seems pointless,” he responded dryly.

A small smile weighed down by the lingering somberness of yesterday rose to her face. “It is well enough. Some things… I do not care to discuss them publicly,” she said. Argrave was about to ask what she meant, but she continued quickly, “[Life Cycle] is not as you remember it, Argrave. It is much more.”

Argrave raised a brow. “Meaning?”

“As you say, touching people, or ambient spells, does gift me their magic.” She nodded, pausing to step up a steep incline. “My spells, too, sap magic from the targets they hit. But it is more than that. My wards replenish my magic when struck by spells. In turn, what wards—indeed, any spells—I strike are similarly fractionally absorbed.”

He blinked, the various uses for that running into his head. “That’s—”

“Tremendously empowering,” Anneliese finished for him. “Llewellen said I would become the first among equals. I think he undersold it.” She raised her hand up, moving her fingers about. “I feel as though my natural magic regeneration has improved. On top of that…” She put her hand on his arm. “You radiate magic more than most.”

“If it’s you, I’m an all-you-can-eat buffet whenever you want.” He looked at her. “But you don’t sound happy to me.”

“Stormdancer, they called me,” Anneliese said, looking off to the landscape ahead. She paused and looked back, where a vast field had been covered with basalt particles and traces of battle by magic. Bodies lay crated in it everywhere. It looked like a pocket of hell placed on earth. “I want you to tell me of Gerechtigkeit again, please. I think I need… a reminder. Of why this is the right thing.”

Argrave watched the scene, same as her. “Certainly.” In his peripheries, he saw Durran and Elenore chatting. Their conversation looked somewhat lively.

“…A greater asset than I thought,” Durran told Elenore, the two of them riding on his bear. “I thought she was a waste of money. I told her as much. But… Melanie’s not so bad,” he admitted. “I kind of like the shameless greed. So long as she’s in the right position, I think she could be a big boon.”

Elenore’s face grew stern from her spot behind Durran. “Time and time again, you think I make bad judgements. Asking Vasilisa to protect us. Having Melanie accompany you. I picked both for a reason, and both have proven their capability.”

“When did I say you make bad judgements?” Durran looked back briefly. He looked somewhat miffed for a few seconds, then his face broke and he chuckled. “Oh. I know that face.”

“And I know when someone is going to make a snide comment,” she said with a sigh.

“You’re nervous,” Durran pinpointed. “The idea of getting your sight back has really rattled you, huh?”

At the unexpected accusation, Elenore’s poor mood was somewhat disarmed. She said nothing as they rode onwards for a little while.

“Should I feel as though I’m putting a bandage around a bad cut?” she said indignantly. “This deserves anxiety.”

“Who’s snide now?” Durran pointed out. “Listen…” He turned his body around until he faced her, letting the bear lead without his guidance. “Something I learned going with Argrave. You can ask him questions to help refine his ideas… but he’s usually right about things. Just follow along, you’ll be fine.”

Elenore furrowed her brows, not fully content with that advice.

“And by the way…” Durran lowered his head. “I follow the same exact principle with you, more or less. I throw questions your way, help you refine your ideas… but generally, you’re always right.” He reached out and put a hand on her shoulder, consoling.

Elenore did look a little better. Then, she squeaked and shifted forward rapidly, headbutting Durran in the chest in panic. The bear paused and tilted its head back. She reached into the back of her tunic, retrieving an ice cube that Durran had planted. She berated him, calling him childish as he laughed.

***

Once they crossed a certain point into Vysenn, their leisurely approach could remain so for no longer. Argrave put everyone on alert, while Anneliese scouted ahead for the alabaster-skinned tribals making their home in the base of the volcano. As expected, all were on high alert, anticipating retaliation.

Rather than mindlessly rush into the hills and wait for an ambush to find them, Argrave allowed Anneliese to search out a secluded and small party unaffiliated with those they’d dealt with yesterday. It was a trying task—Anneliese had to describe the tattoos, and from that Argrave had to extrapolate allegiance. He only remembered a few distinct markings, so it took quite a while to find proper candidates.

In the end, they did find a group that might help. And rather than be ambushed… they ambushed them, stealing upon them from a high vantage point. Argrave hung just before the top of the hill, Anneliese beside him. They exchanged a nod, and then stood to walk over the hill.

“Hello there,” Argrave greeted, causing an immediate reaction of fear among the five below. “I think it’s time for amends. And I think all of you are going to make that happen.”


Chapter 49

A small party of four navigated across a treacherous and narrow valley road where rockslides seemed liable to happen at any point. Their feet crunched when they fell upon the loose basalt fragments beneath. They had the inhuman, alabaster-like skin of the people native to Vysenn. Their wizened yet large leader bore a staff which he leaned upon heavily to walk. Most of his body was exposed to the elements, though not indecently so. His red tattoos were densely packed as to give the impression he was wrapped in something.

The narrow pathway did eventually open up. An austere temple was the first thing to greet them. The structure was made of polished volcanic rock and made to seem a natural fixture to the mountain. The volcanic gases expelled from most of the earth had been pathed through loose stone bricks so as to grandiosely shroud some of the building. The three escorting the old man looked up in wonder, yet he led on without sparing a glance, like he’d seen it all before.

Inside, the old man’s staff echoed through the halls, and they all walked in silence through the dark and poorly lit halls of the temple. The walk was quite a long one, and as it carried on, the man leaned on his staff more and more. In time, a brighter light emanated from ahead, and a wave of heat assaulted the four of them. It was powerful enough that it seemed to distort the air. The three escorts paused before entering, kneeling down and placing their heads upon the ground.

The room ahead was known as the heart chamber. It was a place of worship where only tribal chieftains could enter without special exception. The heart chamber was carved from the earth, fashioned into a crude circle. There was a large ring that acted both as railing and a table. It blocked any from falling into the titanic, uneven hole bubbling with magma far below.

The old tribal chief looked about, witnessing all present. There were many other chieftains here, but none so old as he. They sweated from the all-consuming heat of the heart chamber… but not all of their sweat seemed to come from that, he thought. There was nervousness and fear in the air. His eyes fell upon a young boy, who had the least tattoos of all present. He looked hollow and shaken.

“Why are you here, boy?” the old chieftain asked before any words were exchanged. “Where is the Blackweb?”

Another man stepped in, almost shielding the young one with his staff. “The Blackweb died, Firevein. The boy has abandoned his old name and taken his father’s position, now.”

The Firevein narrowed his eyes. “The next Blackweb was not so young.”

“They all died,” the other continued. “He’s the oldest male of his bloodline.”

The Firevein clenched his staff a little tighter. “He cannot even wield a weapon…” He sighed and stepped inward. “And we must deal with the Webspinners’ folly? Ridiculous! They deserved what they got. Their tribe is dead, scattered to the wind, to be absorbed by the others.”

“But we have to deal with the repercussions,” another called out from across the gaping pit of fire between them.

“And why?” the Firevein rebutted.

“Because when disease infects one member of the family, the rest are sure to grow ill. We may blame the sick for their weakness, yet the disease must be dealt with all the same,” he said proverbially, leaning onto the table until the light from the magma illuminated his blue eyes. His tattoos were white, and so provided a very peculiar effect upon his already-pale skin that made it seem textured. “The chief of the green lands beyond has come seeking retribution. His spirits claimed hundreds of the Webspinners, and he brought with him the one who hunted their tephramancers—the Stormdancer.” He stepped back and slammed his staff upon the earth. “Gather, everyone, and let us discuss.”

Everyone focused and shifted closer to the table with light, uncertain steps. The Webspinners had been among the strongest of the tribes in the region. Despite this, their numbers had been culled until they were the weakest overnight. All survivors of the battle in the green lands spoke of the Stormdancer. Equally pervasive was the one who’d slain them after with all the rage of nature, yet he had not been given a name.

“Their leader is the one who called the spirits?” another chief asked.

“What does it matter?” The Firevein waved his hands. He had a grudge with the blue-eyed chief, the current Snowrock, who’d spoken and did not care to see his point taken so seriously.

“History rhymes,” the Snowrock said simply. “What happened before can happen again… on a grander scale.”

“Can two alone repeat such results indefinitely?” The Firevein scoffed. “Then why have the green landers not conquered the world by now?”

“They hold all we know, except Vysenn,” the blue-eyed chief rebutted. “Do you care to see that change, Firevein?”

The two stared fiercely at each other. Before they came to blows, someone with off-yellow tattoos stepped in front of the Firevein, breaking his gaze. “Come. Cease this bickering. The chief of the green lands has come seeking amends for the intrusion upon his lands. Unless others have alternatives… we approach this chief and see what he wants, or we prepare to fight.”

The Firevein looked off to the side, and the heart chamber settled into silence.

The new speaker stepped around the table. “Those in favor of repelling him, say aye.”

None spoke in favor.

“Then we have our decision.” The Snowrock leaned away from the table. “All that remains is picking who goes.”

With this, a great deal of debate erupted. All seemed to loathe the idea of this duty, but concurrently all realized its importance. In the end, the heads of the most prominent and ambitious tribes elected to go, if only so that they would be able to influence the outcome of things.

“The Snowrock of the Snowfalls, the Firevein of the Flames, and the Tender of the Grasses,” the final decision was repeated.

“I have something to say.” The new Blackweb stepped to the table. The young boy spoke words that sounded rehearsed. “In order to stay the wrath of Vysenn, and to combat the misery my tribe has brought upon our people…” He stepped up to the ringed table, then climbed atop it. “I would feed the earth.”

A mixed reaction spread in the room. The Firevein nodded in approval, while the Snowrock looked greatly discomforted by this fact.

“What?” the Snowrock asked incredulously. “Boy… step away from the heart. Would those you’ve left behind want that for you?”

“He is no boy,” the Firevein interrupted. “He is a chief and has a duty to this land and its people!” He pointed his staff. “A chief whose tribe is dead, at that. The best he can do is offer repayment to those his forefathers wronged. We must do penance—so should he. If he can calm the earth and appease the gods beneath, that would be the greatest service. Am I wrong?”

“…That is your right as a chief,” the Snowrock hesitantly admitted.

The last bit of life drained from the current Blackweb’s youthful face. The Firevein lifted his staff up and drummed it upon the earth. In time, all gathered in a rough ring around the pit in the earth, striking their staves upon the ground. The boy stepped up to the pit, nervous and shaking. The ground beneath him seemed to rattle.

And then… he stepped in.

***

The party of three chieftains stepped over the hills and laid eyes upon the waiting green landers. Prudently, they had chosen to meet outside of Vysenn. Things might have gone differently had these outlanders recklessly gone into the tribes’ heartlands.

Snowrock’s chest became aflame with nervousness when he set eyes upon their party, and he breathed deeply to calm himself. Barring the guards armored in metal, the people there were more than what was described. Tall, formidable, and calm; that was the impression they exuded.

“Swallow your pride,” the Tender, chieftain of the Grasses, reminded them. Unlike most of their brethren, he did not bother with tattoos and kept his hair long. “Standing can be regained, but death is forever. I don’t want either of you doing something foolish because you can’t bear to lower yourself before a rival.”

The Snowrock and the Firevein looked at the strange chief, then nodded their heads in turn. And then, they stepped out across the grassy hills on the edge of Vysenn… moving headlong toward their fears.

“We greet the chieftain of the green lands,” the Snowrock said, coming to one knee. He saw no point in putting on airs, and did not trust the Firevein to do the same—so long as he offered obeisance, so too would the others.

The other two returned the greeting in much the same fashion. The Snowrock dared a glance at them. The Stormdancer was incredibly tall, and the chieftain even more so. His hair was like the black glass formed from the volcano. He had eyes gray as stone… and they jumped between the three of them casually like they were animals that had strayed upon his path.

“You intruded upon my lands,” he began in a clear, somber voice. “You sought to kill my people. You collaborated with rebels.”

“Chieftain—”

“You will call him Your Majesty,” a titan armored in steel declared, guttural voice more terrifying than the rumbling of the volcano.

“Your Majesty.” The Tender lowered his head obediently, bowing until his hands needed to support his weight. “Please. One of our tribes acted alone. We ask for merc—”

“You deflect blame?” the Stormdancer asked.

The atmosphere grew tense. “No, we…!” the Firevein tried to explain indignantly.

“I don’t care to hear explanations. The people that assaulted us came from this land.” The chieftain of the green lands pointed beyond. “The Snowfalls, the Flames, the Grasses, the Waterfallen, the Mistwalkers… I’ve known of your people. But your lands are useless to me, and so I have left you be,” he declared coldly. “But you spilled the blood of mine. And that has drawn my interests.”

If things had been tense moments ago, they were suffocating now. All waited as though a guillotine hung over their head.

“But death begets death. If you pay just recompense… we can end the cycle before it concludes your people’s history,” he said confidently.

“…What could one so mighty want from us?” the Firevein questioned bitterly.

“Your livestock.” The chieftain of the green lands held his hand out. “The salamanders you rear. The secret to your resilience.”

The Snowrock lifted his bowed head up in shock.

“You ask…!” the Firevein began loudly, but lowered his voice when Galamon took a step nearer. “We live on these lands because of those creatures… Your Majesty. If we give them up…”

“I don’t ask for them all,” the chieftain of the green lands said in annoyance. “Just recompense, I said. And I meant just.”

“And if we refuse?” the Firevein said. The Snowrock looked at him furiously, but he understood the man’s position—the bulk of the salamander herds were kept by the Flames, after all, so this request impacted him the most.

The chieftain of the green lands looked back to two rather inconspicuously dressed people. They held their hands out, and a great ripple of teal spread out from their bodies. Something incomprehensible danced in their palms.

And then… a giant blade of compressed wind formed in the sky on either side. They reeled back, their points barely meeting. Then, they swung. A powerful gale shook the earth. Their twin blades tore through a hillside each… and cut through it cleanly, leaving a flat stretch of earth that quickly crumbled into a more natural shape as the now-dislodged earth slid in a dangerous landslide.

“I’ll flatten these hills,” the king turned back and declared before the winds and tumbling rock had settled. “You can pay a few pounds of flesh… or a river of blood. It’ll be more difficult, but I can get what I want regardless.”

The chieftains were deeply rattled, and the Tender even fell to his knees in shock. That damage… they could achieve it, perhaps. And by ‘they,’ the Snowrock meant all of his people, all of his tephramancers working in tandem. This man had achieved that with two.

“It shall be done, Your Majesty.” The Tender lowered his head. The Snowrock was soon to follow. And lastly, gritting his teeth… the Firevein bent the knee, too.

“Excellent,” His Majesty declared happily.


Chapter 50

Argrave eyed a wriggling bag made of poor cloth handled by one of the men of the tribes of Vysenn. Some animal lovers would undoubtedly take umbrage with the treatment of the amphibians, suggesting that they would be traumatized being transported in such a manner.

“Your Majesty… what are your plans for these creatures?” the Firevein, standing off nearby, questioned as he looked into the distant land of greenery where the spring taiga reigned. “Do you intend to raise them?”

Argrave looked to him. “It would be hard to prepare an environment for them. They live in heat and need volcanic gases to get proper nutrients, something that I lack on both fronts. I might sustain them for a time, but I cannot keep them.”

“What of the crystals?” Anneliese suggested. When Argrave furrowed his brows, she elaborated, “From my homeland. They were embedded in the roads to ward away snow and keep the path clear.”

“Oh!” Argrave said, pointing to her. “A brighter idea than I could ever hope to think of. But… the other point remains true.”

“You say that you do not desire our lands… yet these creatures are the only reason we can persist amidst the harsh rocks and dense miasma,” the Firevein asked without asking.

Galamon stepped up and took the bag from the other’s hands, holding it out before his body as though he didn’t care to have the salamanders touch his body.

“I have other uses for them than preparing a force for colonization. I’m not exactly sure why you’re so protective over land near a volcano,” Argrave said ponderingly. “If you’re smart, you’ll heed this. You probably won’t, but here’s the advice anyway: migrate. That volcano will erupt once again. Your homes will melt and fuse with the earth, and your flesh and bones will be unrecognizable in the liquid rock. Doesn’t matter who you sacrifice to appease the volcano or what measures you take to prepare—unless you migrate, you’ll die.”

“Those of the green lands have been saying such a thing for hundreds of years.” The Firevein shook his head, then respectfully appended, “Em… Your Majesty.”

The Snowrock, however, was somewhat more serious. “Where would we even migrate? The lands beyond all belong to Your Majesty, and we are strangers in appearance. How would we survive?”

“Hmm…” Argrave thought for a few seconds, then continued, “Your people are well-suited for the earth. Most of your homes are built from it. Miners are always welcome. As a matter of fact… I can think of a few areas they’d be in rather high demand in the coming years, to the point where I’d accept migrants myself.”

“As slaves?” the Snowrock guessed.

“That custom is long gone.” Argrave shook his head. “And even if it wasn’t… it’s better than death, I think. Life outside Vysenn is of much higher quality than that within it.”

“Yes… it is better than death, Your Majesty.” The Snowrock nodded slowly.

“Given your leave, Your Majesty…” the reticent Tender of the Grasses said. “We would return, our matter… settled?”

“It’s settled.” Argrave nodded. “Don’t soon forget the lesson taught here.”

Taking that as their cue to leave, the three chiefs and their small entourage that had delivered the salamanders made to leave. As they left, the Snowrock paused.

“Your Majesty… those salamanders… though they can be eaten…”

“Speak not another word!” the Firevein shouted at his compatriot.

“I’d agree.” Argrave nodded, holding his hand out to stop the other. “I already know the ritual, so save your words.”

The Snowrock blinked, and the Firevein grabbed the man’s arm to shepherd him along. The tribal chieftain resisted the older man, then asked, “Is there aught you don’t know?”

Argrave smiled. “Only how this world came to be.”

With this, their parting was final. Argrave turned away, trusting Galamon to watch his back. Anneliese joined him, commenting, “What strange naming customs. Did they have true names before they became ‘the Firerock,’ or whatever such title?”

“Yeah,” Argrave responded distantly, already thinking of what was ahead as he laid eyes upon Elenore and Durran.

Anneliese grabbed his hand to draw his attention—a rather effective strategy, Argrave noted. “The blue-eyed one… I think we have not seen the last of him.”

Argrave took a deep breath. “Meaning?”

“I could be wrong.” She shook her head, then fixed some of her long white hair behind her ear. “I just noticed… turmoil.”

Argrave nodded. “He and I are in the same boat, it would seem. I appreciate your vigilance. We’ll have to relay that information to my sister, too. But maybe… after things are truly settled.”

***

“You have two options,” Argrave explained, hands on his knees as Durran and Elenore sat before him, cross-legged just as he was.

The stars and the red moon were especially bright tonight, almost to the point the campfire was necessary only for warmth. They decided to camp here—it was far from Vysenn, yet nevertheless Argrave’s royal guard kept watch. After Anneliese’s display of prowess with her A-rank ascendency, he was markedly less worried about the barbarians offering any genuine threat. Their strength was their tephramancy, yet that power of theirs had proven to be a larger boon to Anneliese.

“One.” Argrave looked back at Galamon, who still held the bag. “You start a new diet. A lizard a day invites your bones to stay,” he tried his best to rhyme, though he wasn’t confident the mnemonic would stick. “A live lizard, as a matter of fact. Apparently, there’ll be an itching sensation in the affected parts as your body starts to change.”

“Are salamanders lizards?” Anneliese questioned. She actually held one already—it was a rather unassuming black creature with moist skin. Whatever it breathed out was visible as some sort of black mist. It squirmed uncomfortably in her hand, yet she held it firm. “I recall you mentioning they were kept in heated pools in Vysenn.”

Argrave blanked, the answer not coming to him readily. Then, he answered unconfidently, “…No.”

Elenore sighed. “I am instilled with confidence by your considerable knowledge base. As for that option, my jaw is rather weak and my stomach not so strong. What is the other option?”

Argrave looked in her eyeless sockets. “The ritual. You will be covered in fresh salamander blood and set aflame. Their blood is highly flammable, but it won’t burn you. It’ll seep into your skin and set to work immediately.”

“Ha!” Durran reeled back and laughed. “I think that’s enough for me. Unpleasant though it might be, I’ll take a few scales trapped between my teeth and an uncomfortable meal any day over being set alight.” He pointed at Argrave. “I got set on fire in the wetlands, and I still have nightmares about that. No thanks.”

“They have no scales,” Anneliese noted, observing the creature. “That was why I questioned if they were lizards.”

Durran spared a glance. “Even better. No self-immolation for me, thanks.”

“I’ll do the ritual.” Elenore nodded.

Argrave wasn’t surprised. Elenore had chosen the same option in Heroes of Berendar. The person who was surprised, though…

“What in the world did you say?” Durran leaned in. “You, uh… you’d prefer being set on fire than eating salamanders? I thought you were smart.”

“He said it was painless,” Elenore pointed out.

“Coming from the guy who let somebody pull his heart out of his body, does that mean much? He was puking blood and turning inside out a couple months ago.” Durran waved at Argrave. “I wouldn’t use him as a good scale for pain.”

Elenore crossed her arms. “Who said today that Argrave was usually right, and following along with what he did wasn’t a bad idea?”

“Well, that’s…” Durran trailed off, scratching the top of his head where his dark hair was thick. “I was talking about what I do, not what you should do.”

“I’m doing it.” Elenore shook her head, then rose to her feet. “Let us prepare immediately.”

Durran stood too. “Elenore. What’s the matter with a little deferred gratification? We have what we needed. No need to throw caution to the wind. I’d think you, being a business tycoon, could grasp that concept.”

“You should care a little less about what I do, and focus instead on what you do,” Elenore said simply, then stepped away.

Durran’s mouth closed and his expression turned stoic. He looked as though he was choosing his words. Then, his bear roared loudly in rage, distracting all present. He stepped away to tend to his druidic bond, seeing what precisely it needed.

“Can we do this now?” Elenore asked, crossing her arms. She fidgeted, betraying her nervousness.

“I thought you’d be most comfortable with Anneliese doing it, given the nature of the, uh…” He gestured toward her body. “…The ritual. I’ll be nearby if I’m needed, but I think she should do it.”

“I see,” she said neutrally. “I hadn’t considered that. Thank you.”

“You’re sure this is the choice you want?” Argrave questioned.

“I am certain.” Elenore nodded. “I want this over and done with.”

Argrave rubbed his palms together. He didn’t have as many qualms as Durran did, nor did he lack confidence in the plan. Eventually, he said jokingly, “It seems my sister is a picky eater. Well, you’re rich enough to be, so I suppose it’s fine.”

Anneliese stepped forward, salamander still in hand. She offered her arm to Elenore. “Shall we?”

Elenore stayed silent for a moment, shuddered, and then walked with Anneliese, heading for a distant and private place.

***

Darkness consumed Elenore’s world. It had been some weeks since she last felt the total vulnerability that came with blindness. The bronze jewelry that Argrave had gifted her had become a constant presence in her life, to the point where being without them was a deeply uncomfortable thing. Even in changing clothes or washing, she never removed them all.

Now, though… she had to, and the night air felt cold upon her skin as she removed the last of her clothes. The only fabric left was a small sash binding her hair above her head, wrapped tightly. Even her prosthetics had been set aside, and Elenore sat on a rock she could not see.

“This truly is a tribal ritual,” Elenore noted with a shivering voice, ill at ease from the howling of the wind beyond the hills that shielded them from sight.

“Yet there is wisdom and magic in it. I will be with you every step of the way,” Anneliese said calmly.

The snow elf was extremely accommodating to Elenore, doing nothing to heighten her discomfort. She was kind, Elenore knew… but she wasn’t sure her unease could entirely be abated.

“There are some things to remember. You will need to hold your breath for a long time, initially. Do not panic and inhale. Beyond that, I will take care of everything. Your body will undergo the changes overnight. Argrave claims this is extremely uncomfortable, though not painful. You will not sleep, he suspects,” Anneliese finished evenly. “Are you prepared?”

“Yes. Perhaps the fire will expel this damnable chill,” she said dryly.

“I’ve put the first salamander above. In three, two, one…” she said, narrating her actions so as to be kind to Elenore.

Elenore expected warm liquid, but it wasn’t. Anneliese avoided her head, dripping the blood down her torso and legs. It was cold and got colder yet as the wind blew against her skin. The noises were disturbing and ghastly, and they carried on methodically for some time. Elenore thought to question Anneliese’s efficiency, but she was too cold to speak normally.

“There. I have done as best I could. I will set you aflame. To repeat—do not panic, do not inhale. Take a deep breath when I reach two in my countdown. I will ignite you on one.” The elven woman took a deep breath. “Three, two…”

Elenore inhaled deeply.

“One,” Anneliese finished.

Elenore felt as though she had opened the door to a blacksmith and stepped within as a wave of heat seized her. The natural, human response to sudden heat was fear, but Elenore was well prepared to suppress that. One second, two seconds, three seconds… she held her breath diligently, adhering to the instructions given.

The heat reached a crescendo, and Elenore thought pain was soon to come. But just as the apex came, so did the decrescendo come.

“Astounding…” Anneliese said.

Elenore held her breath, waiting for the next command.

“It… is already over. I will help you get your things,” Anneliese said, the awe still on her tone.

Elenore stood there blankly, basking in the heat as the last bit of it faded away. Perhaps she was delusional… but her blood felt hot. When she felt Anneliese’s touch, only then did she exhale.

“It’s done?” Elenore asked. “Did it work?”

“So far as I know,” Anneliese said. “Here. Come. Let us return you back to the others. I know well the security of loved ones when your body undergoes significant change. So does Argrave. And Galamon. So, come. Let us get you moving…”

Elenore obeyed blankly. Before long, everything was back as it had been before, down to the prosthetics on her feet or the jewelry on her body granting her vision. Only… as they walked, Elenore realized she was not delusional. Her blood was hot. It was not as though the fire had burnt out, but rather… it had gone inward.

Her jewelry offered her a range of vision into places typically unknowable. And when Elenore gazed upon her blood with its magic… she saw it bubble and boil already.


Chapter 51

Argrave and Anneliese sat atop some temporary bedding—specifically, a large tarp splayed out across the flat grass with some fur blankets atop it. Anneliese was already delving into A-rank magic. She had two books on her knee—one projected the strange, incomprehensible full-body matrix exclusive to A-rank spells, and the other was a more mundane book. Argrave, however, was poring through letters. He rubbed his forehead to ease his headache.

Elenore was there, too, lying down just before them with a blindfold over her face to keep the sockets clean. She squirmed, continually raising her hands near her eye sockets and then pulling them away. They were in a private tent, Galamon just outside on guard with the others. Durran was sleeping with his bear.

“It itches so bad,” Elenore said with clenched teeth, then grasped the blanket over her body to relieve some of her frustration. “I can’t stand this. I feel like my blood has been laced with pepper. It’s like my hands need to sneeze—my whole body.”

Argrave narrowed his eyes. “There’s worse,” he promised her, glancing at Anneliese. They’d promised to keep her company until this was over.

“Tell me, please. Give me anything to distract from this,” his sister pleaded earnestly, much more emotion on her tone than usual.

“But you know the story behind my heart,” Argrave pointed out, adjusting his posture until he was comfortable. “Anneliese told you.”

Anneliese closed both of the books on her lap as she said, “She heard it from my perspective. I empathized with your pain, but I never felt it.”

“You were probably more conscious of things than I was, then,” Argrave pointed out, searching for another topic. What Elenore needed most, he felt, was something that made her think hard, something that consumed the mind.

“How about we talk about Atrus, the plans for the future?” Argrave suggested.

“You know them. Place those who surrender in resistance debt, sell these debt contracts backed by land to patricians to repay their stake in the war. Beyond that, we distribute the lands along the North Sea that we promised to Relize,” Elenore recited mechanically. “Refining that plan further would be frivolous until we have all information on-hand.”

Argrave sighed and fell to the ground, looking up at the tent above them. “Well… okay. How about Traugott? Any news?”

“None,” Elenore said simply. “Even if there were, I would not trust work from one whose blood is boiling. Usually, I’d mean that metaphorically… but let’s stray from long-term planning. I can’t make good decisions right now.”

“You are picky,” Argrave reflected. “Anne, do you have any ideas?” he asked, looking toward her.

“Let us talk about He Who Would Judge the Gods, and the coming change to the world,” Anneliese said. “You have informed me amply. Elenore knows much… but she could always know more.”

Argrave rubbed his face. “Old Gerechtigkeit, huh? Part of me hoped we could talk about something happy.”

“You say that when you mentioned both Atrus and Traugott first?” Elenore pointed out, her constant writhing somewhat lessened already even after brief conversation.

“So sassy.” He clicked his tongue. “Well, you should know. We found out not too long ago that the boundaries between worlds have weakened enough for spirits to break past.”

“Spirits?” Elenore repeated. “Like dead souls?”

“Not mortal souls.” Argrave shook his head. “Spirits are broken gods—you might consider them the souls of gods, but the two don’t really compare mechanically. If you ask me how they broke, I’d say it depends… but they’re little fragments of a god, broken into symbols they bear atop their head. You might consider them fragments of power. They exist here, there, and just about everywhere. Some of them are small, powerless, and dumb. Others are intelligent and ambitious. The ones here on this realm are usually the dumb kind, controllable by shamanic magic.”

Anneliese inched closer to Argrave, sitting above him cross-legged as he stared at the tent’s top. “What makes them different?”

Argrave focused on her. “Strength,” he said. “Silvic, the wetland spirit… when Orion killed her, I’m sure she left some spirits behind. What they’d do, I can’t really say. Maybe they’d linger here. Maybe they’d reform on another realm. What defines a god isn’t entirely clear.”

“What were the game mechanics?” Anneliese pressed, her own curiosity leading her to forget that they talked to calm Elenore.

Argrave stared at her funnily now that she adopted terms like ‘game mechanics.’ “Well… there’s shamanic magic, like I said. It was mid-game content. Beyond learning the spells, you have to manage your supply of spirits. You could only find them in certain areas, and they didn’t respawn… so, it was a big money sink to sustain them. The spells are good,” he admitted.

“Does it have broader implications?” Elenore chimed in.

Argrave put both hands behind his head as a pillow. “For us mere mortals? Hardly. The gods like spirits. Some spirits like to become gods—see the Vasquer pantheon. Although… some might argue they’re not gods quite yet. Who knows? I certainly don’t. Spirits were almost a sort of currency at times, to trade with higher powers. Though from my perspective as someone who now lives, breathes, and eats in this realm… it’s not worth getting overly involved with the gods. I can’t predict them.”

Anneliese looked like she had more to ask, but she closed her mouth when she noticed something. “Elenore… what troubles you?”

Argrave looked over at his sister. He couldn’t really see what Anneliese was pointing out, but he trusted her.

“What do you think?” the princess shot back too quickly.

“Come on.” Argrave touched her elbow lightly. “We’re just talking here.”

