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Chapter 1

Despite the rough-and-tumble nature of it all… Argrave looked back on their visit to the Burnt Desert and considered it all quite the success. He had gone intending to cure his body of its frailty and sickliness, and he’d succeeded on that front with no caveats, despite dealing with the temperamental Alchemist. Rather unexpectedly, he and Anneliese had become an item. And Durran, one protagonist of the game Heroes of Berendar, had joined their party.

Yet it had not been a flawless thing, either. Garm, talking necromantic head from the Low Way of the Rose, selflessly sacrificed himself to aid their journey, both recruiting Durran and giving Argrave the ability to discern people’s magic capacity. Titus, an element unknown to Argrave, had assumed a position of power in the Burnt Desert through cruel and unusual methods. The region was far from liberated—it might be worse off than before, depending on how Titus intended to handle things moving forth.

In summation, Argrave had obtained the means to better combat Gerechtigkeit in his journey, and now he needed to return to that purpose. There was a plague brewing in the northwest, poised to kill millions if left unchecked. That was their next objective after this journey.

The issue with journeys, however, was the fact that going back was often the same as going forward—arduous, long, and tiring.

Argrave naively estimated the return to Vasquer would take ten to twelve days. As it turned out, Argrave was not particularly good at estimating the length of fantasy backpacking trips. The journey took, altogether, seventeen days of relatively grueling travel… and that was only to make it to the mountain highway at the edge of the Burnt Desert.

It was not because of slow movement—indeed, Argrave actually found himself enjoying things when they traversed across the black sand dunes. Anneliese had described the Burnt Desert as having an ‘austere beauty’ before, and Argrave fully agreed with that assessment. Without scarred lungs and weak bones making things agonizing, the hike was pleasant.

But that was when they were hiking.

Though the first week had passed quickly, once they strayed far from the cities, the air became unbearably dry once again. That dryness brought with it sandstorms. They were stalled by prolonged winds twice—the first had lasted but one night, while the second lasted three whole days. They sought shelter within the mountains. Though offering plenty protection, they were too steep to traverse, halting all progress.

Argrave had been worried the second sandstorm would never end, and they would starve. He’d already planned to eat Galamon first. He was sure the elven vampire would agree. But the relentless barrage of black sand did end, eventually, and they finished out the journey.

With a heave, Argrave pulled himself over a cliff onto stark gray plateau, pulling his long legs up just after. The movement had been quick and smooth, and he felt some pride as he recalled the climb at the druid’s camp where Galamon had needed to help him up. Every day felt like a gift now that his body had gone from a liability to a reliability. He was tall—seven feet tall, at least—and now that he was healthy, perhaps he could make something of himself yet. With Garm having donated his eyes to Argrave, his eyesight was better—though the black sclera and gold irises might be off-putting to some. He brushed some small rocks off his black duster and looked around.

Anneliese was already waiting up top with their four Brumesingers, her long braid of white hair whipping about as she turned and examined the architecture of the highway. The small fennec-fox-like creatures looked all around with curious wonder. They seemed fascinated with the world, locked in a crypt as they had been.

“Little help?” someone called out from behind.

Argrave turned around, where he received Durran’s backpack. Soon after, the man climbed up, boots scraping against the stone wall. With dark hair and tan skin, he seemed well-accustomed to the desert—only natural, considering it was his birthplace. Argrave was pleased to have him as their newest member… though that it had come at the expense of Garm still stung in his mind every time he looked at him.

Argrave gestured toward Galamon for his backpack, but the vampire simply climbed up as easily as one might climb out of a swimming pool. Between his plate armor and his heavy pack, such a thing was a ridiculous show of strength. He probably carried about one hundred pounds worth of gear, and he himself was well over three hundred. The snow elves—Veidimen, as they preferred to be called—were definitely made of different stuff. Galamon himself was a giant among giants.

“Show-off,” Argrave said to Galamon, turning to the highway ahead.

The abundance of gray metal made the mountaintop road seem nearly industrial. Metal sconces once held magic lamps, but scavengers had evidently come through here and stripped each and every sconce of their magic light. The closest ones still standing reminded Argrave of exposed rebar. But the road kept winding up the mountain, dangerous cracks and cave-ins marring most of the path. Up high, one could see better-maintained bits where scavengers dared not tread.

The stone road was steep and required climbing at the points where it had collapsed. Iron statues with bizarre faces were half-buried in the rubble. Their faces resembled nutcrackers, though intricately wrought out of now-rusty iron and morphed in exaggerated emotion. They were angry, full of rage—though rather than terrifying, the expressions seemed like mockery.

“I cannot fathom how these highways were used…” Anneliese pondered.

“Transportation of troops between mountainside forts.” Argrave stepped up beside her, putting his backpack back on.

“Mountain climbing with heavy packs,” Durran said, catching his breath as he leaned against his glaive. “I missed all the signs. I’m traveling with morons.”

“Other options; abomination-ridden underground passage jam-packed with diseases, necromantic creatures of the Order of the Rose, and a knightly order who has vilified me,” Argrave raised one finger. “Or… we can ask the Lionsun Castle to open the gates for us. Barring these highways, there’s no other way over these mountain peaks.”

“Underground passage… This is Nodremaid, that city Garm spoke to me about.” Durran caught his breath.

Argrave nodded, surprised Durran knew more than he thought. Anneliese walked up to a pile of rubble, touching one of the iron statues. “Don’t be so carefree,” Argrave called out. “Some of these statues are functioning golems.”

“These are the golems you mentioned?” Anneliese asked, surprised. “The Veidimen say golems are myths. And moreover, metal golems…”

“The pathways and fortresses were made by men. The sconces, the golems… they were made by the subterranean mountain people I had intended to enlist against the Vessels in Sethia.”

“You did not mention them in our plan for this place,” Anneliese noted.

“They’re gone, at least from here.” Argrave shook his head. “Their creations remain.”

Durran looked quite skeptical. Argrave caught him frowning and took note of it, but decided to wait for later.

Argrave looked at the steep pathway ahead, feeling trepidatious. You wanted to work on your body, right? he gave himself a pep talk internally. This is your chance. Come on. Kill it. In truth, it was less ‘mountain climbing’ and more ‘rock scrabbling.’ The falls were not inherently deadly, simply painful. The most cumbersome part of the journey was their packs.

During the hour, they advanced no more than a half mile. It was strenuous, both mentally and physically, as they needed to plan a path up the uneven road and then execute that plan. Durran voiced his skepticism frequently but kept pace with them despite hefting his glaive about. It was Anneliese who struggled the most, though not to an excessive degree. Argrave felt strange when he was not the straggler.

The Brumesingers conjured mist from their fur with a pleasant chiming song, then vanished into it, traversing their brume as they had in the tomb of the southron elves. They would reappear at higher elevations, lounging and playing with each other as though this was a casual stroll rather than a treacherous climb. If Argrave didn’t have such affection for the creatures, he might’ve gotten a headache from annoyance.

Argrave locked his hands together, and Anneliese stepped on them. He boosted her up, and then grabbed her backpack, placing it up beside her. After, he did the same for Durran and his glaive, and then he and Galamon came up last. All save Galamon were breathing heavy. They conjured water with spells, drinking heavily.

“I must ask… for a break,” Anneliese gasped out.

Argrave didn’t answer, taking his time to catch his breath. After a time, he responded, “Take all the time you need. And rest easy, because that was the last bit of climbing we’ll need to do.” He straightened his back. “Now that we’re up here, I’ll stress this—follow me completely. No veering off course.”

Ahead, the highway’s winding slopes flattened out, finally reaching level ground. The metal statues were much more abundant, and a few of the metal sconces still bore their enchanted glass orbs, even if they were dead by now. Argrave looked back beyond them. From up high, the Burnt Desert was even more beautiful. The distant and elaborate cities of the Vessels seemed like stars in the sky or shining lights in the abyss.

“Long way down.” Durran came to stand beside Argrave, leaning forth and placing his elbow on his knee. “Going to be a shame when we have to turn around. No way this makes it all the way across.”

Argrave shook his head, only able to muster laughter at Durran’s constant derision. After everyone recovered from their fatigue, they gathered their things and pressed onward.

Anneliese kept her head upward instead of watching the path ahead, examining the comically angry metal statues they walked by. Though still rusted, they were upright at this higher section, and most bore metal rods in hand. They took ridiculous poses, again intended to mock the warriors they portrayed.

“The top of those rods… something was cut off there, severed. You can tell.” She pointed.

“And what was once there?” Argrave pressed amusedly, knowing the answer.

“I am unsure. They could be spears, long maces… jeweled scepters of some kind, perhaps. It would explain why they have been cut off.”

Argrave stayed silent as they trekked forward, a smile on his face.

“Why are you so amused?” She frowned. “You will keep me in the dark?”

Argrave held up a hand to shrug. “You’ll see what was there. That’s all.”

“Some guardian golems, if they just let whatever they held be cut off and stolen,” Durran noted a bit sarcastically.

Argrave glanced at Durran, then fished in his pocket. He scanned the nearby statues, then locked his eye on one in particular. He pulled free a silver coin minted in Malgeridum’s style and flicked it toward a close golem. As the coin spun by the metal statue he’d had his eye on, its arm rocketed forth and the rod it held slammed into the ground. The coin had been caught perfectly, smushed around the edge of the rod. Its arm clicked like a wind-up toy, cranking back to its original position. The silver coin hung at the edge of the rod, morphed around it.

“These ones are stationary. They attack anything that enters into their line of attack,” Argrave smiled. “It gives them greater power.”

Durran stared at the coin, and then glanced at the silver smudge left behind where it had been beaten around the rod.

“Nearly poked one of those things to test it,” he said a little hauntedly.

Argrave gave Durran a pat on the shoulder, then kept walking. The path was rough and poorly maintained, and grass growing up through the stone had left great cracks in everything. Harsh winds were shielded by higher peaks around them.

The path tunneled into a mountain. In that tunnel, the path narrowed, and a thousand statues lined up shoulder to shoulder.

Durran tapped his glaive against the ground. “Not sure anyone alive can maneuver through that, if those things are all like those metal meat crushers we passed by.”

Argrave veered from the center of the road, walking toward one of the statues. “I would never,” he scolded, retrieving another coin. He tossed it, and its right arm whirred, slamming the rod in hand against the ground. The rod was thicker than most of the others.

Argrave stepped atop the rod, balancing carefully as it clicked and rose back up. Once it was at its highest point, he stepped off onto the statue’s shoulder, then stood on its head.

“Galamon, you’re last,” Argrave shouted down. “Rescue anyone in case they fall.”

Galamon nodded. Durran seemed thrilled at what Argrave had done, practically beaming in anticipation. He kicked a rock toward the golem, then leapt atop the thick rod once it slammed against the ground. He rode it upward to the top, and they stayed standing there.

“Anneliese, you go. I’ll jump off just before it swings,” he suggested eagerly.

Argrave grabbed Durran’s glaive and pulled him off the rod, stepping aside to make room atop the statue’s head. Durran nearly lost his balance, but managed to correct himself before it was too late. He looked aggrieved, but Argrave could not be bothered.

Anneliese ascended next, legs a bit shaky. Argrave moved to the next statue in the long row to accommodate her. Just after, Galamon came, reaching the top just as they had without incident.

Now that they all stood atop the statues, Argrave led. He jumped from statue to statue, stepping on their heads like one might move from rock to rock on a river. They entered the tunnel, where Argrave’s head very nearly touched the ceiling with every jump.

Everyone was deathly quiet, realizing all too well the consequences of falling. After a while, Argrave came to a statue that had a missing head and kneeled where its head once was.

“Gods,” Durran exclaimed, coming to a stop. “Got into a rhythm, almost jumped at you. What are you doing?”

Argrave scanned the statues in the adjacent row. His eyes settled on one that held its rod with two hands. He turned his head to Durran.

“You probably have better aim than me. Trigger that one, there.” Argrave pointed to it, handing the tribal a coin. “And brace yourself. Ground might shake a little.”

Durran held the coin tightly. “Just throwing away money,” he muttered, taking a second. After aiming, he flicked his wrist out, tossing the coin. It rang through the air. The statue triggered, thrusting straight upward. Its metal stick slammed loudly against the ceiling. A few rocks fell… and then after, the tunnel’s ceiling caved in, including much of the wall close to it. Argrave stayed kneeling, covering his mouth from dust.

They all stayed still and tense as the dust settled. Once it had, Durran lowered his hand.

“What was that for? Fun?”

“It’s a secret wall,” Argrave responded, rising to his feet. The statue just across from them bent its waist, bowing, and held its hands out as though begging. Though crude, it formed a walkway across. Argrave stepped across without hesitation, heading for the great hole in the wall caused by the cave in.

In the hole created, stairs poked out from the rubble—it was a deliberate design, not a flawed installation of their golem. The subterranean people were masters of tunneling and boring, and enjoyed putting tricks like this in their tunnels. Argrave had been a bit worried this would work, but it did so flawlessly.

Argrave stepped up the stairs, mindful not to stumble over the rubble caused by the cave in. Light shone at the end of the tunnel, and he pressed toward it. He squinted as he entered the outside once again.

A verdant grove awaited them, surrounded on all sides by tall peaks. The shrubs, trees, and bushes full of berries and fruits were supported by a waterfall in the far distance that separated into two perfectly symmetrical streams. Between these streams was a large pavilion housing a marble statue.

Anneliese and the rest caught up to Argrave, looking around the place in wonder.

“This place is where…” she trailed off, awed by the beauty of the place.

“We’ll recruit the best scout in the world,” Argrave finished. “That’s exactly right.”


Chapter 2

The verdant, sheltered grove atop the mountains between the Burnt Desert and Vasquer was not an especially large place, but it was teeming with creatures thought long dead or shrouded in myth. It was like a little microcosm atop the mountains. Though the winds were harsh and the air cold outside, a pleasant, temperate atmosphere persisted here.

In Heroes of Berendar, this place was a hotspot for players seeking out rarer herbs for potent alchemical potions. Its only superior was Princess Elenore’s greenhouse, but getting there involved a fairly long questline.

Argrave was hit with a wave of nostalgia as they stepped toward the pavilion of jade stone. He had come here so many times, and now he was back again, physically present. The brightly colored, beautiful flowers, belying their poisonous nature… the animals cries, some of which he recognized…

And flashes of gold, flying through the air and disappearing so quickly they appeared to be an illusion. They were far too fast to track with the eyes. At a point, one of the flashes ceased just above the jade pavilion. It was a small bird, no larger than a tennis ball, seemingly crafted of gold, wings fluttering so fast as to be nigh invisible. The moment it moved again, it vanished like an illusion.

“I saw it!” Anneliese said excitedly, pointing a finger at where it once was. Once she processed it had already vanished, she amended, “It was just there, I swear it.”

“Sounds like crazy talk to me.” Argrave acted ignorant, but he couldn’t fool Anneliese who gave a small huff of amused annoyance and kept looking around.

“Fastest thing I’ve seen.” Galamon adjusted his helmet. “Can’t track it.”

Durran placed his glaive upon a rock and hefted himself up a bit. “A Starsparrow… Close kin to a hummingbird, no?”

Argrave made it to the pavilion and put his hand on one of the jade pillars holding the roof up. “Just what they called it,” he said idly.

“Who’s they?” Durran followed up.

“The subterranean mountain tribes that conquered this place,” Argrave answered at once, only to frown upon further introspection. In the past, his first thought would have been ‘the game’s developers.’ His way of thinking was changing. It was paradoxically comforting and unsettling. He was integrating with his new life.

Shaking it off, Argrave continued, “Most people that leave behind a treasure, we’re talking gemstones, gold. For the people that lived underground, they preserved the beauty of the surface, and the tools they used to conquer. In this case, the golems…” Argrave stepped away from the pavilion, eyes wandering. “And these sanctuaries. Those are the things they hold precious.”

Everyone drank in the rich atmosphere of the place. Argrave could swear that even the air tasted better. Steam rose from the pools which the waterfalls fed, marking them as heated springs. It was an intoxicatingly peaceful place.

“You have any notion on how you plan to catch light?” Durran was the first to bring them back. “These birds… Unless we’ve got steel-wired nets and hands quicker than lightning, I can’t imagine we’ll have much luck.”

Argrave took a deep breath and nodded, steeling himself to keep going. “It could be quite simple, provided we get lucky. Otherwise, we’ll be shepherding a bird into a trap for some hours.” Argrave pointed to the waterfall. “There’s a small cave behind that thing that shelters some pools. Some birds might be drinking from it, or there might be a nest in there. That’s what we’re hoping for.”

Durran frowned but gave an acquiescent nod. “Considering we had to cave in the place to get here… I imagine you haven’t been here before. Yet you know all of this.”

“All things with time,” Argrave assured Durran, patting his shoulder. The golden-eyed tribal followed him as he walked away, lost in thought. Eventually, he shook his head and proceeded.

***

As it turned out, they were not lucky.

The cave behind the waterfall was small, possessing only one entrance and amounting to no more than a thousand square feet at best. Anneliese conjured a ward at the entrance to prevent escape and investigated but could not find any Starsparrows within.

As a consequence, they began the laborious process of trying to force the bird to go into that place. Anneliese remained by the cave, standing by to ‘put the lid on the jar,’ so to speak. The three others were relegated to bird-herding duty. Galamon was adept at spotting the Starsparrows, and so Argrave followed his lead.

The vicious plants of the sanctuary proved to be cumbersome, and Argrave was forced to watch the path they took for dangerous things. Some of them had acidic liquid on their leaves that could eat through steel. Others were genuinely carnivorous. Though Argrave had a solid grasp of herbology even now, he was not perfect. Galamon’s fast reaction time was the only reason he was never genuinely hurt while leading them.

The first hour was utterly fruitless. Even ignoring the dangerous flora, some of the fauna proved to be quite aggressive. Everything in here was beautiful, true enough, but everything was equally deadly. Simple butterflies spewed poisonous mists when threatened.

The second hour proved a little better. They chased a Starsparrow for a time, but it was hardly ‘herding.’ It was more along the lines of ‘annoying it until it moved a little.’ Argrave fell into a poisonous bush chasing after it. He had panicked a great deal at first, before recalling he was black-blooded and poison meant little to him. Forget being poisoned—he didn’t even get a rash.