Elenore didn’t answer. Argrave said nothing, nor did Anneliese. The silent waiting must’ve gotten to her, because she started squirming faster before she eventually said, “I hate how much you know.”

Argrave sat up. “Why is that?” he asked.

“It feels like I’ve been… stolen from,” she said quietly, then huffed. “Forget it. You won’t understand.”

“If you give up trying so quickly, yeah,” Argrave agreed.

Elenore raised her hand up to her face, tugging at the blindfold she wore as she resisted the urge to itch near her eyes. “I don’t know, gods…!” she said in frustration, clearly infuriated by the feeling pervading her body. “It’s just… I don’t know. Whenever I share something personal, I always regret it. Could be my favorite book, could be something that happened in the past… I just hate it after. But you… you already know it all. And I hate it. I feel I can’t look you in the eye.”

“You haven’t yet,” Argrave pointed out, then wondered if that joke was a bit mean-spirited.

Elenore sighed deeply. “Forget it. Go back to talking about spirits instead of my ridiculous idiosyncrasies. I’ll get over it. I always do.”

Argrave thought about the merits of going along with that advice… but when he looked to Anneliese, her face clearly demonstrated she didn’t wish to drop the matter.

Bunching his knees together in his arms, Argrave said, “Hey, I get it. You trade in information. Maybe that’s why you feel stolen from. You have been, in a way.”

“Maybe,” she admitted. “It’s a bad mindset. I’m your lackey now, not some bird trapped in a cage.”

“Lackey,” Argrave repeated beneath his breath, laughing slightly. He stared at her quietly. The way she’d phrased it… it wasn’t merely about him, he realized.

“I haven’t shared much of anything with other people. Anneliese has gotten fragments, I suppose,” Argrave admitted, scratching the back of his neck in embarrassment. “I should apologize for that. But she’s the soul of discretion.”

Elenore tilted her head sideways. “Don’t you look to her every time you want to gauge someone’s reaction?”

“I like to think I’m the lone exception to her policy of discretion,” Argrave coped.

Elenore huffed once, then turned away. “Whatever. What’s the point…?”

“You’re concerning me, talking like that.” Argrave narrowed his eyes.

“I meant the point of thinking about it,” Elenore turned back. “Don’t waste your concern. If I chose to live after getting my eyes and feet removed, I can certainly keep choosing to do so when my know-it-all brother blabs to his woman.”

Argrave shook his head. “Such a way with words. You must get that from me.”

Elenore opened her mouth, then closed it again, hesitating. “Do you really… view me as your sister?”

Argrave hadn’t been expecting that question, but he quickly managed, “Considering how much I know of you, it’s almost like we grew up together.”

“Or… you watched me grow up, from afar, through a window,” she said. “I can’t imagine how you could view me as family, experiencing me in such a manner.”

“I view Anneliese as family. Durran and Galamon, too,” Argrave said calmly. “You’re not so different.”

Elenore swallowed. When next she spoke, her voice was tight. “And if you had to choose between us?”

Argrave was taken aback by the words… but then felt rather sad for Elenore. She always acted so indomitable, but she was rather insecure deep down. He’d seen that in the visions Vasquer gave him, and he knew that from his own experiences. All he could feel, then, was a deep sadness.

As the silence lengthened, Elenore shifted and turned her body away. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t say things like that. That’s a child’s question, not an adult’s.” She rubbed at her face, then muttered, “What’s on my…?”

“They’re tears,” Anneliese said curiously.

Elenore stopped moving. She rubbed just below her eyes, then pressed her fingers together. Argrave could see the glistening wetness now, too, just below her blindfold. The princess’ fingers started to shake even fiercer than before.

“That’s not…” Elenore began. Then, with her body trembling, she sat up and reached for her blindfold. She lifted one eye up, and Argrave saw eyelids flutter close—a flinch. Her breathing started to quicken as she pulled the whole thing off.

Elenore’s eyes were not fully reformed, yet—they were red and raw on the edges, and seemed milky gray as though they were blind. Argrave could tell immediately, though, that she could see something. She reached a hesitant hand out and tapped Argrave’s knee.

Elenore choked up immediately. Argrave leaned in, slowly, so as not to alarm her, then gave her a hug. “Congratulations, sister,” he whispered quietly as she trembled like a frightened animal.

She shook once again, strongly… then clenched him tightly, like she was holding on for dear life.


Chapter 52

“You didn’t have the foresight to bring boots?” Elenore asked Argrave as she leaned on his arm.

Argrave looked down at Elenore, smiling with bitter patience. She wore cloth pants for travel, and he could barely see her pink feet. Indeed, pink—the new flesh was like a newborn’s, markedly different from the leg just above it.

“We,” he rephrased. “We didn’t have the foresight. You might be my lackey, but you have lackeys of your own. We’ll get you some footwear once we get outside—one of the two mages has some to spare, maybe.” He adjusted his arm slightly and she moved nervously. “How do you feel?”

“I don’t know.” She sighed. “I get a chill in my spine anytime I feel my… feet… fall upon a surface.”

Argrave nodded. “But no pain?”

Elenore looked to him, and his eyes fell upon hers. They were still red and raw—it looked like she’d been hit by pepper spray, or something—but the bulk of her eyes had been fully restored. She had gray eyes, the same as he did. Seeing the change made him feel indescribably good inside. In the wake of the tremendous hardships of the past few days, he felt like he’d found a great buoy of happiness to draw him from the somber ocean he’d found himself in.

“No pain,” Elenore confirmed. She blinked rapidly, then closed her eyes and squeezed them shut tightly. “Ugh. Dizzy,” she said simply.

“I’ll be with you the whole way,” he assured. “Your bones could still be fragile, so try not to put your whole weight down. Just lean on me.” He turned his head, vaguely gesturing toward Anneliese. “If you want, I could get Anne on the other side.”

“Why not carry me on your back, spare me any strain at all?” she said sarcastically. “No. I’m fine.”

“Then… move anytime you want,” he suggested gently.

Elenore stayed frozen in place. She took several deep breaths, but her knees stayed locked in place and she made no attempts to move.

“…Anytime,” Argrave repeated teasingly.

“Yes, anytime. That includes now all the way to eternity, maybe even until Gerechtigkeit himself blows away this tent,” she retorted, clearly flustered.

Another while passed. Argrave waited for her first step with a patient smile on his face. Slowly, she lifted her foot up and stepped forward. Argrave advanced slightly with her as she gingerly settled upon the ground.

“There you go,” Argrave said encouragingly. “I would clap, but that might cause problems. Anne, you want to?”

Anneliese prudently decided not to clap, but she looked on with a smile. Elenore looked deep in concentration as she moved the next foot forward for her second step. Slowly, surely, her confidence started to return and her pace increased. Argrave followed her about as she tracked a rough circle about the tent. Before long, she was walking at near half that of a normal pace.

“Hoo…” Elenore exhaled, clearly starting to feel a rush of various emotions. The corners of her mouth rose, bringing some bright life to her tired face. She laughed lightly. “Feels… funny,” she said. “Tingly.”

His sister’s happiness seemed so innocent that Argrave stifled another tease. She kept walking carefreely, enjoying every moment of it with such enthusiasm she seemed a whole different person. The only thing that slowed her exponential growth of confidence was a slight slip, but Argrave steadied her gracefully.

“Thank you,” she said, then laughed once again. “I didn’t think… it would be so different from the prosthetics. But…” She struggled, her tongue tied. “I don’t have the words for it.”

“Ready to go outside?” Argrave asked her.

Elenore took a deep breath and looked toward the tent flaps marking the entrance. Faint dawn light barely peeked beyond them, offering inviting illumination. Though she looked nervous, she did eventually nod an affirmative.

Anneliese first lifted the tent flaps aside, offering entrance to more light. Galamon stood there patiently, guarding them. He was eating some rations—dried meat. Elenore shielded her newly formed eyes, blinking rapidly and slowly adjusting. Only after a long while did she feel confident enough to remove her hand and step forward into the light.

Once they stepped outside, he heard Elenore inhale sharply. Their tent was situated atop a hill, and it offered a fantastic view of the rising suns. The two balls of fire illuminated the spring beauty of the region of Atrus. Near Vysenn, civilization was especially absent—there was a lake, a beautiful field of wildflowers, and long stretches of taiga further north.

Elenore’s eyes watered from the bright light, but she still seldom blinked, her gaze wandering the countryside with unabated enthusiasm. It overwhelmed her to the point her breathing grew uneven, and she leaned upon Argrave even heavier.

“I need to… sit,” she said.

“Over here.” He pointed with his free arm, then shepherded her until they came to the rock he pointed to. She sat down eagerly, then Argrave right beside her. Anneliese came to stand behind them, watching the view.

“Even once you gave me that set of jewelry…” Elenore began. “I always missed seeing the distant sights. When we walked down to Vasquer’s holding area, I could not see the snake until I grew very close. During that battle, I could not see the gigantic mass of snakes you conjured. It was so unsettling.”

“Eels,” Argrave corrected. “They’re eels.”

Elenore laughed, wiping away some of the wetness on her face as she smiled brightly. “I remember… when I was young. I went traipsing through the royal gardens in my bare feet. When I returned, one of the royal maids chided me for acting unladylike.” She placed her hands on her knees. “When I told my father, he came with me the next day. I climbed trees and jumped down, where he caught me in his arms. Sometimes, he’d even toss me back up onto the tree.”

Argrave listened silently.

“Heh…” she laughed again. “I don’t think I deserve to see again.”

Argrave wrapped his arm around her and jostled her about. “Deserve? Nobody gets what they deserve. Who decides what you deserve?”

“I don’t know,” she said, then sighed. “There I go again. Sharing something personal, then regretting it.”

“Regret all you want,” Argrave said dismissively. “I’m here. You’re my sister, and that won’t change.”

Elenore didn’t say anything back, her watery eyes still wandering the landscape. Her eyes settled upon something. “Our army is a bit of an eyesore to this scene.”

Argrave didn’t respond, looking upon the distant tents just barely visible beyond the mountains that formed the valley Castle Cookpot resided in.

“We had best prepare to return.” Elenore looked to Argrave, her gray eyes sharp and focused. “There is much to do.”

***

Within the hour, their party was prepared to leave. Rather than rely on Argrave for support, Elenore, her bones still somewhat weak, rode with Durran on his bear once again. That was not as carefree a ride as it had been the first time—some tension still persisted between them after Elenore had told Durran to mind his own business. The unresolved conflict manifested as a silence between them—both said only what needed to be said the entire time.

Galamon reported, though, that Durran had spent the whole night without sleep and had privately asked about Elenore’s well-being multiple times. Elenore also still kept the prosthetics Durran had carved. Argrave didn’t have the confidence to play Cupid, so he banished the matter from his mind. He had already ruined his first attempt, and he didn’t care to try another.

When they arrived back at Castle Cookpot at dusk, another wave spread through the camp. Argrave goes on a short journey with his sister, and they return the next day with the princess healed—surely such a thing didn’t need to be spelled out. Argrave gave no concrete answers to what few people asked him questions, and Elenore didn’t stoke the rumor… but then, she didn’t need to.

Argrave was uncomfortable where these dramatic rumors were headed. Between his recruitment of the northern spellcasters, the actions in Quadreign to win the whole of the north to his banner, the battle with the barbarians and the Unhanded Coalition, and now the miraculous recovery of his sister… the talk spreading was unilaterally positive. Argrave was certain he could head to Guyana and build a nice little cult settlement. He didn’t like the prospect, but at the same time saw no way to lower their expectations without failing them. And Argrave didn’t intend to fail them, problematically.

Regardless, they all went to sleep, as it was dusk by the time they arrived and each of them had very little rest throughout that whole ordeal. The next day, well-rested, they rose early to tackle the various problems before them.

Early in the day, the first of the diplomats they’d sent out to various lords in the lands beyond Castle Cookpot returned. They had been seeking an unconditional surrender from the various lords, and total submission to Argrave as King of Vasquer. They’d brought prisoners who’d witnessed the battle to spread stories. These had only managed to visit the closest lords beyond.

The response? For this initial batch—those closest to their influence—the lords gave a resounding submission to their request. Elenore wasn’t certain the results would be same further, but the encroaching presence of their army as they settled things coupled with the rise of the Archduchy of Northern Vasquer under Diana would undoubtedly facilitate a quick consolidation of power.

Then, by dusk…

Elenore opened the door, walking into Argrave’s temporary quarters where he ate with Anneliese while they watched the suns set from the balcony.

“The front on the south has shifted dramatically,” Elenore declared. “One side won… and two weeks ago, at that! My damned scouts…” She stepped closer to them, cradling her head in dismay.

“Tell me what happened,” Argrave said calmly, placing his fork aside.

“Duke Sumner leads a force to Dirracha,” Elenore said.

Argrave narrowed his eyes. “Not the margrave?”

“So far as I can tell…” Elenore stepped about the room. “I’m just now getting reports. I don’t know what happened. But the south won, and Duke Sumner leads the charge to seize the capital.”


Chapter 53

In response to the news that Duke Sumner, not Margrave Reinhardt, led the triumphant army of the south to seize Dirracha, Argrave gathered everyone important for the decision-making despite the late hour. All talked idly around the table waiting for the last arrival: Elenore. Beyond Argrave’s inner circle, there were new arrivals: Leopold Dandalan Jr., eldest grandson of the Relizean leader and commander of most of the forces here, all three Magisters of the Order, and lastly… Melanie.

Argrave regarded the scarred, red-haired mercenary curiously as she stood beside Durran. The two talked quietly as they waited for Elenore to return. Apparently the mercenary had asked Elenore to work directly under him, and further to earn a seat in Argrave’s parliament. It seemed that she thought Argrave was a good investment for the future. Important positions in leadership, however, could be as much of a detriment as they were a boon. He didn’t care to be exploited.

I’m being paranoid, Argrave thought, looking around at the others at the table. Yesterday I was worried about a cult following, and now I’m worried about insubordination. Things are going well. He rubbed his tired eyes, but the feeling of impending trouble didn’t dissipate. Then what am I worried about? What am I missing?

The door opened and Elenore entered, finally. Argrave straightened and looked to her. His gray eyes met her own, and she walked toward him with decisive steps. He was proud to see her walk every time she did, but was disturbed by how urgently she moved. She sandwiched herself between Argrave and Anneliese. For a moment, her eyes lingered on Melanie and Durran chatting. Perhaps she was having similar thoughts as Argrave was.

“Time to talk,” Argrave said loudly, drawing everyone from their conversation. “Gather around.” He waved his hands, drawing everyone inward. As the people moved to obey, he pointed to Melanie. “We have someone new with us; our royal auditor, Melanie. She’s here in an advisory capacity. She works under me.”

Durran lightly elbowed her as the red-haired mercenary smiled. Some people gave congratulations despite the empty title—Anneliese, Galamon, all those familiar with her. Elenore was notably quiet.

Some, though, were not so interested in this announcement. Vera could not take her eyes off Elenore and inquired, “Will you explain how the princess recovered her eyesight, Your Majesty?”

“That’s not pertinent.” Argrave shook his head. To step past the issue, he brought up something he knew would shut them up. “But I made a promise. I’ll announce it publicly, but you should know now—Hegazar and Vera will be named duke and duchess of Dirracha.”

The two could not help but smile. Argrave let them bask in the glow a bit before continuing, “On that front, there’s some landscape-changing news from the south that we all should hear.” He turned his head to Elenore and nodded, signaling her to begin.

Despite the curious gazes from most not privy to her recovery, Elenore crossed her arms and said, “Duke Rovostar tried to strike directly at the leadership of the southern rebellion in an ambush staged in a surrendered fortress. Duke Enrico of Monticci is missing, likely captured. Margrave Reinhardt suffered a blow to the head but has since recovered. During this recovery time, Duke Sumner split off with a force of his own and pursued the ambushers. After routing them, he carries onwards to Dirracha.”

Nikoletta’s father was captured. Argrave thought that didn’t bode well.

“They routed the loyalists?” Leopold Jr. repeated. Rather unlike his grandfather, he was sizable in stature, middle-aged, and had dignified air to him. With heavy plate armor and a stately white beard, he appeared every part the noble lord. He was Leopold’s successor, but Argrave thought the man was nothing like his father. “How sizable is this force to defeat the loyalists so soundly?”

“About five thousand,” Elenore said. “They’re heavy cavalry, mainly knights. More worrisome is the large contingent of spellcasters traveling with them for the siege. It’s largely landed nobles who had the most discontentment toward the margrave.” Elenore looked toward Argrave. “However… the Magisters in their service have parted from the army and returned to the Tower of the Gray Owl. Castro pulled through, and they’ve been recalled to vote on an urgent matter,” she said with a slight smile.

“Surprised he can pull through that at his age. Any more details?” Argrave pressed.

Elenore looked back to the assembled. “Tower Master Castro has been calling Magisters back to the tower to initiate a vote. He’s been an advocate of Argrave’s, and I’m told the assembled council is one vote short of declaring complete support for Argrave’s cause.”

“Those old monsters?” Leopold Jr. looked surprised, and stroked his beard as he inquired, “The council of the Order of the Gray Owl has many more reclusive owls than it does social birds. Will there be enough for a full vote?” He vaguely gestured toward the three Magisters with them. Argrave was surprised at his bold talk right before S-rank mages.

“The head of those reclusive owls, Castro, sent us out to the north to persuade the Magisters there to return for the vote—Vasilisa among them,” Hegazar explained calmly. “We may have… been distracted by another matter.” His plain eyes settled on Argrave briefly. “The majority of the northern Magisters live in places so secluded they’re impossible to find, anyway. I think we can win it.”

Leopold Jr. clasped his hands together. “Well… by the gods. The Order, breaking its neutrality,” he said wondrously. “I will admit, Your Majesty… when I was marching into battle without you at our backs, I had some doubts. But now we’ve all of the far north under our banner, the majority of Atrus consolidated, and the Order of the Gray Owl on our side.” He lowered his head. “I apologize for harboring these doubts.”

“We’re still a vote short of the Order’s full support,” Argrave reminded him. “On that note… maybe one of you should return.”

“Hold on a minute.” Vasilisa held her hand out. “If the vote hasn’t been called, how can you deduce that we’re one short?”

“I know with surety who will vote in what way,” Elenore said simply.

“There’s, what, fifty-two Magisters?” Hegazar looked to Vera.

“Fifty-one,” she corrected him. “Did you already forget what we did?”

“Hmm.” Hegazar smiled with a self-content little noise. “Still… based on Elenore’s word… perhaps all three of us should go, make sure the vote can swing in our favor.”

Argrave’s voice was stoic as he asked, “Why?”

“Risk management,” Hegazar said.

“Besides, Elenore said the Magisters on the south’s side have all returned to the Tower.” Vera held her hand up to emphasize the point. “With the forces you have with you, it should be fine.”

Anneliese crossed her arms and said calmly, “You take Elenore’s word for the Magisters in the opposing force, yet not the count of the vote?”

“Well, that’s…” Hegazar began, searching for words.

“No need to argue.” Argrave held up his hands. “Hegazar, Vera, you can return to the tower if you want. If you travel with your transportation spell, it should be no issue to rejoin us later.”

Leopold Jr. leaned in. “Rejoin later? What does Your Majesty intend?”

Argrave looked to all present. “It’s obvious we need to head to Dirracha. Orion controls it. Correspondence indicates he’ll yield it to us upon our arrival. His only condition is preserving Felipe and Levin’s lives.” He clasped his hands together. “Provided we reach Dirracha, occupy it even with a small force… I think we can convince the south to lay down arms, even if its Duke Sumner instead of Margrave Reinhardt at the negotiating table.”

Durran held his hands out. “There’s the matter of the fortifications barring us from Dirracha.”

“I thought of that. As such, I did some tracking…” Elenore looked around, then spotted a scroll. She grabbed it and splayed it across the table. It displayed a map of Vasquer. “Some few soldiers got away. We tracked them to see what they would do. They’ll spread rumors of what happened here to all the lands they run across, I have no doubt.” Elenore’s finger drew a line. “I suggest we use the fear caused to seize on the advantage and offer generous terms. Doubtless the total victory here and the advance of Sumner’s force will make them more amenable to surrender… if the terms are right.”

Leopold Jr. stroked his beard, eyes distant as he looked upon the map. “What of Atrus?”

“We should take a small force to travel faster—that leaves plenty to wrap things up here,” Anneliese pointed out.

The commander nodded slowly, but his gaze was still unfocused.

“There’s the matter of delegating that duty,” Melanie stated. “I bet the princess will travel with Argrave. Her system of negotiating and administration is complex.”

All looked to Argrave, and he quickly made a judgement call. “Galamon, you’ll pick out the soldiers you think should come with us and take command of them. Anneliese, you’ll do the same for the mages.” He looked back at his two companions. They nodded, and so he looked back. “Elenore, you know the situation here better than I do. Who should stay?”

“I think Durran and Melanie would be fine for the logistics of things here.” The princess waved to them. “Leopold Jr. did a fine job of commanding the troops, too. I can think of no one better to stay on.”

The man pounded his chest with his fist. “The princess gave fine orders for me to relay, nothing more.”

“Hmm.” Elenore nodded, clearly not taking the praise to heart.

“You want me staying here?” Durran tried to confirm as he stared at Elenore.

Elenore didn’t blink. “Is that a problem?”

Durran stared for another few seconds, biting his lip until it grew a little redder. Finally, he shook his head. “No. No problem.”

“A mercenary and a tribal giving orders here—you don’t think that’s going to cause a little dissent?” Melanie leaned in on the table.

“You wanted more responsibility.” Elenore stared at her coldly. “Cold feet?”

Melanie smiled, then leaned away. “I think the princess likes me a little less than she used to, Durran. Or maybe it’s just that her eyes can finally show it.”

“Just run your orders through Leopold Jr.” Argrave shot his thumb at the man. “So long as the orders come through him, it should be no issue.”

The heir to the Dandalan family nodded, content with his role.

“Alright. We get one last good rest before everything goes up.” Argrave planted a finger on the table. “Elenore, let’s work out a path.”

“You’ve forgotten something.” Elenore looked at him. “Ruleo. And Georgina, wherever she went. That matter is unfinished.”

Argrave pushed his tongue against his cheek. She was right—he had forgotten, almost completely. The jubilation at Elenore’s recovery had made that matter an easy thing to shelve. He closed his eyes and said, “No use putting that off. Let’s go deal with that now.”


Chapter 54

Argrave walked down cold stone stairs slowly, his big feet forcing him to take the steps slowly lest he fall. He very nearly bumped into Melanie at the bottom. She stood holding an iron gate. Argrave entered, ducking beneath the low-hanging iron bars and entering into the dungeons of Castle Cookpot. Anneliese followed just behind.

The cells had been cleared out a great deal in the past few days on account of their fearmongering efforts in Atrus and beyond. Ruleo’s cell was close, likely so that the guards could keep a close eye on him. Argrave waited for her to fit the key in and unlock it, then looked back as his royal guard spread out across the room.

“Where’s Gala—” Argrave trailed off when he saw the big snow elf rush down the stairs, rejoining them. “What’s wrong?” he asked him.

“Nothing, Your Majesty,” the Veidimen dismissed. When Argrave stared and waited for more information, he elaborated, “Something was broken. No one else seemed to be trying to fix it, so I spoke to someone.”

Argrave shrugged dismissively, then looked to the cell ahead. Opposite him, in the corner of the cell…

***

Ruleo leaned his body forward against his chains, using them to support his weight. It tugged at his body, but compared to the stake driven through both of his hands, the pressure was nonexistent. The sound of many footfalls made him lift his head up. He saw his keeper, Melanie, holding a torchlight. There was someone huge at the cell door, though. Ruleo focused his failing eyes.

“Good lord…” the man said, stepping within. The shadows changed, and Ruleo’s eyes widened as he recognized Argrave. “Trying times for you, looks like.”

“Heh…” Ruleo managed a laugh as some of the vigor he thought would never return flared. “Got the guts… to talk to me? Never thought I’d see the day.”

Argrave fell to one knee. “It’s taking more guts to smell you than talk to you. I think your hands are infected.”

Ruleo wanted to spit at him. Behind, someone else entered the cell—a vaguely familiar white-haired elf. She stood in the corner, watching.

“Durran told me you gathered necromantic things in an Order of the Rose ruin. That you intended to send them against us to combat Gerechtigkeit’s eventual advent, weaken his arrival,” Argrave began without ceremony.

Ruleo only stared with hate. “What do you want?”

The claimant king sighed. “Do you have any idea where Georgina might have gone after the defeat?” he asked.

“Hard to see through stone. Last I saw, most of her men fell to sword or spell. Might check underneath the corpses you made,” he suggested.

Argrave put one hand atop his knee and clenched. “Guess not. I had hoped having a couple days to think about the coming calamity might make you reasonable.”

Ruleo closed his eyes. “When people leave you in a cell for days to rot, you give up on the hope of a reasonable world.”

Argrave’s voice came quieter as he said, “If I’d known your hands were bound like this, I might’ve given this more priority.”

When Ruleo opened his eyes again, Melanie pointed at him from behind the king and said defensively, “I did nothing wrong, Your Majesty. See if you’re so merciful when he’s been trying to kill you for near half a week. The man is a dangerous spellcaster.”

Ruleo looked at Argrave squarely and asked, “Given we’re talking… is there a way out of this for me?” His voice carried some desperation, and he scolded himself inwardly.

Argrave looked back. “You sent thousands of creatures at Durran, Melanie, and my royal guard. You were planning for worse—having thousands of men pledged to my service slaughtered by unthinking monsters.”

“Cut off my hands, that path closes for me forever,” Ruleo said gravely. “In fact, that’s about the end of my career in everything. I’ll go live with my mother peacefully. You’ll never see me again.”

“I don’t think that would stop you.” Argrave stared with his cold gray eyes. “Fact of the matter is, I have a rather high regard for your resilience and capability.”

“Is this flattery supposed to raise my hopes for a royal pardon?” Ruleo narrowed his eyes, suspecting this was another of the sadist’s games the royal bastard so loved to play. “You’re toying with me, even now.”

Argrave rose up to his full height once again, looking back to the white-haired elf. She shook her head, and he seemed to make up his mind in that moment.

“…No. I can’t trust you to set aside the grudge you hold. I don’t want to kill you—you’ll be of great use when the sky starts to fall. At the same time, you tried to kill someone I love like a brother.” His tone grew low and cold.

Ruleo’s fear rose, yet he could only laugh in response—a wheezing, breathless whistle of exhalation from his lungs.

“But I’ve got a lot of people I could make use of, and a lot of opportunities that are being unrealized,” Argrave continued. “Me and my coterie alone can only travel to so many locations. There are ruins I’d love to visit, but can’t. And with people like you, Melanie, Ganbaatar, all at my fingertips… that’s a fine little team forming. A team I trust to keep you in line until they can catch you up to speed on the truth.”

Ruleo tried to lift his head to look the king in the eye but couldn’t. Where was this heading?

“Your situation is going to change. You’ll remain a prisoner, but under less… strenuous conditions,” Argrave said kindly. “And in time, you’ll be compelled to do certain things to the world’s benefit.”

“You’re enslaving me?” Ruleo lowered his head, his strength leaving him. “Given how well you regard my abilities… how, exactly, will you compel me to work on your behalf?” he challenged.

“If you want to die instead, talk to your manager,” Argrave said dryly. “I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised by this outcome. Over time, you’ll come to see things my way… because you’re smart and I’m right.”

Ruleo stared up at Argrave’s smile, and felt it was markedly wickeder than he remembered.

***

Durran stared at his bear’s closed jaw as it slept within this abandoned stable. He leaned up against its stomach, almost entirely buried in its thick fur. His face and body were covered in blood, and he wore a ratty shirt with his armor removed and placed off to the side. The man held a salamander in his hand and tore bits of it off, chewing it with a grimace on his face. Even now, with so much of its body missing, the thing still twitched. He sighed despairingly as he chewed.

“What in the world are you…? Oh,” someone said, and Durran whipped his head up to spot Elenore. “I see.” She raised her hand to her face, trying to hold back her laughter as she realized what she saw. “I’m interrupting your meal.”

The tribal rose to his feet quickly. “What are you doing here? I thought you said you’d talk to Melanie and me in a few hours,” he said as he cleared his face with his sleeve.

“And I wouldn’t come personally if that had changed.” Elenore nodded, stepping in closer with her arms crossed. “Galamon said you were curious about my eyes.”

Durran stopped cleaning the blood from his face. “He told you that?”

“He did. I think he wants us to mend things.” She looked to the red crescent moon in the sky. “I don’t disagree with that. I… was rude to you, I think.”

Durran took a deep breath. He lifted up the salamander in his hand and pointed it at her. “And you made the right choice. Eating these things to fix my fingers is a mistake. You’d think I’d learn by now to imitate you. Just… fire… it’s hard for me.”

The princess shook her head. “That doesn’t matter.” She stepped closer. “So, can we set aside the stiff conversation?” She held out her hand for a shake.

Durran held out his hand, but then paused and pulled it back. “I’m a bit bloody. But yeah, I’m done pouting. So long as you realize that I said what I said because I don’t want you hurt. And not because you’re important to the team, but because you’re fun.”

“…Why?” she asked quietly.

“Why? Because…” Durran looked for the words.

“Did you think that I’d be dense enough to ignore your teasing forever?” Elenore asked evenly, walking over to his bear.

Durran didn’t quite smile but came close. “Yes, honestly. I guess the ice in the shirt was pushing it a bit much.”

Elenore sighed, saying nothing.

“Honestly… didn’t want to push things,” Durran explained. “You’ve had your problems, to put it lightly. Maybe you’re disillusioned in the romance department. I got the distinct impression you weren’t interested in me, so I was thinking about pulling back before I ruined things forever. Was I wrong? Since it’s out in the open, give it to me straight.”

Elenore closed her eyes and searched for words. “Argrave being infatuated with Anneliese is a problem, but one that I’ve kept quiet about because I can handle the future fallout,” Elenore said, then turned to look at Durran. “If I’m tied up, it’s even worse. All will want marriage ties to the new king. I had intended to keep that as a constant card. Keep me unwed, unpromised, and chaste. I can utilize the promise of blood ties unimaginably well, I’m certain. It’s for the best.”

Durran lowered his head and smiled. “Well, that’s straight alright.”

“No, it isn’t.” She shook her head. “I don’t dislike you, Durran. The thing with my old fiancé… that was over a decade ago, and I’ve long since moved on. I think part of the reason I told you to mind your own business was because I came to realize what… you wanted. I don’t think you can get it from me, though. A family, a happy life…”

Durran tilted his head. “I’m curious what the future you have envisioned for yourself is.”

Elenore was taken aback by the seeming non-sequitur. “Isn’t that set for the both of us?”

“I’ve got dreams for long after Gerechtigkeit.” Durran shrugged and walked closer. “Dreams for my homeland, myself, and the people close to me.”

“I don’t know. I suppose my answer would be whatever Argrave wants me to do.” She looked to the side. “If he wanted to tie me to him, he has—inextricably, at that. What he does, I do.”

“What a sad future.” Durran shook his head with a sigh. “A slave to that nutcase.”

“Maybe it is. But so long as I am bound to him, I won’t compromise on remaining unwed. It’s pivotal for stability,” she told him. “I don’t think you could stand by and wait for that to end. In eight years, I’ll be forty. I imagine things will be fine by then, but you’ll have moved on.”

Durran tilted his head, and his golden eyes gleamed. “You never know. Maybe I could wait. You’ve caused a problem for me, you see. Whenever I look at other women, I think about how they fall short of you.”

Elenore’s face flushed slightly, and she turned away from him. “You like thin, tall, and spindly women, do you? With my eyes returned, perhaps you’re simply going for the closest thing in appearance to Argrave,” she suggested.

Durran laughed loudly and stepped away. Elenore smiled at her own joke. The tribal laughed until he was breathless, stirring his bear from its slumber. It huffed noisily, then squirmed in annoyance.

“Well… alright.” Durran nodded as he winded down from his laughter. “I didn’t get the answer I wanted, but I feel relieved all the same. Our little talk has changed the direction I intend to take, somewhat.”

“In what way?” Elenore asked.

“Well… I think you’ll see,” Durran told her simply. “Stability, huh? You’ve given me an idea.”

Elenore crossed her arms in disapproval, then said in a business-like fashion, “Since we’re already together, let’s walk back to the castle and discuss some things about what you need to do in Atrus…”

***

Argrave looked ahead, past the forests of Atrus to the long plains of central Vasquer. The blooming of spring showed itself in bright greens and golds. He clenched the reins of his mount tight, then looked back to his small army. Galamon had chosen the best of their infantrymen that knew how to ride—just short of a thousand—and Elenore had procured horses from Atrus. That, coupled with the bulk of the spellcasters from Quadreign, formed the core of an elite force vastly better than Argrave thought they’d manage. It might pale to Sumner’s army in count, but bloodshed was not the way Argrave hoped to end this war.

Argrave held his hand up and pointed to central Vasquer… and Dirracha beyond it. “We ride!” he shouted.

And so they rode, leaving a great cloud of dust in their wake. Argrave, Galamon, Anneliese, Vasilisa, and Elenore all moved to put an end to things. Durran and Melanie watched them go, then turned back to the north.


Chapter 55

A big man with long red hair opened his eyes. Margrave Reinhardt stared at the stone ceiling above before suddenly leaning up. He grabbed his neck and grunted in pain from the sudden movement. A serving woman in the room froze in her tracks. The margrave opened his mouth to call out to her, but she quickly exited the room.

As Reinhardt leaned back into his bed, his son—a red-haired man quite similar in appearance to himself—entered the room, led by the serving girl who’d left earlier. One of his eyes had been rotted away by the waxpox, leaving a glossy, useless eye in its spot. The other was rich and red like a ruby, and the two stared at each other.

“What’s happened?” the margrave demanded of his son upon sight.

Elias stepped to his father’s bed, and though his relief was evident, he did not hesitate in explaining, “You took a blow to the back of the head in the ambush. We won the battle, but Duke Enrico was captured.” He looked at his father and narrowed his one good eye. “We had this same conversation yesterday. We thought you were better, but then you…”

The margrave looked stunned. “Last I remember…” He closed his eyes. “Walking into the fortress, and the ambush.”

“You didn’t remember that last time.” Elias sat on the bedside.

Reinhardt closed his eyes. “Enrico… was captured?” He opened his eyes. “And I wasn’t hit by an enemy.”

Elias’ concern grew. “What do you mean?”

“I was in a tight corridor. There were no traps above, and no place for any enemy to attack from. You said… I was hit in the back of the head?” The margrave rubbed the spot, yet his fingers found no scar to trace past his mane of red hair.

“…You were.” Elias nodded after hesitating a beat. “Are you sure you’re remembering this clearly? When you woke up last time, you passed out about eight hours later.”

“I’m certain. Gods be damned, how many days has it been?” Reinhardt grabbed the sheets over him and threw them off, then turned his body slowly. “You look grim. What else has happened?”

“Duke Sumner chased after the routed forces with about five thousand men—largely cavalry, partially spellcasters. A very potent force.” Elias moved to his father’s side, helping him stand as though the patient was liable to collapse again any moment now. “On top of that… Nikoletta and Mina took off the day after, too. I had Stain in command of the scouts, but even they lost track of the pair.” Elias looked up at his father as he came to full height. “She’s pursuing her father, I’m certain.”

“A quick defeat despite an ambush… Duke Sumner gathering forces to chase… someone attacking me from behind…” The margrave stepped away from his son, standing without assistance. “I feel… bare. I need my armor. I need to talk to my people.”

“You’re not alone in your suspicions.” Elias stopped offering to help his father stand, knowing well his pride. “I’ve been having Stain look into things. He found one thing… It was a letter about someone who had a way to grant an army access to the walls of Dirracha. The letter ties back to Sumner. This person the duke corresponded with seemed to be very confident in their idea, whoever it was.”

The margrave looked at his son, brows high in surprise. Then, his face grew stoic and he nodded. “You’ve grown up,” he said simply, then walked toward the door. “Let’s go.”

***

Argrave’s small force of elites rode as fast and hard as they were able. Elenore had some trouble adjusting to the horse, as it had been decades since last she rode. Nevertheless, she was quick to remember how, and after the first few hours, progress toward the first stop occurred efficiently.

They passed back through all of the lands that Elenore had subjugated under Argrave’s name, with the princess making brief checks on the various fortifications to be sure that everything was up to her standards. It was only there that they could eat, drink, and rest. Each of those experiences were short-lived, as they could afford no long breaks. Where it was reasonable, they exchanged horses for ones with calmer hearts and unworn legs.

The spellcasters with them facilitated unreasonably quick travel. When it was dark, they could light the way. When water was required, it was easily produced—this enabled them to travel lightly. Anneliese’s scouting made their path highly efficient. She ensured they traveled on largely level ground, enabling the horses to show their full potential.

In one day and one night, they had cleared all of southern Atrus. Next on their mind was Relize. They arrived there at dusk. Though Argrave wished only for a brief resupply, Anneliese and Elenore prudently advised that pressing into central Vasquer might mean armed combat, so the men would need to be well-rested. On top of that, they could spread word of the victory at Castle Cookpot while they were here.

Argrave chose to sleep in a tent just outside the city with the soldiers, yet even still he couldn’t avoid a select few from inside the city. Or rather, avoid a specific person.

“We had deserters come here, Your Majesty,” Leopold told Argrave as the king ate tiredly, trapped. The old patrician didn’t seem to care about Argrave’s need for rest.

“Hope you sent them on to the fortresses,” Argrave said once he finished chewing. “It was important to our strategy they spread fear. That’s how the Mongols did their thing, in large part—fear,” he told Anneliese. They’d discussed that topic before.

“I couldn’t send them on, seeing as how they came from those fortresses.” Leopold shook his head.

Argrave brushed his hands free of crumbs as he contemplated that, then looked to his side where Anneliese ate a large loaf of bread. While she had the loaf in her mouth, he tore it in half and took away the new piece. She didn’t seem to mind.

“We executed them,” Leopold continued, stroking his white beard. “No room for deserters, Your Majesty.”

Argrave frowned as he chewed bread, then swallowed a spoonful of meat broth. “It’s your city. You want to kill free labor, that’s your business. Did you at least ask why they deserted?”

Leopold sighed. “Of course. They gave answers, but the truth of it… they sought to spy, perhaps? This was long before Rovostar’s apparent ‘defeat,’ and your tremendous victory in that chokepoint at Atrus. Regardless, they can’t be trusted. Nor can the news from the south.”

“What are you talking about?” Argrave stopped eating briefly. “Speak clearly.”

“I’m an old man.” Leopold craned his body as though he ached. “I’ve seen a lot throughout my years. I followed your father’s conquests as they happened, drinking in all news eagerly. And Duke Rovostar is not a commander that is so easily beaten by one like Sumner, who hastily assumed command after the margrave was injured. Perhaps if Margrave Reinhardt fought him squarely, the duke could lose. Otherwise…”

Argrave nodded slowly. “You think they’re collaborating. Then why not rout the south? Why this show of pursuit? What would they be hoping to achieve? Defeating the south is much more valuable than… whatever it is they could be doing.”

Leopold lowered his gaze and shook his head. “That is what I cannot say, Your Majesty. This is why I present to you only what I know, in hopes you might have greater insight. Despite my doubts, our forces have prevailed in the north greater than I thought possible. This was due to your re—your efforts, Your Majesty,” Leopold caught himself.

“Recklessness works, if it’s done smartly.” Argrave gestured toward Leopold, knowing well what word he’d stopped himself from using. “Now, I haven’t slept for two days. Unless there’s something else, I’ll think about what you said.”

Leopold bowed and left the tent with nothing further to say, evidently as eager to sleep as Argrave was. Once he was gone, he looked to Anneliese. She stared at him with unkempt hair and tired eyes.

“Seems it’s a pattern for us. Stay up two nights in a row, sleep for ten hours,” Argrave noted.

“I could go for twelve, now.” Anneliese sighed. “The day is long tomorrow, and we must check with Elenore about what Leopold told us.”

Even with Leopold’s words weighing at Argrave’s mind, he didn’t let it stall him in his tracks. Elenore had no answers for Leopold’s concerns. The next morning, their army fed and tense, they once again took to horseback and advanced toward the first of the fortresses between them and Dirracha. Elenore sent word to the new structure they’d built in the Indanus Divide ahead of time, requesting they posture with soldiers to raise alarms on one end while their force approached.

With their approach largely undetected, they managed to get near to the walls of the first fortress without much fuss. The garrison commander was all too eager to call for parley. To spark the garrison’s fear, Argrave sent one [Electric Eel] dancing about in the sky above the fortress. In the parley to come, he stood with Galamon, Vasilisa, Anneliese, and an Elenore with feet and eyes recovered.

Hit by such a battery of negative omens, it took no time at all to work out a favorable deal. Perhaps the commander had been banking on their inability to enforce the fortress’ seizure… but when the soldiers stationed at the Indanus Divide arrived, the castle was secured.

Their path toward Dirracha might be considered a dire overextension, but the aim of the operation wasn’t to secure the region—it was to secure the capital, and thereafter secure the support of Margrave Reinhardt. That would lead to a complete consolidation of all Vasquer as their two factions folded inwards on the center. Argrave felt, given Leopold’s warnings, he would need to be prepared for significant improvisation once the full situation was at hand. Nevertheless, Argrave was ready for whatever trickery the other armies would throw.

In time, they laid claim to the last fortress blocking their path—nothing more than a rudimentary wooden keep with fifty soldiers, but it was sufficient for resupply. And in the far distance… one could see the Dragon Palace atop the mountains, and the great walls of Dirracha shielding the city like precious jewels from the banners pitched just outside its gate. That city was the current key to all Vasquer, he felt. The snake, the kingdom, and the heir apparent… Orion.


Chapter 56

Orion stepped into the throne room of the Dragon Palace. He didn’t especially like coming here. It had grandiose, carved marble walls depicting the gods, but that was about the only part of this place he’d ever liked. Ever since he’d learned the truth, nothing of this place appealed to him. And now, he entered armed and armored. The point of the sword in his right hand dragged just above the floor.

The banners of Vasquer hung above the gilded, coal-black throne. A velvet carpet filled the center of the room and up the seat of the king. Here, before the king, Orion recalled that no one acted truly. Maybe they had, once, in golden ages past. That time was long ago gone. Perhaps his brother could bring a just reign back. Still, Orion’s steps were especially heavy as he headed for the seat of kings. It was not for the throne itself, but for the man sitting upon it.

“You always find me,” Magister Traugott said curiously. He sat sideways in the throne, legs and back propped up against opposite armrests as his black silken hair descended to the floor. “Do the gods—or should I say spirits—of Vasquer tell you?”

“I have refused your every offer, Traugott. And now you sit upon the seat I have promised to my brother,” Orion said with a firm yet reasoned anger, ignoring the question.

Despite the passage of time, he did not feel the broken man Traugott had once predicted he would become. He had endured well the whispers of the false gods. Vasquer and Boarmask had aided him through this. And the ancestor snake aided him in finding this man, too. Every time, Orion sent him away like a woodpecker returning to peck the same house time and time again.

“This will be the last time you see me.” Traugott looked at him calmly, dark eyes mild and curious. “All I meant to ask is why you refuse to take my help, to allow me to help you part from the spirits of Vasquer.”

Orion stepped closer to the throne. The steps he took left burns in the velvet carpet as his unwanted blessings surged by accident.

“Good counsel from a wise man,” Orion declared. “I will not fall into temptation. Boarmask tells me what is too good to be true often is. You do not have pure intentions.”

Traugott nodded earnestly. “I recall hearing, by rumor… you believed you would ascend to godhood, Orion. The gods of Vasquer told you that.” The words did not mock at all.

“It is known.” Orion nodded. “I do not believe them any longer.”

Traugott smiled. “But you should. Because the ‘gods’ of Vasquer do intend to grant you divinity. The part they neglected to mention is that you would be one part of ninety-seven. You are the culmination of a centuries-old gambit to ascend from spirits to gods—a deal struck between the third son of Felipe I and the powerful spirits that whisper in your ears. Parts of them exist in you like parasites even now. But you still have freedom.”

“I hear, but do not listen. Say what you will and begone,” Orion said.

Traugott usually had a good-natured look about his face, but that mien fell away in but a moment. “It is as I feared. I am reminded why I seldom interacted with others. Brutes respond to brutality.” He sighed.

Traugott’s shadow danced until it covered him completely. He vanished into darkness, and Orion relaxed, knowing from experience this meant the Magister had given up or been chased off. Then, his uncanny sense told him of an attack. He whirled around to spot a gleam of white coming for his chest. Orion whipped his sword up and turned his shoulder to protect his face. A spear of ice shattered before his steel, ice fragments peppering Orion’s face and cutting shallowly.

Before Orion could retaliate, Traugott fell back into his shadow. He crawled out a fair distance away, stepping free of a shadow beside the wall.

“It doesn’t matter. The things I want are in place,” the Magister said somberly, his inky shadow dancing around his feet. “Even you.”

Prince Orion stomped his foot on the ground as he advanced toward Traugott, creating a great burst of flame against his will. The Magister remained even despite that. It seemed this time the renegade spellcaster would not part so simply.

***

Argrave had been preparing to begin their advance to Dirracha by having Anneliese get a message to Orion, wherever he might be. But now… a lone cavalryman advanced toward them. Argrave used Garm’s eyes to get a good view of his magic reserve, but the man was no mage at all.

“He bears a white flag, Your Majesty,” Galamon, who was also watching, informed Argrave.

“Really now?” Argrave turned his head, and when Galamon nodded he shifted on his saddle uncomfortably. “Send someone out to retrieve him.”

Galamon barked out an order loud enough to make Argrave want to cup his ears. While waiting, he looked to Elenore and Anneliese for insight. Neither said anything, and so they waited in silence as morning winds howled across the horse-trampled plains of central Vasquer.

Soon enough, one of Argrave’s royal guards received the man and brought him before Argrave, unbound but still closely watched. Once he got near, the man dismounted and kneeled before him.

“Your Majesty!” the messenger declared loudly. “Duke Sumner of Dedsworth requests parley!”

Argrave narrowed his eyes, puzzled. The fact that the man called him ‘Your Majesty’ implied much. It also heightened his suspicion. “For what purpose?” he pressed.

The messenger lowered his head further and shouted into the ground, “Duke Sumner hopes to establish terms of cooperation against King Felipe’s loyalists, Your Majesty!” he shouted, his voice hoarse and nervous.

***

Argrave waited on horseback in the center of the plains between his forces and Dirracha. In the far distance, an armored horse carried a well-armed lord forward, escorted by two others. Argrave saw the familiar heraldry of House Dedsworth on the escorts’ shields—two gray towers joined by a bridge with a green background.

Galamon held his horse slightly ahead and beside Argrave. Anneliese and Vasilisa flanked both of his sides. Elenore rode behind, supported by four royal guards. To say the least of things, Argrave was not worried about an ambush. Vasilisa could cast magic faster than any others, and Galamon was stronger than any humans Argrave could think of. Whether from sword or spell, he feared nothing. In fact, the words exchanged would be the scarier part of this.

Duke Sumner, armored in steel, removed his helmet and slowed his horse as he grew nearer. Argrave remembered the A-rank spellcaster as a neat man with a trimmed beard and short hair, but now he was a somewhat unkempt man with medium-length hair sweaty and matted from the road. Not that Argrave could disparage his appearance—undoubtedly he looked much the same, though without the beard part.

“Given that your man called me Your Majesty, can I expect this to be a fruitful conversation?” Argrave began without greetings.

Duke Sumner brought his horse to a stop and called out, “I believe so. I’d like it to be like that.”

“So would I. But at the same time, I have some concerns,” Argrave continued. “Like the bizarre oddities in the south that led to you chasing Duke Rovostar across the countryside.”

“I had to. Duke Enrico was captured,” Sumner said. “I came here today to ask for your help in that matter, with Your Majesty being both a friend to House Monticci… and the King of Vasquer.”

Argrave stayed silent, waiting for any signal from Anneliese that either statement was a lie. To his surprise, none came. He gripped the reins tighter and pressed, “I find it difficult to believe any of this. Margrave Reinhardt is a competent commander. The only way I could see something like this happening is a betrayal of some kind. And given the extraordinary circumstances…” Argrave trailed off, letting his gaze tell all.

Duke Sumner lifted his head. “I won’t waste time on a fruitless discussion where my guilt is prejudiced. My House of Dedsworth will not bear such an accusation without protest.”

Argrave said stoically, “You deny it?”

“Categorically. Whether to the south or the margrave, I am no traitor,” Sumner said fiercely, then grabbed his horse’s reins. “I’ll end the breath spent on this parley if this is the goodwill I am shown.”

Given how incensed the duke was, and the fact that Sumner was already technically a traitor by rebelling against Felipe, Argrave expected the accusation to be true. But when he looked to Anneliese, she shook her head with a serious expression. As the duke turned his horse to return to his camp, Argrave called out, “Hold on.”

“I see no reason to,” Sumner said, continuing on as he was.

“I apologize,” Argrave called out, more than willing to lower his face. “I was overcautious.”

That brought the duke pause. He looked back for a few moments, then slowly turned his horse back and trotted it some steps closer. “I will accept that apology, then.”

“But what happened?” Elenore spoke up, riding somewhat closer. “Why did you split off? How did any of this happen? I cannot make sense of it.”

Sumner turned his head, then stared for a few moments. His face shifted rapidly, then his eyes widened as he asked incredulously, “Princess Elenore? I… Am I seeing…?” His gaze shifted around rapidly for confirmation, appearing totally flabbergasted by her recovery. Still, the old A-rank mage was quick to recover his composure.

“I… was frustrated with the margrave’s slow advance,” Sumner admitted, still off-balance from seeing the princess. “And I was looking for options. None of those included collaboration with an enemy, I assure you. Count Delbraun of Jast had access to druidic magic. I learned and used that to deliver messages far and wide. My theory is that some were intercepted.”

Argrave tilted his head. “I know druidic magic. You would definitely know if the messages were intercepted.”

Sumner nodded. “Yes. And if—”

Something veritably seized Argrave’s heart and squeezed it. Profound panic welled up in his being, then dispersed not a second later. By the time he’d processed this, he was struggling with his rearing horse. He was tied to his saddle and his legs were squeezed uncomfortably, but Argrave thought quickly and cast druidic magic to bring the beast back under control.

Argrave feared an attack from any direction. Everyone else, too, struggled with their horse. Elenore, who was not tied, teetered dangerously on the back of her horse. Argrave craned and steadied her, helping her horse relax. Everyone managed to recover quickly enough, and Argrave’s search began anew.

The possible source of this anomaly fell into Argrave’s sight quickly. Atop Dirracha, within the Dragon Palace… the only suitable description for what Argrave saw was that light was being sucked away. Beams of light stretched, almost as if vacuumed, and entered through the windows and doors of the palace. It was replaced far slower than it was stolen, and a strange dark aura emanated from the mountain palace.


Chapter 57

Duke Rovostar crouched at the top of a hill, watching the Dragon Palace radiate shadow with morbid fascination. He, just as all his men, had felt the strange force that emanated … and now witnessed what seemed to pull the world inward. And as he did, he recalled the conversations with Traugott.

***

“Why are you doing this?” Rovostar had asked, his scarred face dancing in and out of light as a single torchlight flickered.

Traugott, the dark-skinned Magister, had smiled. “You attended the Order. You know of forces beyond comprehension… but you’ve never experienced them.” His eyes wandered to the torch he held. “I had shelved trying to understand the gods, trying to bear witness… but I realize, now, I struggled on that field because I stared at a shut door. I have been enlightened, recently, by a chance encounter with someone who knows more than I do. Perhaps ‘encounter’ is the wrong word… but I was enlightened nonetheless.”

Rovostar recalled narrowing his eyes back then as they met in the loyalist camp. At the time, he’d thought this was just nonsensical ramblings.

“This realm is just as dangerous to the gods as the gods are dangerous to us,” Traugott said with a smile. “Spirits, gods, souls… all three are interconnected parts of a larger whole. One is transitory—a key. The other two are… symbiotic,” he explained. He examined Rovostar’s face, then laughed. “You don’t have any idea what I’m talking about, do you? Well, it doesn’t matter. Orion is the key to what we both want. I will distract him for your ends, which ultimately serves my ends. That’s the end of the matter.”

“This is a dangerous man we’re talking about,” Rovostar had cautioned. “He crushed the head of some pompous Magister with his bare hands. He makes a habit of brutalizing the arrogant. When he was on my side, it was reassuring. As an enemy, Prince Orion is nightmarish.”

“I’m not intending to fight. I’m intending to distract.” Traugott shook his head. “And I assure you… Orion will have his eyes on nothing else.”

***

As Rovostar stared at the palace in recollection, Georgina walked up beside him. “I’m ready,” she declared.

“I’m not,” Rovostar said idly, questioning only now if he had too eagerly accepted help because of their desperate position. “But I never have been ready to fight, not really. Let’s recover His Majesty.”

***

From the beginning of the fight, Orion had the upper hand against Traugott. The Magister was no fighter—the spells he cast were not done at opportune times, his accuracy was off, and his general situational and spatial awareness were not especially high. The only thing enabling this combat to last more than a minute was the Magister’s adroit use of his strange shadow portal.

The longer it went on, the more frustrated Orion became. Even despite calling upon the blessings he loathed, glancing blows alone were a rarity. Perhaps Orion should’ve realized that something was wrong with this strange tactic of his opponent. But under pressure from both Vasquer’s pantheon speaking to him and the Magister’s constant attacks, the cooler head prevailed.

Traugott stood before the throne of Vasquer, arms held wide. “Is this all you’ll amount to?” he questioned calmly, his breathing only slightly uneven. “I wait, Orion.”

Orion rushed angrily. He ran his hands along the ground and waved them forward as though he splashed through an ocean. In response to his whims, ice waved across the floor. Traugott fell backwards gracefully, shrouding his body in shadow once again.

As Traugott disappeared, Orion did not stop his pursuit. Where the man’s body disappeared, he reached, trying to catch him. He had expected his fingers to meet stone… yet instead, they sank through. Shocked, Orion tried to grip beyond and seize Traugott. His hands wrapped around something solid, and he pulled.

To Orion’s great surprise, and for the first time in recent memory… what he grabbed resisted his strength. And unlike normal, the darkness Traugott had fallen into persisted like a puddle of abyssal ink. Orion put his feet to the ground firmly and pulled with all of his strength, yet still his arms did not budge.

“There we have it,” came Traugott’s voice from behind Orion. “I was beginning to worry this wouldn’t work.”

Orion whipped his head around and prepared to attack as needed, yet suddenly a great scream pierced his ears. It had no source. The prince fell to one knee in shock, and for the first time he could remember, feared what was to come.

“You should be happy,” Traugott continued, his arms still at his side. “You will get what you want, Orion. I never lied. You turned me away all the same.”

“What…?” Orion said, not able to say anything more as the screaming echoed through his head. It was a chorus of voices, each and all in extraordinary pain. He released his grip entirely and fought back, yet still his arms refused to move. Pain manifested on his fingers as something ate away at them.

“I have carried with me a door to which only I have the key,” Traugott said calmly. “Yet you, parasite-ridden host that you are… are a skeleton key, Orion.”

Orion managed to come to both feet again, and put all of his full body strength into pulling his arms free. His back, his legs, his arms… all fought to no avail even as a hundred voices screamed in agony in his ears. Then, without warning, he felt a sudden deprivation. His mind felt like an hourglass turned over—as each grain of sand fell, all of the other grains scrambled to fill the space left, each and all pouring out.

Traugott noted, “The spirits leave you, having opened the border. I was right.” The Magister watched in a self-satisfied yet pacific manner.

The screams lessened by the second as Orion’s mind shifted dramatically. The resistance from beyond the inky portal of darkness failed, too, and the prince managed to wrest his arms out somewhat. Slowly, he gained momentum. As the last scream became an echo, Orion came free and collapsed back onto the stone with heavy breath. Most of his fingers were missing, yet they reconstituted as they always did.

Then, from the portal he’d just left behind… a shadowy protrusion jutted out. The light warped around it as though being sucked inside. Whatever emerged writhed. The more light it absorbed, the more clearly defined its form became. Orion barely recognized it as a gargantuan, colorless finger with a long, uncut nail. It tried to widen the opening, like a finger stuck through a hole in a cloth shirt. And eventually… it succeeded, and a second protrusion rose up. Yet more light rushed to feed it and give it form.

Traugott stepped closer, obviously fascinated. “The opening created by the spirits…” He kneeled down. “The creature struggles, but the opening tries to revert to the mean.”

Orion scrambled to his feet and lunged at Traugott as he stared in fascination. The Magister widened his eyes and tried to step away, but the prince thrust his hand out at his chest. He managed to get a ward up, but Orion broke straight past it and punched the man in the shoulder. He heard cracks and pops as Traugott’s shoulder twisted unnaturally. The man barely grunted in pain, but a mana ripple spread from Traugott’s hand. Orion stepped away as a blast of wind exploded outward.

The fierce spell put distance between the two of them, and Orion’s armor had been torn to shreds. Traugott held his right shoulder with his left hand, healing magic already working.

“It seems I got overexcited,” Traugott said, coughing up some blood—perhaps the blow had damaged his lungs. “It doesn’t matter. I’ve proven a theory of mine with your help,” he said as his shoulder corrected back into place. His eyes glanced back at the opening on the ground, where a full hand started to free itself. “Now… I’ll watch and learn.”

Traugott fell away into his shadow once again yet did not appear again this time. Orion stood there with a clear mind. The whispers that had troubled him… they were gone, completely and utterly. In this clear weather, he was able to focus on the pressing new issue.

The hand of shadow, now that it had gotten purchase, struggled to fit another appendage. It grabbed onto the portal of inky darkness and pulled, struggling greatly with its unformed body that absorbed all light. Orion started to walk forth, feeling that whatever tried to escape from this opening could not be allowed to do so. He raised both of his hands up, preparing to try to slam it back down. As he neared, something lunged at him, and he instinctually grabbed at it to try and stop it.

Orion held a strange tentacle in one hand. As he held it, all of the color and sensation in his hand drained away. Panicked, he released it. That gave the creature time enough to free itself. As soon as it came through, the opening shut, disappearing into nothingness. The new arrival rose up and kicked at Orion defensively, and the prince jumped back.

The creature of shadow rose to its feet. It was humanoid, standing as tall as the giants of myth. At full height, it nearly broke through the ceiling. Its body was black, gray, or white—the light around it shifted so much as to make it impossible to tell. It arms were long, nearly touching the floor even as it stood straight. Its flat, corklike head was eyeless and noseless, but had a long tentacle as its mouth that pulsated impossibly with a thousand folding teeth.

As Orion watched it, the creature bent its knees and ran its hand along the stone. Whatever it touched turned to black, then regained color when the touch was released. It bunched its fingers together until they formed a single point… then slammed into the stone, overturning a tile and sending it at Orion as it rushed at him soundlessly.

He swatted away the stone tile with one hand, then awaited the coming abomination with braced feet.

***

Argrave stared at the pulsating darkness emanating from the Dragon Palace. As recognition of the consequences dawned, his breathing grew faster and his grip around his horse’s reins tightened.

“What in the gods’ names…?” Duke Sumner said, one of the only others to bring his horse under control in a timely fashion. Even Galamon struggled to calm his.

Something from the Shadowlands is here, Argrave knew. That sight was too memorable to ever forget. Beings from the Shadowlands were veritable vacuums—living spaces devoid of matter. And now that it was free of its foul realm of origin, it would be made whole. It would take in light to obtain sight and sounds to obtain hearing. It would consume flesh to obtain touch and souls to obtain taste. Consequently, no matter what it consumed, it felt an all-consuming emptiness and would never stop its activities until stopped forcibly.

And to stop one forcibly… Argrave expected to have years to prepare for these things. This was one of the things the player fought at the end. But one was here now. He didn’t know what kind it was, or whether it was alone… but one of those creatures alone was enough to make him shake.

Just then, a great rumbling shook the earth, and Argrave whipped his head to its source. There, a great puff of dust rose up into the air. There was a large opening in the earth, and a small force moved inside. Old bricks fell from a structural weakness in Dirracha where the old sewers and city lay dormant.

“Duke Sumner,” Argrave said loudly. “I am going to seize Dirracha. If you wish to cooperate, I ask you join me. If not…” Argrave turned his horse. “If not, then I fear the city will be lost forever.”

Argrave looked back at his company as Duke Sumner asked for elaboration. Elenore, Anneliese, Galamon, Vasilisa… before, he had felt this entourage impossibly secure, but with the new arrival, all he felt was inadequacy. He could not deny the thought of fleeing dominated his mind—with his Blessing of Supersession empty, how could he hope to defeat a foe meant to appear so far in the future?

But the trusting eyes looking to him… that grounded him, reminded him of what he’d done. And so Argrave said simply, “A problem came up. We have to change plans somewhat.”


Chapter 58

“It’ll be hard.” Argrave stared at Anneliese as he spoke, the both of them now on foot. “Not to mention the other problems we might encounter in the city. Everyone will need heavy security.”

Argrave’s whole inner circle had gathered, and everyone sent nervous glances toward the distant blackening Dragon Palace. There was someone else with them—Duke Sumner.

“But it could be all we have,” Anneliese reminded him. “Orion’s presence is the only reason this thing has not spilled out onto the streets, if I understand you right.”