The third and fourth—or was it five?—hours, their disorganized pursuit began to resemble a coordinated effort. Argrave took the role of commander, directing Galamon and Durran to go to certain locations to receive the oncoming bird. Meanwhile, he directed his Brumesingers to conjure warriors of mist at key locations, further limiting its escape options. He was glad it wouldn’t simply leave the sanctuary and go somewhere else.

Finally, just as the suns neared the point of setting, the bird finally headed toward the cave… and zig-zagged about, evoking nervousness from all of them. As if told to do so, the bird quickly darted down and disappeared into the cave. Anneliese conjured her ward and entered through it.

Argrave and Durran cheered loudly, and even Galamon seemed quite pleased. They celebrated with each other as Anneliese proceeded into the cave. Argrave tried to pick up Durran, but he hadn’t improved to the point of being able to do that, and only succeeded in embarrassing himself.

When Anneliese emerged without a golden bird in hand, their pleased expressions froze. The bird had escaped before she conjured the ward. None, not even Galamon, had seen it.

Spirit broken, Argrave called a break to watch the suns set with Anneliese. He would never break this tradition of theirs if he could help it. After, dejected beyond compare, they once again sought out the devilish Starsparrow. The suns fell behind the mountains, but they pressed on. They needed to capture that bird to regain their honor.

When the moon reached its midpoint, they once again succeeded in herding a Starsparrow toward the cave. Durran must’ve received a prophecy from heaven, because he aimed magic just above the cave’s overhang, striking it with lightning. The bird was frightened and sought the cave for cover, and Anneliese once again conjured her ward.

With bated breath, all watched her enter and search out the cave. They crouched a good distance away, battered and hopeful. Argrave’s heart was beating fast when he saw a flash of white hair emerge out from the cave. She let down the ward…

And a little golden flash darted out from the cave, taking its place on her shoulder.

Even Galamon joined them in a primal roar of triumph at that moment.

***

“Gods… I think I twisted something…” Durran complained, stroking his ankle.

“Should have learned healing magic,” Argrave reprimanded, then used a C-rank spell of his own near the man’s ankle.

It was the morning of the next day. Despite the strenuous yesterday, Argrave still felt ready to go. Durran and Galamon did more physical work than he did as they lacked the support of the Brumesingers. Even still, the effects of becoming black-blooded were obvious every day. All it took was a night’s rest, and though he was a bit sore, he was ready to go.

Anneliese sat in the jade pavilion, seemingly meditating. Argrave and Durran sat on the stairs leading up to the pavilion, guarding her. She was using druidic magic to control the bird directly. Meanwhile, Argrave sat with another little creature in his lap—Anneliese had surrendered her Brumesinger to him, unable to maintain more than one direct bond. With this, he now had four of the little foxes.

“Whew…” Anneliese let out a sigh as she fell back, supporting herself with her hand. A flash of gold entered Argrave’s peripheries, and then a golden bird settled on her shoulder. The Starsparrow was a cute thing, a sparrow of solid gold, yet Argrave could not look at the little monstrosity kindly.

“It flies… so quickly. It feels like my heart will stop every time I move possessing it. If I wish to be somewhere within sight, I can reach it within seconds. And it can see for miles,” she described wondrously, eyes still closed.

The description brought some curiosity from Argrave. In Heroes of Berendar, bonding with the Starsparrow just maximized the player’s perception, enabling them to see everything on the mini map far in advance. For attacking, it did decent damage, and could dodge nearly everything… but one hit would kill it, and so most players kept it protected.

Argrave was somewhat envious, but he supposed grass was always greener on the other side. Anneliese could only bond with one animal at a time, but it enabled her complete control over that animal. Conversely, Argrave’s [Pack Leader] allowed him strong influence over multiple animals, though with a lesser degree of control. It was further limited to creatures of the same species.

“It should be able to see ants on trees atop other peaks, what with all the trouble we had,” Durran muttered.

Argrave’s Brumesingers strode toward Anneliese, showing affection. His druidic bonds always mirrored what he felt, Argrave was coming to find. The golden Starsparrow jumped atop one of them, and they played in harmony.

“Well…” Argrave grunted as he rose to his feet. “My Brumesingers are getting peckish, and they can’t eat here. There are no lingering souls.” He looked around the secluded grove. “We got what we needed. Now, we need to harvest some food for the Starsparrow and get out. It’s a picky eater—needs to eat the seeds of magic plants. We need to get what we can while we can. Fortunately, there’s plenty here.”

Argrave stepped off the jade pavilion, already moving to do as he’d described. Durran looked at him, clearly exhausted, and sighed. He shook his head, dispelling tiredness, and then gave himself a slap to wake himself up.

“Hunt it for hours, now we get its food.” the tribal muttered.

***

With the matter of the Starsparrow settled in a relatively timely manner, they departed from the mountain sanctuary and back onto the road of golems. Though the beginning was rough for Durran and Anneliese, who were weary, soon enough they caught their stride, and the remainder of the journey through the tunnel was uneventful.

They exited from the narrow tunnels abounding with stationary golem traps back into the fast-moving mountain winds. The path continued onward for a time, still surrounded by rusted statues, before opening up into a large central square. This square branched off into several paths.

Most importantly, one could see over the mountains, beyond into Vasquer territory. There was no clear path down, but that it could be seen was evidence enough their journey across the Burnt Desert was very nearly well and done.

Durran rushed across the square, gazing out across the land with wonder. “There it is. The lands beyond the northern mountains.”

Argrave stepped up beside him. It couldn’t exactly be called a land of endless green—they were in the heart of winter, and the fields had changed accordingly.

“Look. You can see some snow further north.” He pointed. “I told you about it earlier, it’s—”

“I know what snow is, you damned imbecile.” He laughed. “You think I’ve never flown to a mountain’s peak with a wyvern?”

Argrave tried his best not to laugh. Elsewhere, Anneliese called out, “They were spears!” as though enlightened.

Argrave turned his head, following her line of sight. Indeed, at the edge of the square, one of the golems still had its spear intact. The spearhead was strange—it resembled a knife.

“Indeed they are,” Argrave nodded, stepping up to her. “The subterranean people, they had a mythical figure they revered. He was a master thief. Allegedly, he fought a great commander from Vasquer, and during their battle, he cut off the man’s spearhead. After, he used that weapon as a knife, and led his people to conquer the mountains.”

“Then, these statues… the reason they are missing their spearhead… they mimic the warrior that thief overcame? They stand as a symbol of pride?”

“Sort of.” Argrave nodded. He retrieved the last of the coins minted in the Burnt Desert—they’d have no value in Vasquer, so he was disposing of them one by one. “Galamon, hit the one we’re looking at,” he called out, handing the vampire the coin.

Galamon took the coin, gaze jumping between Argrave, it, and the statue. Eventually, he flourished the coin between his fingers, then flicked it toward the statue. Instead of being struck down, the flying coin struck the statue squarely on the face. Steam blew out of its nose, further exaggerating the angry expression on its face.

And then, it stepped forward.

“They’re a test. A trial. Each and every one.” Argrave watched as it approached, each step jerky. The ground shook as it walked. Everyone seemed panicked, but Argrave held his hand out, casting a druidic spell. His Brumesingers emerged from his clothing, scattering across the ground.

Mist spread out from their fur, consuming the square. With another spell, Argrave focused his will on the spearhead. As the brume consumed the square, the warriors conjured by the small foxes appeared, battering at it relentlessly. They took the form of the southron elven warriors slain in the battle against Brium. They hacked just beneath the spearhead, and eventually they succeeded in cutting through the metal. The spearhead clattered to the ground.

The titanic golem halted, grinding and clicking to a stop.

Argrave walked over to the fallen spearhead and picked it up. It was a nice knife, even despite enduring the elements all these years. Even still, it couldn’t be compared to the two that Argrave came here to get.

“Fortunately, there’s a reason I went so far out of my way to get my little friends,” Argrave concluded, holding the knife up.


Chapter 3

Argrave tossed aside the newly acquired knife. It clattered against the floor. Some of the knives could be good loot, but he had nothing to evaluate them with.

“Give warning before you do something like that,” Anneliese rebuked Argrave, placing her hand to her heart and sighing to dispel her tension. Galamon put away his sword.

Argrave shrugged without a response, watching Durran walk past the golem while giving it a wide berth. He bent over, leaning on his glaive, and retrieved the discarded knife.

“Good gods. If I’d known your little fellas could muster warriors that could cut steel, I might’ve thrown them a snack or two, won their favor.” Durran flipped the spearhead knife through his fingers, running his fingers opposite the edge to test its sharpness.

“They eat souls.” Argrave turned to him. “Might be you have fed them, but not deliberately.”

Durran gazed at the four small creatures scampering back to Argrave, seeking refuge in his clothes once again now that their task was done. “Got a miracle pet lined up for me?”

Argrave blanked. It was a good point, certainly, but he’d been too distracted to plan for what to assign to Durran. He mulled for a moment, then recalled, “You’ll have to get to C-rank if you want any permanence in bonds. Most of the D-rank druidic spells aren’t the type that’ll keep your druidic links lingering by your side for longer than a few hours. Anneliese has the C-rank [Bond], while I use [Pack Leader].”

“And in time, I plan on learning the B-rank spell [Progenitor], to bind us in a druidic network,” Anneliese butted in.

“That spell Tirros used back at the druidic camp in Mateth?” Argrave pointed, but then realized she probably wouldn’t know as she hadn’t been there. “Never mind, I know what it is. That… will be useful.” Argrave nodded. “At that point, you’ll be able to notice what my Brumesingers notice. Between the Starsparrow and them, ambushing us is going to be impossible. And that’s a damn great thing, because we can win most fights we’re aware are coming.”

“C-rank spells, huh?” Durran clenched his fist. “Alright. Got something to focus on. Might be I come to you two for pointers.”

Argrave walked to Anneliese and placed his hand on her shoulder. “Sure. Anneliese is the best teacher you could ask for.” He took his hand off, glancing around the square. “But we’ve idled enough. It’s time to head to Essenza, the Skyburnt Fortress.”

With those words, his gaze rested on the only road remaining that headed upward. It went along the top of the peak, heading steadily upward. A giant drum tower was visible in the far distance, like a capstone atop the mountains. Unlike the roads before, this was one adorned with mostly fully functioning golems, their spears still intact. Few of the subterranean people cared to test themselves on golems of that sort…

And barring two, Argrave didn’t plan on it, either.

***

Galamon raised his hands to his ears, startled by the deafeningly loud thunder booming out across the peaks. Everyone else was a step slower in reacting, but they all turned to the sky where stormy clouds whirled far above.

“Lightning on mountaintops? Forget this,” Durran shouted out. “We should call it a day, wait for conditions to improve. I like living.”

“They won’t improve,” said Argrave loudly. “This place is always misery, weather-wise.”

The Skyburnt Fortress, Essenza, was the only piece of architecture atop these peaks built wholly by the subterranean mountain people. It was octagonal in shape, built around a cone mountain peak. Eight towers marked eight corners, each with a jade pavilion atop them similar to the one they’d seen within the wildlife sanctuary. The cone peak had a great drum tower built atop it, and the peak’s innards had been bored out to make stairs leading up to the tower.

As they continued to watch the stormy skies, lightning struck again. The lightning arched toward the top of the jade pavilions, where spikes of metal rose up into the sky. The metal spike and jade pavilion both sparked, glowing brilliantly even amidst the shade of the clouds. Despite the size of the apparent storm, no rain fell. Even the winds had ceased.

“You really want to go in there?” Durran asked incredulously. “Even the youngest in the tribes know not to fly a wyvern in a storm. This is no good!”

“This place isn’t natural. We’ll be fine. Just don’t step on the jade,” Argrave warned, stepping forward. “If you don’t step on the jade, you’ll be fine. If you do step on it, you might die.”

Argrave took the first step forward, and his two elven companions followed without second-guessing him. Durran hung back, turning in the road as though deliberating between waiting outside and following. Eventually, he let out a low laugh, and rushed to catch up with Argrave.

They passed beneath the great gateways of Essenza, where two golems three times the size as those on the road stood guard. Their spearheads were fashioned of greatswords. Frankly, those two gate golems were nightmarish when compared to the weapon they dropped, and Argrave was quite glad that he didn’t need to fight them.

The interior of Essenza was a barren place, but it seemed busy. That was lending to the pattern running across the floor. The place was a maze of simple, gray stone and beautifully polished jade. Whenever the clap of thunder deafened them, the jade on the floor would spark and glow, gleaming dangerously.

“The Ice of Balein…” Galamon muttered.

“What?” Argrave turned back.

Galamon said nothing, watching the jade writhe with sparks at random intervals. Then, he knelt down, staring a bit closer. “The Ice of Balein is said to conduct electricity in this manner. I thought it only myth, but the appearance, its characteristics…”

Argrave raised a brow, thinking on the matter. If he prowled his memory, the term was vaguely familiar. “You’ll have to tell me more of it later,” Argrave concluded, and Anneliese nodded in agreement.

Galamon grunted, rising to his feet.

“Give me some space.” Argrave held a hand out. “I’ll lead—I know the way. We have to walk across this. If we’re closely bunched, someone might bump into someone, cause an unfortunate accident. Whether it be the walls, the floor, the ceiling—be very mindful of what you touch. Avoid this Ice of Balein. Follow my lead.”

Despite Argrave’s confident command, he took a deep breath to fight his uncertainty. Everyone gave him ample space, watching him closely. He set his foot down on the first bit of stone, very mindful of how near he was to the jade.

Like this, Argrave stepped forward ever so slowly. He took a safe, if streamlined, route, heading around the central drum tower in the center toward where he knew the stairs would be. He was ever mindful of how large his feet were in this moment, and more than a bit resentful of this fact. He remained cautious with his steps and deliberated long before he touched anything for balance.

Whenever the lightning sparked, it was difficult to avoid being distracted by the brightness and the sound of it. Between focusing on the path and avoiding being distracted by the myriad distractions, it was very fitting to call this place a ‘test.’ He could not afford any focus on the people behind him.

Eventually, he looked up and saw an opening in the drum tower. He let out a light sigh of relief. Like this, he took measured steps toward it, refusing to allow his caution to drop even slightly. With his enchantments, he wasn’t sure if the lightning would kill him outright. It definitely didn’t stand to be pleasant, though, and Argrave made sure not to test that theory.

When Argrave passed the opening, things became easier. A stairway lay ahead. These stairs simply alternated—in every two steps one was made of jade, the other of stone. Considering Argrave took stairs two steps at a time normally, it didn’t prove to offer much challenge at all. Argrave got into a stable position, and then waited for his companions to get closer.

“Anyone had any shocking revelations?” Argrave called out once everyone had caught up amply.

“Listen, leader man—now is not the time,” Durran called out with a tight voice.

Argrave was too tense to laugh at that, and he turned to the stairs once he was content everyone was well. Despite the ease it offered, he moved very cautiously. The stairs were smaller than his feet, as it turned out, and so he needed to awkwardly maneuver with his feet held sideways to avoid touching the jade portions. That, coupled with the fact that he couldn’t use the walls for balance easily, made it much more difficult than he had thought.

After probably the most tiring set of stairs Argrave had ever endured, he saw the storm hovering above. He didn’t dare drop his caution at that point, very carefully making his way up to the top of the central drum tower.

The top of the drum tower was flat, marked by a large jade spiral starting from the center and moving outward. Each branch of the spiral was thin, and easy to step over. The parapets were tall enough that even Argrave could not see over the higher portions.

At the opposite end of where they had come from, two golems stood. They were a fair bit larger than most of the ones that had decorated the walkway. They were more complete, somehow—their figures were more intricate, and they bore genuine armor. It seemed to be plate mail. Their spears, too, were different, most notably in the spearhead. The knife spearheads were blue, green crystals on their length shining brightly.

Durran emerged, carefully jumping past the last jade stairway onto the bit of stone that was safe. He held his arms out and smiled in triumph, eyes darting around. He spotted the golems, and his face fell.

“Gods be damned. You bloody bastard.” He looked at Argrave incredulously.

“Yep.” Argrave nodded.

Durran pointed his glaive. “These are the ones we’re to fight, and on this hellscape that sparks every couple seconds?”

Argrave shook his head. “No, I came up here to get a nice view for our picnic.”

“Alright. Stupid question,” Durran conceded. “Well, I guess I get to sit back while you get your little creatures to slave away.”

“Au contraire.” Argrave waved his finger. “The knives these guys have are a little too strong to be chopped very quickly. And they’re a little faster than their jerkier relatives.” Argrave took a deep breath. “The master thief I mentioned—in their folklore, he was attuned with lightning. Allegedly, those spears hold the daggers he used.” Argrave held his arms out. “Stands to reason that the test to get them won’t be easy, no?”

His gaze passed between Galamon and Durran. Galamon caught on quickly, and after a while, Durran’s face grew somber as he realized what was to be asked of him.

“We ought to plan.” Argrave clasped his hands together. “Lucky for all of us, I know how these guys fight.”

***

As much as Argrave wished he could simply fight these golems from a safe place, no such safe place existed. Against these foes, maneuverability was a valuable thing. The area was wide, and though it had one prevailing hazard, the spirals were thin and easily sidestepped as long as one remained cautious.

Galamon stood at the forefront. Durran was near him, if slightly behind. Anneliese and Argrave stood at the back. Argrave had his Brumesingers prepared for combat, while Anneliese had moved her Starsparrow a safe distance away. It couldn’t be called a formation—there weren’t enough people. But it was definitely deliberate, and all prepared for the fight with the two golems across.

The first to make their move, as agreed, was Galamon. He got his bow and arrow ready, taking aim. Without hesitating much, it twanged out, the loosed projectile soaring through the air ordinarily. It struck the golem on their right.

At once, the whole air seemed to shift. The still black clouds above them writhed, and all electric activity within ceased. As if reaching down, the center of the cloud descended to a single point, heading for the golems. The storm cloud seemed to enter into their nose, their ears, their eyes. Durran clenched his glaive a bit tighter.