Argrave nodded at her, eyes lingering on the walls. “Then we don’t have any time to lose. Sumner, that breach in the walls you mentioned orchestrating—you’re sure you can get your army in position at the right time?”

“Definitely.” Sumner nodded. “If your people have to scale all the way up that mountain, we’ll be there long before it happens. I have questions about… whatever in the world that creature was.” The veteran mage shuddered, for he, too, had scouted out the Dragon Palace with druidic magic alongside Anneliese. “But if Your Majesty is confident enough to lead at the front into battle to vanquish it, I will follow.”

Argrave patted his shoulder as he walked past him. “Good.” He left the duke that praise. The others fell in line beside him, moving to begin their advance. “Elenore, don’t take any risks. You’ll be well-protected, but things can still happen. We experienced what happens there once before, trapped… and now someone’s behind this. Maybe someone familiar to you.”

“I know,” his sister answered back. “But you won’t be well-protected. Perhaps you ought to worry about yourself.”

“I know,” Argrave repeated the same thing she’d said. “I’m used to this sort of thing, in case you forgot.”

“Go, then.” She nodded patiently, gray eyes ill at ease.

Elenore remained behind, Argrave’s royal guards and two loyal A-rank mages staying by her side to protect her as they advanced.

“Is there something else troubling you?” Anneliese asked as they walked onwards.

Argrave clicked his tongue once, then said, “Hegazar and Vera are going to think I knew this would happen.”

“Did you?” Vasilisa asked pointedly.

“Wouldn’t have sent them away if I had.” Argrave shook his head. “I’ll be relying on you, Vasilisa. On all of you.” He adjusted the silver bracer on his arm, then pulled his enchanted gray leather sleeve over it. “Fortunately, I’ve surrounded myself with reliable people. Some small relief in this hell.”

***

Georgina looked up at the Dragon Palace as she and Rovostar climbed up the side of the mountain. As she watched, a detached tower shook mightily. With another rumble, one brick fell free, shimmering with broken enchantments. Then, they all started to fall one after another, cascading down the mountain and dislodging yet more rock until they fell down into the city of Dirracha. Even from far away, she could see something foul and black leaking out. She saw what she thought were royal knights, and briefly thought she spotted the king’s figure. No, she reasoned. That must be Orion.

“What is Traugott doing?!” Georgina called up to the duke.

“What do I know?” the crass man responded. “But look at us. We’re climbing without being peppered by insane princes or arrows. Take advantage of this. Talk less, and climb more,” he ordered her.

Growing silent, the two of them led near a dozen soldiers up the mountain, using mountain-climbing gear to speed their ascent. Though they might’ve taken the Royal Road, the sole normal entrance to the palace, the two of them needed to reach the place where King Felipe was kept hostage. This mountain path was both covert and direct.

Their whole ascent was marked by tremendous rumblings from the devastating battle in the palace. Georgina felt something was very wrong, but she did not voice her thoughts in wake of her commander’s words. Eventually, a stone overhang blocked them from proceeding further. Georgina used a rope with a hook at the end, aiming for a railing she knew was on the other side. Once it hooked, their party climbed up one at a time.

“The queen’s old garden,” Rovostar said, the last to climb up the rope. They all stood on a balcony overlooking the city, beyond which there was a brown and dying garden that had thrived, once. “Looks like Orion hasn’t been maintaining it. Alright.” The duke looked back. “The king and Levin are held in one of the detached towers, near the queen’s tower. That isn’t far from here.”

Georgina looked to the tower in question—it was just barely visible. There, the wicked, warping darkness that ate light thrived. She could not help but grow nervous.

***

Orion stood before the titanic shadowy creature, his breath heavy. He bled from half a dozen slowly-healing wounds, and his armor had been torn in so many places. Opposite him, the humanoid from the realm of darkness bore not a single scratch. Its gray, lean body was whole and solid after having absorbed much light, and its tentacle mouth swung through the air like a pendulum.

It held one hand out as it walked forward with heavy steps. The clarity of its body warped as a flexible weapon of shadow took form in its hand. It sent it forth like a whip, and Orion darted to the side. Once its weapon settled, it flicked its wrist at the prince in a fluid motion. The flexible strand of darkness jumped again and Orion barely ducked low enough to dodge. The whip-like weapon tore through the walls and the ceiling as though the bricks were only wheat before a scythe, sending stone crumbling on the both of them.

It advanced further still in an unceasing assault. The weapon became rigid or malleable at its will. It thrust, cut, and slammed it as a staff, or sent it whipping inhumanly fast as it tore apart this ancient palace with ease. The creature was intelligent, brutally powerful, and impossibly fast despite its size; Orion found no openings. Instead, he was forced on a desperate defense that called upon all of his blessings. He tried to shock the earth, create shields of ice, set the air aflame, fill the ground with acid… none of it sufficed to do anything beyond protecting his life.

It tore up the castle without a care. It was as though the being found itself surrounded by unlimited power, and now reveled in its ability. And perhaps it did. Orion saw that whenever it conjured its weapon again, its body lost clarity and needed to absorb more light to become solid again. But now, with light in such abundance…

Orion did not have time to lose himself in fanciful thoughts. The abomination struck out with its foot, hitting the prince squarely in the chest. He staggered back, winded. Before he could get his bearing, the thing raised its weapon up, stabbed it into the ground, and used it as a lever to open a great gash in the floor. It fell away, revealing bare mountainside. Orion, without purchase, floundered impotently as this palace wing fell out from under his feet.

The prince’s stomach lurched as he fell further, but in an act of desperation, he jutted out his foot and managed to find a foothold in the cliff face. He didn’t manage to stabilize himself but flipped upside down dangerously. He slid down, barely clinging onto the last bit of stone before a titanic drop. With all the strength he had left, he crawled his way back up.

The great beast stood there, staring out across Dirracha. It turned its head about, looking at the wide plains and the city before it. Its corklike face began to unwind, revealing a soulless purple eye. Orion climbed up onto the ledge, staring up at it as he spit out blood to the wind. With a bestial lunge, he leapt forward and grabbed its hanging tentacle mouth. He pulled it down and slammed his fist into its eye. It reeled back, clutching its eye with both hands.

“I will die before I allow you to walk beyond this place,” Orion declared, ignorant of if it could even understand him.

The creature was soundless as ever. Its face rippled, hiding its now-bloodshot purple eye. Orion put his back to the cityscape as the wind howled behind them. And in the city streets, out of the prince’s sight… black banners bearing a sunburst with snakes as its rays moved up the streets as the citizens watched with unease.

***

“I see it,” Galamon declared, just beside Argrave as he led the soldiers up the Royal Road. Duke Sumner’s men would be joining him, he was sure. “And Orion. He… struggles.”

Argrave didn’t look up. “You’ll remedy that. Sumner and his troops have their job, Elenore has hers, and we have ours.” He briefly spared a glance, watching as parts of the palace crumbled away even still. People in the city panicked, watching their troops with bad memories of the past. “So long as it’s day… so long as this Shadowlander has flesh and blood to eat… it’ll be near impossible to kill. Remember that. Try nothing stupid. Stick to the plan.”

Galamon clenched his Ebonice axe grimly, looking ill at ease.

***

Elenore stepped down the stone stairs beneath Dirracha in a place familiar yet wholly unfamiliar to her simultaneously. Though she still wore the bronze jewelry… now she could see. One sight in particular awaited her, and she moved toward it eagerly even despite the situation.

“Watch your step, princess,” one of the royal guards said as he hastened down the stairs.

The princess barely heeded the man, keeping her hand to the wall as she moved quickly down. Blue light entered into her vision, and in time the stairway’s ceiling became low enough to see beyond. All was as she remembered, yet more—she saw every magic lamp in the gargantuan room.

And she saw Vasquer. The golden serpent, the largest living thing she’d ever seen. With her limited perception, she had seen bits and pieces. Now, she saw the whole of her—her ancestor, stretching for miles and miles. And unlike before… she was unbound, uncaptured, unfettered. Elenore managed a smile.

“I made it back,” she whispered.


Chapter 59

Elenore stepped into the grand chamber housing Vasquer, ancient ancestor of all the royal family of House Vasquer. The now-freed serpent appeared emotionless, but it curved its huge body slowly around, snout facing Elenore. It was like some sort of embrace, and Elenore held her hands out even as her royal guard seemed nervous from the prospect. A small white bird settled on her shoulder, and though it turned its head from side to side, it did not flee.

As soon as she touched the large snake, jubilation filled her head—not her own, but the golden snake’s. It was like a mother’s pleasure at seeing a child thrive, and it was particularly directed toward her full recovery. Elenore briefly lost herself in that pure feeling, reliving her own enthusiasm for her sight, but she had other purposes that more urgently demanded attention.

Elenore sent forth a memory to Vasquer. She could not remember the background, and so the people involved strode atop formless fog as they spoke.

We faced a pitched situation once before in the distant past, Anneliese mused. We were at a huge disadvantage, but I used my Starsparrow to quickly relay directions. Effective management of a large force and intelligence on the entire battlefield has unimaginable benefits. Since Argrave needs me on the frontlines, I cannot do the same here, nor would it be practical now… but you can do something better. The elven woman pointed to Elenore in this memory-scape.

Anneliese is on to something. It’ll be like playing a top-down strategy game, Argrave said. You and Vasquer will link up. You’ll use her enhanced perception to view the battlefield, and then you’ll relay orders to Sumner’s druidic bond, whereupon he will act accordingly. He’ll be able to position his troops to adapt to whatever the Shadowlander does. Like this, we shepherd it into the kill zone, barrage it with the deadliest assault we can muster.

Duke Sumner’s face twisted. That’s… unconventional, he said, though whether it was a compliment or a criticism was not certain. Couldn’t I achieve the same thing by simply watching from above with my druidic bond?

You’re limited even still. Argrave held his hand out. But with Vasquer aiding Elenore… the insides of the palace, any secluded streets, all the walls of the city… she can keep an eye on them all concurrently. If someone like Traugott is behind this, she can keep watch. She can be our ground control.

Duke Sumner slowly nodded. Where would this kill zone be?

It’d have to be in the city. Argrave stroked his chin. The palace won’t ever offer a clear shot for many people. And considering the strength of this abomination, we’ll need a shot for many people.

I saw a place when I scouted, Anneliese volunteered. Though… it is densely populated; a large garden square in the city, surrounded by tall buildings.

Argrave took a deep breath. I think I know the place you’re talking about. But…

We have time to evacuate, Anneliese suggested. Or at the very least, encourage people to take shelter.

It’ll be hard. Argrave stared at Anneliese. Not to mention the other problems we might encounter in the city. Everyone will need heavy security.

The memory faded from her mind, and Elenore waited for Vasquer’s response anxiously. The link between their minds was silent, and the princess feared the response would be negative. A dim flame of caution came—Vasquer informed Elenore that the burden on her mind, though survivable, would not be without consequence. Orion had used it but seldomly, and yet his headache had been unbearable for days to come. And that was Orion. The prolonged contact of such a bulk of information might do genuine damage to Elenore’s brain.

The princess did waver after learning that. Then, as she recalled all she already lost and regained, that hesitance vanished to the wind. And so… after some coaxing, to ease her into the process… Vasquer granted her perception unto Elenore fully. The new sensation was so intense that she lost her footing immediately, yet Vasquer’s body wrapped about her tighter to keep her propped up.

The sensation… it was not entirely new, per se. Part of it was an enhancement of what already was; namely, her sense of touch. It came with such a profoundly large and delicate machination as to make her numb. She felt all the vibrations on the earth—not just things walking, but the wind against buildings, the water against the ground, or the sounds against the earth. All of this worked in tandem to give her a total sense of all that was above or below, and all of what they did.

This gray and lifeless scene was given life by a more mystical perception. Elenore saw the previously unknown forces of the world—people’s souls, the magic in the air, or the foul rupture emanating from the Shadowlander. Just like wind or sound, these left echoes that could be perceived. If the vibrations against stone brought shape, this mysticism brought color to this world. And like that, Elenore saw all of Dirracha laid plainly before her.

This scene overwhelmed to the point Elenore forgot the reason she was here to begin with—to speak, to relay. It took time—a long time, in fact—but she eventually remembered how to work her mouth. But then she remembered speaking required breath. If breathing didn’t come naturally to her, she might’ve died.

When Elenore realized she could perceive herself curled up in Vasquer’s embrace, she shuddered. “I’m… prepared, Sumner. Our task is twofold: relocation of Dirracha’s citizens and positioning of your troops.” As she took note of the palace atop the mountain, she added grimly, “And we should hurry. Argrave has already begun.”

***

Argrave thought cheese was a rather fun thing in video games. Of course, that wasn’t referring to dairy, but rather the exploitation of certain mechanical oversights to defeat a foe or overcome a challenge with relative ease. One could lure or cajole enemies into spots where they couldn’t move and then pepper them with projectiles, for instance. If these video-game enemies had non-artificial intelligence, such a thing would never suffice.

Even despite that, intelligence had historically made people do stupid things in the right circumstances. Argrave rather liked that fact. It meant that he, average as he was, could still overcome the monstrously smart people that abounded in Heroes of Berendar if he orchestrated things properly. Furthermore, he might just stand a chance against the monstrously smart monsters. He intended to put that theory to the test.

Prince Orion fought valiantly against the gargantuan Shadowlander. It clearly tried to disengage, heading for the entrance to the Dragon Palace for a safe descent down the mountain to the city—namely, the Royal Road, the place they’d entered from. Every time it separated in its attempt to find the easier prey in the city, he chased it down. The Shadowlander outclassed him without a doubt—it left wound after wound on his body yet bore few itself. But just as a man could not ignore a feral cat entirely, so too could it not ignore him. And unlike a feral cat, Orion actually had nine lives… or something roughly equivalent, at least.

When they first arrived at the Dragon Palace, Argrave sent his Brumesingers to assist Orion in his struggle even as they desperately struggled to get in proper position for their plan. It didn’t matter if the Shadowlander was strong enough to rend stone—against their mist warriors, each swing would do precisely nothing until their reserves of magic were worn down. Their months of consuming souls might be expended in this battle, but Orion alone could not resist forever.

Argrave and Anneliese followed this fight closely, leading some of the mages as the others took their proper position. Galamon and Vasilisa were absent, alongside a great portion of them. He peeked his head through the hallway, but the battle was difficult to perceive through the absolute darkness warping around the creature. It was like trying to stare through thin cloth close to the eyes.

Argrave looked back and waved everyone forth. They headed for the outside wall with their own party, giving the battle a wide berth. Anneliese brought her forefinger and her thumb to her lips and blew, and a shrill, deafening whistle echoed out across the halls. It was returned in short order—once, then twice, each one in different locations. Their only physical advantage here was that the Shadowlander could not hear nor make sound, and they used it amply.

They followed along the outside wall, using the noise to roughly track the battle. Every so often, a whistle was sent out, then shortly returned. Argrave found a point where a large window overlooked the city, largely glass. He examined the area, then looked down the large corridor beyond. This place was the last large intersection before the exit.

“Alright. Now… we play the matador, boys and girls,” Argrave said confidently, though swallowed nervously in a betrayal of his true thoughts. “Don’t worry about the two down there. They can take it,” he assured. “Anneliese, the last.”

Anneliese brought her two fingers up once more, clenching them together. She whistled once, twice, then thrice. Like birds chirping to birds, the signal was returned. Argrave thought he might need to practice this skill.

Argrave stepped a little ahead of the group, listening for the slowly approaching battle. He cupped his hands to his mouth and shouted, “Orion! It’s Argrave! If you can hear me, don’t bother responding. Up ahead there’s an intersection! I want you to step back for a beat for our attack, then resume! Don’t worry about letting it escape any longer!”

He repeated his directive thrice, ensuring that it would be heard. Once that was done, he rejoined the ranks of his mages. Anneliese took to the back of the crowd, sending ahead her Starsparrow with druidic magic to gather intelligence on the scene. All waited for her signal… yet all could hear, too, the coming mayhem.

The seconds that passed felt like minutes, and it grew ever closer. Anneliese watched, eyes closed and silent as she observed things through her bond. The darkness grew ever closer, corrupting the air and the stone around them with its warping refractions of light. The chiming of his Brumesingers made the scene eerier, as though some grim reaper came with bells portending his arrival.

“Attack!” Anneliese shouted urgently, breaking the silence.

It was sufficient to spur all to action. Their mages cast lightning magic of the most potent kind they knew. Though varied in power and rank, they were uniform in speed. The spells illuminated the lightless hall at once, traversing the distance too fast for the eye to see. The Shadowlander was caught in many, but many more passed by it. It flinched in pain, but only just. As it looked to them, it failed to notice where, precisely, the missed bolts had struck: on Galamon’s Giantkillers.

Holding two knives that sparked brighter than the sun, Galamon lunged forth and stabbed the Shadowlander in the leg. As the sparks discharged, the intersection was lit up, illuminating the creature and Galamon both. It staggered backward with great burning cuts on its legs, but as it prepared to retaliate, their mages sent out yet another wave of lightning magic. Galamon reeled back, catching bolt after bolt in his knives as he prepared for the second attack.

What was the intelligent thing to do in its situation? The answer was obvious: get the hell out.

And so it did. Without Orion constantly restraining it, the creature ran out toward the Royal Road, into the daylight. The moment it did, something more greeted it. The rest of the mages, and Vasilisa.

Vasilisa led the charge, a great teal mana ripple splitting the air. Befitting her A-rank ascension, the S-rank spell completed near immediately. The spell was exceedingly simple, placing all of its emphasis on a powerful spear-like thrust of wind designed to do nothing more than pierce. Even despite its raw destructive power, the Shadowlander caught the spear in hand, sliding back against the stone. Darkness erupted from its hand, and with a wave of its hand, shattered all of its power. A great wind raged against the Dragon Palace’s outside wall.

Following up her opener, the remainder of their mages peppered the titanic creature with spells. It dug its long arms into the ground and resisted stubbornly… and indeed, became immovable. Yet as it stubbornly resisted, Galamon ran into the spells and tackled the creature’s neck. He succeeded in dislodging it, and when the two were caught by a spell, both hurtled over the edge.

Argrave watched with wide eyes through the window, and then ran up to the Royal Road in a heavy-breathed frenzy. He eyed below, watching for Galamon. All he could see was the titanic Shadowlander, plummeting into the city… where Sumner’s force waited, ready to herd.


Chapter 60

Elenore had absolute focus on the area where the Shadowlander had tumbled down the mountainous path to the Dragon Palace. Sumner’s men were hardened warriors, fiercely loyal, well-equipped, and prepared for what was to come—prepared enough to stake their lives. That dedication to a leader did not come easy.

And these factors working in tandem were the only reason they did not break against the Shadowlander immediately.

The moment the titanic creature of darkness landed on the streets, those stationed nearby leapt at it decisively, even in their fear. Their blades—some enchanted, some simple steel—wobbled and shook when they met with the Shadowlander’s flesh as though they struck stone instead of meat. The weapons and enchantments did some damage, but the utter non-effect plainly demonstrated Orion’s superior stature to normal men.

The creature, stunned from the fall, came alive as it was attacked. It rose to its feet and swiped its too-long arms at the attackers. It was a motion no more complex than pushing away an annoying pet, yet powerful enough that all five knights took to the air, clashing into their comrades or meeting the stone walls of Dirracha. Despite the show of insurmountable prowess, those behind advanced—there was no moral gray in this battle, only honor and duty. And Sumner’s men rose to their task, shouting in defiance and slamming their boots upon the earth.

Elenore relayed its position to the duke but could do nothing more beyond that. She sighed a breath of relief when she noticed Galamon suspended higher up on the mountain cliff, if only because she knew his death would crush Argrave. Some of his bones were broken, yet he stubbornly clung to the mountain. Further up, within the Dragon Palace, she watched Argrave’s actions.

“Come on. Let’s go, Mary Poppins—use your magic boots to take me down,” Argrave demanded of Anneliese, clearly worried for his friend and the situation down below. “Anyone who has healing spells—work on getting Orion back to fighting shape.” He pointed beyond.

Orion crouched there. With his fight done, he barely managed to keep his eyes open. “I wear this pain as an honor, brother. Leave me. Go,” he said weakly, some blood in his mouth.

Argrave shook his head in disbelief at the prince’s words and looked to Vasilisa. “You used S-rank magic. I can’t expect you to do more than that. So, please stay here,” he told her.

The blonde woman knelt beside Orion. “I’ll keep your brother alive. Do whatever the hell you did back then with Margrave Ivan.”

“Read my mind.” Argrave nodded, then turned to Anneliese. “Let’s go,” he said, offering his hand.

Elenore watched as the two of them took a running start and leapt off the mountainous stretch of the Royal Road, her heart leaping just as they fell. Soon enough, Anneliese half-carried Argrave as the two of them relied on her enchanted boots that projected wind. Even as they fell daintily through the sky, the Shadowlander’s influence crept through the streets of Dirracha as hundreds of soldiers pressed against it. Though Sumner had managed to disperse most citizens, in the distant reaches of the city people panicked and fled for the tightly shut gates to the wall.

As more and more poured into the fight with the Shadowlander, the foul monster demonstrated it was no easy quarry. The tide of steel arms raged against it unabated, and it did not fall back—no, it was forced back. Though every swipe of its clawed hand tore through steel and flesh, and though it cleaved them in twain whenever it used its unnatural magic… Sumner’s troops proved their commitment to the kingdom of Vasquer was not rooted in mere opportunism or base greed. They fully intended to die for their cause. And many did. Dozens. Hundreds. Elenore could not even count.

Argrave and Anneliese alighted atop a distant building, staring down at this fight. Argrave took a deep breath, then cast a spell. A bow of blood took shape in his hand. Elenore had heard of this attack several times, but had never before seen it—[Bloodfeud Bow], it was called. Up ahead, all of the mages of Sumner’s force, the majority of his archers, and Sumner himself waited for the creature to come within striking distance.

Even despite their commitment, numbers were thinning faster than they could be replaced. Argrave was not blind to this—panicked, he tried to step into a better position so as to force it into the kill zone.

Just then… Elenore felt a disturbance. It was so similar in make to that of the aura the Shadowlander emitted, it nearly escaped her notice. Atop a building, almost opposite Argrave, a shadow manifested. Someone crawled out of it. It was someone Elenore remembered all too well—Traugott. His eyes scanned the scene. Then, he held his hand out. She could see his body light up with mobilized power, and then a great ripple of mana split the air.

It all happened so quickly Elenore could not help but scream, “No!”

Traugott’s spell completed. A great mass of ice erupted outwards like an unending deluge from a burst dam. As it took shape, a gargantuan claw raised above the scene. It craned, cracking and splintering mightily as all on the battlefield stared in awe at this baffling arrival. Then, it descended.

When it slammed against the Shadowlander, Elenore briefly lost herself to confusion for a moment. The beast crumpled from the surprise attack. Just as suddenly as it had formed, the claw of ice pulled back, dragging an unbalanced Shadowlander straight into the city square. It rolled, tumbling, and then the ice shattered. It fell amidst thousands of ice crystals, completely exposed.

Panicked and befuddled, Elenore barely remembered to shout, “Attack! Send the order!”

But her order did not need to reach Sumner—he was competent enough to know when his opportunity had come. He gave the signal—a single blown horn. And with that, unrivalled destruction rained upon the Shadowlander. Ice, fire, frost, earth, lightning, and even simple crossbow bolts ripped across the wide-open square. The Shadowlander did not have time to react, let alone resist.

Even as it was being barraged, Argrave held his [Bloodfeud Bow] ready, waiting for an opportunity. Opposite him, Traugott cast another spell. Another mana ripple split the air, signifying another high-rank spell soon to come. Elenore’s heart dropped again as she feared he would change targets. A gigantic hammer of wind took shape in the air, craning backwards. The Shadowlander could not escape the barrage of spells, yet still the hammer came down, pounding it into the ground to cement its fate. Its legs failed, and it collapsed. Argrave seized on the opportunity, releasing his blood magic.

The bolt of blood struck the Shadowlander firmly on the chest, digging in a few inches before dispersing. Even that attack was not enough to pierce it fully, and so the barrage continued for a while longer. Anneliese cast B-rank spell after B-rank spell, her A-rank ascendency [Life Cycle] enriching her magic supply with the constant discharge of magic nearby.

After what must’ve been a minute, the relentless barrage slowly faded away as the last of the power was expended. The Shadowlander reached one arm out, making all watching step away in despair. Then, thin curtains of light pushed past the grasping darkness, falling onto its hand. More light poured in, illuminating the city and warding away the foul darkness as its hand fell to the earth, still and dead. Everyone cheered in jubilation, but Argrave swayed, fell to one knee, and looked across from him with caution.

Traugott and Argrave locked gazes.

***

Georgina and Rovostar stared at a teetering detached tower barely clinging on to the Dragon Palace, their men just behind. The battle between Orion and that foul, shadowy creature had raged through here, very nearly casting this tower to the city below. Georgina sized it up.

The path ahead was thin—very thin. It had once been a railed bridge, but that had crumbled away, leaving a path no wider than one person. The tower itself was tilted at a harsh, perhaps forty-five-degree angle, barely persisting on a thin pillar of enchanted stone. There was no break from the wind, and it raged against the tower and the walls both, creating a treacherous path only the mad would walk.

“At the very least, it’s unguarded,” Georgina said optimistically, looking at the treacherous and wind-blown bridge.

“I don’t like it,” the duke said. “You go across. It looks unstable. Too much weight, it might finish what those two monsters started.”

Georgina looked at Rovostar, trying to disguise the contempt in her eyes. Even until this moment, the common-born duke did not trust her commitment to King Felipe III. Perhaps it was because she had never shared her reasons for support. That distrust only gave her more reason to hide those reasons.

“Fine,” she said brusquely. “Not like you’d be useful, anyway.”

The bald, scarred freak laughed, then angled his head sideways toward the collapsed bridge. “Just walk, beautiful.”

Georgina headed for the bridge without hesitation. She’d learned long ago to display no weakness in front of anyone. The path was thin, and every step that she took she feared it might crumble beneath her feet. Consequently, the few times it did crumble away, she was quickly able to correct herself. And before she even realized it, she stood at the door to the tower. It was angled as severely as the tower.

She tested the door, then chuckled beneath her breath when she realized it was still locked, even tilted as dangerously as it was. She braced one foot against the wall, then retrieved her lockpicking kit. One small fortune of the mayhem meant any enchantments on the lock had shattered. She stuck a ridged stick and thin hook inside the keyhole. In not five seconds, the lock clicked. Georgina adjusted to get out of its way and pulled the door open.

On the opposite side of the door, Georgina first saw the cityscape. Most of the floor had fallen away, leaving few places for anyone to get a foothold. Her heart sunk as she realized this meant Felipe’s survival was unlikely. Still, her eyes wandered, then lit up as she noticed someone trying to stay out of sight.

“You?” King Felipe said. He had been shackled to the wall by the window by his legs, and even now sat on the angled windowsill. “Hah. And to think I doubted your loyalty. You’ve served me much better than my own kin.”

By this point, most of the king’s hairs had gone gray. Georgina hadn’t seen him in a long while, but this still stunned her. He had been graying before… but this? He was an A-rank mage, slow to age. It made little sense before that he should have grays, but now it was simply baffling. Perhaps there were other causes. Looking at him, Georgina judged the rumors were true—his hands were gone.

“Where’s Levin?” she asked.

“He was kept on the second floor. I don’t know, or care, of his fate. Given what’s happening, we should leave quickly,” he said, adjusting.

Georgina nodded. Slowly, she crept along the wall. C-rank wind magic was sufficient to break the shackles around Felipe’s legs. Then, as chains dangled precariously, she helped him across. The tilt of the tower was treacherous, but not so much so the king couldn’t walk. His simple stumps where his hands had been proved little help to walking, and Georgina dedicated most of her time to keeping the king steady.

Slowly yet surely, they made it to the door of the tower. They climbed out of the entrance, then Georgina advanced to the thin stone pathway. Behind, Felipe clambered up while she supported his arms. She advanced across the path first, turning her head back and eyeing Rovostar with a smug sense of superiority.

The duke raised his head up and widened his eyes. Georgina took the signal and turned her head just in time to see someone jump out of the tower’s window. The assailant howled, slamming into Felipe as fast as gravity would allow. As Felipe tried to grapple with this new foe to support himself, Georgina very quickly realized she would need to release the king or fall with them. And the choice was easy.

Georgina let go of the king, and the other two fell off the side. She realized only as they did that the attacker was Levin. Despite the suicidal fall they experienced, he jammed his fingers into the king’s eyes as they fell. One screamed in pain and the other in rage as gravity claimed both of them. And in time, the wind drowned out the both of their screams, and there was nothing more of them.

“No…” Georgina said in quiet disbelief. Instead of sorrow, rage bubbled up. She fell to the ground, pounding her fist against the stone pathway, sending bricks crumbling away to the city below. “No. No, no, no! After all this?!”


Chapter 61

Argrave judged Traugott with cold, calculating eyes, the two of them standing atop opposite roofs with the city square between them. Though they’d not had time sufficient to interrogate Orion as to the source of the humanoid monster lying dead between them, no one else could reasonably be responsible for bringing the Shadowlander to this city. That he helped put an end to it after it’d killed hundreds of Sumner’s men and devastated both the city and the palace only stoked his rage.

But he’s got no magic left, and all my men are around him. I don’t know what effect Ebonice will have on his little shadow, but… Argrave’s eyes jumped around, searching for a way to neutralize this man. He didn’t trust him. When the Magister reached into his pocket and pulled something out, Argrave watched cautiously even as people below cheered for their victory over the Shadowlander.

Traugott folded a piece of paper into a plane, then gingerly cast it forward. It glided perfectly toward them. Argrave was skeptical to the point where he considered conjuring a ward to block it, but Anneliese grabbed his arm.

“It’s harmless,” she assured him quietly, then caught it out of the air.

In that second of distraction, Traugott vanished. Even as Anneliese unfolded the paper, Argrave jerked his head about in paranoia. “This guy…” he muttered beneath his breath.

“Your Majesty!” a voice called out, and Argrave looked down to lock eyes with Sumner. “Elenore has told me about some rats trying to escape from the palace. With your leave, I would catch them,” he promised.

“Rats?” Argrave repeated, kneeling down. “Those loyalists, I imagine. Did she mention anything else? Have they succeeded in their activity?”

“She mentioned nothing of it.” Sumner shook his head.

“Alright. Time is of the essence. Hurry.” He nodded, then rose to look to Anneliese. “What’s on it?” he questioned her, looking at the paper fearfully.

“It is…” Anneliese trailed off, confusion causing her to err. “He wrote an apology.”

Argrave frowned at once. “You’re serious?”

Anneliese handed it to him in way of explaining it, and he took it after hesitating a beat. As her eyes scanned the city, she said, “We have much to do. I saw Galamon on the way down. He might need assistance. And Elenore…”

Argrave read through the letter. Just as Anneliese said, it was an apology. In it, Traugott claimed responsibility for what he did, expressed willingness to make amends, and further hoped that he and Argrave could talk about the information he wrote in the booklet he’d given to Castro someday. If they talked, all would be made clear.

Even as he read, Argrave crumpled the paper in his tight grip. “Total sociopath…”

His eyes danced between the words, looking for purpose or reason behind his actions. What exactly did Traugott want? How much was he responsible for? And squirming in the back of his head, Argrave considered that all of this might be his fault. He had exposed Traugott to things he had no business knowing, and as consequence…

“The day is young, and there is much to do,” Anneliese reminded him.

Argrave took a deep breath and exhaled. “You’re right.” He nodded. “But this can’t go on. Once things have settled down here… I don’t know. I’ll put out a bounty, spread word, enlist Castro’s aid…” Argrave turned his head, where he witnessed a soldier kneeling before a body cleaved in twain by the Shadowlander. “The last thing we need is someone who can do this, then send an apology like it’s nothing at all. He needs to go, and for good.”

***

Elenore walked through the streets of Dirracha, escorted by some guards of her own capable of casting magic. The city felt such a foreign place in her eyes now, even after her experience with the ancient snake Vasquer. It had been so long since she saw it with her own eyes. She had traveled through and around the city time and time again, blind and maimed… yet now she was back again, whole and healed.

Elenore thought seeing the city again might bring back unpleasant memories of childhood, but the city was devastated to the point it was hard to recall any memories of it at all. Falling debris had either crashed through some roofs or crashed into the cliffs of the mountain. The latter was more dangerous as the debris dislodged other rocks, provoking chain reactions that took dozens of lives in minor landslides. Some buildings were entirely buried. One detached tower had fallen away entirely, collapsing a large bazaar. People picked through its wreckage for one hundred percent discounts alongside others who tried to retrieve bodies for burial.

Despite her quick advisement, Sumner’s forces had not managed to catch Georgina or Rovostar. Not that she blamed them—dealing with the Shadowlander was the pertinent matter, and she would sooner focus all efforts to that front for an assured victory than restrain two decidedly less dangerous people while endangering the other front. And besides… the loyalist incursion had turned out rather well, despite everything.

Elenore fiddled with a golden ring on her hand. It had a sun with four snake heads as rays. Argrave had enchanted it with B-rank wards and distributed it to key military members. This one was Durran’s, but he had given his to her after he returned from his expedition to break the stalemate in Atrus. She thought that was stupid of him—even with this ring, she stood no chance in a real fight. But still, it made her feel safe as she proceeded toward a specific location in her memory. Her head throbbed with every step she took. She’d had migraines, but this pain felt far harsher—the blowback from connecting with Vasquer, she knew.

She came to a set of stairs and descended it slowly into a portion of the city that drained off into the sewers. She spotted a pair of big, dirty feet as she moved around, and took her hand off the ring to prepare for whatever would come. As she walked around the rest of the way, she saw a body. Easily seven feet tall, broad frame, emaciated, missing hands… it was Felipe, no doubt. His long gray hair drifted with the light winds, his face toward the sky. The top of his head had caved inwards, and his eyes had been gouged out completely. His body had broken in innumerable different places from the fall. He looked like a doll assaulted by a sadistic child, his limbs bent and broken in impossible manners.

Elenore’s breath escaped her when she laid eyes on her father, dead. Her already-pained head danced wildly, and she held her hand to the wall to ensure she didn’t pass out then and there. She had seen it all from her connection with Vasquer, yet now… now, it was different. But there was another body, too.

Levin had fallen. Tall, pale, and somewhat emaciated… he had landed face-down. And unlike Felipe, he breathed. She watched him with her gray eyes gleaming with caution. After a few moments, his voice came.

“Is someone there?” Levin called out.

Elenore stood, frozen. She looked to her escort, then back to Levin. He remained still. Puzzled and angered, she took some steps forward.

“Someone is there,” he concluded. His voice was weak, barely audible.

“That was quite a funny thing you did, Levin,” Elenore said, embarrassed as her voice shook despite her mocking. “You looked like a flying squirrel with a vengeance. It was very satisfying watching you two fall through the air like stones.”

“Are you… that woman?” Levin asked, still remaining eerily still. “No… I… Is that Elenore?”

She walked near and put her foot atop his fingers, trying to make sure he could not cast a spell underhandedly.

“Felipe… Father… Is he dead?” Levin asked.

Elenore put her full weight on her foot, but Levin did not even stir. Slowly, she answered, “…He’s dead.”

“Hahahahahahahahahahahahahahaaaa!” Levin laughed with a wild satisfaction, then took a deep breath and laughed again.

As Elenore observed his body, she made sense of what happened. She took her foot off his fingers, then nudged his leg with her boot. With no response, she kicked him and turned him over, still remaining cautious of his hands in case this was some trick to cast a spell. Levin’s body flopped limply over. She didn’t know much, but she had heard tell of this affliction. His spine had been injured in the fall. With healing magic, it could be fixed. But she did nothing.

“Oh,” said Levin in surprise. He seemed capable of moving his head, but not much more. “It is you. I don’t really know what’s happening, but I don’t really care, either.”

Elenore observed him carefully. There was a huge cut on his leg. Though somewhat staunched previously, it reopened from the movement and poured blood fiercely in rhythmic pulses. It looked like an artery had been opened.

“You have eyes. That’s not right,” Levin said. “I must… I must be beyond mortality.” He chuckled again. “It’s over for me. That explains why it doesn’t hurt.”

Elenore stared, feeling at a total loss as to what she should do.

“Does this mean you died, too?” Levin continued. “I thought you had things rather well in hand at Argrave’s side. Such a shame,” he lamented. A few moments of silence passed, then he rambled, “I always wondered… what separates me from you? Why did he come to you? We had the same father, and we’ve both killed hundreds to achieve our aims. But I guess… I’m a little less pitiable than you. And a little less useful, to boot. Whether under Felipe’s or Argrave’s assessment, in the end, I’m disposable.”

“You went along with whatever Felipe asked of you. You reveled in your task, murdering infants, pregnant women, and innocent people without batting an eye.” She looked at his blue eyes sternly, unwavering in her hatred. “All for Felipe.”

“I did. I mean, look what happened to you,” Levin said, his words starting to slur. “My big sister… invincible that you are, smart and vital… What choice did I have? Induen, Orion… all of them my betters, and all of them subject to him all the same. I had to do what I did to survive.”

Elenore briefly glanced to Felipe’s corpse. “Then what was this?”

Levin giggled deliriously. “My crowning achievement. I never had my coronation, so… this will… do,” he finished, lips barely moving as the blood left him.

Stepping to her brother, Elenore opened her mouth to speak. As she did, his eyes rolled back and his head fell limp. She stood there, words left unsaid and actions untaken as the pulses of blood coming from his leg lessened in pressure. And at some point… he died.

Elenore stood over Levin, feeling a bit empty. Then, she looked back to her escort. “Let’s go. We can get their bodies later,” she commanded monotonously.


Chapter 62

Anneliese held her finger up to the air, and her Starsparrow settled atop it as a perch. Argrave looked out where he could see the dust clouds left by the retreating army.

“I think they head to Rovostar’s fiefdom,” Anneliese guessed. “Whitefields. I remember seeing it on the map.”

Argrave nodded. “It’s a poorly defended place, considering it’s both newly constructed and in central Vasquer. But… they still have Enrico of Monticci. And Nikoletta, Mina, those two…?”

“I saw naught of them.” Anneliese shook her head as the bird walked down her wrist, up her arm, and to her shoulder. She reached into her pockets and retrieved some black seeds, feeding the golden Starsparrow.

Argrave sighed. “I’ll tell Elenore to—”

“Tell me what?” a familiar woman’s voice called out.

Argrave turned his head to see Elenore return. He waved to her and greeted, “Sister.” As he watched her, he followed up with, “Are you alright? Look a little…”

Elenore shook her head. “My head is burning. This pain won’t go away anytime soon, I think. I can barely think.”

Argrave shifted on his feet and said guiltily, “I am thankful you did that, you know. You’re the only reason this worked.”

“Levin and Felipe are dead,” Elenore said, locking eyes with him. “They… fell.”

Argrave took a deep breath in surprise. He looked off to the scenery, soaking in the atmosphere for a moment as he processed this information. Reluctantly, he admitted, “Tell you the truth… I’m relieved. What a blessing. I was dreading dancing around that issue with Orion.”

Elenore joined him in looking out across the land. “It’s a net benefit to us. Rovostar’s primary driving force for maintaining cohesion in his ranks just crumbled. He has a lot of personal charisma, but not enough to send his men to their deaths against an overwhelming force with no cause.”

“I’d agree.” Argrave nodded. He could tell she didn’t wish to linger on the subject of Levin and Felipe. “Rovostar in Heroes of Berendar had been a Felipe loyalist, too. After his death, he was still firmly on the Vasquer camp, however. Now…”

“With Sumner having offered his aid, I see nothing preventing the whole of the south from joining us. The north is under Quadreign’s reign, and by extension yours… though I do wonder how firm their grip is. Either way, any weakness they might have can be remedied, and we already have their spellcasters regardless. Durran and Melanie are subjugating the rest of Atrus, and I see no reason why they would have trouble. You, as king, have a great deal of personal fame: the plague, the battle at Castle Cookpot, and now here. Once things settle at the Tower of the Gray Owl…” Elenore looked back to the city. “We’ve won. The only problem, as I see it, is that Duke Enrico is held captive.”

“We were just talking about that.” Argrave nodded. “Do you have any ideas?”

“Widespread pamphlets, delivered to Whitefields by bird.” Elenore nodded slowly. “If Duke Rovostar’s head is delivered to us, Duke Enrico is released, and they surrender to the crown, their treason will not be punished by death.”

Argrave looked at her, raising a brow.

“What?” she asked. “It’s inevitable. Would you trust Rovostar to stand at the same table with people like Reinhardt, Enrico, or Sumner? He stood by Felipe despite everything. He stood by Felipe because of everything,” she said, her voice wavering with emotion. “He would never have changed. He couldn’t have changed. He was indoctrinated, and he believed all he did was justified. It’s no use thinking about it, dwelling on it.”

Her appearance presently reminded Argrave of how she had been in moments past. He felt compelled to put his hand on her shoulder and say, “I agree with you. Don’t get worked up. And don’t think this is your responsibility alone. I took on this role—I have to stomach the uncomfortable truths, too.”

Elenore closed her eyes. Her lower lip trembled, and she nodded. “You’re right.”

Argrave bit his lip musingly, then suggested, “We can’t deal with this today. There are more pressing things. Why don’t you get some sleep? You’ve been running about, straining your mind, and riding on horseback for days, now. You need some rest.”

“I have things to do.” Elenore shook her head.

“Your king commands you to sleep.” He pointed his finger at her face, then pushed her nose. “I can finish things up around Dirracha. Got enough talent at hand to fill the whole city. I command thee, sleep. Do not make me say it thrice.”

As Anneliese nodded to show her support, Elenore stared at him blankly. “I would lay down on the ground here as a joke, but I’m much too sore.” She sighed. “Fine. Fine, Your Ever Gracious Majesty, sovereign of all Vasquer. I will heed your command,” she amended.

Argrave smiled. Then, he hugged her.

“You always do this after battles,” she noted dryly, yet did not rebuff him.

“Don’t ever think you’re alone,” he told her, clutching her head with his hand. She seemed small and fragile after today’s events. Maybe she always had been. “You’ll only be alone if you want to be. And even then, I’ll still pester you.”

She pulled away. “You’ll have to talk to Orion,” she reminded him. “And… you’ll need to know about Levin and Felipe, by consequence.”

***

“You sure you’re okay to walk?” Argrave asked Galamon. They were in a simple stone home that had been lent to Galamon as he recovered. They all stood about in a dining room, planning things out. The owners of the home were staying with relatives who’d lost family.

“Yes,” the knight-commander responded simply, picking up his gauntlet from the table in the dining room. His armor was badly damaged. It had been bent in many places to the point where some of it had to be bent back into place to fit. Still, he was fine. His regeneration still worked overtime, even despite his vampirism being banished. Certain parties present—namely, Sumner—weren’t privy to that.

“There is such a thing as working too hard,” Vasilisa noted, eyes darting around the stone house as though it might cave in. “You tackled that thing off the mountain road. Probably saved all of our lives.”

“Traugott lives,” Galamon disagreed as he slid the gauntlet on firmly. “Until I change that… I will follow His Majesty.”

Argrave sighed. “I miss you calling me Silvaden, somewhat.” He pounded the man’s shoulder with his fist. “Thanks, friend. As much as I hate to admit it… I do need your help.”

“He’s a lucky man, surviving that fall with only wounds that could be healed by magic,” Duke Sumner noted.

“Luck had no part.” Anneliese shook her head. “Galamon is strong.”

Sumner looked at her, seeming a bit disconcerted at her presence. Back when they first spoke, they’d had no times for introductions… but now the duke knew his company and knew their relations to Argrave. He hadn’t protested yet, but it was obvious he wasn’t exactly jumping for joy that the knight-commander and the king’s future queen were both elven.

“I had a proposition for Your Majesty,” Sumner changed the subject, turning his gaze to Argrave. “I’d like to propose a summit between your people and all those of the south, here in Dirracha.”

Argrave walked up to the table and tapped his finger against it, testing it. Content it was steady, he sat atop it. “A summit?” he repeated.

“Yes.” Sumner nodded. “Consisting of all nobles at the rank of count or above, to discuss what happens after this war—no, rather, how Your Majesty intends to rule his kingdom. I’ve heard rumors of parliament and other such things, but…”

Argrave crossed his arms and looked to Anneliese. She brooked no protest, so he faced Sumner and said, “You’re getting a bit ahead of things. Rovostar still runs free. I have a plan to deal with that, but it’s still in the development phase.”

“The people of the south are uncertain about the future.” The duke shrugged his shoulders. “Holding this could officiate support and guarantee flawless cooperation in catching that bastard.”

“And guarantee some nice rewards.” Argrave smiled. “Well… considering how many of your men died against that thing, I think it’s only just that they be rewarded.”

“I won’t deny many will probably posture for land in central Vasquer. Not the margrave, certainly, but others.” Sumner nodded.

Argrave pulled back the silver bracer on his wrist and scratched it fiercely. “There’s going to be some news in a few days. It’s going to… change the field rather significantly,” he alluded vaguely. “I do think this summit is necessary. But I’d like to wait for certain information to come to light. And given Leopold’s age, he can’t exactly arrive quickly.”

“Leopold?” Sumner furrowed his brows.

“The leader of Relize,” Argrave said. “He’s well over a hundred. But come to think of it… he might not be the oldest there,” Argrave realized. “But now I’m getting ahead of myself. There’s still a lot to do vis-à-vis restoring order to this city. And I definitely can’t manage that alone.”

Duke Sumner nodded. “I’m glad to have been wrong about you, Your Majesty.”

“Hopefully I’ll hear a lot of people say that.” Argrave nodded as he stood up off the table.

***

The duties of re-establishing order in the city were not small. Housing had to be provided not only for those displaced by the battle, but to the soldiers. Argrave, Anneliese, Galamon, Vasilisa, and Sumner spent a great deal of time working on this. Fortunately, the populace was cooperative, as the soldiers in the city weren’t conquering invaders but rather people who’d saved them from the monstrosity of darkness that came down from the palace.

Rumors abounded. Some of them reached Argrave’s ears—some said that shadow monster was King Felipe III himself, and that Argrave had known about the demon that had possessed his father the whole time. Rumors on the opposite end existed, too. Argrave had spawned this demon himself, apparently. Regardless, no one mounted a resistance. Orion’s Waxknights, even though fiercely diminished after attempting to aid Orion in the battle against the Shadowlander, still helped facilitate ease of transition and distribution of supplies. By the time that was finished, it was well past midday. But another task awaited him. Namely… greeting Orion, who had recovered from his wounds.

***

Argrave’s hand hovered near a heavy wooden door. He clenched his fingers into a fist and then slackened them time and time again, taking deep breaths all the while. He glanced backwards where Galamon and Anneliese stood by as silent, if impatient, support. Argrave rolled his shoulders, and then as if he was jumping into cold water, hastily knocked thrice on the door.

Instead of a vocal response, the door opened. Argrave looked up at the man beyond—not something he was used to doing—where Prince Orion stood in an ill-fitting cloth robe.

“Brother,” Orion greeted. “I…”

“You looked healed,” Argrave said optimistically. He very nearly asked if he could come inside but lost himself in indecision as he wondered if a king was supposed to ask if he could enter. Royal etiquette was foreign to him.

“There is much to talk about.” Orion nodded. “What happened here. What happens next. And most importantly… why you are in my brother’s body.” His meaty finger pressed against Argrave’s chest. “Our ancestral matriarch informed me of the truth of things.”

I don’t want to be in this body right now, Argrave rued. Without other options, though, all he could do was nod and enter Orion’s recovery room in the Dragon Palace.


Chapter 63

As Argrave looked at Orion, who sat rather unassumingly on the edge of his bed, he wondered if he’d chosen the timing wrong. Perhaps he’d have been better served delivering the bad news to this infamously temperamental prince if he had still been beaten half to death by a Shadowlander. At the very least, Galamon might be able to go toe-to-toe with him while everyone else escaped.

No, Argrave reasoned. A lot of stuff has happened. I need to distract him by bringing it up, and hopefully he’ll forget all about my possession of his brother’s body until I can make sure this is done diplomatically. Even as Argrave thought it, he thought it was a bit absurd—was possession of another’s body something so easily forgotten?

“You should know… we killed the Shadowlander,” Argrave began before Orion could interrogate. “It killed a great many, sadly, but it’s gone now.”

“The dead… it is a sad thing,” the bearded prince said. “But I’ve waited many months for this day, and there is gold in the mud,” he declared. “My head is clear of interfering voices. All of Vasquer’s bindings have been broken.”

Argrave rubbed his hands together, eyes moving in cautious assessment. Orion didn’t seem to despise him. He grabbed a chair in the corner of the room and pulled it up, then asked slowly, “Elenore already saw Vasquer… but the voices being gone—is that true?”

Orion nodded steadily. “Traugott’s actions summoned that foul giant of shadow, but simultaneously dispelled the whispering voices from my mind like a lantern might ward away darkness. Now… their silence buoys my calm.”

Argrave brightened almost inadvertently. Before he could speak, Anneliese asked, “It was Traugott that caused this, directly? You’re certain?”

“I am certain. I tried to chase after his flesh when he fled inside that shadow of his, and as consequence… that thing bubbled free,” Orion spat bitterly, clenching his hands against the bedframe. “But it did benefit me. Vasquer’s false gods… they trouble me no longer, yet I retain their false divinity. It astounds.”

Anneliese placed one hand against her chin, mulling his words.

Feeling he should continue to divert away from himself, Argrave said, “I think you should know something. Georgina and Duke Rovostar snuck into the palace during the chaos. They were trying to free Felipe.”

Orion stood. “What?”

“Levin stopped them. He… tackled Felipe off the mountainside,” Argrave said quietly, looking up at Orion. “They both died from the fall. Elenore saw this happen.”

Orion raised his hands up to his head as his gray eyes widened in shock. He turned away, running his fingers through his hair, damaged after the fight with the Shadowlander. He turned fast enough to stir the air and stomped on the floor, shaking the room. “How could you let this happen?!”

The prince loomed dangerously over Argrave, but Galamon grabbed his arm fiercely and fearlessly. “You’re shaking the room. The Palace is already crumbling. Don’t cause more problems for His Majesty,” the knight-commander said, guttural voice low and threatening.

Argrave stared. He was good at acting calm. The key word there, though, was acting. His Brumesingers clambered out of his coat and growled at the towering prince in a tense moment.

“How can you sit there like that?” Orion continued. “They were still… your blood…”

Argrave briefly panicked when Orion mentioned they were his blood, but words came to his mouth and he quickly said, “You have to carry on. Do you think your mother would like it if you succumbed to grief while the kingdom burns?”

“Mother…” Orion closed his eyes.

To his relief, this contented the prince and Orion nodded at Galamon before backing away. “But… Levin?” The prince sat back on the bed, clearly distressed. His fingers ran through his hair in abject despair as tears fell. “Why would he do this? No matter what Father had done, his own life…?”

The prince sniffled while everyone else stayed quiet for a long while. Anneliese looked in deep thought even now, amber eyes moving between the two of them in consideration.

Orion froze suddenly, then whipped his head up and narrowed his red eyes. “Did you say that Elenore saw this?”

“Well…” Argrave paused at the unexpected question, petting his Brumesingers’ floppy ears. “It was through Vasquer, but yes.”

“Ah…” Orion lowered his head once again. “I thought for a moment that Elenore had regained her sight.”

“Ehh…” Argrave scratched his neck, and the Brumesingers disappeared back into his coat. “She did.”

Orion leaned in, totally alert. “Meaning… her eyes?”

“Yeah.” Argrave nodded. “She’s got it all back. The feet, the eyes, all of it.”

Orion reached forth and planted both of his hands on Argrave’s knees, exclaiming, “That’s wonderful! I…!” His enthusiasm dampened. “She… cannot want to see me, being as she is absent at present. I do not blame her. I listened to Father for too long, and left her isolated, alone… Even Induen visited her, yet not me…”

When Orion pulled his hands off his knees, Argrave rubbed the spots they’d been, feeling that a bruise was inevitable from that tight grip of his. “I can’t speak for Elenore,” he said decisively.

Orion grew reticent, digesting both the negative and positive news in the latest edition of Keeping Up With the Vasquers. The reports would be considerably smaller henceforth, Argrave supposed.

“Traugott intended to use you as an experiment in testing the boundaries between realms,” Anneliese said suddenly.

Argrave looked to her. “What’s this now?”

Orion, too, looked at Anneliese. “How do you mean?”

Anneliese crossed her arms and came to stand behind Argrave, gathering her thoughts. After getting things in order, she took a deep breath in preparation for a long talk. “Traugott was the original emissary designated to sway the Magisters in far northern Vasquer to support Argrave,” she began, her confidence lending her speech speed. “It stands to reason that he knew of Gerechtigkeit. But what is more interesting is that he stopped in Relize to speak to Argrave, specifically.” She put her hand on his shoulder. “He knew you were the source of that knowledge. And expanding upon that… he may have even read that booklet you and I designed for Master Castro. Given the utter lack of constraints his ascension grants him, he could steal that booklet, or even copy it, without issue.”

Argrave followed her words, eyes distant as he contemplated. Slowly, he nodded. “That’s… reasonable.”

“There was a lot of information on that booklet, if you recall.” She squeezed his shoulder to emphasize her point. “There was certainly enough to extrapolate that spirits are one of the few things that can presently bridge the realms between worlds, if he had done independent research on the matter. You’ve told me in private that Traugott is a scholarly sort—fascinated by the unknown. A scientist.” She pointed at Orion. “Traugott had an idea. Orion was the key to testing that idea—namely, if spirits could be something that opened the boundary between the Shadowlands and this realm.”

Argrave turned his head around and looked at her. “…And it worked. The spirits of Vasquer froze the man’s portal of shadow in place long enough for a Shadowlander to escape.”

“And the fact he sent that ridiculous apology is evidence enough that he knows how knowledgeable you are,” Anneliese continued. “When I observed him back then, he had intense curiosity about you. I suspect he genuinely bears no malice toward you.”

“But what he did…!” Orion began loudly.

“People can cause great harm without acting in malice,” Anneliese interrupted Orion. “Did he say anything to you, Orion?”

“Ah…” Orion held his head. “I have… a poor memory, generally. Hmm…” He thought back long and hard. “I remember only the last thing he said to me before vanishing. ‘I’ll watch and learn.’”

“My current best idea is that this was some sort of test for him.” Anneliese nodded, affirmed.

“That…” Orion pointed at her. “He said something like that. I can’t remember exactly what. If only my accursed brain did not keep such delible memories, I could offer better recollection. Forgive me, future sister-in-law.”

“Fret not. I have a complete enough picture.” She waved her hand, then stepped to the window and looked out across Dirracha. “Regardless, something more remains. Traugott must have a larger goal. That is the pertinent issue.”

“Is it?” Galamon asked her seriously. “From Argrave’s account, greater evils come. That is our focus, lest we succumb to them.”

“My intuition tells me that Traugott will not settle down and calmly read books as he did in Heroes of Berendar. He has changed.” Anneliese looked to Argrave. “And as we saw, he has the potential to be extremely dangerous. One rock in the road can halt an entire caravan, no matter how long the train trailing behind.”

Orion rose to his feet. “I will crush his skull in my bare hands,” he declared, moving to the window as though to jump. Anneliese stepped aside in caution.

“Hold on a moment!” Argrave stood, too. “One—use the door. And two, don’t leave at all. Galamon is right in that we have a different focus right now.”

Orion, hand on the windowsill already, stopped and looked back. “Lady Anneliese speaks sensibly. Traugott causes problems. I can kill him.”

Argrave spread his arms out. “You couldn’t kill him earlier in home territory—now you hope to hunt him down?”

Orion turned and sat on the windowsill, looking depressed.

“As much as I appreciate your enthusiasm, there are more important matters. Namely, this entire kingdom.” Argrave gestured broadly. “Hostilities have died down, but the war is not over. Terms have not been drafted. Consequences and rewards have not been meted out. For the sake of people—for the sake of rebuilding, and preparing for what’s to come, this needs to happen.”

The prince looked sobered. He crossed his arms and stared at Argrave evenly. “You’re right. I… have been adrift, somewhat, since learning the truth of my pantheon. But Boarmask taught me a simple principle: how would I like to be treated were the positions reversed? Thus far, it has made me feel good in choosing.”

“Boarmask?” Argrave repeated incredulously.

“Ah.” Orion looked at Argrave. “I forget. You two have met. Well… you would know him better than that, too, I suppose.” His face hardened somewhat. “We still… have not discussed you.”

Argrave felt a jolt as what he’d been avoiding came up so suddenly.

“How did you get in that position?” Orion asked.

“I don’t know,” Argrave answered honestly.

“What happened to Argrave’s true soul?” Orion pressed, undeterred.

Argrave caught onto the trend of questions and dictated, “I’ll save us both some trouble and answer any questions you might have; I don’t know anything about why I’m here, why this happened, or anything. I woke up, I was here, and that’s all I know.”

Orion’s gray eyes stared for a long, long while, boring into Argrave’s eyes of the same color. Eventually, the dark-haired prince lowered his head. “I have more to say. But things are as you say; the people wither as we do nothing. Blood, kin, and family… three words with myriad meanings. My world has turned upside down in ways I pictured impossible months ago. We must speak again later, privately, when things do not threaten to fall apart around us. But I do believe you act for the good of the kingdom. All that Vasquer showed me confirms that opinion—no, that fact.”

Argrave was taken aback at the praise. Strangely, it made him feel good—it was a validation of so much of his efforts. Orion was the last person he thought might inspire that feeling.

If Orion knew he hit home, he didn’t show it as he continued, “Now, how do you intend to put these hostilities to bed once and for all?”

“Sumner mentioned a summit with all the nobles of the realm,” Argrave continued, glad to be past that. “I like that idea. I’d need Elenore with me to really set things in stone, but I have a general plan—namely, confirmation of my status as king, distribution of rewards and punishments, and dictation of where this kingdom will head. But first… a certain old man needs to send out some good news to all the lords and ladies of the realm.” Argrave smiled.


Chapter 64

Crackling from flames echoed against stone walls, the sound rebounding countless times throughout the vast chamber. These flames burned in braziers before grand statues of stone owls, illuminating the stony birds and casting twisted shadows on the walls behind. Active enchantments kept the braziers alight. These enchantments all came from black chairs in a tight circle at the center of the room, each occupied with gray-robed figures with owls stitched on their shoulders. Some braziers were unlit, corresponding to what chairs were empty.

“Can we all acknowledge what sort of power this would give him?” a man with dwarfism asked, dressed rather grandiosely in gray and gold. A maroon cloak draped across his chair, definitely larger than he was.

“I think that’s the point, Artur,” Vera responded with unusual respect from her seat beside Hegazar.

Tower Master Castro, opposite Artur, put his hand to his bald head and rubbed his forehead to ward away a headache. “It’s the whole point. We’ve seen what’s coming, all of us. King Argrave was the one to show it to me—show me all the proofs collected in this booklet,” he continued, retrieving it from his coat and waving it in the air. “With a strong—”

“I know the necessity,” Artur interrupted, holding out his short, wide hand bedecked with many elaborate golden rings. Their gemstones of myriad color danced with light from the burning flames, almost unnaturally so. “And I agree that it’s Argrave that should do it.”

“Then what’s the problem?” Another Magister spread his hands out, confused.

“Every time I pause for breath, some imbecile thinks I’ve run out of things to say.” Artur leaned up in his seat, voice calm despite his insults. “We have to leverage this for the Order’s advantage, Master Castro. I want you to promise us all that, here in this exalted hall.”

“Leverage,” Castro repeated. “Do you care to elaborate?”

Artur placed his hands together, fiddling with one of the loose-fitting rings. “I think it’s long overdue that the royal family finally unload all the of the knowledge that its withheld from the Order—enchantment knowledge, general magic knowledge, methods of A-rank ascension privy only to the Vasquers…” He spread his hands out. “All of it.”

Castro peered ahead seriously. “That would need to go both ways, wouldn’t it?”

“Well…” Artur trailed off, taken aback. “Not… not necessarily. Much of the Order’s knowledge is private property.”

“Argrave intends to establish a parliament that holds genuine power,” Hegazar cut in. “Now, for some of us, the prospect of having the king’s ear might not be especially appealing. But the king does need magical advisement for the benefit of the realm. And if this position was to come with certain… academic advantages, shall we say, to incentivize this?” He clasped his hands together. “Who could say no?”

Moriatran, the old man who’d been glaring at Castro most of the meeting, cast his glare toward Hegazar. “Everyone knows the two of you are owned by him.”

Just then, something shifted behind Castro and someone new entered. The woman walked hastily and nervously to Castro, then whispered into his ear. He listened intently, then waved her away. Everyone focused on the Tower Master.

“Argrave seized Dirracha with Duke Sumner’s aid,” Castro summarized at once.

The more politically interested Magisters shifted in their chairs. Taking the capital—and furthermore, in cooperation with a primary proponent of the south—was ostensibly the end of this war.

“Apparently, they fought against a giant black demon. The death toll was around five thousand, of which a little over half were civilians. Levin and Felipe died in the fighting. It took the combined efforts of hundreds of mages, many of whom were A-rank, to put it down. Argrave claims this to be the beginning of things,” Castro said pointedly. “He’s invited all Magisters of the Order to a summit held at Dirracha, where he will display the creature’s corpse, explain what comes, and decide on a course for the future.” Castro looked around. “We’ve talked this through enough. It’s time to hold the vote,” he decided.