After a time, the electricity within the clouds sparked loudly, then rained upon the right-side golem’s spear in such large quantity as to produce a boom louder than any that had come before. Everyone flinched from the intensity of the sound even though they had all expected it.

Both of the golems stepped forward, black storm clouds billowing from their joints and their eyes. Their eyes sparked with electricity, visible even through the black mist surging from within. Their exaggerated, angry expressions seemed genuinely terrifying in that moment.

Durran laughed maniacally. “Gods above. My heart’s skipping beats.”

The golem on the right side hefted its spear. It seemed to be holding a solid mass of electricity.

“I’ve gotta concur,” Argrave shouted back.

The golem slammed the spear down, and electricity consumed the spirals, sending pillars of lightning up into the sky in the shape of a vortex. When things settled, the lightning had passed to the golem on the left side.


Chapter 4

Galamon had taught Argrave a lot about combat, commanding, and strategy. The man was a great general, and Argrave was eager to learn whatever he could from him. Barring his own personal interest on the matter, as things proceeded, he would be talking to and commanding a lot more than a group of four and their pets. He needed to learn these things.

He told Argrave of a simple principle—when fighting multiple foes, focus on ending one foe quickly so as to upset the balance in one’s favor. That strategy held up with his knowledge of video games in general. When fighting multiple bosses, or even just regular enemies, it was best to focus on one and knock it out quickly. After deliberating on the matter, Argrave recalled a phrase that was used to describe that, even if indirectly.

Divide and conquer.

It wasn’t a one-to-one match in terms of definition, but the point stood—enemies united were much more difficult to deal with.

“Galamon!” Argrave shouted as the golems approached them. He triggered the Blessing of Supersession for caution’s sake, though he was not sure he would need it. He could not bombard these foes with electric eels.

The golem on the left side bore lightning on its spear. Its actions were smooth, fluid, and it proceeded toward them in an almost human run. In stark contrast, the golem on the right side without lightning was more withdrawn, and it did not move half as fast as its companion. Soon enough, it trailed behind its lightning-clad ally.

Galamon received Argrave’s command and rushed forward to meet the lightning-wreathed golem. Though the elven vampire was huge, the golem was titanic—Argrave estimated it was near twelve feet tall, and with the black storm clouds billowing from its body, it appeared larger. Nevertheless, Galamon approached it without fear.

Argrave cast a subset spell of [Pack Leader], commanding his Brumesingers to attack what he willed. Simultaneously, he shouted, “Durran!”

“I know!” the tribal returned as he moved along the edge of the circular tower, heading toward the rightward golem.

Galamon met with the lightning-wreathed golem, his greatsword at the ready. He kept a safe distance away, not moving to attack at all. The golem raised its spear in one hand, then thrust. The attack was inhumanly fast, yet Galamon returned with an equally ridiculously fast sidestep. The spear impaled the ground, sending a single surge through the jade spiral. None were on the jade, though. It dragged its spear through the stone, sending rubble and sparks flying everywhere, and did a great underhand swing at Galamon, who again dodged narrowly.

On the opposite side, Durran engaged with the other golem. Though slower, it was still ridiculously potent. Because of its slowness, though, Durran led it away, battering its spearhead with relentless casts of the D-rank spell [Wind Blade]. It rarely had an opportunity to swing. Argrave and Anneliese followed this fight. Argrave’s four Brumesingers relentlessly battered its spearhead with conjured warriors, the foxes howling their song while writhed in the brume. Anneliese contributed where she could, but without getting dangerously close, it was difficult to be accurate.

Argrave’s gaze constantly wandered to the golem battling Galamon. It was a ridiculous show of prowess from both sides—the golem had a machine ruthlessness, destroying parts of the tower parapet with ferocious swings as Galamon dodged with finesse entirely unbefitting the plate armor he wore. The armor served its purpose, though, shielding him from stones whistling through the air after each staggeringly powerful attack.

Argrave wasn’t watching because of worry. He was waiting for a sign.

The moment he saw the lightning-clad golem put two hands on its spear, he shouted as loud as he could, “Switch!”

Durran pushed the back of his glaive against the tower’s parapet, narrowly dodging a swing from the golem. He slid beneath its legs and then took off in a desperate sprint toward the opposite side. The golem fighting Galamon raised its spear up and slammed the ground. Just as they had before, pillars of electricity roared up into the sky from the spiral of jade on the floor loud enough to make Argrave’s ears hurt.

When things settled, the golem that had been combatting Durran now bore lightning, and Galamon disengaged to go meet it. He and Durran passed by each other, and Durran took the attention of the other golem now bereft of lightning.

Argrave didn’t know if Durran had fled too well, or if Galamon had disengaged too slowly. Regardless, the twelve-foot-tall monstrosity of angry metal turned toward Argrave and Anneliese. Its first ground-shaking step made it clear that they didn’t have enough time to get away. They both stepped backward, terrified.

His mind worked quickly. Anneliese is to my right. Galamon is to my left. He’s the only one that can deal with this golem effectively. She’s furthest from Galamon.

With rationality and emotions both cementing his decision, Argrave ceased retreating. He stepped forward and pushed Anneliese further back in one motion. He tried to head toward Galamon, kiting the golem, but the thing was so fast it mattered little.

Its first attack toward Argrave was a wide righthand swing. It was deceptively fast, and the lightning distorted his view, but Argrave crouched and lurched backward. He could feel heat move near his face as the spearhead passed by. In seconds, the towering thing grew closer. It pulled its hand back, preparing a thrust. Argrave used his enchanted ring to conjure a B-rank ward.

The golem thrusted with the speed of a snake’s bite, and the attack met the golden ward. The shield didn’t last more than a second before shattering. Fortunately, Argrave didn’t need more than a second. He dodged, and the attack sank deep into the stone just beside his foot. He saw Galamon very close, and felt some triumph extinguish his panic.

Argrave tried to move, but it felt like he was kicking air. His eyes darted to the ground to see the stone bricks beneath him crumbling.

It must’ve hit a weak part of the floor, Argrave realized. He started to see the half-jade, half-stone stairs below as the floor beneath him fell away. Argrave sought out something, anything, to find purchase, but the entire floor was collapsing. Galamon was close, but too far to beat gravity.

There was something solid, though. Argrave grabbed the golem’s arm, glaring up at its eyes billowing smoke, sparking with electricity. He felt it move, pulling him back. Argrave yanked himself forward, away from the crumbling floor and the spearhead, and then…

Argrave saw white and felt tremendous pain. For a few seconds, he didn’t know where he was. Slowly, whiteness faded, and his sight returned. He realized he was on his back, staring up at the sky. He couldn’t breathe at all. He grabbed at his chest. It felt like someone had dropped a 300-pound barbell right on his ribs. He’d probably been struck by the shaft of the golem’s spear. If not for his enchanted gear, he was certain he’d be dead.

As though brought back to life, Argrave sat up, taking in small, pained breaths as his windedness faded. He tried to stand but failed. He was spasming slightly—likely the electricity from the golem’s blow. When his vision fully returned, he saw the lightning-wreathed golem striding toward him, spear held at the ready. That was motivation enough to stand, pained though he was.

A black axe struck the approaching golem in the head. While barely reacting to the blow itself, it did turn from Argrave. Galamon had thrown his axe and stood holding his greatsword in one hand. Argrave watched the axe fall over the edge of the tower, lost.

Anneliese rushed over at that point, practically tackling Argrave away. She helped him to safety, and once she was content he was there, moved to rejoin the fight. She said something, but Argrave couldn’t hear over the ringing in his ears. He took a few seconds to gather himself, regain his bearings, and then stood straight once again.

This time, Argrave focused on the golem Galamon engaged, aiming for it because they had already damaged the spearhead heavily. Durran held off the other admirably, luring it far away on his own. With the speed of the lightning-clad golem attacks, it was difficult to land blows, yet Argrave’s Brumesingers still chipped away at it.

The golem put two hands on its spear, and Argrave at once shouted, “Switch!” again. The shout must’ve dislodged something, because he felt a little blood in his mouth.

As the golem prepared to slam its spear on the ground, Anneliese launched herself in the air slightly with a spell of wind. She held her hand out and used the C-rank [Ice Spear]. The spear of ice met the descending slam in transit. A crack echoed through the air, and though the lightning slammed into the ground, something metal soared through the air, clattering against the ground.

The golem halted, and all of the storm cloud within it dispersed, surging toward the other golem. Argrave spotted the severed spearhead, and feeling some triumph, faced the other foe. Though clad in lightning and monstrously fast, only one remained.

Durran fled from the now-empowered golem. His flight was not as fast as the first time, though, and the golem gained on him. It swung just as he neared the now-immobile other golem, and he sought refuge behind it. The lightning-wreathed spear slammed into the other golem’s chest, knocking it a solid ten feet away. Durran narrowly avoided being swept up, putting yet more distance between himself and the golem.

Galamon confronted the last foe. Though the attacks were every bit as ferocious as before, it seemed different, somehow, as though Galamon had figured something out. His dodges were closer but more certain, and he avoided even the rubble dislodged by the golem’s wild attacks.

The next minute was a masterful dance. Galamon continued to avoid the golem’s flurry, not an inch away from the spearhead with every attack. Whenever the golem paused, Anneliese, Argrave, and Durran all attacked it. The golem pressed forward, ostensibly on the offensive, yet it felt like they were beating it into submission.

When it raised its spear far above its head, preparing for an earth-shattering overhand blow, Galamon stopped moving. As soon as it began to swing, he swung. Argrave feared the elven vampire had lost his marbles, but the enchanted blade projected its blade of wind. When the two attacks met, the spearhead broke off, retaining most of its momentum. It stabbed the jade spiral just behind Galamon.

The titanic golem fell to its knees, black storm cloud pouring out of its mouth. The cloud rose into the sky steadily, like smoke from a failing engine. Then, both of the immobile golems writhed. Lightning shot up into the sky from their mouths. All four of them watched the sky warily. A second later, lightning descended again. Two bolts of lightning struck each knife in turn.

Argrave stood, breathing in the silence. A loud clattering drew his attention. Durran had fallen to his back, and his glaive lay beside him. Argrave approached worriedly, pushing past the pain in his chest. He kneeled beside the man.

“What’s wrong?” Argrave insisted. “Are you hit somewhere? Where?”

Durran started wheezing. Argrave hesitated for a moment, scanning the man for injuries. Considering he was wheezing, perhaps he’d been struck in the chest.

It took him a second to realize that his wheezing was laughter.

“‘What’s wrong,’” Durran repeated, then resumed his wheezing laughter. “What in the gods’ names do you think is wrong? Almost pissed myself, not ashamed to admit it.”

Argrave laughed in relief, then looked around. Anneliese stood above one of the fallen spearheads.

“It is over.” She sighed, getting her breathing back under control. She covered her mouth with shaky hands and breathed slowly. Argrave rose to his feet and went to stand next to her, comforting as best he knew how.

“Are they safe to pick up?” Galamon questioned. Argrave turned his head where the vampire was kneeling over the spearhead that had fallen near him.

Argrave knelt to the one by Anneliese’s feet and picked it up. “Wouldn’t be much point in coming here if they weren’t safe.”

The dagger was a beautiful thing, completely unworn despite the ferocity of the fight they’d just endured. It had no guard, but its handle was black. Its blade was a resplendent blue metal of some kind, and bore barbs near the tip. It had three gems in the center of the blade—a large emerald at its base, a smaller one further up, and the smallest just above that. A circle of small rubies encircled each gem. Magic shone in the gemstones.

“These…” Argrave held it up. “…are the Daggers of Ayazz. But I prefer to call them the Giantkillers.”


Chapter 5

Anneliese and Argrave stood shoulder to shoulder, their arms stretched out ahead. His arms were just a bit longer than hers. Spell matrixes swirled to life in their hands, and then they proceeded to blast Galamon with the C-rank [Skysunder] again and again and again.

The corridor they were in filled up with sound and white light both as they rained lightning upon the elven vampire. Durran stood at their backs, shielding his eyes. The sound echoed out of the small tunnel dug into mountainside supporting the Skyburnt Fortress, and into the skies beyond that.

Argrave lowered his hands first, magic entirely spent. A few seconds after, Anneliese ceased as well. Ahead, Galamon stood, both of the Daggers of Ayazz in hand. White sparks danced around both blades, their power so intense they illuminated the entire corridor.

The elven vampire took a deep breath and exhaled. The inside of his mouth was glowing the same shade of white emanating from the daggers. He turned on his heels, then stepped away further down the corridor. The light provided by the dancing electricity lit up a great wall before them, with two gemstone-encircled slots along the center, rather like a plug.

Galamon thrust both daggers into the wall’s slots, one after the other. A great click echoed out through the corridor once the second was inserted. The lightning writhed in the slots wildly, but then, as if finally accepted, it began to dance up the walls. The white electricity morphed into different shades as it traveled along.

The sparks filled up the wall in a fashion resembling a meter slowly filling up to completion. Argrave thought it was similar to those strongman competitions where one would slam a hammer upon a button and watch to see how far the light rose up. Everyone watched in awe, and Galamon released the daggers and stepped back.

An image of dancing sparks took form. It depicted an eclipse. A man stood beneath it, thrusting a sword straight through the sun and the moon.

“Wondrous thing…” Anneliese said quietly.

“Now, imagine we charge up his daggers like that, and then he stabs some big monster. Absolutely devastating. Could kill a dragon. That’s why I call them the Giantkillers.” Argrave pointed his fingers, the least impressed of the group by the lightshow on the wall. Anneliese and Galamon didn’t seem to appreciate this commentary, but Durran looked intrigued as he raised his eyebrows at Argrave.

As they watched, the wall started to depress. Some mechanism came to life, and it clicked horrendously. The grinding it made was like a screech that triggered some primal discomfort, and everyone tried to cover their ears despite the fact two of them wore helmets and could not necessarily cover their ears. Anneliese’s Starsparrow chirped to express its displeasure.

The image faded, and the wall moved about. It shifted from place to place in simple, elaborate blocks, moved by hinges and pistons of some sort. When things were done, the sleek stone corridor extended forward into darkness.

Argrave was the first to step forward. He pulled out the relocated daggers, and then handed them back to Galamon a bit irritated. “Don’t lose these. Took a mighty wallop in the chest for these, let’s not forget that.”

“And I lost my axe over a mountainside saving your life,” Galamon rebutted, taking the daggers.

“I’ll… get you another,” he reassured weakly.

Galamon walked away. Hiding a grimace, Argrave looked to Durran.

“Have your doubts been quelled, mostly?”

Durran focused his gaze on Argrave. “I never really doubted you. I was just trying to annoy you. You’ve already disclosed some spooky details that make my skin crawl, and that was more than enough for me to realize your knowledge was real way back then.”

Argrave was a bit stunned, but after a while he smiled and gave a resigned shake of his head, turning to the passage before them. “This… is the Passage of the Last Conquest.” Argrave took a few steps deeper into the dark corridor. “Their leader, Ayazz, whose daggers we now wield… he had intended to conquer the Lionsun Castle. He died prematurely. Lacking a leader, the subterranean mountain tribes sealed this secret tunnel and made those daggers the key, so that one day his equal could once again lead the tribes to conquer the vast lands of Vasquer…” Argrave conjured spell light, his magic having already replenished enough from blasting Galamon to do so. “Or so goes the legends.”

Anneliese looked at the daggers in a new light now that Argrave had given their lore.

“It’s a very long walk, so we had best get to it.” Argrave adjusted his backpack. “Once we get into the castle, we just focus on getting out quickly. I know a good route.”

***

“You know, even in the mountains completely opposite the Lionsun Castle… people talk about House Parbon,” Durran mused, his glaive meeting the stone and clicking out through the stone corridor with every other step he took. “The patriarch of the house is always a fierce, undefeated warrior, but he’s honorable. It’s been like that for centuries, unchanging. One of them spared the leader of a great confederation—in return, they gave him a wyvern.”

“Yeah.” Argrave nodded. “Heard that one before. It’s true. He does have a wyvern. Considering this tunnel leads right into where it’s kept, it stands to reason you’ll see it.”

“Mmm.” Durran turned his head, intrigued. “Pass right by it, eh? Does the leader man have something interesting planned?”

Argrave smiled. This was why he liked Durran—the man was crazy enough to consider something like that. In Heroes of Berendar, he definitely would have stolen the wyvern. It was a nice capstone for this route, especially if the player intended to side with Vasquer. But now, troubling things called ‘morals’ existed…

“No.” Argrave shook his head. “Even though it might not be the best, my relationship with House Parbon has improved somewhat. I don’t want a reputation as a wyvern-thief. And everyone will see us fly away. I don’t care to attract that kind of attention.”

“Not stealing. It’s borrowing. After the flight, I’m positive it’ll return to its home. Wyverns always do. Well, that’s fine.” Durran shook his head. “I’m much more interested in the current patriarch of House Parbon.”

“Ideally, we won’t see him, even from a distance. In, out—quick and easy.” Argrave used his hands to emphasize the speed.

“Hmm…” Durran stared at Argrave. “Time was, I thought I was on the taller side, but you people… the prospect of sneaking with you divests me of all confidence. Especially with one of you wearing plate armor.” He pointed to Galamon walking ahead.

“You’ll come to learn Galamon is one of the most reliable people you could ever wish for.” Argrave shifted his pack.

Anneliese nodded quietly in agreement, and Durran shrugged, saying nothing more. They continued their long walk down the corridor.

***

As they neared the end of the hallway, what was a sleek and square place narrowed into a tight tunnel that forced the three tall people of the group to crouch low, which elicited some laughter from Durran before even he, too, was forced to duck low and proceed.

The stone turned into a rough place of dirt, hardened by moisture. The only solace was the lack of insects. They pressed onward in silence, remaining sure of step despite the signs of the tunnel ending.

When they finally came to a solid wall of dirt, Durran noted, “I thought you knew everything, leader man.”

“Never said that…” Argrave felt along the wall. He ran his fingers against it, brushing aside moist dirt as he searched for something. He bit his lips when his fingers brushed against nothing but dirt. Frustrated, he started to dig. He was growing a bit worried they’d need to excavate personally when his fingers met a bit of string. His face brightened at once.