Castro looked around, but none brooked protest. “Based on what I’ve heard, there are four common choices. One: support Argrave against Gerechtigkeit unconditionally. Two: support Argrave against Gerechtigkeit under the condition of mutual exchange of knowledge. Three: support Argrave against Gerechtigkeit while leveraging our power for the Order’s benefit. Four: abstain totally, remaining neutral. Are there any additional policy stances?”

“Five: oppose Argrave,” one added, half in jest.

Castro sighed. “Yes… then, there are thirty-seven of us here, with a total number of fifty-one councilors after Ivan’s death. With fourteen—less than half—missing, we can still proceed. The first round of voting will eliminate one option, until the last is decided.”

A woman walked forth, distributing a small slip of paper and a writing implement alongside it. By the time she gave the last, she went back to the first and retrieved the vote. The votes were counted, and the woman announced, “The fourth choice—abstention—has been removed.”

The man who’d proposed opposition of Argrave laughed that his was not the first choice marked off, and the process began again.

“The fifth choice—opposition of Argrave—has been removed,” the woman announced next.

Some of the more enterprising Magisters glanced about the room, sizing up their comrades as the next round proceeded. This time, the woman took more time in counting things up.

The woman lowered a piece of paper and declared, “The first choice—unconditional support—has been removed.”

Castro closed his eyes and sighed, but the vote went on. When the papers were delivered this time, they were not immediately filled. The woman handling the voting waited patiently as people leaned to each other and whispered. Then, slowly but surely, the whispers died down and papers were turned in.

The woman tallied the papers, setting them down one after the other. Finally, after a certain number, she stopped. One number had met nineteen votes, evidently.

“The third option—support Argrave while using the Order’s leverage for its benefit—is the last remaining option. As such, it is the Order’s policy on this development,” she declared.

Some murmuring spread throughout the room—half-celebration, half-disappointment, and a silent portion who seemed not to care either way.

“The council has chosen,” Castro said tightly. “As Tower Master, I am duty-bound to uphold this choice.”

His gaze ran across them, making his displeasure blatant.

“Though all were invited, not all wish to attend, surely,” Artur spoke, unheeding of Castro’s disposition. “We must decide a delegation. And furthermore, promulgate the news.”

***

Margrave Reinhardt delicately set aside a paper bearing a broken wax seal on it. This gray wax depicted an owl. He looked to his advisors—namely, Count Delbraun of Jast, his son Elias of Parbon, and Duke Marauch of Elbraille.

“The Order of the Gray Owl has announced public support of Argrave as king… and furthermore, this letter vaguely promises cooperation in light of an unprecedented coming calamity.” Reinhardt walked around. “Gerechtigkeit.”

“Is this… What is that?” Marauch said ponderingly.

Delbraun strode past Reinhardt and picked up the letter himself, scanning it with his orange eyes. “It says nothing more,” he noted, fixing his gray hair back into place. “But it does promise further details after the summit.”

Reinhardt looked troubled, though for different reasons. “If there was word of Enrico… we might be able to talk about this more.” The margrave turned his head. “He knows far more about it than I do.”

Elias looked off to the side, already somewhat privy to the details, but Delbraun asked in concern, “He knows more than you do… meaning you know something?”

“Yes.” The red-haired margrave nodded. “This calamity isn’t some contrivance to justify Order support. It’s the real thing.”

“Could you… tell us more?” Duke Marauch pressed hopefully.

“Not really.” Reinhardt shook his head. “Calamity should tell you all you need to know. But this thing has wiped out civilizations. Argrave has long been privy to it. It’s why he’s done what he has.”

“You kept this from people?” Delbraun narrowed his eyes.

“I had no proof, only Argrave’s words.” The margrave shook his head, long red hair swaying. “Without an authority like the Order weighing in, you would disbelieve me even now.”

Delbraun stepped closer. “But we’re to be family by marriage. Your son knew, didn’t he?”

“That’s beside the point,” Reinhardt said through clenched teeth. “My best friend is imprisoned. He’s practically the king’s family, given his relation to Nikoletta—and that cousin of his is missing, searching for her father.” Reinhardt clenched his gauntleted hand, then stepped away in irritation. “A summit with most of the influential people in this continent approaches. We have more pressing concerns. Dirracha is within sight.” Reinhardt looked to the tent flaps, where beyond one could see the grand city in the dawn light only just.

“If you want me to ignore this issue… then perhaps we ought to discuss what it is the south wants from the king,” Delbraun continued, finally revealing his true aim.

Margrave Reinhardt hesitantly nodded, realizing Delbraun had played up his offense at being excluded to force him to acquiesce to this talk of negotiations. “The war did much damage. We endured prolonged battle… What should be done, then?”

***

Leopold Dandalan watched a caravan leave from the city of Relize, holding his hand to his back and grimacing as he stretched somewhat awkwardly.

“Are you sure you’re fit to travel?” Hirnala, Leopold’s Veidimen wife, asked of him in a neutral tone. She had pale skin, bright blue eyes, and short gray hair that did not hide her elven ears. She stood a foot taller than the patrician, and he had to crane his neck.

“You’re always asking if I’m fit,” the old man said bitterly. “Have I ever been unfit to do what I want?”

She tilted her head. “I suppose not. By some miracle, you’ve not had your heart expire in coitus. I do wonder how long that will last. I’m told you’re well over a hundred, but you look three hundred. The aging in this society is rather perplexing to adjust to.”

He fixed her with a bitter gaze. “Waiting for me to expire?”

“If it happens, it happens. But I like our business arrangement,” she said with a shrug.

Leopold sighed. “And here I thought I was the rationalist. Well, it’s true. Profits have been good, even despite the war…”

“Because of it, perhaps,” his wife suggested. “But that’s ending.”

“Ostensibly. The things written on that note… something else is waiting for us.” Leopold thought back to that paper he’d received. “I have to get the best benefit I can. And on that tune… your allies will be helpful. You got a letter from them, didn’t you? Who is coming?”

“It was His Majesty’s directive, not my idea. And… only two come across the ocean,” Hirnala said. “Patriarch Dras and Rowe the Righteous.”

“Two?!” Leopold repeated. “How is that going to inspire respect, establish them as allies? They need a grand procession, a host of soldiers, not… two!”

Hirnala laughed. “The vessel they’re taking is rather awe-inspiring. I imagine few on this continent have seen its like.”

“A big boat is hardly pertinent. Dirracha is inland,” he reminded her condescendingly.

Hirnala looked at Leopold. “I did not mention boats, husband.”

The aged patrician frowned, bushy brows almost concealing his eyes.

“Time wastes. His Majesty is expecting us, and given our relationship as allies, it would be best to arrive before the summit begins,” she dictated, walking back toward their estate in the city.

Leopold thought back to his father, strangely. Something the man once said stuck in his ears more and more, these days.

Son… his father said, in that tone of his that made it difficult to distinguish if he was disappointed or not. Marrying for money’s probably a dumb idea, but it’s even dumber if you’re already rich.

Leopold sighed and walked after her, leaning on his cane. Curiosity lingered in his mind, replaying those words of the vessel that Hirnala mentioned again and again.


Chapter 65

Argrave stared at the dark gray corpse of the Shadowlander from his place at the entrance to the Dragon Palace. The monstrous humanoid had been laid across a makeshift wooden platform and secured by ropes, and now twenty men carried it by wooden poles fixed to the platform. Despite the days gone by, its corpse had not decayed even slightly. Nothing, not even the ants, would touch it willingly. Even after death, its flesh felt as hard as stone. Facing two… indeed, facing hordes of these creatures, as they would have to in the distant future… he was reminded of why he rushed so hard for strength and power.

“I know just the person to display it in a… frightful manner, so as to cow our guests,” Elenore broke into Argrave’s thought. “In addition, we’ll have it in the throne room. That’s the place worst affected by the fighting, and it’s big enough to host everyone that will be coming. I remember how much you like psychological tricks like those.”

Argrave nodded without much consideration, his mind wandering elsewhere. His royal guards and Galamon stood behind him, watching and waiting.

“I’ve sent out those royal decrees to Whitefields demanding Rovostar’s head. In addition, I helped news of the Order’s declaration get into… certain people’s hands.” Elenore stepped in front of Argrave, perhaps hoping to get his attention better. “Perhaps once Vera and Hegazar return, we can take a more personal hand in retrieving Duke Enrico, provided he is not returned already.”

Argrave considered that, looking up. As he did, he failed to notice Elenore’s gaze settle upon someone behind him.

“Rovostar’s A-rank. Hegazar’s illusions won’t help much, and—” Argrave paused as he felt a presence near. He thought it was Galamon, but when he turned, he spotted Orion.

“Elenore,” the prince greeted her first. “It’s… I cannot describe how warm it makes me feel to see you walk once again.”

Elenore nodded and crossed her arms and said nothing in response.

Orion’s eyes fell upon the Shadowlander. “You should have asked me to help, brother. You’ve asked so little of me…”

Argrave looked at Orion squarely. Despite his grief, he’d shown himself to be stable—the prince had not harmed anyone in the time they’d been here, and his emotional outbursts improved day by day. That said… the man himself did not look good. His eyes were sunken and dark, and he looked… ill, frankly. Argrave wasn’t sure Orion could get ill, so he must have felt truly terrible to look this bad.

“I haven’t needed your energy. Well, not until now,” Argrave said, dismissing his thoughts. “Leopold is bringing along some people from Relize—architects. But I think I’ll need your help, too.” As the laborers bearing the Shadowlander grew near, Argrave lightly shepherded the two of them out of the way, and his royal guard moved with him. “You’ll have to work fast and hard. This needs to get done before everyone else arrives.”

“Well… certainly, I can help,” Orion contributed with a strangely dull brightness.

“On that note, I’ve just remembered I need to take care of something,” Elenore said stoically. “Please, excuse me.”

Though Elenore spoke kindly, her haste to leave was all too obvious… to Argrave, at least. Orion seemed totally ignorant that Elenore did not want to be around him.

“So, this matter… I’m excited to help.” Orion nodded. “Where is Lady Anneliese?”

“She’s been helping Elenore with scouting things out—keeping track of armies and such,” Argrave said dismissively. “Just helping get a timeframe for us to prepare everything for this summit. This is a big event, and a lot rides on it. But as for that thing… Come on, let’s walk.”

When Argrave finished talking, he watched Orion briefly when he didn’t move. The man rubbed his eyes and blinked rapidly.

“Are you alright?” Argrave asked, confused.

Orion fixed his gray eyes upon him. He only now noticed they were bloodshot. “These nights… sleep does not grace me.”

“Why?” Argrave pressed. He grabbed Orion’s arm and moved him forward, and the two set off down the Royal Road.

“Noise. The wind. I never knew it was so loud.” Orion looked out across the city as they walked down. “Up atop the mountain, the wind rages especially hard. Yet even then, it does not drown my thoughts as I hoped it to. Without the others speaking to me, my thoughts are all I hear anymore. They are a dreadful sound.” Orion shuddered. “Have you ever… had trouble sleeping?”

Argrave slowed his pace to talk better, keeping his eyes on the steep, partially damaged path as he repeated, “Trouble sleeping? All the time. I just have to do something to occupy my mind until I’m tired enough I have to sleep, usually.”

“And if that doesn’t work, what else could I do?” Orion pressed.

Argrave frowned. “…It always has worked, I’m afraid.”

“Ah.” Orion nodded, his unkempt black hair blowing about in the wind.

“What are you thinking about?” Argrave asked curiously.

“I don’t know who I am, anymore,” Orion said heavily. “And without the buzzing voices of the deceivers… without some larger purpose… it’s all I can think about. I think of my actions, of what I did and what I should do, and of the family that left me—both my deceivers and my blood. These damnable thoughts are more persistent than starving rats near a granary, and I hate it,” he finished venomously, clenching his hands into tight fists. “It’s worse than having their whispers pollute my mind. I thought the rot was gone, but it persists in a different form. I don’t know what to do anymore.”

Argrave took a deep breath, not knowing what to say for a few tense moments. He lightly suggested, “I think Boarmask gave you some sound advice regarding what to do. In all your dealings, just ask, ‘How would I like to be treated in their position?’ I don’t think you can err too far if you heed that advice.”

“I think… you and I, our situation… it’s not so different,” Orion noted, gaze fixed to the road. “I’ve had months to come to terms with the Argrave I knew being replaced, months of explanation from Vasquer, and months to parse through what you did with my half-brother’s body. But one thing defies my comprehension: how did you… keep moving? How did you handle your awakening?”

They finally came near the city, and Argrave pointed off to the side as they worked to their direction. “I didn’t. I kept my head down and kept moving, striving to get what I wanted.” Argrave shrugged.

Orion looked frustrated, and he put his hand to the back of his head and asked, “How do you know what you want?”

Argrave stopped briefly. “Don’t you enjoy certain things?”

“All I enjoyed has turned to poison in my mind. All I’ve ever done…” Orion stepped away, searching for words. “I was but a vessel to another’s will. Though I loathe it now, I never felt more alive then.”

“But you went south, disillusioned with Felipe,” Argrave pointed out. “You met Boarmask. You met Vasquer. You defied your father, and you kept this city whole. Didn’t you do that because you wanted to?”

“If I truly wanted this, why do I feel so empty?” Orion asked.

“Invert the problem,” Galamon said.

Orion and Argrave both looked to him.

“If you don’t know what you want…” Galamon continued. “Think about what you don’t want. Work from there.”

Argrave nodded slowly. “He’s right, come to think of it. The whole reason I set out to stop Gerechtigkeit was because I didn’t fancy dying. Along the way, things just sort of… fell into place.” He set back along the road, walking a bit closer to Orion. “I’m going to posit two things. Maybe you agree, maybe you don’t. One: I think a lot of that emptiness is stemming from Levin and Felipe’s death.”

Orion’s face twisted, and he looked away. “…I heard people celebrating father’s death. Heard people suggest that he was actually that foul creature Traugott summoned, his true form revealed to stop you from taking his kingdom.”

Argrave nodded slowly. “I think all you can do is nothing, at least about that. You might not believe me, but those feelings will fade as time passes. I think the fact you feel empty right now is evidence that you aren’t. If you really were empty, I don’t think you’d care. Empty people don’t feel empty, they just are. At least, that’s my reasoning. Can’t speak from experience.”

The prince closed his eyes as they walked through the street. Argrave realized only now that a great deal of the people watched them. He seemed to have built up some good will in the city. Ideally, that’d be maintained for a long while.

“Without something guiding me… I can’t see the point of any of this.” Orion shook his head.

Argrave laughed, though he felt somewhat guilty for doing so. Orion looked at him, bewildered. Eventually, he stopped laughing, grabbed his brother’s shoulder and said, “That’s the most normal thing you’ve ever said, Orion. Nobody sees the point. They search for it. Where they find it… that varies. There’s no wrong answer, necessarily. And I think I’d be doing you a disservice if I told you what I think the point is, because the whole idea is that it’s your point.” He looked up to the sky for a moment and muttered, “You’ve made me get all philosophical. I don’t like doing that.”

“My head is even more disturbed.” Orion walked along with him, arms crossed. “But… you said you had two things to say?”

“That’s right. I just think there might actually be something you do want to do. And that’s because you’d already been doing it.” Argrave tapped his shoulder, then led him along, saying, “Come on.”

Argrave led Orion quickly through the last bit of the street, heading for a familiar place. It had been sorely changed since last they were here. Argrave supposed he had to count himself lucky that it was not buried beneath the falling rubble of the Dragon Palace, being as it was located at the base of the mountain.

“Vasquer…!” Orion realized, stepping forth away from Argrave’s side. “Gods, how could I have been so stupid?”

“You were injured, and had a lot on your mind,” Argrave reminded him, stepping after. “Still do have a lot on your mind, it seems. It’s perfectly understandable.” Argrave looked at the partially destroyed gentleman’s club where a stone staircase was plainly visible. Some men stood guard—Elenore’s. Argrave stepped closer. “This summit, the capstone for this war… it’s the grand culmination of a lot of different things. I’ve already conversed with Vasquer about how she can help out. Do you want to?”

Orion looked back, then nodded. “I do.”

“And what’s more… do you want to see her free?” Argrave smiled.

“You’ve made your point.” Orion stepped toward the staircase. “I only wish you’d come to me, forced me to realize what I was forgetting.”

Argrave kept smiling, swallowing his thoughts—namely, that he was too afraid to approach Orion. Strangely, even though Orion had lost none of his ability… Argrave did not hesitate much in taking the next step forward. The giant man that’d gone up against the Plague Jester, the Shadowlander, and all manner of abominations seemed a little more approachable than he had before. Argrave sincerely hoped this was a lasting trend.

“Clearing a path large enough for her will be a bit complex—the Dragon Palace is above, and the last thing we need now is some sort of cave-in. That’s why we need the architects,” Argrave began, following Orion along. “But there are some things I know we can take care of now…”


Chapter 66

Argrave hefted a crown in his hand—it had a black metal band, chicken egg-sized gemstones at several points, and gold decorating it gaudily. Everything seemed to be in order with it, so he looked up and said, “Thanks for bringing this, Leopold.”

“Hmm,” the wizened old man grunted. “Let’s not forget I provided even more manpower for those forts you took. Some of them had only seven loyal men inside. You really overextended to seize this place.” He wore black clothes in Relizean style, with a wide-brimmed black tellerbarret with a golden feather. He had Argrave’s snake sunburst on his doublet. “I don’t intend on being a paper tiger at this summit, Your Majesty. The people of Relize expect me to represent their interests, regardless of our alliance.”

“Be as papery or fleshy a tiger as you want.” Argrave nodded.

Leopold sized him up. As he did, two more footsteps echoed across the battered Dragon Palace, and Argrave turned his head. Hirnala and Anneliese walked side-by-side, catching up.

“I promised to show Hirnala the city. She almost made me write it down,” Leopold said quietly. “That one wants so many agreements in writing. It’s astounding.” The aged patrician sighed. “I should go do that. The road was long, there is time yet before the last arrive, and we can talk about how to approach this summit tomorrow. With your leave, Your Majesty.”

“Sure. Go.” Argrave waved him away.

The man walked away, speaking to the three of them while Argrave awkwardly held the crown. He didn’t want to wear the thing, but he didn’t have a place for it, either. Eventually, Anneliese broke off from the two of them and joined Argrave as they departed to see the city.

“Hirnala is fun. She says what she thinks, always,” Anneliese reflected. “I think… with the architects working on freeing Vasquer, we have all we wanted.”

Argrave nodded intently. “And Rovostar?”

Anneliese’s amber eyes darkened somewhat. “…No news, I fear. Elenore and I can only attest that discontent has settled there once the letters were sent.”

Argrave took one hand off the crown and rubbed his temple. “I had hoped to have Duke Enrico present for this…”

He left out his worry about the potential of Nikoletta’s loss. It bothered him to leave a matter unfinished for so long. Last time something bothered him this much, he’d gone to the north disguised as a snow elf. He didn’t think that particular solution would work this time.

“Oh,” Argrave said, drawn from his haze. “I got something for you.”

He handed the crown off to Galamon, who received it wordlessly. Then, he reached into his pocket and retrieved what appeared to be a wooden box. Upon further inspection, there were some intricacies to it. He held it out to Anneliese.

“Here,” he said.

Anneliese tilted her head, taking it in hand. She fiddled with it, quickly grasping what it was. It had moving parts that rearranged.

“Some vendor was selling it,” Argrave explained. “A testament to people’s resiliency if they’re trading even now, I guess. It’s not exactly like the one you described, but you said something about a puzzle box a long time ago that stuck with me. I—”

As she fiddled with it, it clicked, and the puzzle was complete. The top of it came open.

“Ah…” Argrave scratched the back of his neck, embarrassed. “Maybe… I should have gotten a more complex puzzle. I enchanted it with an active ward, so it should be quite durable.”

“You remembered.” When Anneliese lifted her head up, she was beaming. “I love it.”

Argrave smiled in kind, then quickly diminished her praise, saying, “Probably should’ve actually put something inside there…”

“I think it better you did not. I want to fill it,” she decided.

“Then it all works out.” He held his arms out. “Wish I could do simple things like this more often, but it’s not to be. We have to meet the music.”

Anneliese nodded. “And the music comes louder every day.”

***

Castro laid eyes upon Dirracha, perhaps four miles away. Despite the distance, the city was tall enough to be seen above the horizon. Their party of Magisters traveled by foot or horse, largely, to preserve their magic for this summit. Even this far, certain details were distinguishable. Argrave’s banner, with its black flag and golden snake sunburst, hung from the walls to demonstrate its holder. Yet another gold shone even brighter: the scales of the giant feathered serpent curled about the city.

The tower master had always thought the mountain in that city too-large, yet the snake curled around it many times with her miles-long body. Despite the size of the rock, she seemed hard pressed to fit, winding upward in a great spiral that coiled around the mountain and the palace both. Her proud head stood tall at the apex of the building, gazing about the land as though to see all as her great mane of golden feathers moved with the wind.

“It would seem that the rumors spread were not all false,” Artur, the Magister with dwarfism, noted. Castro had never seen him walk—instead, his mantle carried him off the ground, supporting his body as though the fabric was a solid thing. “That must be the royal family’s ancestral serpent, Vasquer. I never thought to lay eyes upon it. Then again, I never thought it was real.”

Castro looked back toward the city. He felt, then, that this kingdom had woken up from his slumber. “I think you will be more surprised just how many of the rumors were true in totality.”

“Is it just me, or…?” Vera began, trailing off. “The palace looks a bit…”

“Damaged?” Hegazar finished, concern on his voice.

“They did have a battle with a demon,” Castro reminded them. “I’m told this so-called Shadowlander devastated the place.”

Hegazar and Vera exchanged a glance of restrained terror. Hegazar suggested, “Perhaps we can… move a little faster? Even much faster?”

“No,” Castro refused bluntly. “Margrave Reinhardt and his forces are moving past. It’ll only be a hassle if we rush to arrive at the same time they do.”

The couple looked greatly disconcerted, and Vera even muttered beneath her breath, “…That bastard.”

***

As Margrave Reinhardt and his trusted council rode at the head of their forces, a man followed by a dozen golden-armored troops stepped out of the capital. For a brief moment, Reinhardt swore he saw Felipe, and his hands tightened around the reins of his Redsnow. But as the person came closer… he realized it was Prince Orion.

His grip slackened slightly when he realized the man wore fine clothes instead of armor. “Let’s meet him,” the margrave decided, looking to Delbraun, Elias, and Marauch.

They gave words of confirmation, then followed behind as he rode forth. Slowly, their two parties converged. Standing, Orion was perhaps a foot lower than Reinhardt’s height on horseback. He had a dominating presence.

“Greetings, Margrave Reinhardt,” Prince Orion greeted, pounding his fist against his chest. “His Majesty Argrave sent me out to retrieve you and the other guests. You’re welcome to bring a sizable escort, but the host must remain outside the walls.”

The margrave stared sternly, though inside he was surprised that the infamous Orion was acting so docile. His eyes wandered to the golden-armored knights behind him. They had the dreaded waxpox, he realized. He spared a glance to his son, then looked back to Orion.

“Let us get things in place.” The margrave nodded.

“Of course.” Orion nodded. “I will wait.”

The margrave cast a glance at the Dragon Palace far above where the great serpent Vasquer waited. It was his time to enter this ancient city once again, it seemed.

***

Elias looked across the city of Dirracha with his one good eye as they traversed the mountainous Royal Road leading to the Dragon Palace, following Orion. Their party consisted of all Reinhardt’s close council, and those sworn to Duke Enrico coming to speak in his absence. The devastation in the city was far beyond what he had been expecting. Helmuth, the margravate’s wizard, seemed tense, and his dancing purple eyes jumped from patrol to patrol.

“Margrave Reinhardt…” the wizard stepped ahead and said quietly. “We should not be here. There are enough high-ranking mages to wipe us out without a thought,” he finished with urgency. “Not to mention… Sumner’s men are here, too.”

Margrave Reinhardt did pause at that. “Sumner…?” He paused. “Could he have… worked with Argrave, ambushed us?”

They did stop at the road, but a new voice speaking caused them all to look ahead.

“Welcome, Margrave Reinhardt,” a woman greeted. Elias stared at her. He thought she resembled Nikoletta a little, but the more he stared the further the similarity faded. She had stony gray eyes and a cool, calm demeanor.

“Princess Elenore?” the margrave said in hardened disbelief, stepping forth.

“I see your sight is as good as mine,” she said dryly. “That used to be an insult, but not so anymore. It has been a while, hasn’t it?”

Recognition dawned on Elias, and his eyes widened in shock. Elenore was rumored to be blind and maimed, yet here she stood. His breath quickened.

“You… recovered?” Count Delbraun of Jast asked cautiously.

“I wish I could claim that, but no. I was healed.” She shook her head. “And before you ask… it was by His Majesty, obviously. He is rather glad you’ve come here today. The summit will be held in the throne room—until then, you might rest in some prepared chambers. I am to host you until that time comes, if it pleases.”

As hope blossomed within Elias—hope that Argrave did not mislead, and that Rose truly could be treated—he made up his mind to press on, no matter Helmuth’s caution. And looking to his father, he saw the same answer writ there.

“Lead on,” Margrave Reinhardt said evenly.

***

In due time, the Magisters of the Order of the Gray Owl were similarly received and brought to a separate room where Vasilisa hosted. They offered rich, if simple, meals, and gave the guests the opportunity to rest from the long road. Elenore dealt with reintroducing Duke Sumner to the southern nobles, and attempted to both gather information and mend the rift of mistrust that might’ve formed.

After a suitable amount of time passed, they were all led into the throne room of the Dragon Palace. To say the least, it was not as most remembered it.

The majority of the ceiling was simply missing, having collapsed. And the cause of that was plainly on display, suspended on the sole standing pillar in the room. The Shadowlander hung, crucified. Its giant purple eye had been kept forced open, and it seemed to peer across all who entered ominously. People viewed it with equal parts curiosity and revulsion. There were no seats or tables, only the still-standing throne in the back of the room, empty.

As everyone gathered, they divided into distinct groups: the southern nobility, and the Magisters of the Order. Some mutterings about being forced to wait echoed in the groups, but the leaders—namely, Reinhardt and Castro—seemed patiently optimistic. Then, at the front, Elenore rang a bell.

“His Majesty Argrave enters with his betrothed, Anneliese,” she declared.

Everyone looked toward the two identical entrances behind the throne expectantly for movement. Then, they turned their heads upward as shadows danced across the room from the wide-open ceiling. People stepped away, alarmed, as something gargantuan entered.

The great serpent Vasquer’s head lowered into the room, coming to hover above the throne. Her golden eyes watched them all. King Argrave sat atop her head, bearing a resplendent crown and kingly black mantle. The one introduced as Anneliese stood behind him, her hand on his shoulder.

When people were adapting to the new change, others started to emerge from the rooms behind the throne. From the left came a towering knight armored in dark gray steel, leading an entourage of steel-armored knights that bore daggers of what appeared to be obsidian on their belts. From the right came Prince Orion, leading his golden-armored royal knights. Both groups took disciplined positions slightly ahead and beside the snake Vasquer’s head, waiting and guarding.

Argrave’s gray eyes surveyed the room. “Welcome,” he said. “You’ve come a long way, largely for the purpose of putting an end to this war. My hope is that this is productive for all present, and for all the people of Vasquer.”

People shifted on their feet uneasily at the new king’s grandiose appearance and unabashed confidence. He continued unaffected, saying, “Today, we have Magister Vasilisa here, representing the interests of the Archduchess of the North, Diana of Quadreign,” he pointed. “We have Leopold Dandalan, representing those of Relize and Atrus. There is Margrave Reinhardt, representing the south. And Tower Master Castro, representing the Order of the Gray Owl. And… myself, representing all the people of Vasquer as king. If there are any corrections to be made, it’d be best to make them now. I want this to be orderly and efficient,” he dictated domineeringly.

Time passed, but none made any protest. Eventually, Margrave Reinhardt asked, “Then… we can begin?”

“Not yet.” Argrave held his hand out to stop him. “The last party hasn’t arrived yet,” he noted, looking up toward the ceiling.

People followed the king’s gaze, not understanding what he looked for. Then, they started to hear calls of alarm outside from the distant city. People shifted about in confusion. Then, with no warning at all, something filled the empty spot in the ceiling, colliding with the Dragon Palace and setting the whole building shaking.

People panicked once again, and this time their alarm was not so quick to fade. Two titanic scaled hands clutched onto the partially destroyed ceiling, claws holding tight to keep itself up. Where open sky had once been, a snow-white dragon filled the void, hanging onto the palace wall and craning its neck so that its head fit within.

“There we go.” Argrave nodded contently, crossing one leg over the other as its wingspan hid the sky. “I was wondering how we might plug that hole in the roof. Very considerate.” The serpent Vasquer moved her neck just as the dragon lowered its, the two coming to meet. Argrave held his hand out and greeted, “Patriarch Dras. So nice of you to come. You too, Rowe.”

A bald snow elf grasped Argrave’s hand, shaking it as a bridge between the two reptiles. Dras had resplendent ceremonial armor on, and all of the nobles of the south regarded him cautiously. The Magisters of the Order, however, kept their eyes firmly fixed on the old snow elf behind the patriarch, seemingly awed and afraid of his presence simultaneously.

“We are allied, after all,” Dras said with a grin. “Of course I would come.”

Vasquer and the dragon both pulled away, coming to their previous spots in the room. From afar, the scene seemed like a painting of old; the king and queen in the position of prominence, the gray-robed Magisters on one side, the nobles of the south on the other, the distant and foreign patriarch watching from above, each and all gathered for an event to be recorded in history.

Argrave explained, “Patriarch Dras is the master of Veiden, and my ally. He invaded Vasquer some time ago, but we… resolved that misunderstanding,” he said simply. “With that, everyone is here.” Argrave nodded serenely.

Elenore walked before Vasquer, placing her hand on the serpent’s head. “The summit can begin,” she declared loudly.


Chapter 67

After Elenore’s declaration that the summit could begin, there was a prevailing indecision in the parties arrayed before Argrave. Despite not having been declared the leader of this summit, his bombastic displays made all defer to him despite the undeniable fact the group of Magisters held the most personal power in the room.

And so the king seated on his living throne spoke first. “To begin, I will clearly establish something for all parties. It’s the reason that the Veidimen turned away from their invasion of this kingdom, the reason the Order of the Gray Owl is here today, and the reason I endeavored to mend this shattered kingdom after King Felipe III’s prolonged misrule.” Argrave’s gaze scanned the crowd. “Gerechtigkeit, a living calamity, is going to manifest on this continent. Our mortal realm is to become the playground for gods, spirits, and all their servants. This malignant entity endeavors to cause the end of all.”

It was a common enough prophecy to draw ire under normal circumstances, but not days ago people had thought the ancient serpent Vasquer was but rumor and myth. Most thought perhaps she had existed once, but those days of legend were long gone. Dragons, too, had not been seen in many centuries. Now both loomed above, and the forever-neutral Order of the Gray Owl all but promised to break its neutrality. None mocked what Argrave said in the face of this unprecedented event.

“You make these claims on what basis, Your Majesty?” Leopold Dandalan, ever the cynic, asked.

“On our history,” Rowe the Righteous interrupted. “Your kind are young, your records stretching back only centuries. I’ve read what few books of history you have. What accounts persist from your oldest records are grossly inaccurate, either taken from biased sources or written as myth. It’s little wonder important events like this dodge your eye. Veidimen scriptures, and unbiased Veidimen records, tell of what comes once again.”

Some of the prouder nobles in the margrave’s retinue bristled at the snow elf’s disrespect, but Argrave raised his hand. “Rowe is right, but he forgets a simple principle: the young can’t be blamed for a lack of wisdom. Our civilization has advanced fast enough we’ve never before endured something like this,” the king said, putting a positive spin on what was obviously not meant so.

“Fortunately, Rowe is an S-rank mage, and so has access to these important documents.” Argrave gestured to the wizened snow elf atop the dragon. “He brought these records he mentions at my request. They aren’t brief, but they also aren’t the only source at our disposal… nor the only witness to these sources.”

People noticed that Argrave deliberately mentioned Rowe was an S-rank mage, but purposeful or accidental, the knowledge was conveyed: not merely this Patriarch Dras, but also an S-rank Veidimen mage heeded his request.

“We have those records with us,” Dras confirmed on Rowe’s behalf. “I hoped to copy and distribute them here.”

Some people looked to Patriarch Dras atop the dragon’s head, then to Anneliese behind the king, muttering something as the two were compared. Theories formed by the second, and Galamon furrowed his brows as he listened.

“I can take care of copying and distributing those documents after this first meeting,” Elenore confirmed, looking up to Argrave for approval.

“So it is.” Argrave nodded back contentedly. “But I imagine many of you will feel discontent looking at Veidimen history alone.” Argrave gestured toward Castro. “Some months ago, I delivered Castro a booklet compiled by Anneliese and myself. You should illuminate everyone present as to what you discovered.”

After being so abruptly called upon, the Tower Master was not quick to respond. He looked around, shifting on his feet before stepping ahead of the rest so as to speak better.

Castro took a deep breath and said, “The first thing discovered, initially, was an ancient stone disc. When dragon blood was placed upon it, it showed someone nearby a vision. I was the first… user… of this disc.” The old man’s eyes scanned the room, vital and alert. “As the Tower Master, this was concerning… but not enough proof.” He looked back to the Magisters behind. “I assigned several people with the duty of confirming the rest of the leads Argrave supplied. Gesche, you begin,” he directed a woman.

Gesche, a woman who looked middle-aged, was quickly singled out as the crowd of Magisters distanced themselves from her. She described quickly, “I was given a group of laborers and mages and directed to an area in midwestern Vasquer—a mountain just before the wetlands, so wild as to be inhospitable for all but the most monstrous creatures. It was a mausoleum of sorts, partially flooded and overrun with these gargantuan aquatic reptiles. They spewed acid powerful enough to break through B-rank wards and cut through or dissolve a man entirely.”

Gesche looked at Argrave. “Fortunately, the directions given prepared us for that. At a certain point, we found a great record room—dozens of sculptures, records etched into stone, each and all describing the calamity Argrave mentioned. Specifically, it spoke of the Divine’s Feudalism. Of how gods descend upon this land, balancing opportunism with fierce resistance to the greater evil, Gerechtigkeit. The people, human and elf both, king and queen all, become serfs or slaves to the divine and their servants. Mortals are viewed as proxies in this great war on the rebalancing scales of calamity.”

People drank in Gesche’s words eagerly as the king watched on as though he knew all of what she would say.

Before her words could be dissected, another male Magister contributed, “I learned of the same. I was sent beyond Vasquer to the mountains that divide this land from the Burnt Desert. There, I walked in the imperial palace of the southron elves of old. Their people were embittered by gods, turning against each other in holy wars and fruitless rebellions until their empire emerged to fight the malignant judge.”

Margrave Reinhardt crossed his arms and nodded, but Duke Sumner stepped forth and inquired, “Have either of you two any genuine proof of any of this, or merely your words?”

“I brought the sculptures back to the Tower,” Gesche rebutted proudly. “I brought the stone etchings containing myriad writings. I brought genealogies, histories, each and all discussing how their society was shaped by the calamity of the past. I even brought record of how the great serpent Vasquer led people against Gerechtigkeit,” the magister finished, pointing to Vasquer. “All these incontrovertible proofs can be here tomorrow, if it is necessary.”

“I imagine you also brought home a lovely haul of treasures, too,” King Argrave cut in, causing Gesche to grow quiet immediately. “But that’s only two accounts. We have more, I trust?”

Another Magister came forth, describing the next far-flung ruin—an exposed dwarven settlement lying beneath the sea.

“…These people had a trophy of one of their victories in the great war,” the Magister explained grimly. “It… was human-like, but… near the size of a mountain. Its bones were propped upright by an elaborate mechanical structure. Opposing it was a marble sculpture of a chariot ridden by dwarves, each of them with a laurel wreath on their heads and thunder as their weapon. It… Few things can describe the sheer scope of the scene.”

“Dwarves?” said Artur in dissatisfaction. “What do you mean?”

“They’re a different race,” Argrave cut in. “I hope you retrieved the records there.”

The Magister nodded, and soon enough the next spoke. The tyranny of the divine, the great battles raging across the land, the undeniable paleontological evidence, all with a common thread of the arbiter known as Gerechtigkeit. The tales and testimonies piled up, convincing the secular nobles of the validity of this calamity by the second. Some even brought minute proof with them, having anticipated their experiences would be called to question. It was no sweeping proof, but it was nonetheless additive.

By the end of it all, only one dissenter persisted: a baron sworn to Delbraun of Jast. “Apocalyptic tales persist in every culture,” the man insisted—thin yet shrewd-looking, most thought him a scholar. “Near all religions describe the creation of the world, what happens after death, and how the world will end. These unanswerable questions have been answered in every faith and every culture time and time again. Who’s to say there’s no common—”

“Don’t embarrass me, Christoph,” Count Delbraun said, placing his hand on the baron’s shoulder. “I think all of what was posited needs to be reviewed, Your Majesty,” he continued. “But… I am comfortable proceeding with the notion all of this is true… for now. Everyone?”

“I am content.” Margrave Reinhardt looked across his people. “Is there anyone else who would protest?”

None came forth, though from the urgent mutterings, it could be gathered that it was not for lack of trying. The sources were reputable, varied, and unilaterally consistent. No hole could be poked without the records the Magisters claimed to have.

“I’m glad I’m with reasonable people.” Argrave nodded, pleasure apparent on his face. He lifted his hand up and pointed to his left. “This creature you see hanging here is from a place known as the Shadowlands. Intervention from spirits bridged the thinning gap between the gods’ realm and ours, allowing this monstrosity to come forth. It took a little over a dozen A-rank mages, and hundreds of B-rank mages to take this thing down.” He lowered his pointed finger. “Creatures like that are among the least of what we face… and steel alone barely chips its skin. Magister Traugott was responsible for its… early summoning.”

Some of the Magisters present muttered in surprise, but none tried to defend the accused; Traugott had no friends.

“With that extensive preamble out of the way, I’ll get to the point.” Argrave rested both hands atop his knee and leaned forward. Anneliese’s hand slid off his shoulder. “This kingdom needs cohesion now more than it ever has. We cannot afford to waste time with some internecine conflict. King Felipe III is dead. His heir, Orion, and his daughter, Elenore, both support my claim, as you can plainly see.”

Elenore remained calm when she was called upon but Orion smiled somewhat, remaining vigilant in his role as a guard.

“I was coronated in Relize. There, I promised the people to right the wrongs my father caused, and to form a parliament for the good of the people.” Argrave grew stern as he said in a low voice, “I intend to make good on both vows. As such, it’s long overdue to bind all of Vasquer together under one centralized force with the intent of fighting against what I know is coming. The army, the economy, the government… all must be reformed to adapt to what comes. What does not bend in the wind will break from the gale, and a tornado comes to rend this land.”

Argrave rose to his feet. “If you wish it, the most important and eligible of you here will form the core of my parliament,” he said. “This new organization will have legitimate power. You will have the ear of the monarch, true legislative and governmental authority, and the key point… the right to confirm coronations, now and forevermore.”

Some people were swept up hearing that promise, despite vaguely knowing that Argrave had declared as much back at Relize. This reform would change the kingdom forevermore, and whether stirred by the promise of power or the prospect of positive reformed, they were stirred.

Magister Vasilisa kneeled down and declared, “Your Majesty, Archduchess Diana of the North long ago declared her unconditional support. I will reaffirm that here today.”

“Yes. And a great many seats are already filled by people in northern Vasquer.” Argrave nodded.

Leopold Dandalan bowed, Hirnala supporting him on one side as he leaned on his cave heavily. “Relize and Atrus offer their humble support, Your Majesty.”

“And so, too, will the loyal people of Relize be rewarded,” Argrave continued. “So, Margrave Reinhardt, Tower Master Castro? What say you?”

Margrave Reinhardt closed his eyes and sighed but stepped forth and knelt. “Your Majesty, the south would ask something of you before submission.”

Argrave looked down upon him from his spot atop Vasquer. “What might that be?”

“War has wrecked the closest regions of the south due to prolonged battle against Felipe’s loyalists,” Reinhardt began. “We seek war reparations.”

“That’s fair.” Argrave nodded. “And it benefits the realm, furthermore, if all within it are taken care of.” The king lifted his finger in caution, adding, “But I will not give gold or other such compensation. Instead, this will be a reparation in the truest sense of the word. I will see to it that all troubles in the south caused by this war are duly remedied by action.”

Margrave Reinhardt gave no thanks, merely continued, “There are those in my number who wish to be rewarded for their battle against Felipe’s loyalists.”

Argrave slowly clasped his hands together. “I have promised certain gains to others already. Relize, for instance, has territorial gains along the North Sea. The lords of Atrus have been rewarded for bending the knee, and I cannot renege on my promises to allow them to keep their territory… and further, I cannot end the debts sold to the patricians for repayment. Dirracha will go to Hegazar and Vera for their service in bringing House Quadreign to my fold.”

A great degree of shock spread throughout the room at that declaration. People looked to the couple, but the two seemed oddly unhappy, like they’d been cheated somehow.

“And territorial gains in central Vasquer?” Margrave Reinhardt pressed with bitter duty to his followers.

The king stayed silent for a few moments. Dras and Rowe watched this scene curiously, and the Order Magisters waited to see what would happen.

“They’re largely unpromised.” Argrave nodded hesitantly. “And, indeed, you did defeat the loyalists. Duke Sumner was instrumental in purging that foul abomination.” He gestured toward the Shadowlander. “This is acceptable. I can distribute lands seized lands in central Vasquer, provided these grants are based on genuine military merit.”

Margrave Reinhardt glanced up in surprise, then lowered his head slowly. “Then I have nothing more to ask on the south’s behalf, Your Majesty. But if I may make a personal request…” His head fell lower, until the margrave was practically kowtowing. “Please, heal my children as you healed Princess Elenore.”

People watched the king for his reaction to that brazen request, and some were surprised to see he flashed a genuine smile. “Rose and Elias, huh? One eye and two legs… it’ll be a little easier than Elenore, then. I can make that happen. It’ll need to be relatively soon, though.”

The margrave tremored, then said quietly, “…Thank you, Your Majesty. I… have nothing more.”

“Alright.” Argrave nodded, then turned his body to the Magisters. “Then, Tower Master. Will the Order support my kingship?”

Some of the Magisters looked eager now that their turn had come to the negotiation table after that display of generosity. Castro looked back at Artur, who seemed the most expectant of them all. The wizened tower master craned his neck, popping it, then stepped ahead to stand before Elenore, Argrave, and the two sets of guards arrayed before the serpent Vasquer.

“The Order of the Gray Owl…” Castro began slowly. “It requests that all magical knowledge possessed by the royal family—be that of A-rank ascensions passed down, spells of any rank, or any and all knowledge of Order of the Rose ruins—are relinquished to the Tower.”

Argrave blinked, showing no reaction.

“Furthermore…” Castro closed his eyes, reciting these words strangely mechanically. “The Order desires all enchanted items kept by the royal family that are unknown. This consists of the royal guards’ armaments, all elven heirlooms, and any other such relics kept under its control. If these two things are delivered in totality, and an audit confirms this… the Order would offer its uncompromising support against the foul evil of Gerechtigkeit.”

The throne room grew silent, the only noise dominating being the breathing of the two giant reptiles in the room. Argrave watched Castro, then looked beyond at the Magisters who waited expectantly for his answer.

“No,” Argrave said calmly. “That is unacceptable.”


Chapter 68

King Argrave’s unequivocal denial of the Order of the Gray Owl’s terms sent the throne room into a brief silence. Castro, who’d been keeping his eyes closed and stating his demands mechanically, opened them wide. When the old spellcaster set eyes upon Argrave’s cold gray eyes, a smile rose to his face. He quickly hid it with his hand until he regained control of his features.

“What about the offer was unacceptable, Your Majesty?” Castro followed up, hard-pressed to hide the pleasure in his voice.

“Most of it.” Argrave settled down into a sitting position on the serpent Vasquer once again.

More silence followed in the stalemate that persisted between the king and the Magisters, and the nobles of the south watched on cautiously. Rowe and Dras continued to observe with interest, like they watched some kind of amusing play.

“Specificity might help allow all parties to come to a suitable compromise.” Artur hovered closer from his sitting perch atop his magic mantle. He held both of his hands together, popping some of his knuckles rapidly.

“Well…” Argrave looked up to Anneliese, then back down to Artur. “You talked a lot about what the kingdom should do for you, but not any about what you intend to do for the kingdom that warrants those sacrifices. All of our enchantments? All of our knowledge? Why?”

Artur choked in awe briefly, then looked to Castro who had decided to remain silent. Gradually, the man’s face settled into a cold, calculating calm as he continued, “The support of the Order of the Gray Owl’s forces alone is—”

“Is guaranteed,” Argrave interrupted monotonously. “Do you think Gerechtigkeit will respect your neutrality? Do you think the gods and their Divine Feudalism will see that giant tower of yours poking up miles into the air and come to the conclusion that it’s off limits by law? Indeed, I can think of several gods that would love nothing more than pillaging everything that’s inside. Then… it won’t matter whether you supported me or not.”

“The south received great stretches of land for their cooperation,” Artur pointed out.

“Because they have already fought and died,” the king said pointedly. “Besides, what am I going to do with land? For it to have value, there needs to be people to stand upon it, till the soil, and build the cities. If someone should be granted that right, why should it not be those who fought my enemies, and those who put down their swords when presented with reason?” Argrave shrugged.

Artur fiddled with one of the many rings on his fingers. “It would seem His Majesty favors the nobility over the Order. The Order, which housed you without protest when King Felipe III sought to take your head. Some might consider that a debt. A life debt, even.”

“I have offered you representation in my parliament equal to that of the nobility and the burghers,” Argrave said calmly, taking no provocation. “I have given your Magisters countless leads to vast troves of treasure, some of which have already been collected. I can promise continued access to knowledge of that nature, provided the same is returned.”

Castro looked to Artur. “His Majesty has provided the Order with a significant quantity of druidic magic already. I see no reason to doubt why he cannot deliver more.”

“There is no reason to doubt,” Argrave added, nodding. “What can I give? Shamanic magic, or the secrets to the elven enchantments of old. I can offer the dwarven techniques of melding magic into metal, birthing weapons sharp enough to cut through things like that.” He pointed to the Shadowlander. “I can give you the secrets of the stone constructs of the subterranean people in the south, or the methods to rebirth eyes and limbs. But what the Order is asking for presently? It is unacceptable.”

Artur lowered his arms onto his wreathing mantle, and it appeared like the small man was sat atop a throne. “You have all of these things you mention?”

“Some.” Argrave nodded. “Others I can obtain in short order. You’ve seen my directions.” Argrave gestured to those who’d spoken earlier about their expeditions to various places of proof. “All of you must know that what I say is largely accurate.”

A great many of the Magisters did seem enticed by all of what Argrave promised, while others yet remained hardened to the notion—most of all Artur.

“We should break the founding principle of Order neutrality based on promises?” Artur said pointedly.

Argrave grew silent, shifting his legs from his spot atop Vasquer. After he mulled the question, he declared simply, “Yes.”

“Haha!” Artur laughed with derision. “The Order of the Rose was the last spellcaster order to be a subsidiary of the crown. They butchered perhaps a dozen million people throughout their existence in cruel practices of necromancy and blood magic. They proved that a king cannot be trusted with direct sovereignty over a group of mages. Even if Your Majesty understands the dangers and powers of magic, your successors will not.”

Argrave listened patiently, then nodded. “That’s a fair point. Then how is this? Let this breach be an exception rather than a change. The Order can remain a separate institution, but cooperation must be maintained for extenuating circumstances; namely, Gerechtigkeit.”

Artur was briefly deflated, but he countered, “By then, you’d have all the knowledge of the Order at hand.”

The king let out a long sigh. “I think that a demonstration is in order. Rowe, cast an S-rank spell at the Shadowlander’s corpse.”

Rowe looked to Patriarch Dras, who gave him a nod. People looked at the Veidimen uneasily.

“I’d advise everyone step back,” Rowe called out. “I would hate to sour a burgeoning alliance.”

People did so quickly, and Rowe stepped to the edge of his Crystal Wind’s snout. He held his hand out, and an ice-blue mana ripple split the air, sending teal sprites dancing everywhere. His spell manifested in a quickly condensing icy spiral. Argrave leaned in.

The ice quickly condensed into a long, thick spear with a sharp point. When Rowe pushed his hand forth, it spiked forth, spinning so fast that the wind it generated picked up loose pebbles and sent them everywhere. It drilled into the Shadowlander’s body furiously, pinning it against the pillar it was secured against. The whole throne room shook as it bore deep into its flesh, and bits from the ceiling fell down.

Yet even still… the Shadowlander’s body persisted. As it spun rapidly, the spear of ice wore itself down, steadily decreasing in size as it ground down into nothingness. Even Rowe, who’d cast the spell, looked utterly surprised at the resistance.

By the time its intense power died and the last bit of ice faded, the S-rank spellcaster muttered, “The damn thing didn’t…?”

“That was [Winter’s Awl], wasn’t it?” The king nodded, staring at the damage done—it had dug through the flesh to bone, and then stopped after digging through perhaps an inch. “A spell designed for boring through just about anything—mountains, walls, or an entire enemy line.” Argrave placed his hands on his knees and leaned in slightly. “Does anyone else care to test its body?”

No one stepped forward.

“If you think you’re indomitable and invaluable because you’re an S-rank mage… that’s a bad mindset.” Argrave leaned back. “The world changes. You need to change with it.”

Whether they were distraught, offended, or frightened… those last words stuck deep in the heart of the Magisters present.

“Brother,” Elenore called out. “Given all that was revealed, and the evidence that needs to be distributed… I believe we should reconvene tomorrow to finish this, whereupon we can delve into specifics.”

“My sister has a point.” Argrave nodded. “All of you have much to think and talk about, so we’ll return here tomorrow. You can stay within or without Dirracha—you’ll be welcome in either.”

***

Argrave flopped onto a bed, staring up at the ceiling in exhaustion with Anneliese in his peripheries. She stepped up to him and said, “That’s a rather unkinglike position.”

He smiled at her teasing and took her hand. He couldn’t recall when last he’d been so nervous. To begin with, he’d been standing atop Vasquer’s head as all the important people filtering in, enduring the biting cold and fierce winds atop the Dragon Palace all for the sake of appearing in an unexpected and surprising manner. He felt like some kind of cartoon villain, descending on a snake’s head with a crown on his head. It was very difficult to remain cool and collected after that display. It was doubly difficult to keep his voice from shaking when he was both freezing and deathly worried about mucking up this once-in-a-lifetime resolution of a civil war.

“You did well,” Anneliese assured him.

Argrave focused on her. “I have to wait a day for the resolution. Even if you’re right, I am very far from feeling well.”

The concept behind what Argrave did was simple. Even if Castro was the leader of the council in the Order, he was still subject to it. In planning with Anneliese and Elenore, they devised this strategy that hoped to eliminate choices with a blunt refusal. With an option taken off the table, it would ideally allow Castro to better guide his people toward a favorable outcome.

It had another effect: precedent of leadership. Argrave had been reasonable with the south, as they asked for reasonable returns. But if he was to be an effective leader, especially when he established a parliament, he also had to be unyielding in the face of things that were negative to the realm. The parliament would be a net positive for the future, Argrave was certain. Simultaneously, until Gerechtigkeit was over and done, he could not allow it to control him. There was nothing more demonstrative of the fact he would not be a puppet than defying dozens of S-rank spellcasters.

Anneliese sat beside him. “Come now. We have to meet the patriarch once again.”

Argrave let out a long sigh. He felt like he’d done that a lot today.

“I have confidence in Castro and Elenore working in tandem to subjugate the Order,” Anneliese said quietly. “And many of the Magisters have had a thorough demonstration of the breadth of your knowledge when venturing to parts unknown with only your writing as their guide.”

“…Yeah,” he whispered tiredly, then leaned up. He shook his head fiercely to wake himself up. “Alright. From one negotiation to another one—the Veidimen. Let’s go, damn it all. To Rowe, to Dras. How much are they going to charge, I wonder…?”

Anneliese stood. “I think that you will be pleasantly surprised. Our sensibilities regarding selfishness are different in Veiden; you probably won’t call this a negotiation, even. And hopefully… Galamon will get something out of this reunion, too.”

Argrave looked at her, then rose to his feet with renewed energy and a smile at the prospect of reuniting two friends. “I had almost forgotten… Galamon gets to meet old friends of his.”


Chapter 69

Galamon opened the door for Argrave and stepped through it ahead of him. Argrave followed after warily, keeping his eye on the knight-commander as though searching for a reaction. Within, Rowe and Dras sat on pristine purple couches that looked out of place in the battered and worn stone palace. They had been talking, but with Argrave’s arrival, their exchange stopped.

“There he is.” Rowe turned his body and rose to his feet, leaning on his staff. “I see you had to upstage me by bringing a bigger lizard to the meeting.”

“Lizard? That’s my grandmother you’re talking about. Be respectful.” Argrave rubbed his palms together, making way for Anneliese to enter. “Rowe. Dras. It’s good to see you.”

Rowe scoffed. “Look at him. He wins a war, now suddenly he’s ordering me about in front of everyone and forgetting the patriarch’s title. I suppose that’s what happens when you’re the tallest among the short. I forgot how small everyone was here… and before you think otherwise, I’m not speaking of height.”

As they spoke, Dras rose from the couch and stepped around it, walking up to Galamon. The knight-commander took off his helmet and looked down at the slightly shorter Dras.

Galamon said simply, “Patriarch.”

“Over a decade, and that’s all you can say?” Dras stared at him stoically, then he smiled. “Haven’t changed a bit, have you?”

“I have.” Galamon looked to Argrave. “I’ve… been liberated.”

Dras frowned for a moment, then looked to Argrave for explanation. To demonstrate to the patriarch, the king tapped his teeth.

“What?” Dras whipped his head back. “You’re serious?”

Argrave pointed to Galamon. “He doesn’t joke often.”

“But that has never been done before.” Rowe stepped forward, looking upon Galamon. “Smile, would you? You know how to do that, right?”

Galamon slowly brandished his teeth. He had sharp canines still, but certainly not to the point of vampirism.

“I…” Dras closed his eyes. “By Veid. This…” He ran his hand across his mouth. “When you came to me, I thought you nothing more than a messenger liable to die months after our ships delivered you home,” he said, turning to gaze to Argrave as he spoke. “I have more to say to you, but… Rowe, please brief Argrave on the details. As for Galamon… Can we talk? Alone.”

Galamon said plainly, “I am knight-commander to His Majesty.”

“And you are defenseless as knight-commander before me, so go,” Rowe waved his hand.

Galamon did not move at all until Argrave said, “You can talk with him if you want to, Galamon.”

The elven warrior took a deep breath. “Then… thank you.”

Dras put his hand on Galamon’s shoulder, and the two moved to the door so that they might speak in private.

Once the door had opened and shut, Argrave turned his head to the remaining guest in the home—Rowe the Righteous, S-rank spellcaster. “Shouldn’t you make sure your patriarch’s safe?”

“What am I, his father?” Rowe stepped away, heading back for the purple couches. “He’s got enough magic-imbued jewelry to kill an army, and a trick or two besides. You should have seen what happened after enchanting was introduced to my lot. All the wizards of Veiden lined up, bent their knees, and demonstrated their latest enchanting craftsmanship while delivering their best brownnosing compliments.” Rowe plopped down on the couch, then fixed Argrave and Anneliese with an icy look. “Either way, don’t you have control over your troops, Your Majesty? No harm will befall my glorious leader, surely.”

Argrave walked over to the couch opposite Rowe and sat. “It’s not my troops I’m concerned about.”

“Ah yes, the little rats in this granary of yours. There’s something to be said about your kind’s ability to be self-interested even when the sky threatens to fall on their heads.” Rowe set his staff down and put his feet up on the couch just beside Argrave.

Argrave only smiled. “It’s only some of them. I gave them the push, and I think they’ll bend. They don’t know the extent of what’s coming, not really. Even that little vision imparted to them by the stone disc Castro got is insufficient. Should you whip a child that misbehaves because of ignorance?” Argrave held his hands out, eyeing Rowe. “Don’t answer that. I forgot who I was talking to.”

“A child? No one there was younger than you,” Rowe said as he laughed, watching Anneliese as she sat. “Speaking of children… the two of you, hmm? You can’t actually like humans too much, judging by your choice of partner.”

Argrave put his arm behind Anneliese on the couch as they both only smiled, saying nothing further on the subject.

Rowe’s expression slowly soured into a grim stoicism. “Neither of you died.”

Anneliese quipped, “You were always quick to grasp the situation, Rowe.”

“And both of you exceeded what I thought would happen, be it magically or…” Rowe waved to the palace and everything around them. “Materially.”

Argrave nodded. “Hard times create strong people.”

“Nothing is more maddening than seeing someone I think far dumber than me doing far better than me.” Rowe stared at Argrave. “What is it with you? Did you eat magic berries? Was your mother some kind of mutant? You should not reasonably advance so quickly on the field of magic.”

Argrave chuckled, then pointed his thumb at Anneliese. “She’s the real giant among pygmies. Anne’s at A-rank already, you know.”

Rowe looked at her. “Eh. I expected her to do great things. Sometimes you talk to people and you just know they’re going places. But you…” Rowe stared hard, the cynical wizard replaced by Patriarch Dras’ loyal servant doing his duty to his tribe. “Assuming you consolidate this uselessly large and fertile kingdom of yours… what next?”

“Prepare,” Anneliese said on his behalf. “Spread word among the people. Change their way of living to adapt for what comes before necessary. Build the fortifications needed to hold and defend. Position all loyal to us to capitalize on benefits, and ruthlessly crush opposition spurred by Gerechtigkeit.” She entwined her fingers. “All of that was Argrave’s idea, not mine. I would appreciate it if you did not disparage his talent.”

“His idea? That would explain the inadequate reasoning,” he said, taking his feet off the couch and planting them down firmly on the floor. Seeing Anneliese glare at him with fiery amber eyes, Rowe added in annoyance, “It’s a joke, girl. That one was, at least. I meant what I said earlier.”

Before things got out of hand Argrave interrupted, “Dras said he had something he wanted you to debrief us on.”

“Well, things in Veiden haven’t been easy. While we don’t think it’s to the point of asking for help… we would like to ask for advice.” Rowe said those words bitterly, and then hesitantly continued, “He Who Would Judge the Gods is unfond of allowing us time to sharpen our blades and work our spells. And I think the same will be true for you, too. We have an interest in working together. I won’t wring you dry, either, unlike your loyal subjects. Don’t you just love elvenkind?”

***

“I never thought we’d speak again,” mused Dras as he and Galamon walked down the battered halls of the Dragon Palace. “We said our goodbyes.”

“We did.” Galamon nodded, then looked to the patriarch. “My wife and Rhomaden…”

“Not a thought to spare for me?” Dras scratched the top of his bald, scarred head. “They’re fine, as far as I know. Things keep me too busy to check on them more than once a month. Perhaps you’d like to come visit them for yourself.”

Galamon stopped walking, and Dras looked back.

“What?” the patriarch asked.

Galamon stared with his cold white eyes. “I was exiled.”

“You’d be tested in the old way—tied to an iron pole and left there for three days in the sun.” Dras stepped closer. “And if that’s done in the view of all… no one would protest if I lifted your exile. You’d clearly be free of the stain of vampirism.”

“The exile was done before Veid.” Galamon looked down at Dras unaffectedly.

Dras stared back. “Exiles have been undone.”

“Undone for the innocent. I was cursed, incontrovertibly,” Galamon reminded him.

“You were.” The patriarch nodded, then stepped forth. “Your homeland needs you, Galamon. Stopping the Veidimen conquest of Berendar has not come at an easy price. A swung sword suddenly stopped hurts the arm; you taught me that.” Dras looked around, then stepped closer. “I’m not complaining. I did not err in heeding Argrave’s warnings. But I cannot teach men and women as you can. I cannot instill that sense of duty and pride to the army.”

“Tens of thousands were dying of starvation before you came and made what changes you did,” the knight-commander defended his former master. “You unified us and built an enviable empire.”

“No.” Dras shook his head. “We did that. You don’t need to prop me up, old friend. I have pride enough for the both of us, but I know my limits all the same. I could not have won that war without your ferocity and strategy. And now… I need it once more. He Who Would Judge the Gods is not idle, and now that we know of him, he is bold. I’m half-convinced he aided me in conquest and the subsequent invasion of Berendar to destabilize this continent, but I fear that might be my paranoia.”

Galamon closed his eyes and clenched his hands together until the metal gauntlets he wore creaked in protest. “You know I want nothing more than to go home.”

Dras nodded. “But you have obligations.”

“Yes.” Galamon looked off to the side, where a window let in dim light. “Argrave needs me. If I built your army back then, I must do the same here. And our foe is not so simple this time. You saw what Rowe’s attack did. I saw that same spell remove the top from a mountain in our battles of old, yet that thing’s body held firm. That is what we fight.”

Dras tilted his head. “Even if the Ebon Cult has resurfaced?”