He pulled the string out as far as he could and wrapped it around his hands. He leaned back, using all of his body weight and some leg strength to pull on the thing. He hissed as it dug into his hands, pressing onward.

Galamon noticed Argrave’s struggle. He reached down and grabbed the string, giving it a pull. Argrave felt like a child who’d been struggling to do something, only to have his parent do it effortlessly, completely invalidating his efforts.

Galamon continued to pull the string. It was wound into the walls, and once it was pulled free, things fell away effortlessly. The dirt blocking the path ahead crumbled, revealing a set of slots in the wall near identical to the ones they’d first passed through back at the wall.

“I was pulling it just fine…” Argrave muttered.

“Do you need to charge these once again?” Galamon questioned, retrieving the daggers from his backpack and holding them up.

“No, just put them in,” Argrave said bitterly, still wishing he’d been able to pull the string. Anneliese gave him some shoulder pats to comfort him, but Argrave only felt more childlike after that.

Galamon shoved the daggers into the slots. At once, the still walls around them began to shift. A pair of arms pushed forward around them, causing Durran to freak out a little. The arms pushed through the dirt, frighteningly quiet, and jammed it aside very easily, compacting it enough to clear a great deal of room.

Eventually the twin arms met something more solid. The fingers of the arm pressed forth, though, cutting into the stone easily. Once they dug in deep enough, they rotated, cutting out a square swath of it. Without any warning, the arms ceased.

Argrave stepped forward and pushed on the square bit of stone. It fell forward, cracking loudly as it hit the floor, and sunlight fell upon their party. Argrave squinted, waiting for his eyes to adjust as he moved beyond. When his vision finally settled, he took note of his surroundings.

They were on a great plateau of gray stone. This plateau was surrounded by a wall of the same stone no more than ten feet tall, giving one the impression of an arena. Many of the surfaces were marred with claw marks, and animal bones lay about everywhere, the majority of them broken or partially eaten. And in the center of this plateau, there was a great mound of red scales, curled into a ball.

“Gods above…” Durran stepped out. “What a beautiful creature that is.”

Galamon stepped up to Argrave and grabbed his shoulder. Argrave looked up at him. The elven vampire watched ahead, wrapped up in caution.

Argrave assumed it was because of the wyvern. The great creature uncurled, perhaps disturbed by the sound of the wall falling. Argrave was not especially worried. It was a calm creature, he knew, and if all else failed, druidic magic could at least ensure their safe passage.

Just then, he spotted another figure walk out from behind the wyvern, moving to grab its horns. It was a tall man with long, crimson hair, wearing resplendent white plate mail and decorated with a long red cloak.

Margrave Reinhardt stared at them, one hand on his wyvern’s horns, the other on the sword at his belt. Everyone stood, a bit flabbergasted. It felt like a tumbleweed might fly by at any moment.

Argrave raised his hand up and waved. “Hi,” he yelled out.


Chapter 6

Argrave stared at the margrave beside his wyvern. Reinhardt did not advance or retreat, merely stared at them with an indiscernible expression, one hand on the pommel of the sword at his belt, and the other on the horn of his wyvern.

“Couldn’t have spotted him, Galamon?” Argrave whispered to his companion.

“There was a wall,” Galamon noted. “And you gave no time to scout. Not even with that bird.”

Argrave ground his hands together. “I know. I just want to complain.”

“That’s the patriarch of House Parbon?” Durran asked, some excitement on his tone.

“He is remaining by his wyvern in case he needs to retreat, I suspect,” Anneliese noted, ignoring Durran’s query.

“Alright, alright.” Argrave finally turned. “Nobody do a damn thing. Just stay still.” After giving that command, Argrave let out some curses. “Alright. God damn it all.”

Argrave took a step ahead, and breathed deeply, trying his best to appear confident. “The three of you will wait here. I’ll go alone, resolve things. I’m sure he won’t be spooked by that.”

“That is dangerous,” Anneliese protested.

“I’ll be fine. I got away from him unscathed once before, and I can do it again if need be.” Argrave walked away.

“Argrave…” Anneliese called out once again, and he heard her step forward.

Argrave turned and held both his hands out, palms facing her. “I’ll be fine.”

She stared, and then nodded. “Be careful,” she cautioned, not entirely satisfied by his assurance.

With a wink, he turned back to the margrave and his wyvern. Though he walked confidently and kept his expression firm, his Brumesingers writhed within his clothing, mirroring his own anxiety. He kept his hands in plain sight, and far away from any pockets within his gray leather duster. Though the margrave did not lower his hand from the sword at his belt, he did not flee or brace himself.

Argrave came to stand across from Margrave Reinhardt. He kept a fairly large distance between them, but he was close enough to hear the wyvern’s breathing. The margrave glared up at him with his ruby eyes, expression inscrutable.

“Hi,” Argrave repeated his earlier greeting.

“Argrave,” Reinhardt finally said. “Barely recognized you.”

Argrave brushed one hand through his hair. Certainly, he was tanner, his hair was longer, and his eyes were much, much different. “Hopefully the change is positive.”

“What is this?” the margrave questioned with a growl. “An ambush? A secret meeting? Intimidation?”

“Nothing like that.” Argrave quickly shook his head, and then rubbed his cheek with one hand. “If you want me to be honest… we thought you wouldn’t be here.”

Reinhardt clenched his wyvern’s horns tighter, showing possessiveness. “You thought to take from me once again, did you?”

“Forget that. If I wanted a wyvern so desperately, my friend back there could provide.” Argrave pointed back. “He’s from one of the southern tribes. Son of a chieftain, actually. And yes, you’re not mishearing things,” Argrave continued, falling into his practiced suave rhythm. “He’s from the southern tribes. Meaning I’ve been in the Burnt Desert these past… well, it’s been a while. Two months, maybe more.”

The margrave frowned, but Argrave pressed on. “There was something I very desperately needed in the Burnt Desert. You can see it right now—don’t touch, though,” Argrave cautioned, pointing to his eyes. It wasn’t the full truth, but it was the easiest example to use in this conversation. “I came to get these eyes, among other things. It’s a very long story, and I won’t bore you with it. But!” Argrave raised a finger. “I had to get back to Vasquer. And passing through that big gate beneath the Lionsun Wall—something tells me that would never, ever happen. So, I just wanted to sneak through here. I am sorry about the wall, though,” Argrave clasped his hands together and looked back. “A tragic necessity. I can pay you back,” he added positively.

The margrave didn’t seem swayed by Argrave’s assurances. He digested Argrave’s words in silence, ruby eyes retaining their cold glare. Eventually, his head shifted in revelation, and he questioned, “How did you get to the Burnt Desert in the first place?”

“I passed beneath the earth. I traveled the Low Way of the Rose,” Argrave answered quickly, anticipating the question. He let his answer hang in the air, even though he already knew what he was going to say next.

The margrave furrowed his brows, glancing Argrave up and down. The second he opened his mouth to say more, Argrave cut in, “If you’d like, you can confirm with the Stonepetal Sentinels that I traveled through there a little while ago. While we didn’t part on the best of terms, I’m certain you can at least confirm I passed through there.”

The margrave scanned Argrave’s face, perhaps trying to discern if he was honest.

“Would take two days at best to send someone to and from the entrance to the Low Way of the Rose,” Argrave continued. “While I wouldn’t care for it, if it can abate your worries about me, I can stay here.”

And gather information, Argrave left those words unspoken. As far as he knew, Stain was here, and he was certain the man would be abreast of most happenings throughout Vasquer. He could learn news of the plague, of Princess Elenore, and of any other unusual happenings that might affect the way in which things played out.

Argrave had learned from repeated personal experience that things would probably be far removed from what he knew usually happened. He needed to find out how much things had deviated and adjust his plans accordingly, per Anneliese’s advice. And she was right. Slowing down to do things deliberately would always be better, even if it wasn’t optimal. Though he’d planned to gather information at Jast, Parbon could fill that role splendidly.

“Even if you were at the Low Way, that doesn’t mean what you’ve explained here is true,” Reinhardt refuted.

Argrave held his hands out. “I helped Elias, didn’t I? I secured that betrothal with Jast, helped your whole house. Is that worth nothing?”

“And my daughter. Did you help her, too?” the margrave asked, dead-eyed stare returning.

Argrave’s face fell. That wasn’t the sort of thing he had a response ready for. A father who loved his children would never forget that someone had crippled her.

“I am… sorry, you know,” Argrave said quietly, keeping his gaze locked with Reinhardt’s.

He heard the margrave’s gauntlets creak as he clenched the pommel of the sword on his belt tighter. “You always maintained it was an accident.”

Argrave felt a strange sense of déjà vu as he answered, “That doesn’t change the fact that it was my fault. I cannot change what I’ve done. All I have is my words. So, I reiterate—I apologize.” He lowered his head in a bow, but kept his eyes locked with Reinhardt’s. “And if your daughter is willing to accept it, I would extend my apology to her, personally. But if she cannot bear the sight of me, I will respect that.”

Margrave Reinhardt held Argrave’s gaze, pupils trembling. His grip tightened on his sword’s pommel further, and then relaxed. He raised the hand to his forehead and caressed it.

“I come here to dispel my headache, think clearer. Yet even here, you…” He took his hand off his forehead and clenched it into a fist. “You have done right by my house, and I wronged you in the past by… unjustly seizing you. Your companions. They will be staying with you?”

Argrave brightened. “Yes, they will,” he confirmed happily.

“I will not make the same mistakes as last time. However, you, and all of yours, will be heavily guarded and watched.” Reinhardt’s gaze wandered to his companions. “…and that tunnel. How…?”

Argrave nodded without protest. “Thank you for giving me a chance, Margrave Reinhardt. I’m eager to talk to Stain and Elias once more.”

The margrave studied his face when he mentioned Stain and Elias. Argrave was perplexed for a moment before the margrave said bitterly, “My son isn’t here. Nor is Veladrien… or as you call him, Stain. But I’ve been in contact with him through Helmuth. Things…” The margrave trailed off.

Argrave raised a brow curiously.

***

Though Argrave had only spoken to the margrave for fifteen minutes or so before he and his companions were taken away to where they would be residing, what he learned was harrowing. The plague, which Argrave had been certain would remain in the northwest, was ravaging the south at an alarming rate. Elias and Stain were locked in in a siege caused by a revolt at Elbraille, where the plague ran especially rampant. The margrave seemed to have more information to divulge, but they were led to their rooms to rest before more could be asked.

“Things keep getting further and further out of place, Anneliese…” he whispered, sitting beside Anneliese as she rested in bed. He hunched over his knees, staring at the floor.

“We thought they might,” she pointed out as she stared up at the ceiling.

“A lot of my confidence…” Argrave lifted up his head and looked at her. “…comes from knowing what’s going to happen.”

Anneliese poked his ribs, and he flinched in surprise. “Does it? I am skeptical.”

“Well, it’s—” Argrave paused. “Forget about that. Are you alright?”

“I am fine.” She shook her head at once.

“Come on,” he insisted. “There has to be something bothering you.”

“Why must something bother me?” she questioned.

“Doesn’t feel right, constantly talking about my doubts, my problems.” Argrave shook his head. “I want to help you. I don’t want to lean on you for every nuisance that surfaces in my head.”

“I am older than you,” she pointed out. “I have had more time to settle myself.”

“Not sure any amount of age can prepare you to handle what we’ve been doing,” Argrave said skeptically, then laid down beside Anneliese. She moved over to accommodate him. “I just want to be someone you can rely on, that’s all.”

“I do rely on you. More than you realize, evidently,” she rebutted.

“How?” Argrave stared at the ceiling.

“I have always been looking for something to herald. A cause, an ideal… something to be a part of. Something to belong in. I never belonged anywhere.” She held her hand up in the air. “I thought Veiden was becoming that, ever so slowly. It was a nation—even an empire—to build, surrounded by people I respected who might respect me in turn. I just needed to prove myself.”

“Do you miss it?” Argrave questioned, though he was afraid of the answer.

“I was getting to that.” She lowered her hand. “Maybe I could have built a life there. From what you say of the ‘me’ in your world… it seems I did, once. I cannot speak to my happiness there, of course, nor even of its veracity.”

She moved closer and placed her hand on his chest, and he turned to look at her.

“But I have found something to herald. Your cause, fighting against Gerechtigkeit. And I feel like I am where I belong, now.”

Argrave stayed silent, putting his hand atop her own. After a time, he said, “Let’s see if you sing that same tune when we’re fifty feet underground in a cavern of bugs again.”

She laughed, disturbing the quiet of their stone room in the Lionsun Castle.

Argrave turned back toward the ceiling, finally feeling a bit tired. “Now that I know what I do… I feel like I need to rush out, head to the northwest, join up with Orion, and tackle this damned plague immediately. Gerechtigkeit must be cackling at what I have done.”

“Patience,” she urged. “Rushing things will do much more harm than good. You will fail if you rush.”

“Yeah,” he agreed. “And… as much as I wish to help Elias… it’s difficult to accept that I just have to leave him, trapped in a siege.”

“Margrave Reinhardt said he offered to rescue his son, but Elias refused,” Anneliese pointed out soundly. “Elias himself does not wish to be removed from the situation.”

“Not sure if I’ll accept that explanation if he dies because of Vasquer’s scheme.” Argrave looked to Anneliese.

Unlike all his other worries, she offered no answer.


Chapter 7

“You are fine with meeting him?” questioned Reinhardt, who ate a plain, unseasoned cut of beef with only water as a side.

“I am. In truth, I have a poor memory of the happenings that day,” Rose said truthfully, whose decadent breakfast meal stood in stark contrast to the margrave’s ascetic portion. She shared the margrave’s prominent features—red hair and red eyes. Her legs were hidden underneath the table, but her chair had two wooden wheels on the side. “What rumors spread say he is much different than when I knew him. But then, it has been near eight years…”

The margrave leaned closer. “Are you certain? Do not push yourself for my sake.”

She gave a nod of confirmation, then picked at her food. Beside her, a gray-haired young woman with bright orange eyes ate in quiet. The three present were all part of or soon to be part of the Parbon family. A small staff of servants tended to them, while knights stood on guard at the doors. As most of the rest of the Lionsun Castle, the place was made of carved stone.

The margrave looked down to a letter just beside him on the table. It had a wax seal on it depicting a swordfish, split from being opened. Reinhardt scanned the closing once more.

Though I support your cause, you are brash. If you end this war with no plans for what comes after, the entire realm will be shattered by would-be kings pressing whatever vague claim they might have. Winter has stalled the war. Take this time to find a proper claimant. Having an undisputed, supported claimant against King Felipe will keep the realm whole and may even attract undecided supporters to our cause. I will make no suggestions through letter, barring that my daughter has refused. I will write, however, that some rumors of grandiose feats from Mateth are truer than you might think, and those you despise may simply be misunderstood.

When things have settled at Mateth, I intend on visiting. I hope we can discuss this in further detail when I do.

Until then, be well.

Duke Enrico of Monticci

The margrave lifted his head and let out a long sigh, staring at his daughter. His face was wrought by complexity, but he slowly fell into a smile as he watched his daughter eat.

“If you would, continue to speak to him and judge his character while he is here. Test him thoroughly. Provided he does not make you…” The margrave trailed off, judging his daughter’s reaction to the idea.

“I’m fine, Father,” Rose insisted.

“That’s good.” The margrave nodded, then took a drink of water. “I plan on having him stay for some time.”

***

Argrave and Anneliese stepped idly around the gargantuan wall blocking the sole valley between the Burnt Desert and the lands of Vasquer. Two guards walked behind them, watching, and all the knights stationed obviously had been given command to keep an eye on them. His Brumesingers walked a bit sluggishly behind the two of them. They looked like they had overeaten. Evidently there were many good souls to eat in the Lionsun Castle.

The winds were harsh so high up, and likely doubled in force by the funneling of the valley. Argrave and Anneliese wore their thicker gray dusters, both still dirty from traversing the mountain highway. A long time ago, Argrave would have found such a thing intolerable. But he was used to the roads by this point.

“I never imagined such wonders existed in the world. Be it in the Burnt Desert, or here in Vasquer… humans make grand things,” she concluded, gazing at the gargantuan taupe lion statue with an enchanted jewel gleaming like a sun in its jaw. Her Starsparrow perched on her wrist, eating magic seeds from her hand.

Argrave paused with her. “That jewel replenishes all of the enchantments on the wall. It looks like a sun… and it harvests the sun’s energy, too. It wasn’t made by Vasquer, though, nor House Parbon.”

“You know much,” Reinhardt cut in, and Argrave turned his head. He hadn’t heard the man’s approach past the fast winds atop the gargantuan wall, and he scolded himself mentally. Even if the margrave had granted him accommodation, it did not make them allies. He should have gotten Galamon.

“Margrave Reinhardt.” Argrave paid his respects with a slight bow, and Anneliese mimicked him a second later.

The margrave wore his white plate armor even this early in the morning. He came to stand before the two of them. He was just shy of Anneliese’s height.

“My men tell me that one of the rooms went unused,” he noted, ruby-eyed gaze alternating between the two of them.

Argrave raised a brow, saying nothing in response.

“Rumor has it you are betrothed to Nikoletta of Monticci,” he continued, his disapproval evident in his words if not his tone.

Argrave shook his head at once. “That was never officiated. And it never will be, now.”

The margrave shifted on his feet, perhaps not expecting such a response. “You throw away much. The sole heir of House Monticci…”

“I throw away nothing at all,” Argrave disagreed. “Nothing could compare to what I’ve already got. I’ll never compromise on her, no matter what’s offered.”

Argrave said his words boldly, causing Anneliese looked down bashfully. The margrave stepped away, gazing out over the walls and into the city of Parbon at the foot of the mountains.

“War has a way of whittling away that steadfastness. I pray that does not become the case with you.” The margrave shook his head. “There are a few things you should know. Most of the lords of the south have locked down the roads, barring any travel, even trade, to prevent this plague from spreading.”

“What?” Argrave frowned. “Well, we can stay off the roads, then.”