Galamon’s heavy and quick steps shook the ground, and Dras took a step back as Galamon towered over him. “Do not toy with me by bringing up that name.”

Dras chuckled nervously, hands hovering near Galamon’s chest. “There’s no damning evidence, but I swear I’m being honest. I would not mention your brother’s killers without having ample evidence to believe it’s so.”

Galamon ground his teeth for a few moments, then turned away as quickly as he had come.

Dras rubbed his chest and muttered, “Still scary.”

“I… apologize,” said Galamon after a few moments.

“Well, how sorry are you?” Dras questioned cheekily.

Galamon walked to the window and looked out across Dirracha. “We should involve Argrave in this conversation,” he finally said.

Patriarch Dras took a deep breath. “Alright. I guess it was inevitable.”

“I’ve heard some strange mutterings from the southern nobles.” Galamon turned around. “If you want my cooperation… I think you have a daughter, now.”

Dras blinked in confusion.


Chapter 70

“As it turns out… I was right the entire time,” the brown-haired Duke Sumner said with dignified triumph as he looked out across all the nobles of the south arrayed before him. “Argrave was allied with the Veidimen.”

“But wrong in all the ways that mattered,” Margrave Reinhardt, who was standing across from the duke, rebutted. “The snow elves come as our allies, not conquerors.”

A great many sat and parsed through documents, some Veidimen in origin, and many others brought by those in the Order of the Gray Owl. They looked confused and disturbed, as though what they read was some sort of abominable horror fiction. They feared. And the more they read, the more that fear felt justified.

Count Delbraun ran his hands through his ashen hair as he suggested, “That woman behind the king… she must be that dragon rider’s daughter. It explains how the invasion of Mateth ended.” He looked between all present.

“You’re already calling him king.” Duke Reichard of Birall looked up from what he read. He was a rather unassuming and shrewish man that seemed out of place amongst great warriors and spellcasters that comprised the southern nobility.

“Do you think we can afford not to? These snow elves are fierce warriors. As a mage, I can attest that the spell cast was powerful beyond belief,” Delbraun rebuked as he stepped away to the window. “But even despite that alliance… that’s not the extent of his forces.”

The count pranced about the room as he thought aloud. “Making Relize fold, destabilizing Atrus with his brother Levin’s help, and winning all of the far north to his banner… it was masterfully executed. This bid for the throne was probably years in the making. And all for this prophecy. I never thought myself superstitious, and yet… perhaps the great serpent Vasquer chose him.”

“This outcome may have been more organic than that. Why not simply tell his father?” Duke Reichard suggested.

“I heard a rumor.” Elias of Parbon spoke up, his one good eye jumping between the two of them. “That the creature in the throne room… that was King Felipe’s true form. That would explain the drastic change in personality, the years of misrule… and why Argrave couldn’t trust his family for this. His father had already succumbed to Gerechtigkeit.”

Margrave Reinhardt frowned. “Why would Argrave not simply say that?”

“I can think of a dozen reasons why a son wouldn’t want to portray their father as a demon.” Delbraun shook his head. “And it’s beside the point. We have a new king… and a queen, an elven princess of sorts.”

“I’m not sure…” Margrave Reinhardt closed his eyes. “I met them once before. He loves her, I’m certain. It did not seem an arranged marriage.”

“He’s sensible.” Duke Sumner nodded. “Incredibly talented, pretty enough, and of high pedigree; can you ask for more from a woman? Anyone with decent sense would realize the good hand they’ve been dealt and avoid mucking that up. Our new king is sensible.”

“But they were on a dangerous journey,” Reinhardt pointed out.

“We’re speculating from ignorance.” Delbraun turned to them. “Our new king is poised to be the most powerful monarch in Vasquer’s history. That was my point.”

“But he’s been even-handed,” the previously reticent Duke Marauch said.

The room grew silent, all staring to look at the duke. Some of them didn’t recognize the man; they remembered the duke of Elbraille being a fat and battered husband, nothing more.

“He’s right.” Duke Sumner looked around. “And… he doesn’t want to position the crown as an absolute power forevermore. That’s what this parliament of his is: ensuring that what happened with Felipe can never happen again. And ensuring that we, the people of Vasquer, can confirm the monarch… What is that, if not a tacit display of goodwill toward the kingdom?”

People slowly agreed. Elias of Parbon said plainly, “Gerechtigkeit or not… I’m in full favor.”

That sentiment was echoed more than it was not. Eventually, someone raised a drink.

“To Argrave,” the woman suggested.

“The even-handed.” Duke Sumner retrieved his own glassware and clinked it against hers. “May the gods save us all from whatever comes…”

Some people joined in cheer, but it did little to dispel the gloom of learning of the approaching calamity. Margrave Reinhardt stepped away, moving to the window. His son joined him.

“Thinking about Rose?” Elias asked. “I want nothing more than to break down the door and find Argrave, but…”

“In time. He made a pledge before all. That will not be forgotten.” Reinhardt nodded. “And yet… Duke Enrico still languishes in Whitefields.”

Elias joined his father in peering out across the city, the two of them lost in the silence of unending worry.

***

“You would just fold before him?!” Artur angrily accused Castro, leaning forth on his billowing throne of cloth that floated in the air.

“Fold?” Castro replied, remaining calm. “I applied as much pressure as I could in this situation. I pressed for what the council wanted, to the word. And His Majesty refused.”

Artur leaned back. His eyes seemed to shimmer, moving between colors as the light danced across the room unnaturally. Castro narrowed his eyes, almost daring the small man to do something.

Eventually, Artur gripped his mantle tight as he claimed, “You said more words in support of Argrave than words in support of the Order.”

“Are you implying I didn’t act in accordance with the Order’s interests?” Castro took a step forward. “Say what you will of my personal allegiances, but never let it be said that I do not heed what the Order votes upon. I have done things I found undeserving for the Order, and I have passed edicts I found distasteful for the Order. But I did all of that in service of our organization, because I fully believe that this institution serves as a force for good in this world.”

Artur closed his shimmering eyes and took slow, deep breaths. The other Magisters looked between them—the only ones that did not seem to be paying attention were Vera and Hegazar, who muttered in the corner while looking at the cracks in the walls and ceiling.

“You’re right,” the dwarf finally conceded calmly. “You invited Argrave to your room because of your adherence to Order neutrality. You visited Mateth to see him because of that adherence. And you made Magisters heed his directions because of this strong commitment to this organization’s principles.”

“Once again, you imply my personal beliefs are influencing the way I represent the Order. If I had, I would not have even mentioned the greedy practices we voted for.” Castro shook his head, then popped his neck as though this conversation was inconsequential.

“The effect is the same as though you had,” Artur pointed out, laying down on his mantle by this point. “The option is off the table for us.”

“You act as small as you are.” Moriatran stepped forward until he stood beside the Tower Master. “I hate Castro more than anyone, but I don’t think he’s acted out of turn as a leader. There’s only you. I am near positive most others would not have voted for this foolish initiative if not for you, Artur. They all feared to lose access to your enchantments. They all feared making an enemy of you.”

Artur lifted his head up, utterly incensed at the insult Moriatran leveled. His eyes wandered, looking around at the other Magisters. They refused to meet his gaze, he found. No matter where he looked… he found no support anywhere. They all looked at him like an arrogant fool… those few that did look at him, at least.

“I…” Artur closed his eyes. “Hah. I see. Now that Argrave’s made promises, you think I’m useless to you. You won’t care if my services are blocked to you, because you’ve found someone else to offer sweet things. You’ve been waiting for a moment like this to finally toss me aside.”

“If you cooperate, you can learn all you need to advance with us,” suggested Castro. “You know enchantments better than anyone. You can learn what Argrave offers first and change with the times. Whether the tide is high or low, you must keep swimming. You must know this, having endured all you have.”

“You’re wasting your words on an egomaniac,” Moriatran pointed out as Artur opened his mouth to respond.

“Moriatran…” Castro put his palm to his face.

“Forget that. Let him taste his medicine,” Hegazar called out from the back, standing up. “The moron’s been wearing stilts long enough that he’s forgotten he’s not really ten feet tall. It’s about time he knows where he stands, I’d say. And that’s a couple feet shorter than the rest of us.”

Vera and some others laughed, and many others were amused and did not bother to hide it.

“Hegazar.” Castro’s voice echoed out powerfully.

“I’m just kidding about.” Hegazar stepped a little closer until he came to stand with the rest of them. “Look. Argrave—he’s a devious guy, but if you do right by him, he’ll do right by you. He trapped my lady friend over there in a vault; she got over it. Don’t be too upset you got the short end of the stick. Cheer up, little guy.”

Hegazar tried to pat him on the knee as people shook their head at his puns, but Artur’s mantle moved the man aside. When he looked upon Hegazar, Castro, and the rest, his once light-filled eyes were completely dark.

“Don’t get all mad,” Hegazar said, holding his arms out. “You’re just a little more down to earth than the rest of us. No one’s looking down on you, you just have a little growing up to do.”

Vera laughed rancorously, and some others joined her in catharsis. Artur’s eyes scanned the room, unblinking in their stoicism.

When things died down, Artur’s voice spoke up, quiet and monotone. “I’ll accede to Argrave’s request, then.”

Castro stared at the man with dwarfism. He was one of the few who had not laughed. Then, he gave a slow nod. “It’s the right thing.”

Artur only stared. He watched Castro and all others in the room, as though burning them to memory.


Chapter 71

Argrave crossed his arms as he stared at Dras. “You’re poaching my talent? Really?”

Dras held his arms out as he sank back into the purple couch. “I’m borrowing an old friend for a few months.”

“A few months.” Argrave nodded intently, then countered, “Just when I’m at the pivotal moment, you want to borrow Galamon for at least a month?” He pointed his hand at Galamon. “He’s my knight-commander! He’s pivotal for developing our standing army! As much as I want him to see his wife and kid…”

Dras pursed his lips for a moment as he looked for a response, but then Galamon contributed, “That’s not true. You know as well as I do that the first month, at least, will be dedicated to reorganization. It’ll be a long while before there’s mass training in Vasquer.” He looked to the patriarch. “And there are some things the patriarch offered to supply.”

The patriarch looked up to Galamon from his seat. “Are you keeping distance between us by calling me ‘patriarch,’ huh? How hurtful. Don’t intend to rejoin me in a more permanent fashion?” He waved his hand away. “Well… yeah. Galamon tells me this royal guard of yours is understaffed. I’m thinking… I can supply you with an honor guard of my finest men, loyal to you until their death. These would be veterans trained by Galamon personally and equipped with enough Ebonice to choke a dragon.”

“They’d be capable men,” Galamon added. “Capable of holding their own, or capable of training others. I can think of veterans that I know that I would trust to serve as officers beneath me,” he noted, tapping his chest. “These men have fought in wars for seventy years, some of them. And they’re still well in their prime.”

“It’s been more than a decade. That might not be true,” Rowe pointed out. When Dras glared at him, the old mage quickly added, “But yeah, Galamon’s right. They can train your troops, lead your armies, whatever you need. They’re perfect in every way. That enough of an endorsement?” He looked at Dras in irritation.

“While I’m away, there’s a more-than-fitting replacement for your personal guard: Orion.” Galamon gestured at Argrave and Anneliese both. “He would never harm his family. He visits his mother daily.”

Argrave’s face tightened for a moment as he thought of it. “How many men?”

“Three hundred.” Dras put his hands on his knees.

Argrave leaned back onto the couch. Three hundred Veidimen, each and all trained by Galamon, equipped with Ebonice… and in time, each and all outfitted just as the royal knights of Vasquer. He looked at Anneliese, the two of them sharing the same thought: that was truly a boon. Not to mention, Galamon personally endorsed them. Argrave’s thoughts clogged as he processed something.

Argrave looked at his knight-commander. “It sounds like you’re championing this.”

Galamon looked down at the floor. “He hasn’t said everything.”

Dras scratched his scarred head. “I would also adopt Anneliese as my daughter.”

Argrave leaned far back into the couch in surprise, then looked over at her. Her white brows were raised high and she sputtered as she asked, “W-what?”

“It’d be a big boon for the two of you, politically speaking. All those beneath you would feel confident in your alliance, and you’d likely face no political pressure.” Dras’ gaze jumped between the two of them. “For my part, it’s largely inconsequential. I suppose you get a solid stake in the Patriarchate when I pass, but historically chiefs are elected from all the family members, so it doesn’t matter. I’m planning on making my succession a grander electorate consisting of all Veidimen. That’s one virtue of conquest: you can make up new rules.”

“Well… I would…” Anneliese began. Even she struggled to find words in this situation.

“As my kin, you’d be second in the tribal hierarchy. The only person who could order you around is me. You could even order Rowe around.” Dras put his hand on the man’s shoulder, and the S-rank spellcaster frowned. “I think it matches well with this honor guard I’d be sending. It’s a good justification for welcoming them into your ranks.”

“You really value Galamon a lot, huh? You’d offer this much from the get-go.” Argrave leaned in closer.

“Well…” Dras scratched his cheek. “It’s one thing to have an emissary of the Hand Reaching from the Abyss come to Veiden. It is another entirely if that man is king of the nation, there. I do not care to make an enemy of you. There are other lands beside this continent of Berendar.”

Argrave was pleased, and about to comment on the idea of lasting peace. Before he did, someone else spoke.

“It was your idea, was it not? This adoption?” Anneliese looked at Galamon.

The big man closed his eyes and looked away, saying nothing. Argrave was shocked. He didn’t know the old man had it in him to be this conniving. Maybe Argrave was rubbing off on him, teaching him the virtues of extorting friends and relatives.

“So, what do you think?” Dras held his hands out. “Is this a good enough trade?”

Argrave looked to Anneliese. “I would never decide for her.”

Dras looked a little surprised, but then he looked to Anneliese for his answer.

“I need not think for more than a heartbeat,” Anneliese said. “Of course.”

The patriarch nodded as though it was expected. “Then, Argrave?”

“Well…” Argrave looked to Galamon. “Good lord. I guess I’m selling my friend for three hundred men and a father-in-law. Sounds like the start to a joke, but…” He held out his hand for a handshake. “Take good care of him. He’s high maintenance. Whines a lot.”

Dras chuckled and took Argrave’s hand. “Yeah. I remember it well. He yapped my ear off in the past.”

The two laughed as both looked at Galamon. Then, in a rare show… the man smiled slightly. It was slight enough no one took notice.

***

The next day, Argrave appeared before the nobles of the south, the allied representatives of both the north and Veiden, and the Order of the Gray Owl. He came in on foot, this time. Vasquer was still in the room, but Patriarch Dras and Rowe walked as well. Rowe left his druidic bond to roost atop the Dragon Palace. It would be ridiculously uncomfortable to negotiate on the back of a snake’s head, and things promised to be long and meticulous today.

Argrave took his place on the throne. It was cushioned, warm… already a much better start than yesterday.

Reinhardt was the first to step forward. He kneeled. “We’ve read through the great majority of what was delivered to us,” the margrave began. “The decision of those beneath me is unanimous. With the conditions offered yesterday… we would all be glad to welcome you as king, Your Majesty.”

“Good. Good!” Argrave said, tapping the armrest of the throne. He felt that this result was the most assured, but he was still glad to hear it. “I am happy to have the whole of you as my vassals, too. Elenore can handle the details of the ceremony of fealty—you can speak to her after. And on the other note… Elias, Rose, that promise I made… she’ll send you to talk to me after this summit is done, today. We can talk about getting the both of them healed.”

Margrave Reinhardt lowered his head almost to the ground. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

Argrave felt a bit strange seeing a man that had held him captive some months ago kneeling before him and calling him king, and he stared for a few moments. Anneliese tapped his shoulder, drawing him back to attention.

Argrave turned his gaze, drawn from his haze. “So, Castro. Have you and your people had time to think about things, come to a conclusion?”

The Tower Master stepped away from his crowd. “We submit to Your Majesty’s terms.” Castro lowered his head. “The Order will collaborate with the crown’s wishes. I cannot speak to what each individual will do in way of support, but if Your Majesty offers seats in the parliament, I am sure many will be glad to take them. We will grant access to our knowledge as needed. For my part, I will… greatly incentivize detailed cooperation with the crown, but each member of the Order is not bound to it.” The old man dipped his head. “I hope Your Majesty recognizes this.”

“Of course I do. I benefited from Order neutrality, and so I’d be a fool to infringe upon it.” Argrave nodded. “We’ll have to discuss how people might be rewarded for cooperating with the crown. I have my own set of incentives that might draw people to offer aid. But… I’m glad that your people came around. I can assure all that you will gain much if you offer faithful service.”

Argrave took a deep breath and sighed with a smile playing about his lips, pleased that things had gone so well. He spotted the Magister afflicted with dwarfism in their bunch, but he didn’t see resentment in his gaze. Deciding to shelve the matter, he looked to Anneliese and then Elenore, giving each a light nod in turn.

“Excellent. I’m glad to put that behind us. I do intend to get to the specifics of how the parliament will play out, but there’s another matter. Namely, our allies the Veidimen.” Argrave looked to Dras.

The patriarch held his hands behind his back and stood straight. “Argrave will marry my daughter in one month. An honor guard and dowry will be sent overseas to guard and protect her. This will signal the beginning of a long and fruitful alliance between our two peoples so that we might struggle against He Who Would Judge the Gods.”

The southern nobles stirred at this news, but the reaction could be said to be largely positive. After the arrival of a dragon, the display with Rowe’s magic, and the sheer physical size of the Veidimen, few wanted to make genuine enemies of the snow elves.

Argrave nodded. “I want no bad blood, no enmity. I saw lynchings of Veidimen at Mateth after the invasion. If anything that barbaric occurs again…” Argrave’s gaze went to the Shadowlander staked to the wall, crucified. He stared for a long while. When he finally looked away, people had gotten the message.

“Good!” Argrave said loudly, gently slamming the armrest. “Elenore, you take the floor. She’s to be named the first Head of Parliament. Thereafter, it’ll be an elected position, the time in office being eight years. Let’s discuss the finer details…”

***

Elenore wrote quickly on a piece of paper, working by the light of a magic lamp on her desk. This room had a balcony, and Vasquer had rested her head just behind Elenore. The snake’s golden eyes gleamed in the darkness.

Elenore’s desk shook lightly, and she looked up. She leaned back suddenly when the door burst open. Orion stepped inside, then shut the door and looked at her.

“What is it?” Elenore put her writing instrument down.

Orion stepped to her desk, saying nothing.

“I’m busy with Whitefields, and now this business with the parliament. Get to the point, Orion.” She waved her hand to hurry him along. “If you’re here to visit Vasquer, she’s right there. Just be quiet. I need to focus.”

“It was you,” Orion said quietly. “That rumor about Felipe. About him being that Shadowlander that devastated the city.”

Elenore tapped the desk a couple times, then said boldly, “So what?”

“So what?” Orion put his hands on the desk and leaned down. “My mother heard it. My mother,” he repeated. “She thinks her husband became a demon. She was mentally wounded enough before, but now?”

“I’m at a pivotal point in the situation with Whitefields. I don’t need this right now.” Elenore shook her head.

Orion stood there, unmoving. “We need to talk. Not you and me.” He looked up at Vasquer. “All of us, as a family. All of what remains of this bloodline.”


Chapter 72

“I know that it might seem ridiculous,” Argrave said, one hand hovering near the other which held a wriggling salamander. “But these things… they’re the key.”

Reinhardt shook his head. “We’re the ones to ask you for help, Your Majesty. Why would we doubt what you do?”

Argrave looked down at the margrave. It had been perhaps three or four months since last they spoke, and now the situations between them had reversed entirely. It was a very strange thing to see Margrave Reinhardt and think of the past. That point of comparison struck home how much had changed. Argrave had done a lot. Some of it was worse than in Heroes of Berendar, and some of it was far better.

“Your Majesty?” Elias asked politely.

Argrave was drawn from his thoughts. “You’ll have two options. The first is to eat these things, daily…” he began.

Argrave explained the intricacies of the process to the two members of House Parbon, calling upon Anneliese to relay her experiences treating Elenore when necessary. When it was done, he asked, “Any questions?”

“None.” Reinhardt shook his head.

“Good. Then, these things aren’t immortal. You’ll want to get this over with quickly.” Argrave looked down at the salamander. “You’ll either want your wyvern, or you’ll want to leave now. I’m curious where it is.”

Reinhardt looked instinctually defensive. “It’s… safe.”

Argrave smiled at the margrave’s paranoia. As he stared, he heard a knock on the door. Galamon, who was still acting as his knight-commander for now, stepped to the door and opened it up.

“I need your help,” Elenore said, her voice entering the room before she did.

“That’s rare. What is it?” Argrave tossed the salamander at Elias, and the one-eyed man grappled with it frantically in his surprise. “If there’s nothing else, margrave…”

“Nothing more, Your Majesty.” The man dipped his head respectfully, and his mane of red hair covered his face.

Argrave bit his lip, reminded once again of how much he enjoyed being undercover in the far north. It was hard to make fun of someone when they treated him like a king. It felt unfair. He turned to Elenore, and then he and his entourage walked out.

“You looked distressed,” Anneliese noted at once, and they walked down the hall following the princess’ fast pace.

“I have news,” Elenore began. “Rovostar… He’s abandoned his forces. On the bright side, they’ve surrendered to us and sent his family as hostages. His eldest son was killed while resisting.” She looked at him, gray eyes somewhat bright. “No more armies oppose you.”

Argrave raised a brow. “I only care about Duke Enrico by this point.”

“That’s the thing.” Elenore crossed her arms as she walked. “Rovostar took Duke Enrico with him alongside his small force. They marched right past Blackgard and Relize—the garrisons tried to stop them, but they traveled light and our sallying defenders were unable to even wound any of them. They have a spellcaster with them, I’m told. Last word I got… they’re headed for the Bloodwoods. It might be they enter, or it might be they look for a way out of this.”

Argrave sighed and placed his palm against his face. “I can’t… Good lord. I knew I should have acted personally…” When he thought of what he might say to explain things to his cousin, he quickly asked, “What about Nikoletta?”

“We did find her.” Elenore nodded. “She was injured chasing after Rovostar’s party. She’s taking respite at Blackgard with another—Mina of Veiden. Her wounds are already healed, but the garrison is retaining her. For her own safety,” Elenore added positively.

Argrave nodded. “We’re due to head to Blackgard again soon, anyway. Damn it all. Everything was going so well…” He looked to Elenore. “What did you need my help with? Where are we going?”

Elenore sighed. “We’re here.”

She opened the door, then moved into the room. Argrave saw Orion sitting on the left, Vasquer situated on the balcony, and Elenore moved to sit opposite Orion. Vasquer barely fit; it was extremely evident that she needed much more room generally. Argrave looked about the room, perplexed.

“Have a seat, Argrave.” Orion gestured to a couch. “We’d like to talk.”

Argrave furrowed his brows. “Is this… an intervention? What’d I do?”

Elenore gestured her hand at Orion. “This man has been bothering me ceaselessly. He insists that we all should meet as a family.”

“Vasquer agrees with me,” Orion said defensively. “A good family is open and communicative. That’s what she told me. I insist we meet monthly, to update the others on what we’re doing, and to air any grievances.”

Argrave leaned up against the doorframe, feeling a bit dizzy. Even here, he could not escape forced family fun.

“Come on, have a seat,” Orion repeated, pointing. “You as well, Lady Anneliese. This is important.”

Argrave hesitantly dislodged himself from the doorframe and walked over to the couch between Elenore and Orion, and then sat until he sank into the cushions. He stared at Vasquer as she fit awkwardly into the room. Galamon shut the door as Anneliese sat beside him.

“Alright,” Orion said happily, running one hand over his beard. “I’ll start.”

“Wait.” Argrave raised his hand. “Why don’t we just get mutual understanding through Vasquer?”

“She cannot be everywhere,” Orion pointed out. “She cannot travel as she used to. Her body is old and ailing. It was trouble enough for her to move from the underground position after years of suffering. We have to develop these family skills now.”

Argrave sank further into the couch, then fiddled with his ring as he stared off into space. The silence persisted for a few seconds.

“Alright,” Orion said. “Then… I’ll start.”

“Why are we wasting time with this whole ordeal?” Elenore interrupted. “All of this is just a pretext to moralize about the fact I’m disparaging our dead father. I don’t care, and you can’t convince me to care. Don’t bother.”

“No, I want to know why you don’t care. This is about understanding,” insisted Orion.

Argrave sank a little further into the couch, fiddling with his ring faster. He looked up at Vasquer, pleading for her aid.

Elenore scoffed. “You don’t even know what you want. All of this nonsense about family—I don’t want to hear it. You were father’s lapdog for years, jumping to his whim just as eagerly as Levin. Even now you’re defending his image. What am I to take from that? Can you even conceive of what he did to me? To Levin, Magnus, to all of us?”

The two of them continued to stubbornly bicker, and Argrave’s gaze jumped between the two of them. Orion has mellowed out so much, he noticed. Ordinarily, he’d be stomping and getting close to her face and looming and ranting about the gods. I guess he really did have some bad influences.

His gaze slowly switched to Elenore, who was saying something about how Orion probably enjoyed all of what he’d done in the past. And Elenore… she’s getting a lot more emotional than she normally does. Anneliese told me she’s been feeling very guilty lately. That’s why she’s been working so hard.

Anneliese placed her hands on her lap and leaned up, looking down at Argrave as he attempted to escape inside the couch. Her amber eyes watched him almost expectantly. On the other side, too, Vasquer stared with what seemed to be hope. Argrave slowly sighed and closed his eyes as he realized what they wanted from him.

Argrave planted his hands on his knees and leaned in, saying loudly, “Alright, alright, enough!” He looked between the two of them. Elenore crossed her arms and leaned back onto the couch defensively, and Orion sat there rigidly, surprised.

“You two aren’t getting anywhere. Forget Felipe, forget what Orion’s done, let’s just start with simple, ground-setting crap.” Argrave looked between the two of them, then pointed both hands at Orion. “Orion, why do you want to have this meeting, personally?”

Orion looked at Argrave plainly, then took a deep breath. “Galamon told me to invert the problem to find out what I want.” The big man closed his eyes. “I cannot keep making… No, I cannot be as I was. And most of all… I don’t want to lose more than I already have.” A silver tear ran down his cheek.

“I must make right what I made wrong.” Orion opened his eyes, gray pupils bright. “I want… a family. A true family. I wish for what was illusion to become reality; love, respect, mutual struggle for prosperity. I thought I had these things, but I wronged Elenore, Levin, Induen, and Magnus in service of parents that did nothing more than weave a tapestry of falsehood. I enjoyed the lie I lived, as much as it disturbs me. But now I want to make that lie a truth.” Orion lowered his head. “Please, Elenore.”

Elenore stared for a few moments, then looked away, blinking quickly. “Please, what?”

“Please allow me to be a true brother to you, as I never was.”

Elenore pursed her lips and said, “I can’t exactly stop you.”

“Listen,” Argrave cut in. “These next few months are going to be busy. With Galamon going away, the two of you are going to be my primary people for facilitating things. I need you two to be utterly comfortable with each other. And so…” Argrave tried not to sigh as he finished, “I think we should do this until we’ve figured it out.”

***

Tower Master Castro opened the door, stepping in. Argrave and Anneliese, who were eating breakfast, both turned their heads at his arrival.

“Your Majesty,” Castro greeted. “You look… tired.”

“I feel worse,” Argrave returned. “Don’t do the majesty stuff. It’ll make what I’m going to ask of you awkward.”

Castro shot his head back. “What might that be?”

Castro was about to shut the door, but another hand caught it. Rowe the Righteous stepped in, and the two men locked eyes. Rowe was larger than Castro by a far bit, but both held staffs, walked with a slight hunch, and had bald, wrinkly heads.

“You’re that Tower Master,” Rowe said, his white eyes brightening in curiosity. “Saw you.”

“You’re Rowe. We’ve interacted indirectly. I read a spell book you wrote,” Castro began evenly.

“Made an impression, I see.” Rowe’s sagging lips curled in a rare smile.

“Before you two rent a room, hear me out,” Argrave interrupted them. “I stayed up all night writing this, but I think I need both of your perspectives.”

Argrave stood and retrieved a thin stack of papers, loosely held together by a thin, pliable metal clip. Argrave set it on the table, then ate another bite of food off his plate. Castro eyed the documents curiously, but Rowe picked them up without a care.

“Since we’re allies and all… I was hoping you’d help with my A-rank ascension,” Argrave said with a fatigued smile once he’d finished chewing.

Rowe read for a small amount of time, then looked up at Argrave. “You’re… serious?”

“Who better?” Argrave spread his arms out. “I do wonder who’ll be more helpful. The two of you are at the top of your field, after all… but which of you can do the better job?”

Rowe chuckled dryly. “Does he think we don’t know what he’s doing, manipulating us like that?”

“No, he knows.” Castro took the papers. “He just doesn’t care.”

***

“Would you look at that,” Melanie said, looking down at a map. She brushed aside her long red hair, then looked up at Durran with a grin. “The last one standing.”

“Really now?” Durran, too, leaned over the map. He surveyed things, then leaned back. “They really folded like a house of cards after what Argrave did.”

“Certain jobs are just peachy when you’ve got the right boss.” Melanie rolled her shoulders, then stretched. “Welcome change after that damned crusade into the taiga, fighting severed heads. We’ll contact this count tomorrow, get his submission one way or the other… and then all of Atrus will be Argrave’s.”

“We still have to finish that crusade,” he reminded her. “I don’t intend on leaving those necromantic abominations in the ground, just waiting to be unleashed on the world. Before we head back, we should kill them all.”

Melanie narrowed her eyes. “I see you’re volunteering.”

“Feeling lazy? Whatever. My bear has to eat somehow.” Durran stepped away from the table.

“I’ll help,” Melanie disagreed. “We’ll bring the whole party, make a festival out of it. Oh, you’re leaving?” She looked back. “Sleep well, I guess.”

Durran left the tent, returning Melanie’s farewell. Once outside, he looked up at the red moon above. He walked through the arrayed tents, reaching into his pocket. He pulled out a small metal object. After a few seconds of prying with his thumb, the top of it came back.

It was a compass. Specifically, it was the mundane compass that Titus had given Argrave all those months ago. It was in Durran’s possession, now. It pointed north faithfully even still, but Durran looked opposite where it was pointing. That was his intended direction.

“Not long now,” Durran muttered, then flipped the lid shut. “How to deliver the news…? Maybe I shouldn’t…”


END

Volume six has ended. I hope this story was an enjoyable blend that left you feeling satisfied when all was said and done. I'll let you in on a little secret: we're halfway through this series. Don't tell anyone. It's not secret or anything, I just don't think people would know what you're talking about.

Anyway, volume seven will be coming next with a round of edits after its stay on Royal Road and Patreon. Expect it a little more than a month after this one's release.
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