“Maybe. But patrols abound, and you have much cargo to haul.” The margrave looked up into Argrave’s eyes. “And I don’t think you should travel, either.”

“I have things to do,” Argrave disagreed. “Too important to not take my chances, at that. And moreover, with things as terrible as they are, your top priority should be reaching out to Jast!” Argrave insisted, stepping closer. “That’s the closest thing to a center of magic in the world, other than the Tower of the Gray Owl, maybe. If you want to find ways to abate, to combat this plague—”

Reinhardt raised a hand up to interrupt Argrave. “I am still considering measures. Ordering roadblocks was one of them. For future actions…”

“Roadblocks, pfft.” Argrave shook his head. “Why? Do you think refugees spread the disease, when there’s been not a single village that’s been razed? This is something already in the cities, margrave. Reach out to Jast. This disease must take your top priority,” he insisted.

The margrave inhaled and sighed. “I must…”

“More will be lost by indecision than wrong decision. This disease is virulent and highly contagious,” Anneliese supported him.

“There’s no proof of that,” one of the margrave’s knights disagreed.

The margrave looked torn, but he eventually shook his head. “My daughter has consented to accepting a personal apology,” he changed the subject.

It was Argrave’s turn to feel uncomfortable. He did have a reason to speak with his daughter beyond merely apologizing. Talking with her might be important for dealing with Orion. All that said, he was to apologize for something that he had never done to a person who was badly affected. It weighed at him a little, but not enough to call it off.

“Moreover… Elias mentioned you told him of a way to heal Rose,” Reinhardt noted.

Argrave frowned. “He remembered that?”

“Should he not have?” Reinhardt questioned coldly.

“Far from it. I meant what I said, I just figured he would never trust a word out of my mouth,” Argrave held his hand out. “Her legs can be fixed.”

“Hmm…” the margrave mused, stepping away. “We will talk again later. Dinner, perhaps. For now, one of my—” He paused. “Five of my men will lead you to Rose,” he corrected. “I will expect you to go alone. These knights of mine will be mages.”

“Don’t know why that’s relevant,” Argrave acted oblivious.

“You should. Between that tunnel—gods only know how you found it—and my horse, you owe me much.” The margrave shook his head, and then walked away.

Argrave stood there agape. Anneliese looked at him with one brow raised—he had never told her the story of stealing the margrave’s horse. Soon enough, as promised, five men came to Argrave, ready to escort him to Rose of Parbon.

***

Stain opened two double doors stretching up to the ceiling, putting his back into the effort. He fixed his tousled brown hair and looked back to where Elias waited. Together, the two of them entered into a banquet hall. Though the place was decadent, its decorations were sparse now, and the only bit of furniture in the room was a single gargantuan rectangular table made to accommodate a hundred people. Each and every chair was filled, presently.

A fat man sat at the head of the double, wearing an oversized doublet without sleeves. His shirt’s bright red color made him resemble a tomato. Though still overweight, loose skin on his arms indicated he had once been very fat. He was bald and had genial green eyes. A tall and skinny woman sat beside him. She had a shrewish, stern look to her with great strength in her dark eyes, and she wore her brown hair bound by jewels in a bun atop her head. The man was Duke Marauch of Elbraille. His wife, Duchess Christine of Cael, was the one beside him.

All of the other chairs were occupied by servants of the castle—maids, male attendants, knights, noble councilmen. There was a great disparity in status between many, but all ate the same thing—a quarter loaf of bread, two slices of meat, and a simple stew of vegetables. The duke and his duchess were no exception.

As Elias glanced around, the duke spotted him. The man had a bright, childlike glee to him as he smiled, half-rising to stand. “Young master Elias!” he called out. His wife slapped his chest lightly, forcing him to sit down.

Elias strode over with Stain just beside him. “Duke Marauch,” he greeted with a polite slight bow.

“Have a seat.” He pointed to the place of honor beside him. “I reserved it for you.”

“Thank you.” He took the seat, and Stain was seated someplace not far. There was already a plate of food waiting for both of them, untouched.

“Emm…” the duke paused, glancing between Elias’ plate and him. “If you’d like, I can get you more food. You are a large man… muscled, and it’d be best if—”

His wife swatted his fingers. “Don’t think of it, Marauch. No exceptions, not even for the lion.”

His jowls tremored as his head quickly swiveled from his wife to Elias. “Emm… forgive me, but—”

“I am fine, thank you,” Elias interrupted before the duke could retract his statement. “I should be subject to the ration as much as anyone else.”

“The young lord is so magnanimous,” Duke Marauch blubbered. “Would that more take after you, the world would be a better place.”

Elias had learned much about the Dukedom of Elbraille in his time here, even if it was not the purpose of coming here. He had no doubts that they would be steadfast allies in the battle to come. The duke was a kindhearted person, if a bit slow. These two traits allowed his sharp-tongued wife to roll right over him. Though he had met worse people, she was selfish, and desperately grasped for power.

“Honestly…” Elias began, picking up the piece of bread. He dipped it in the vegetable soup. “I am impressed by the duke’s adherence to this ration. It has increased my opinion of you greatly.”

The duke smiled brightly, his thin lips hidden by fat cheeks turning into a crescent moon. “Well, I—”

“He should strut about, stomach bursting from his doublet, while people outside die to plague? Would only make things worse than he’s already made them,” Duchess Christine commented, tearing a piece of bread apart with her wiry fingers.

Stain tapped his fork against his plate, smiling. Elias knew that look—he was angry. He hated the duchess. Stain had informed Elias that the duchess had been the source of most of the corruption in the city that generated initial outrage.

In addition, she may have been behind the public executions performed by Elbraille’s knights that caused this siege to happen. Though the besiegers were not genuinely a threat, the duke did not wish to order his knights to suppress things forcibly. Hostile actions at this point would only exacerbate things.

“Regarding the plague…” Elias diverted the subject. “I have been having my father’s court mage, Helmuth, examine it.”

Though Elias had been talking to the duke and duchess alone, several people quieted to listen to Elias’ next words. He grew nervous and took a deep breath to continue.

“The disease appears as distorted, waxy skin that feels as hard as stone to the touch. It spreads from there. Anything it spreads to loses all sensation—touch, pain, both are gone. It appears most commonly on the hands.”

Elias looked around, ensuring everyone processed what he’d said. “For some people, it spreads very slow, and indeed can stop after a certain point. For the unluckier people…” He shook his head. “When it reaches an organ and affects that organ… it causes failure. Lungs, hearts, stomach… And the brain… well, the brain is an exception.” Elias shook his head.

The duke was the only one who remained able to eat as Elias continued. “For the brain, it’s… it’s like rabies. Makes people… act irrationally, even hostile.” Elias crossed his arms and leaned on the table. “That’s why it’s spreading so quickly. The worst afflicted spread it. And worse yet… the plague doesn’t seem to be entirely organic. There is something… mystical about it, according to Helmuth’s sight.”

“Bah.” The duchess waved her hands. “These people—so foolish. They demand my husband’s head for crimes he did not commit, ignoring Vasquer, our common enemy, at their doorstep. The snake is laughing as we tear each other apart.”

Elias stared at the duchess, red eyes cold. As he came to know the duchess better, things fell into place in his head. The duke would probably never support Vasquer without her coercion. He was sure that she had been the lynchpin behind their association, and now she so deftly played the supporter.

Stain shared Elias’ sentiment, tapping one foot against the ground quickly. Elias pushed his plate to draw his attention, then gave the lightest shake of his head to abate his companion’s rage. Yet as he sat there, he considered something the duchess had said.

“A common enemy…” Elias repeated. His gaze grew distant. “People always unite against a common enemy.”

“So you would think,” the duchess continued, oblivious to Elias’ true thoughts. “But instead, they cry of corruption, unable to accept their own laziness as the source of their misery.”

Stain looked ready to blow his stack, but Elias rose. “Excuse us. I’ve remembered I forgot to do something,” he said diplomatically, then pushed Stain’s chair out, bidding him to follow.

“But… you didn’t finish eating,” the duke said, watching Elias concernedly.

“You enjoy it.” Elias gestured, then strode away while loosening the collar on his shirt. Behind, he heard his wife inform the duke that he could not, in fact, enjoy it.

Once they exited back into the hallway, Stain said quietly, “Glad I’m not the only one that can’t stand that miserable d—”

“A common enemy, Stain,” Elias interrupted. “It was right in front of me, but I never saw it. Instead, we’ve been trapped in a siege for weeks.”

Stain looked at his friend, perplexed.


Chapter 8

Why was Argrave wasting his time talking with the crippled daughter of Margrave Reinhardt? That was a good, if somewhat cruel, question. But the answer to that question was the same as why he was here in Lionsun Castle at all—information gathering.

The meeting with Orion, though still some weeks away, was looming over his head like a guillotine. As far as Argrave knew, there were few people directly connected with the original ‘Argrave.’ Rose of House Parbon had spent her early days as a ward in the royal palace. Ruleo, a main character in the original Heroes of Berendar, had a very unfortunate entanglement with Argrave in the past. Beyond those two, only the royal family had any significant connection with Argrave.

Provided nothing went astray, he planned on extracting whatever knowledge he could about himself from the chairbound girl. Rose of Parbon was a sweet person, and that would make things considerably easier… or so he hoped. Perhaps this was as unnecessary venture. Nevertheless, Argrave thought it might be important to learn some things before speaking with Orion of Vasquer, who was soon to take the top of the list of ‘most dangerous people Argrave had spoken to.’ That list included the Alchemist.

The five guardsmen led Argrave to the peak opposite the one housing the wyvern. True to the margrave’s words, each and every one of them was a mage. Argrave could see the magic within them. He was glad to see them, as it gave him the chance to discern what each rank of mage’s magic would look like in his sight. They weren’t exactly labeled with convenient letters. Considering the magic within them was less dense than Anneliese’s, he was sure that they must have been C-rank, or perhaps on the lower end of B-rank.

Though he debated asking them as they walked along in silence, he never had the chance. One of them stepped forward and opened a large stone door, and then three entered. The remaining two stood behind Argrave, trapping him. He gave a coy smile and entered without a complaint, careful to duck beneath the door lest he slam his forehead.

The apartment was much more wondrous than those he’d seen elsewhere. The place had been painted elaborately, hiding all the bits of gray stone. Bookshelves had been made into trees on the walls, and the rest of the mural depicted vast plains with horses roaming them. Opposite the grand mural, there was a large window that allowed one a grand view of all of Vasquer. This must have been personally prepared by the margrave and was a good testament to his love for his daughter.

The daughter in question sat in the center of the room, waiting. She was in a simple wooden chair that had smoothly cut wheels and convenient handles. One of her legs was missing from above the knee. The other looked undamaged, but was terribly small, indicating something was wrong with it. She was small, appearing somewhat frail, and she had the hallmark of House Parbon on display—bright red hair, brighter red eyes.

Argrave stepped forward, and his knightly escorts spread throughout the room. All of them faced him, evidently ready to attack him if he tried anything.

“Hello, Lady Rose,” he greeted at once, giving a polite bow.

“…Hello,” she returned after a moment’s pause, staring up at him. Her eyes didn’t give off an impression of weakness at all. “You have… Are you truly Argrave?”

“Is it the eyes that cast doubt?” he questioned, placing one hand against his face. “Well, I suppose it has been… many years,” he trailed off, not knowing the exact number of years.

She placed her hands on her lap. “My father tells me you are here to apologize.”

“That’s right,” Argrave confirmed, then glanced around. With the presence of the cold knights, he found it a bit difficult to avoid any awkwardness. He supposed this should not be easy for him.

Argrave cleared his throat. “I have much to say about the matter… but I feel it would be best to get to the point. I apologize for causing the severe injuries to your legs.” He lowered his head deeply and placed his hand to his chest. “I altered your life unforgivably, and so I will not dare hope for forgiveness. Nonetheless, I wish for you to know I harbor deep regret.”

In the silence that followed, Argrave heard her take a deep breath and exhale. He felt he’d been sufficiently glib, and he hoped she’d buy it. He had a lot to learn from her.

“Do you remember the season in which this happened?”

Argrave lifted his head. No, was what his mind was screaming, but he could not say that. Considering it was a horseback accident…

“Spring,” he said with confidence, though it was a total guess.

“Winter, actually,” she corrected, causing Argrave to tense up. The knights seemed to bristle at this discrepancy—it marked he didn’t care enough to remember, or so they would think.

Perhaps Rose sensed this, or perhaps Argrave merely got lucky, for she continued, “But spring and winter are so close to each other, perhaps it is my memory that is off.” She waved her hand charitably.

Rose’s gaze moved between the knights. She pursed her lips, and then waved. “Please, good knights, give us some time alone.”

“My lady…” one of them protested.

“Give me my freedom to choose, at the very least.” She smiled. It seemed to strike a chord with the knights, and they all left quickly. Once they were gone, Rose looked up at Argrave. “You could convince me you were not the same boy I knew all those years ago, during that winter…”

“What has changed since then?” Argrave questioned politely, smiling somewhat.

“Well… to start with, you would not so patiently wait to be invited to sit all those years ago,” Rose said. “Please.” She gestured for an empty chair.

Argrave said his thanks, then pulled the chair to sit beside a table near the margrave’s daughter.

“Do you still hope for a betrothal with me?” she began.

Had Argrave been drinking, he most certainly would have choked just then. Instead, he kept his gaze on her eyes and said plainly, “No. I have other commitments.”

She raised a brow, then rolled her chair closer until she sat opposite the table. “Nikoletta of Monticci?”

“Anneliese of… You wouldn’t know it,” he shook his head. “My traveling companion.”

“The snow elf?” She tilted her head. When Argrave nodded, she seemed surprised. “Then you really have changed.”

“How so?” Argrave furrowed his brows.

She looked out the window into the plains of southern Vasquer. “I recall that you made comments about cutting off elven ears when we took a carriage tour of Dirracha.”

So, Argrave was a racist, he noted mentally. “Nothing changes one’s opinion of another more than exposure,” he dialogued casually.

“And halting an invasion—this was your exposure?” She looked back to him.

“No.” Argrave shook his head with a smile. “A mercenary. Galamon. He taught me more than anyone besides—” He stopped himself from saying ‘his father,’ because ‘Argrave’ didn’t exactly have a good father figure. “He taught me about strategy, honor, loyalty, reliability, and… ways to cope,” he finished vaguely, hoping she’d catch the bait.

“Cope?” She took the bait.

“You mentioned your memory of the events was off.” Argrave gestured toward her. “There are big holes in my childhood. And… Well, I shouldn’t get into this.” He shook his head, acting hesitant.

“Please, I can listen,” she insisted.

Argrave bit his lip. “I don’t want to talk about how hard I had things. It trivializes…” His gaze darted to her legs, then off to the side. “…trivializes what I did to you. And it isn’t trivial. I did something horrible.”

Rose looked genuinely affected by his words, and Argrave felt guilty that they were all empty. They sat in the silence, neither looking at the other.

“I heard rumors… that Induen enjoys orphaning children,” Rose said lightly.

Argrave looked at her, trying to act as though she’d struck a sensitive spot.

“I see.” She nodded slowly.

“Some learned men say that the mind deliberately represses some memories that are… traumatic,” Argrave said suggestively. “Like I said, there are big holes in my memory.” He finally looked at her, locking his golden-eyed gaze on hers. “People tell me I was a terrible person. And I do remember doing terrible things. But… I would like to turn a new leaf. Can I…? No, I shouldn’t.” He turned away.

“You can talk to me.” She rolled her chair a bit forward.

Argrave refused to meet her gaze for a few seconds, then turned over. “Can you help me recount things? I want to make things right. With you—with everyone.” He turned out to the window, eyes distant. “I was so far gone that I didn’t even realize half the things I was doing were wrong.”

Rose looked hesitant, but she did eventually nod. “Alright. I can help you with that. In return… you’ll have to answer some of my questions about your travels,” she bartered.

“You… I don’t know how you can agree so easily,” Argrave said emotionally. “Yeah. Anything you want to know.”

Argrave felt the filthiest he ever had, but the prospect of meeting Orion kept the façade right over his face. He’d be sure to get what he needed to know.

***

“Little Argrave had a stutter?” Anneliese questioned curiously. As ever, they watched the suns set together, sitting on the edge of the Lionsun Wall, gazing out beyond the mountains.

“So Rose says…” Argrave shook his head. “He lost his mother at eight. Induen’s doing. Little Argrave watched, apparently. Unfortunately, Rose never met her.”

Anneliese looked disappointed, but she quickly refocused. “Anything useful for dealing with Orion? Your—his—relationship with the man?”

“Rose’s knowledge had an eight-year gap. She left Dirracha when she was thirteen. I did learn how old I am, though.” He looked to Anneliese. “Twenty.”

“Young.” Anneliese raised a brow.

“Younger than ‘me.’” Argrave put his thumbs against his chest. “Though only by two—no, it would be three years, now.” Argrave lowered his hands and clasped them together. “Bottom line is, I don’t think Orion hates me. And that’s all I need.”

“Yet something troubles you,” Anneliese noticed.

“I don’t know. It was weird.” Argrave shook his head. “She kept asking all these questions about me. Wouldn’t call it friendly, per se, but… I knew something was up. Like father, like daughter, like son… all of the Parbons are terrible at hiding things. It made it difficult to learn what I wanted… but I’d say it was sufficient.” He turned his head to Anneliese. “And we were also invited to dinner.”

Anneliese raised a brow.


Chapter 9

The family of House Parbon ate in a quiet, if harmonious atmosphere. The margrave ate the same thing he had with every meal—a simple steak, unseasoned, with water. His eyes fell upon the gray-haired woman beside his daughter, still eating quietly. “Is everything alright, Ridia?” the margrave questioned.

“Oh.” She lifted her head, as though drawn from a daydream. “Oh—umm, yes. Everyone has been very kind to me here.”

The margrave nodded. “I apologize that my son could not be here. I promise you that Elias will make it up to you as your fiancé.”

“He can hardly be—”

The doors to the room opened and Ridia flinched, cutting her sentence off. Argrave stood there, wearing the same gray leather armor as he had the past few days—it was clean now, though. His three companions stood just behind him. He scanned the room.

“Thought there’d be more than just us…” Argrave said hesitantly.

Reinhardt gestured to the chairs opposite Ridia and Rose. “Sit,” he commanded.

Argrave nodded without protest, then moved to sit. The margrave took a piece of paper and stowed it away in his pocket, then adjusted some of his cutlery. Argrave hesitated to sit right next to Reinhardt, but eventually he swallowed and did so, sitting quite rigidly and politely.

He looked briefly at Rose of Parbon. He wasn’t particularly worried about her—he was sure he left a good impression, even if he wasn’t one-hundred percent confident he’d sold her on his ideas. Someone would need to be delusional to guess the truth about Argrave. No one would assume he was a different person entirely, even in a world of magic.

“Fill four plates,” the margrave commanded a serving staff off to the side.

“Ah, three,” Argrave amended. “Galamon prepares his own food—he’s very particular. It would be impossible to sustain such a physique otherwise, no?”

The margrave frowned, then amended, “Bring platters, let them serve themselves. Some are… larger.”

Argrave had no protest to this. He greeted everyone sitting at the table with silent gestures, then finally locked his gaze on the margrave.

“So, what did you wish to talk to me about?” Argrave smiled.

The margrave fiddled with his cutlery, then planted a fork in his steak. “I sent men to the Low Way of the Rose to verify your claims,” he began. “They’ve been… delayed.”

Anneliese frowned and tapped Argrave’s foot with hers. He didn’t turn his head, but he acknowledged her signal. This was something they’d devised in private. Reinhardt was lying, and her tapping her foot against his was their signal.

“I will accommodate you well as long as you are here,” the margrave continued, ignorant of their exchange. “I bear no hostility toward you. Considering the plague and the war, I think it would be best if you stayed. Things are dangerous.”

“The patriarch of House Parbon is scared of disease and war? Never could have pictured that,” Durran interjected.

“Durran, let’s save the provocations for people who can’t command a legion of knights to swarm into here,” Argrave held out his hand to silence the man, then smiled pleasantly. “You may know that the Burnt Desert is a little… unsafe, shall we say? One might call it a hellish place. And by ‘one,’ I mean ‘everyone.’ A little danger makes life worth living, so I’ll be fine to leave as soon as you feel fit. Besides, I have places to be urgently,” Argrave added.

The margrave leaned forward and placed both elbows on the table. “It is… in your… best interest… to stay in my castle,” he said awkwardly. Reinhardt was obviously trying to be subtly suggestive, but he was utterly terrible at it.

Argrave frowned and locked eyes with the margrave. Unlike that staring contest they’d had long ago, the margrave broke away first.

“Rest assured, I will not again mistreat you,” he added. “While I cannot say I will ever forgive what you have done to my daughter… she has.” He placed one big, gauntleted hand on her wrist. “And that is more than enough for me to set aside any grudge. You are yours will be guests of honor.”

Argrave was half-expecting Anneliese to tap his foot again, but he simply watched Reinhardt meet his gaze.

He wants me to stay, Argrave realized. What in the world? Why? He’s not aggressive, or mad, he’s just… I can’t make sense of this. I’m having dinner with someone who thinks I crippled his daughter, alongside that very daughter, and they’re trying to persuade me to stay?

Argrave looked to Anneliese for a moment, then turned back to the margrave. “Well…” He swallowed. “I do have much to ask about the war. Do you think I could ask questions on that front?”

The margrave took his hand off his daughter’s wrist, then said hesitantly, “I try to avoid discussing affairs of state at the family dinners…”

“It’s fine,” Rose interjected. “We rarely have guests, and I am not so fragile that I would collapse from a few where you speak of the war. You agree, Ridia?”

“Umm… I have no issue,” she said quietly.

“But it’s your mother’s…” He trailed off with a weak voice, then sighed. “Never mind,” he continued, voice cold once again. “I will answer what questions you have.”

Just then, the serving staff reentered, placing grand platters of food on the center. Argrave eyed the meatier parts of the table.

“Alright.” Argrave nodded enthusiastically, moving to get his own portion. “What are the big happenings of the last two months?”

“My brother was slain by Vasquer,” the margrave said heavily, placing both his arms on the table.

Argrave paused before he touched the food on the table, feeling disrespectful. “What?” he asked, and when no answer came, continued, “That’s…”

Good for the rebels, he left that part unspoken. With no hostage, they had less power over Reinhardt.

“You have my condolences,” Argrave offered. “I didn’t know Bruno, but I know he was a man of character.”

“Hmm,” the margrave grunted gruffly, something Argrave didn’t begrudge him.

“From what I know of your people and their culture… that must have weakened support for Vasquer greatly,” Anneliese pressed. “And swelled your own ranks with new supporters.”

Argrave looked at her curiously.

“That is true,” he said, voice dead and harsh as though he loathed that fact.

Anneliese nodded, lost in thought. Then, she continued, “And this plague—has it struck the north as severely as the south?”

Margrave Reinhardt shifted, frowning. “I cannot say with certainty… but people say it has been contained in the northwest.”

“And where did it begin moving across the south?” she pressed further. “From one point, or from many at once?”

With her pointed inquiries, Argrave caught onto what she was implying and stiffened. The margrave was a bit slower and answered her question no more than what she asked. “I am unsure. It simply swept across in an unprecedentedly fast manner.”

“Like it was aided,” Argrave suggested quietly, and Anneliese lowered her head, point made.

Reinhardt turned to Argrave, expression slowly becoming more and more stern. “You suggest…?” He trailed off, perhaps realizing the pointlessness of his question. He set his hand upon the table, slowly clenching it into a fist.

“Would Felipe… stoop so…?” The margrave couldn’t even finish his sentence, so intense was his rage.

“He would,” Argrave said with a bitter confidence. “That worthless piece of shit definitely would.”

The margrave pushed away his plate of food, all appetite lost. His intense anger was slowly brought under control as he breathed steadily.

“With this happening… all the more reason for you to entreat your ally, Jast,” Argrave said. “Magic is the only solution for something like this. Get healers. Hell, ask for the Order of the Gray Owl’s help. Their neutrality does not forbid them from offering medical aid, and this is an incredibly dire situation.”

“How do you know the plague is dire?” Rose questioned. “You’ve been absent.”

“I’ve seen it firsthand in the northwest, back when it was in its infancy. I didn’t realize it would spread so far.” Argrave shook his head, lying easily. “The skin turns waxy, distorts into bumps. It causes organ failure, irrational behavior when it spreads to the brain… and even if it stops spreading, the person never recovers from the damage. Additionally, even if they heal, they continue to spread it, indefinitely.”

“…people say it is the wrath of Moder, the goddess of plague and rot,” Ridia contributed. “She is angry at the war.”

“Spread a deadly disease to protest a deadly war,” Durran noted cynically. “Very godlike. Fits with my experience of the idiocy of the gods.”

“It’s not from the gods.” Argrave shook his head. It’s born from man, with some meddling from Gerechtigkeit…

With everything being brought to light, it felt all the more urgent that Argrave leave. He wanted to stand up and run out. As he was consumed by that thought, he felt a hand on his own, and looked to Anneliese. He smiled lightly at her assurance and clenched her hand. The margrave watched that exchange, though both of them were oblivious.

“I must go and talk to some people.” The margrave stood. “I… Your advice is sound, Argrave, and I will propose it to my council.”

“I did nothing at all.” Argrave raised one hand humbly.

“All of you… eat well. I apologize for my abrupt departure. Seek me out should you need anything. And your companion…” He stopped beside Galamon, who nearly stared Reinhardt in the eyes despite sitting. “Should you need it, you may replenish your rations. Ask my staff.”

“I’m sure he will.” Argrave smiled, and Galamon gave him a cold-eyed glance before nodding to the margrave.

The margrave left, some knights following him. Argrave turned back to his food. Consuming his thoughts was a strong desire to go and sort some of the information he’d been dealt.

Only a few things changed, yet it’s all spiraling…


Chapter 10

In the days that passed, Argrave’s strong suspicion that the margrave intended for him to stay became a certainty. The head of House Parbon lacked subtlety and had all but said ‘you will stay here.’ It definitely did not have the same atmosphere as the first time Argrave had been restrained by Reinhardt—he was not yanked about by a rope and tied to posts, and though their party of four was guarded strictly, there was never a hostile atmosphere.

The margrave continued to insist that the men he sent to the Low Way of the Rose had not yet returned. Argrave had asked some pointed questions to figure out if the margrave was hiding anything, as though he had something planned for a few days later… but Anneliese insisted that the margrave bore them no ill will, which was surprise enough.

They were watched quite closely. The only place they had a chance to talk without knights shadowing them was in their assigned quarters, and even there, they waited just outside. A ward was sufficient to stop most of their talk from leaking outside.

“Never would have pictured the fearsome patriarch of House Parbon is just a family man.” Durran shook his head, his glaive laid out across his lap. “That gray-haired woman was quite the pretty one.”

“Don’t even try.” Argrave shook his head. “She has a fiancé. And if you mess that up, I’ll flay you.”

“Too shy for my tastes, don’t worry.” Durran held his hand out. “The margrave seems an interesting man… but never a chance to talk to him. Such a shame.”

Argrave shrugged, sitting across from Durran in a circle alongside his other two companions. A ward blocked their conversation from any listeners. “To be fair, he spends most of his times in meeting with his vassals, devising measures for the war.”

“Yeah. He goes to work so his family stays safe, and then once he’s home, he spoils them. A family man, like I said.” Durran tapped the tip of his wyvern bone glaive. “Though… I guess that’d give him reason to fight harder against our invasions… More to fight for.” Durran looked up at Argrave. “Why are we milling about here?”

Argrave uncrossed his legs, then recrossed them, anxious. “This guy keeps coming up with contrivances every damn day to keep us here. He said there was a cave-in at the lower levels of the castle, and he wasn’t sure it’d be safe to leave. What the hell is that? A five-year-old can come up with better lies than that.”

Galamon locked eyes with Argrave. “Press the issue,” he suggested.

“I may have to, but…” Argrave lowered his head. “Why is he doing this? The only thing I can guess is that he’s waiting for a response from someone… Duke Enrico, maybe…”

“I suspect he wishes to ask you a favor,” Anneliese suggested, eyes staring off into the distance. “He is merely probing whether or not you are trustworthy. That would explain why he and his daughter are asking you so many questions… indeed, asking all of us questions.”

“Why not just sneak out?” Durran questioned. “Force our way out, even?”

“Difficult.” Galamon shook his head. “It was hard enough for me to… replenish my rations.” He looked to Argrave as he said those words with a bitter sarcasm.

Argrave smiled, then supported Galamon’s claim, saying, “And I don’t want to make the margrave toss aside what little goodwill I’ve built up in that icy heart of his. Doing something like that… Sneaking out isn’t the problem. Someone’s going to get hurt, I’m sure of it,” he said, pausing as he recalled the unfortunate circumstance with the Stonepetal Sentinels. Argrave held his hand out to amend, “Not us, but them. And the margrave would care about something like that. His heart might be icy, but that just makes it bigger. He cares for his men.”

“Maybe we take the wyvern?” Durran held his hands out in a shrug.

“Sure, go ahead and try. That’d definitely work,” Argrave agreed sarcastically. “Just magically teleport past all of Reinhardt’s guards that he’s got posted. No, I don’t think that’s feasible, even for you,” he dismissed, taking it as a joke. “Even still… I don’t plan on staying here another night.”

Durran seemed not to catch the sarcasm and leaned back in thought.

***

“I spoke with my councilors,” Reinhardt said. “And received some petitioners from the nobles that have thrown in their lot with me. The unanimous consensus is that this plague is a serious matter… and so I heeded your advice. I contacted Jast… and the Order of the Gray Owl, requesting aid,” he told Argrave.

Argrave smiled. “My words finally got into that thick head of yours, eh?” He paused, thinking he might be acting overly familiar. “Erm, forget I said that. That’s a good development.”

The margrave cleared his throat, then cut into the unseasoned beef he ate every meal. Argrave wasn’t sure the man got the proper nutrients.

“What do you think should be the priority moving forward?” Margrave Reinhardt questioned.

Argrave glanced around the table, taking in the expressions of everyone. He hadn’t intended to talk about this, and he briefly considered changing the subject… but in the end, he might be able to change things for the better when he had the margrave’s ear.

“The plague, obviously. That has the potential to do the most damage to the people, be they the high and mighty or the weak and decrepit. Until it’s abated entirely… or until better methods are found to combat it… it’s the most harmful to the world,” Argrave finished by pointing to the margrave. “It’s not the pragmatic thing to do. You may suffer in the war effort. But that is why Felipe deserves to be dethroned, and why it must be you that does it.”

“Hear, hear.” Durran raised his glass of wine.

The margrave shifted, perhaps stirred by Argrave’s words. He set his elbows on the table, then questioned, “And what about your priority?”

“The same,” he replied at once. “This plague—the longer it goes unaddressed, the worse things will get for everyone, no matter who they are. That’s why I intend to head northwest, where people have had it longer. Examining them may help me glean some insight into curing people,” he suggested—only a slight distortion of the truth. “And speaking of my priority,” Argrave continued. “I get the distinct feeling I’m being kept from leaving.”

The margrave stopped midbite, then lowered his fork. Then, as if trying to appear inconspicuous, he raised the fork up again, and chewed his cut of plain beef all the way through. Argrave waited politely, a bit flabbergasted at how bad this man would be at poker.

“I don’t know what you speak of,” the margrave finally said. Anneliese tapped his foot to inform of his deception, but it was unnecessary—anyone could tell he was lying.

“Really?” Argrave raised his brows in exaggerated surprise. “So, that cave-in at the lower levels no one besides you talked about it? None of us felt it? And hell, it happened despite this castle being so heavily enchanted not even one brick has fallen off, once?”

Rose looked away, almost embarrassed as Argrave recounted the excuse her father had used.

“It’s a… six-hundred-year-old castle.” Reinhardt shook his head.

“Mmmhmm.” Argrave nodded with a plastic grin on his face. “And those riders you sent to the Low Way—I didn’t realize your men were so bad at simple scouting tasks. No word from them?”

Reinhardt planted his fork in his steak, then took a long drink of water. “No word,” he said, setting the cup down loudly. Anneliese tapped his foot again.

Argrave leaned back into his chair, keeping his eyes on the margrave almost lazily. He looked to Rose, and then to Ridia of Jast, almost as if asking them silently if they believed this nonsense.

“I think we’re going to set off tomorrow, Reinhardt,” Argrave said plainly.

“You can’t,” he answered at once.

“Why?” Argrave crossed his arms.

“A snowstorm… comes,” he said weakly.

“This far south?” Argrave noted, almost mockingly by this point. “And with not a cloud in the sky?”

The margrave remained firm. “You can’t,” he repeated.

Durran stood up, his chair creaking loudly. “I can’t listen to this anymore,” he said.

Argrave looked at him with fierce eyes, concerned the man might do something ridiculous.

“I’m about to burst,” Durran continued. “Need to use the privy.”

He left quickly, grabbing his glaive leaning against the wall as he left. He practically sprinted out of the room, one hand held to his stomach. Argrave furrowed his brows, then shrugged.

Just then, Anneliese tapped his foot, and he came to attention. Durran was lying.

“Father…” Rose began, reaching her hand out. The dour margrave looked a bit brighter at that moment, and took her hand. “Give it up. You are worthless at this sort of thing.”

The big warrior looked betrayed for half a second, but he gave a long sigh and took his hand away. “Alright. I suppose I should be honest.”

“Uh… yeah,” Argrave agreed, one eye lingering on Anneliese. She gave him a quiet nod, then looked out the door where Durran had left. “Starsparrow,” he directed her quietly, and she nodded in agreement, casting the druidic spell beneath the table. In not a second, the bird perched atop her shoulder vanished. It moved so quickly no one noticed it at all. Well, nearly no one—Ridia of Jast had been staring at the bird on Anneliese’s shoulder, and looked around, confused.

“The truth is… there is something important you should be let in on,” Margrave Reinhardt said slowly.

“Is that right?” Argrave anxiously tapped his finger against a fork, casting glances to Anneliese as she focused on watching Durran with her Starsparrow. He had a bad feeling.

“I had my reservations,” the margrave admitted. “Even barring our past association… your relationship with Anneliese. I thought it was whimsy, a flight of fancy from a hot-blooded youth… but there is something more, I believe, and despite the difficulties some might have accepting an elf, she has keen insight and talent in many fields.”

Argrave nodded, half-paying attention. “We were blessed to meet, and I count myself among the fortunate to this very day.”

“Hmm.” The margrave nodded, fortunately looking off to the side. “Moreover, my daughter agrees that you have changed significantly. You have not met in eight years, as I remember… but she tells me that speaking to you now is like speaking to an entirely different person. I will not presume to know your situation… but considering how Felipe’s other children turned out, perhaps it is no surprise you were as you were. Yet time away from them, it seems, has changed you.”

Argrave stared, more focused on whatever Durran was doing outside than what the margrave was saying.

“Tomorrow morning, I will wake you up early,” Reinhardt continued.

The bird reentered the room, perching itself back atop Anneliese’s shoulders. She opened her eyes and took a deep breath.

“I wish for you to meet my close council… in part to explain what Jast and the Order might help us with, but for other reasons as well.”

Anneliese leaned in and whispered, “Wyvern.”

The crazy moron is trying to steal the margrave’s wyvern.

“I’d like you to discuss who you think should take the throne after this rebellion concludes,” the margrave said seriously. “And I’d like you to be honest if you think that person should be you.”

With both the realization that Durran was stealing the margrave’s wyvern and the margrave’s proposal entering his head, Argrave turned into a mute. He sat and stared, his mind failing miserably at juggling these two equally disconcerting things.

He wants me on his side, Argrave thought. That’s going to be a tad bit difficult, considering what’s happening.

“Well… What?” Argrave managed, basically stalling for time.

“My friend, Duke Enrico, has made it clear that there needs to be a plan for what comes after this rebellion concludes. I think you should be involved in that question. Maybe… more than involved. I’m not promising anything, but I want you to meet my council,” the margrave repeated simply.

Argrave sputtered for a bit, then gathered his thoughts enough to think of something. “Can I… take a walk, sort my head out before I say anything? Talk it out with my friends?”

The margrave leaned back in his chair, then gave a slow nod. “That’s understandable. I appreciate your caution in this matter.”

“Come on, then.” Argrave stood and led his companions along. They stood and followed. His Brumesingers rushed into the room, jumping up onto him and scrambling up into hiding within the confines of his clothes. Once they exited, Argrave kept a brisk pace.

“Send the bird out. Slam it into that crazy bastard’s skull,” Argrave directed Anneliese. “Lead him to a place we can reach him. Galamon and I will get everyone’s stuff.”

Galamon stopped. “We’re going along with this?”

Argrave paused alongside Galamon, staring him down as he lost himself in thought. He weighed the benefits and demerits and reflected upon what the margrave had said.

“Yes, we’re going along with this,” he finally decided. “As much as I want to hear what the margrave has to say, dealing with the plague is more important than anything he intends to ask of me. Between placating the margrave or going along with Durran, I’d choose the latter.”

“Alright,” Anneliese quickly agreed, seeking a safe place to cast her magic.

Argrave and Galamon proceeded. A phrase was repeating in Argrave’s head, again and again.

Crazy bastard.


Chapter 11

The margrave leaned back in his chair at the dining table, staring at his now-empty platter of food. He tapped one foot on the ground, glancing toward the door. Argrave had yet to return.

Reinhardt’s old friend, Duke Enrico, had been entirely right from the beginning. Having a motive other than mere rebellion would be good for the rebellion, upsetting though it might be. The margrave did not wish to play the kingmaker. He merely wished to do what was right.

But part of doing what was right was accepting the tragic realities of the world—few people, least of all the nobles beneath the heel of Vasquer, acted with righteous intentions. For all intents and purposes, Argrave doused their flames of ambition. He would be Reinhardt’s claimant, and with an undisputed figure, the opportunists’ influence would be mitigated after the war ended.

From all that he’d talked about with Argrave, he’d come to know the man better. He was far closer in character to someone like Enrico than Reinhardt himself. The Duke of Mateth had transformed his seat into a bastion of wealth. Reinhardt was a man of war. He would win the conflict, but in the wake of a devastating war, the realm did not someone like himself on the throne—the realm needed someone to rebuild it.

Of course, as a bastard, Argrave’s education might be lacking… but character and will were paramount, by Reinhardt’s estimation. Provided the relationship lasted, his choice of partner might prove problematic for realm stability… but then again, Enrico had told Reinhardt that Argrave had some sort of close relationship with the tribe of snow elves, and the woman herself seemed quite keen.

Each issue had its counterpoint. With the situation as miserable as it was, it was a wonder anyone like Argrave existed. Above all, no better alternative existed.

Margrave Reinhardt found comfort in the fact that the founder of House Vasquer, the leader of the legion of ten thousand snakes, had been known as deceptive, even dishonorable. But the first Vasquer cared about the people, and he built the longest-lasting human kingdom in the known world. Margrave Reinhardt would be happy to replicate even half of that.

Reinhardt heard steel clanging up the hallway and refocused back on the doorway. One of his knights entered, breathing a little heavily.

“My lord… there’s trouble,” he said quickly. “Your wyvern. It’s…”

The margrave leaned forward, placing one hand on the table. “What?”

“In the skies,” the knight finished.

Reinhardt’s eyes danced for a few seconds, stunned. When he gathered himself, the margrave stood quickly enough to cast his chair to the ground. He wiped his hands with a cloth, and then stepped around the table.

“Stay here with Rose,” the margrave directed, already half-running.

The margrave wound through the complex keep of stone that was Lionsun Castle. The dining hall was near the center of the massive fortress, and so it took a great deal of time to reach the outside. Eventually, the margrave ran to a balcony overlooking the Lionsun Wall, glancing about the skies. Just as his knight had said, his wyvern was flying about the sky, controlled by a masterful rider. Reinhardt watched for half a second, teeth clenched tightly.

“The tribal,” he finally realized, sprinting away from the balcony.

The margrave ran through his keep until he eventually set foot on the great Lionsun Wall. His men were not undisciplined, and a great many of them had gathered. Though many were mages, they were hesitant to attack the margrave’s personal property.

Reinhardt spotted one of his commanders and strutted to him. “How did this happen?”

“The men were eating, sir,” the commander explained deferentially.

“How did the tribal get to where he was? I assigned guards to them at all times,” Reinhardt demanded.

“He entered the privy… and then he was there,” the commander shook his head, watching the sky. “Some people think he climbed out of the window, along the mountainside.”

The margrave glanced around at everyone. “Keep watch for Argrave and the others. Give them no opportunity. This is the only place they can be reasonably picked up—ensure it is watched,” he directed.

Just as the margrave gave that order, the wyvern changed its course in the sky. It headed for the apartments in the central keep. Reinhardt stepped away and entered there, sprinting through the stone hallways while looking out of balconies to follow its movements.

Eventually, he burst into Rose’s room, which was empty… save Argrave and his companions. The wyvern landed and dug its claws into the wall, holding its neck inside the room.

“What in the gods’ names are you doing?!” the margrave shouted. Behind, Reinhardt heard some knights pursuing him, ready to aid.

Galamon already stood opposite the margrave, protecting them as they loaded their things atop the wyvern. Argrave helped Anneliese up and cast glances back to the margrave.

“I told you I had to go! Told you it was urgent!” he shouted out.

“And this is your solution?!” Reinhardt stepped closer.

“I’ll get your lizard friend back to you by tomorrow! Probably,” Argrave shouted again.

Margrave Reinhardt stepped closer, but suddenly, mist in the room coalesced into lifelike elven warriors. Reinhardt darted backward, surprised. It gave Argrave enough time to climb aback the wyvern himself, and then Galamon followed shortly after. Argrave’s four foxlike pets scampered across the room, then jumped up just after him.

Just like that, the wyvern pushed off, beating its great wings to gain altitude. The margrave stepped to the balcony and whistled, but his beast ignored his command—it never had before, so the margrave stared, shocked by the whole situation.

The margrave stood there, staring, for a long while. Eventually, a voice broke his thoughts.

“…Margrave,” the voice came, finally breaking his focus. “Are you alright?”

“The third time…!” he began, fist clenched, but collected himself. “I’m fine.” He waved his hand, cradling his forehead.

“…We found this in Argrave’s room, sir. I don’t feel comfortable holding it. Too rich for my blood.”

The margrave turned his head, where he received a letter alongside five rose gold magic coins.

The letter was hastily written, and read, Payment for horse, wall, and travel fare. Wyvern back by tomorrow.

***

“I might choke you if you weren’t flying this damned thing,” Argrave shouted above the wind. “We’re headed that way,” he pointed, looking down at the old compass Titus had given him.

“You told me to go ahead!” Durran shouted back defensively.

“I was joking! I rambled about… about teleportation, not thinking you’d even consider doing something like this!” Argrave freed one hand and rubbed the bridge of his nose to dispel his stress. “Whatever. Ride.”

Durran stayed silent for a time, handling the wyvern with practiced care. He laughed once and looked back. “Gods, what a rush. I climbed out the privy’s window—it was about ten feet up—and then scaled along the damned mountain wall, glaive tied to my back. The wyvern was a bit fussy, but I used some of that newfound druidic magic to calm it and ride it into glory.”

“You shouldn’t have done it at all!” Argrave yelled back.

“Good gods, stop yelling into my ear.” He brushed off Argrave’s comments easily. “It worked out, didn’t it? We’re free, we’re out and gone. No one died, not a one. I waited until dinnertime so the guard would be occupied. It was a perfect little heist.”

Argrave mulled that over and cast a glance back at Anneliese. “If you had brought it up, discussed it with us, we wouldn’t be having this conversation,” he admonished. “Say we didn’t notice—what was your plan? Fly about until we were captured, then fly away into the distance?”

“I knew you’d notice,” he said as though it was obvious. “Anneliese would catch on to my lies, she’d send her little Starsparrow out to find out what I was doing, and then you’d speedily get our things,” Durran summarized. “Everything worked as I thought it might. Besides, I only decided to do it after I heard the margrave pussyfooting about as he was. He clearly wasn’t budging.”

“And yet after you left, he did just that!” Argrave shouted in irritation, causing Durran to cup his ears once again. He scrambled to grab the reins. “Now I’ll never hear what he had to say.”

“It’s done,” Durran concluded. “Too late to go back.”

“We shouldn’t have to go back.” Argrave shook his head. “And now, I’ll never hear whatever it was he was going to say. Fly, you fool.”

This can’t be without consequence, Argrave knew at once. Durran needs to learn.

***

Argrave watched the landmarks they passed by, leading Durran toward Jast. It wasn’t long until the city, with its titanic towers of black stone, came into sight. Argrave did not dare become known as the rider of the wyvern, and so he directed Durran to a secluded portion far removed from civilization before they dismounted. Once it was released from the relatively light hold of Durran’s druidic magic, it flew back toward its home like a carrier pigeon.

Though it was a long walk to Jast—and made longer by Argrave’s refusal to deviate from his ritual of watching the suns set with Anneliese—they made it at around midnight. The same as last time, Argrave didn’t plan on using official channels. Argrave got in touch with the same men who had smuggled him in once before. Things went smoothly.

“You know smugglers?” Durran questioned as they sat there waiting.

“Yeah.” Argrave nodded. “Some loose ends that need to be tied up here. Elaine of Vyrbell—I had some business dealings with her. I entrusted her with some enchanted relics, had her appraise them. Moreover, she’s the primary point of contact between me and the Veidimen. Hopefully… I can replace Galamon’s axe. That’s wishful thinking, though.”

“A lady runs a smuggling ring?” Durran raised a brow. “That’s a lady I’d like to meet.”

“Her brother runs this vast criminal enterprise in Jast, actually. Rivien.”

Durran looked around. “Hell of a place, Vasquer. So many new things. So exciting,” he said eagerly.

“Keep your tattoos hidden, if you would—it was pointless to wear them in the Burnt Desert because the three of us stuck out enough as was, but we’ll need to don our Circlets of Disguise once again.” Argrave shook his head, then explained to Durran, “They’ll muddle the features with illusion magic, keep us away from the public, if not the magic, eye.”

***

Unlike the first time they’d entered Jast, they were given VIP smuggling treatment—whatever that was worth. The four of them were allowed to keep their things, and instead of being led to an abandoned mansion on the outskirts of Jast, they were led directly into the Vyrbell estate. Argrave felt like he was moving up in the world.

A gruff-looking man looked suitably out of place as he opened a fancy door within the elaborate mansion of silver, dark wood, and marble. Argrave strutted inside first. Perhaps the guards were better directed, or perhaps Argrave was remembered, because his companions were not stopped at the door as they had been on his last visit to the Vyrbell estate.

Argrave had thought leaving Lionsun Castle might give him some reprieve from red hair, but instead, he saw it once again—this time, in the form of siblings. They might be mistaken for Parbons were their eyes not bright green. Rivien of Vyrbell sat at the head of the table, as finely dressed and fierce-eyed as ever. Elaine sat slightly ahead and beside him, one leg crossed over the other. She dressed finely, too; unusual, considering she usually wore the simple gray robes of the Order of the Gray Owl. Argrave didn’t want to presume why she had done such a thing… but the dress was very flattering on her.

“I dislike being woken this late in the night very much, you—” Elaine paused when her eyes fell on Argrave’s face.

“You don’t look disheveled enough to have been woken up. And smuggling is a late-night business,” Argrave greeted. “Elaine. Rivien. Been a while. I have a new addition—Durran.” He gestured toward the former tribal, who stood there silently with a smile on his face.

“Argrave?” Elaine asked, genuinely questioning if it was him.

“Yes, it’s me. Would this help?” He covered his eyes with his hand. His eyes had changed drastically after Garm’s donation, and it seemed he’d be getting this treatment frequently.

Rivien placed his arms on the table, ignoring Argrave’s change. “It is nice to see you again. We took you for dead. Not a word of you for months.”

Argrave clasped his hands together. “Yes, well, if I don’t wish to be found, no one will find me, not even the Bat—you can tell the Bat that, both of you.”

Elaine uncrossed her legs and shifted in her chair. Anneliese scrutinized her expression closely.

Rivien gave a smile. “I will tell him,” he confirmed.

“I assume you’re here to check in on our business?” Elaine questioned, leaning forward on the table.

“Among other things.” Argrave nodded.

“What ‘other things’?” Rivien inquired curiously.

Argrave shrugged. “Same reason as many, I suspect. You want some investment advice? People trying to combat disease with magic—that’s about to go big, and soon,” he snapped. “I might get into the biz myself, but I have other things in mind for my money. For starters… paying you. I’d like the same arrangement as last time… for a week, this time.”

“Protection from my men for you, your companions, and your property, while you do business in Jast?” Rivien sought to confirm, leaning on his elbows resting atop the table.

Argrave spread his arms out. “Precisely. Saved me the words.”

“We’ll allow you to stay in this house,” Rivien suggested.

“Saved me a walk, too.” Argrave raised a brow. “Maybe I left a better impression than I thought.”

Elaine placed her pale hands on the table. “It will be easier,” she posited. “We have business, you and I.”

“More than you might think.” Argrave nodded. “I hope you still have the Veidimen’s ear.”


Chapter 12

“There’s something you should know,” Anneliese told Argrave.

Argrave set aside his duster, preparing to finally head to sleep. “Something wrong?”

“I believe Elaine is cooperating with the Bat, too. She felt guilty when you mentioned that name, as though she had informed on you and regretted it,” she disclosed seriously. “Although… the last bit is only my personal conclusion. I cannot say with certainty.”

Argrave frowned. “Not entirely unexpected… but good to know.” Argrave nodded. “I’ll be sure to watch my tongue.”

“You always do,” she noted, finally relaxing now that she’d conveyed what she had wanted to.

“Another thing.” Argrave pointed at her. “I need your help with something.”

Anneliese raised a brow. “Magic advice?”

“Durran advice,” Argrave said bitterly, then moved to sit on the bed, removing his shoes.

“Oh.” She took off her own duster, casting it atop his.

“The margrave had no intent to release us,” Argrave stated plainly. “From what I remember of the conversation… he had plans for me. He wanted to introduce me to his vassals. That meant we’d be forced to stay, and with the importance of ending the spread of the plague, that’s simply not an option. This was a good outcome,” he reflected. “But I don’t care if everything worked out—him going off on his own like that, it could cause problems in the future. It can’t happen again. At the same time…” Argrave shook his head, leaving a question unspoken.

Anneliese slowly shook her head, then sat down beside Argrave. “I think that is reasonable,” she reassured him.

“He needs to be reined in.” Argrave nodded decisively now that Anneliese agreed with him. He trusted her opinion more than his own. “I have to nip this in the bud, especially when dealing with that holy fool Orion. He could get us all killed. I can’t abide him continually doing things like this. If I can’t predict him, he might not be welcome. Durran’s a resourceful bastard—crazy, but smart. He’s got brains, balls—if he’d be straight with me, I could use all that,” he said quickly, frustrated with the situation.

Anneliese shrugged. “Though I loathe to admit it… I do not know where to begin.”

“I know ‘where’ to begin, just not how.” Argrave turned to her. “He doesn’t respect me. That’s the issue. He thinks more of his own opinion than mine—maybe there’s good reason for that.”

Anneliese shook her head.

“But even if that is the case, that’s not important,” Argrave continued. “With his personality, we’ve got a recipe for disaster brewing on the horizon. I have to show him that there are consequences for doing things like that—have to show him what I say has weight. He won’t respond to punishment. That might only exacerbate his disobedience.”

Anneliese turned her head. “We just conversed with two people who might help you with that—Elaine and Rivien. Perhaps not entirely honest, staging consequences for his actions… but then, neither are you.”

Argrave kept his gaze locked with hers, expression slowly brightening as he put together what she said. Then, as he pondered it more, his gaze grew distant. “I don’t know… that seems like something Titus would do. I want him as an ally and confidant, not as some servant cowed by intimidation and subterfuge.”

“Titus did win, no?” she pointed out quietly.

Argrave sighed. “I’ll have to think on it more, but it’s better than what I had before. This is why I ask you,” he pointed out, wrapping one of his arms around her. She smiled lightly. “Another thing,” Argrave continued. “I want you to stay inside until I get the things that’ll help you resist disease better.”

“What?” She looked at him. “We had this discussion. It serves no purpose.”

“Please,” he pleaded earnestly. “It won’t take very long at all, maybe two days… and it would mean a great deal to me.” He swallowed, then clarified, “It would ease a lot of the worries I have.”

Anneliese stared for a long while, expression inscrutable. Finally, she sighed, then leaned forward and gave him a kiss. “Alright,” she agreed with a whisper.

Argrave looked as if relieved of a big burden. “Thank you for this. I know you’re pretty far from a fragile flower, but I don’t want to take any chances.” He sighed. “If it makes you feel any better, there’s something I want you to do. Talk to Durran, find out what he’s interested in doing. I’m sure if I forbid him from doing it, he’ll do it anyway. That’s what I want.”

“I see you have already made a plan,” Anneliese noted.

“Not necessarily.” Argrave looked to the door. “I just want to keep the option in mind. Feels a bit dirty, frankly, and it might cost me… but having Durran be truly steadfast will be a big boon. And the alternative… I don’t want to cut Durran loose.”

“It may come to that,” she informed him curtly.

Argrave bit his lip. He wanted things to work out. Durran had ever been his favorite character, largely for his reckless nature. He wasn’t sure someone like that could fit into the party he’d built thus far.

***

Elias found that calming a crowd using a common enemy was not as immediate a task as he suspected it might be.

He spent five days and five nights on the battlements of Elbraille’s castle, largely sleepless, shouting out to the people just outside the gates, urging them to settle things amicably. He ate only bread and soup before them. They threw things, made outlandish demands, and even threatened to kill Elias and those close to him. Despite this, he was unwaveringly kind.

Though it seemed he might never be able to get through their outrage, eventually, his endurance outlasted their own and they could shout no longer. Like that, he was able to engage in dialogue with the revolt. He spoke to many people of their misgivings with the duke, patiently listened to the people and their grievances, and tried to relate to them—at the end of the day, they were all human beings.

All he did was talk, yet perhaps that was all the people needed. Eventually, he stepped down from the battlements, and moved to stand directly across from them, just beyond the gate. He befriended many and remembered countless names just as the people came to know him. The people loved House Parbon—his reputation aided him in this, just as Stain suggested it might.

He promised them things that he had already intended to give them. He promised to root out the corruption in the city and ensure that each and every man would be treated fairly under the law. He promised that the people who had been wronged would be given justice—promised that those people unfairly seized and executed by rogue knights of the dukedom would have their family compensated and receive vengeance against their killers.

Yet beneath it all, he wove the narrative that the plague was the common enemy. He drilled that idea into their head ever so slowly and deliberately so that soon enough, the people themselves were suggesting it would be best to focus on the plague and abandon this revolt. Elias never would have been capable of doing such a subtle thing—it was Stain’s idea, and he used Elias to implement it.

Soon enough, things had pacified enough that Elias dared to open the gates. He was the first to walk among the people. His dialoging had not been without merit—he’d made friends among the would-be rebels, and they all greeted him without hostility. He could not say it was warm—their tempers could not be calmed so quickly, he knew—but he finally lifted the siege.

After, the true work began. Though the duke’s wife pressured Duke Marauch into remaining within the castle, Elias used his own men to organize proper treatment for all of the plague-ridden within Elbraille. At times he got his hands dirty, setting up tents and overseeing the process of organization.

The disease was a virulent and highly contagious thing. Elias was not foolish enough to think that he could conquer it within the day—even still, by restoring order in the city, the rate at which it spread diminished greatly.

“Young lord, with so many infected, the industries within the city have faltered,” an old man explained to Elias, who stood in a tent with the plagued. Helmuth stood just beside him, guarding him ever-diligently. His purple eyes swirled like vortexes, watching each and all before them.

“Meaning?” Elias pressed.

“The men that own the businesses—textile factories, my lord, or dyeing shops, or butcheries, or any number of enterprises—they refuse to allow people with the disease work in their buildings. ‘No work for those with the waxpox,’ they say. All of us are idle, my lord, and some people have even resorted to raiding the granaries of the wealthier citizens, for they cannot afford to pay. It is…” The man gripped his hands together. His fingers were waxy and distorted. “This work block is sensible, my lord, I know it. Yet even still, people begin to starve.”

Elias considered this, nodding. “I will ensure that the merchants do not raise the prices on common food items, under severe penalty,” he promised. “And… I will secure subsidies, even if I need to call upon my father. You may count on that.”

The old man looked greatly relieved. Elias gave him a curt, if gentle nod, and then walked out of the tent.

“Things have largely stabilized,” Elias reflected to Helmuth quietly. “I think the plague might’ve ended the revolt regardless of what I’d done… but even still, it is good to know I have helped curb things, if only slightly.”

“You are your father’s son,” Helmuth reflected. “He enjoys helping people, too.”

Elias smiled when he was compared to his father. “Yet now that things have calmed… I should leave this to subordinates. I made promises. I must keep them. The root of most of the corruption in the city is the duchess, based on what Stain has found me. I will be of better use in improving the city back in the duke’s castle. Yet how to separate the duke and the duchess…?”

“I am glad to hear of it,” Helmuth said, relief on his tone. “I— Young lord Elias!”

Elias darted his head about from his retainer’s panic. Helmuth’s hand pointed ahead urgently. He quickly placed the pieces and turned to where Helmuth pointed. A large, badly hunched man ran toward him with metal held in hand, body wrapped in a heavy burlap cloak. Elias was not foolish enough to go out without guards—his knights moved to intercept, yet two more men coordinated with the hunchbacked man, mindlessly tackling his guards.

This hunchbacked man broke past his distracted guards with skill—he was no common cutthroat, and that much was obvious at once. Elias pivoted away, yet this seemingly deformed man lunged forth with inhuman speed. Helmuth conjured a B-rank ward in front of Elias, but it shattered once it met with the man’s weapon.

Something hurled through the air at Elias, and he raised his hand to block it. Something cold and wet covered his hand and spilled onto his face. He had no time for disgust because his assailant still approached. He saw a gleaming metal whiteness approach and remembered his father’s training well. He caught the man’s wrist and kicked his shin. The dagger only barely cut his hand, right where the bulk of the liquid had landed.

The man fell from the kick to his shin, and his heavy burlap robe fell off of him. He was badly stricken with the plague, his skin waxy and distorted. The man’s wrist twisted as he fell, and the dagger clattered to the ground. Elias recognized it very well. It was his father’s, once. The margrave had lost it fighting Prince Induen at Dirracha.

“Young lord…” Helmuth paused. “The blood…”

The man Elias had subdued started to laugh. His skin was so badly morphed, his eyes were practically sealed shut, and they seemed to gleam with malice. “A parting gift for the young lord.”

Elias looked at his hand finally, realizing what had been thrown at him. It was blackened, diseased blood.


Chapter 13

Elaine watched Argrave as he ate his breakfast. It was more than a bit disconcerting, considering she deliberately chose him out of all his party members to stare at. Anneliese was feeding her Starsparrow, Durran was examining all of the food curiously, and Galamon sat in silence. Of the three, he certainly didn’t picture himself being the most interesting to look at.

Elaine had long ago finished her meal, but Argrave still had much and more to eat. Ever since becoming black-blooded, he found his appetite much greater than it had been before. Maybe that was just because he exerted himself more.

Argrave finally stared back at her, chewing through a soft slice of meat. He examined the black, gaseous magic within her, considering it a good exercise to help him distinguish between the different ranks of magic by sight alone.

“I think you could become A-rank anytime you want, now,” Argrave guessed, hoping to break some of the silence.

She shifted in her chair and crossed her arms. “And how would you know?”

Argrave tapped his temple, indicating his eyes. “You think I got these lamps because I like the way they look? No. I can see your magic. Very impressive.” He lowered his hand and shook his head. He deliberately mentioned this ability, hoping vaguely she might report it to Princess Elenore. “I got what I wanted from the Low Way… and from the Burnt Desert beyond it.” One of his Brumesingers jumped up on his lap, gazing at the green-eyed woman across from him.

Some of the iciness was dispelled by his conversation, and Elaine looked down at the gray fox on his lap. “I hope those creatures of yours made no mess.”

“They never do, unless I want that to happen.” Argrave pointed his fork. “So—let’s get to brass tacks. How is business?” He took another bite as he waited for her answer.

“Good. You mentioned that I could become an A-rank mage—the issue is, I’m too busy to head to the Tower of the Gray Owl to study the process.” She nodded with the faintest of smiles. “The Veidimen are a bit stingy. They’re only distributing the lowest-ranked druidic spells. Even still, they sell like nothing else, and I dare not cripple this business in infancy. Rowe is a hostile prick, but I very rarely see him. At this point, I very nearly make as much gold as my brother.”

“Do they trade any Ebonice?” Argrave got to the matter he cared about most.

Elaine shook her head. “Don’t know what that is. We’ve only traded spellbooks and books about enchantment.”

“Do they carry black weaponry?” Galamon butted in. “Crystalline.”

Elaine looked at him. “Maybe. I seldom go personally anymore.”

Argrave tapped the table, thinking. “Alright. If you can make it happen, I’d like to see some of the Veidimen smugglers.”

“What for?” She frowned.

“Come on. I set you up with this killer business and asked for nothing in return.” Argrave held his hands out.

Elaine tapped her finger against her elbow as she sat there with arms crossed. “You’re right,” she agreed after a time. “I’ll see what I can do, but if you’re here a week and no longer… you’ll just have to get lucky if you want to meet them. Voyages to Veiden take a while. Might be they stop by. Might be they don’t.”

Argrave nodded. It was the best he’d be able to get. “Alright. The enchanted jewelry that I left with you—I certainly hope they’re all appraised by now.”

Elaine nodded. “About two weeks ago, the last of them came back in. Very valuable stuff—I’ve got them in our vault. A lot of the appraisers made offers to buy them. I refused, naturally, per our arrangement.”

“Very nice. After I finish up here, I’d like to see them.” Argrave tapped his food with his fork. “I’ll pick out what I plan on using. Everything else, I’d like to leave to you to sell. Seventy-five twenty-five split, my favor.”

She bit her lip, then bartered, “Sixty forty.”

Argrave placed his hands on the table. “You’re shaking me down.”

“It’ll be hard to sell them to anyone that doesn’t know what they do. I’m in contact with the appraisers,” Elaine pointed out.

“Forget that.” Argrave placed his elbows against the table loudly and leaned in. “Who did you use as the appraiser—that old man Mucullen on the edge of town? Or maybe that tower master Quint in the southwestern center of Jast? I know who you might’ve brought this to. I can sell them fine—don’t cheat me. Eighty twenty. My favor,” he raised it.

Elaine stared, biting her lip harder as she deliberated. “Seventy-five twenty-five,” she brought that figure back.

“I don’t need you for this, and I already paid my service fee for the appraisal a long time ago. Those items are mine. I’m trying to do you a favor, yet you keep slapping my hand away. Eighty-five fifteen,” he raised his share once again, voice stern.

Elaine tensed up, staring down Argrave. Durran’s gaze jumped between the two of them, waiting to see what would happen.

Eventually, her tension dissipated and Elaine shook her head. “Dealing with you the last time was definitely different. Fine… Eighty-five fifteen, gods be damned,” she said defeatedly.

Argrave smiled as though his sternness never was, then resumed eating contentedly.

***

Elaine led Argrave to the Vyrbell vault where the jewelry was supposedly kept. She insisted that they go alone due to her brother’s rules, but Argrave only agreed once Anneliese confirmed she held no malicious intent. He thought things might be awkward between them—they had parted on a strange note. Elaine never brought her earlier courtship proposal up. Argrave definitely wouldn’t, either.

The place was very well guarded by knights and by walls of enchanted steel. The main door was heavy enough to require two men to open it, and the vault itself was divided into cells, each with another heavy locked door. The ceiling was low, and Argrave needed to bend his neck to stand straight.

After a little run through the maze-like vault, they arrived at one of the cells, and Elaine retrieved a key. The jewels were kept in a simple box per piece, alongside a detailed dissertation on their effects. Argrave spent a fair while sorting through them, determining which ones were useful and which could be sold.

What was stopping someone from wearing ten or more enchanted rings, alongside pounds of enchanted necklaces and bracelets? Nothing… ostensibly. But there was an issue of resonance. For the ring that Anneliese and Argrave wore, it merely contained a spell—one could wear ten of them without much issue. They were portable spells, in essence. The exorbitant cost was the main barrier.

For other enchantments, though, the matter was different. Enchantments made in the distant past, as those Argrave had appraised, affected the body itself. As such, if the enchantments were incompatible, their efficacy would be reduced by an astonishing degree. If one wore a ring that helped its wearer resist fire and a ring that helped them resist ice, the two would combat each other and nullify their effects near completely. By contrast, complementary enchantments might supplement each other.

As such, Argrave needed to choose a good set for each of his three companions and himself.

Galamon stood to be the frontliner, always. He had amazing hardiness, and his survivability could hardly be improved more. Argrave chose a set of anklets that augmented speed. Speed and power were not different—they were one and the same. Galamon would always benefit from more speed. They were anklets… but considering how big the man was, he might need to wear them as bracelets. Additionally, Argrave found him a necklace to resist electricity, which Argrave considered the most potent form of elemental magic. The Giantkillers gave him lightning immunity, but only when held. Beyond that, no other compatible enchantment suited him.

Durran would likely fill the space between Galamon and the two mages—Anneliese and Argrave. He was capable with his glaive, but also capable with his magic. Versatility was his specialty. Something all-purpose suited him. Argrave chose any enchantments that helped with his defense. Though his wyvern-scale armor was very good, it fell short of what Anneliese and Argrave wore. In the end, it amounted to a steel ring that hardened one’s skin, coupled with a set of earrings that strengthened the bones.

Considering Argrave did not know if Durran would stick around… he didn’t plan on giving them to him immediately.

As for Anneliese, Argrave couldn’t deny he wanted to give her mostly defensive enchantments. In the end, he knew it wasn’t the right call. He chose a few rings that affected focus and concentration. It would enable her to aim better in battle and ignore distractions easier. She was already a calm person by nature, and he hoped this would capitalize on that strength of hers further yet. On a more personal note, he hoped it might help with some of the more negative aspects of her empathic nature. She seldom complained, but Argrave still felt remorse when he recalled her suffering in the Low Way of the Rose and the Thorngorge Citadel.

Lastly, Argrave himself. He stood to be the heavy hitter of the squad, especially with the Blessing of Supersession. He had hoped for something to augment the strength of any electric spells. Unfortunately, he didn’t get lucky. After that, he’d been hoping for something to aid with blood magic—once again, no such fortune. In the end, he settled on a ring that strengthened his wind magic. It might be useful for dealing with projectiles.

The real haul was to be the money he gained from selling all of these.

“There.” Argrave finished, standing up once again with a piece of paper in his hand. He’d recorded everything that was going to be pawned off. “Everything left, I leave to you to sell.”

“How do you know I won’t cheat you?” Elaine looked at the pieces scattered throughout the room.

“You asked me something similar last time, as I recall. I’ll know,” Argrave said plainly. “I know a lot of things. It might be that I’m the Bat.”

When Argrave knew to look for guilt, he saw it written on her features clearly.

“It might be I asked you to report about me, because I was curious what you might say.” Argrave hazarded a guess based on what Anneliese had told him. Elaine’s widening eyes indicated that he’d hit the nail on the head. Princess Elenore had received some information about his actions from Elaine. That meant the princess was aware of him. He supposed it was inevitable, given that he’d used her alias to enter this city a long time ago.

“Or maybe these prying eyes of mine can read the mind,” Argrave said suggestively, dismissing his own words with a smile. “Who can say?”

She was obviously stunned for a moment, but slowly she settled down. “I’ll get it done,” she promised.

Argrave clapped, the sound muffled by his gloves. “Excellent. Now I can stop playing the hardliner.”

Elaine looked up at him. “You have changed a lot, haven’t you?”

Argrave frowned. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t know.” She shook her head. “You just seem… harsher. Less…” She trailed off, leaving a word unspoken.

Argrave laughed and made for the door. “Sore over the split? Come on. I can’t be a doormat. I hope there’s no hard feelings. I still consider you and your brother friends, you know.”

“Never mind. Forget I said anything.” She left, walking ahead of Argrave to exit the cell.

Argrave stood in silence, neck bent to avoid bumping his head on the low ceiling. He contemplated her words for a few seconds. After, he stepped forward, mind refocused on getting all that he needed from Jast.

“By the way—I might need your help with something. It’s about this new companion of mine…” he called out.


Chapter 14

The time spent at Jast passed in much the same way as their first visit… though without the feeling of tension from the last time. Jast was allied to House Parbon, now, and the sentiment was reflected in the streets. Flag-saluting patriots abounded, whereas last time had the atmosphere of a heated, tense debate. Parbon was well-loved and supported by the Count of Jast.

Yet the plague was an imminent issue. Count Delbraun was managing things in a stern way—any plagued refugees from the villages were kept outside of the city, and the gates were opened only during specific hours of the day. Even during those hours, all entries were heavily guarded, and all entering the city were strictly checked. Though this did not prevent the spread of the plague entirely, it did contain it a great deal.

Residents of the city were given medical treatment. Those that could not pay were given free, if limited, medical treatment, and cordoned off in abandoned buildings. Those that could pay could receive highly specialized medical treatment from spellcasters.

Entrepreneurial wizards in the Order of the Gray Owl were already developing things to combat the plague. Many of them were utterly bogus. Argrave had the good fortune to know which were scams and which weren’t. All of these elements working in tandem kept Jast quite stable.

Argrave bought twenty masks—their seller dubbed them ‘Humorless Masks.’ They were solemn-looking, plain white masks that shone with complex enchantments on the inside. When worn, the mask would constantly project clean air infused with healing magic into the airways. Its seller said it would ‘keep out bad humors by ensuring only clean air entered,’ but despite its dubious description, it was a tremendous boon to the constitution. It was like a constant minor healing agent pumping throughout the body, carried by the lungs and then the blood. He bought twenty for reserve—each lasted a week when actively used.

Though the Humorless Masks would be quite effective for most purposes, Argrave still bought an abundance of ingredients needed to make potions that would help combat disease. He would be sure to have Anneliese and Durran both drink them whenever they were in high-risk areas.

Galamon brewed these potions. Naturally.

While moving through the town, Argrave made it a point to practice using Garm’s eyes to discern what rank spellcasters were. As he practiced more and more, he grew confident in discerning who was what rank, and his own knowledge of certain people helped verify those results. He felt fairly adept at determining a spellcaster’s rank now, but naturally, it would need some fine-tuning.

Beyond tending to the issue of disease, Argrave also focused on refueling, so to speak. He sold the jewelry and other valuables pillaged from Argent, the Tower of Silver. Between the war and the plague, he did not get as much as he’d liked—nevertheless, it was a handsome sum. He used that, plus the remainder of what he still had in his lockbox, to pay for everything he needed.

Anneliese and Argrave had used most of the B-rank wards available in their enchanted rings, so Argrave had them recharged—significantly less expensive than having them made initially, yet still quite costly. Argrave also had their enchanted gear examined and repaired. Between paying back the margrave, the Humorless Masks, and the enchantment repairs and recharges… Argrave found himself completely out of rose gold magic coins.

When Argrave recognized that, he did quite a lot of introspection. He had received that money from the sale of the estate of Foamspire, which had come from a bribe by Induen. Anneliese and Argrave could still spot the tower every day when they did their daily ritual of sunset watching. Argrave checked Rivien’s calendar—as he recalled, Foamspire vanished into the ocean ‘overnight’ on 1/13/873. He prayed he remembered that date.

“What are you grinning about?” Argrave questioned as he ate breakfast with Durran and Anneliese.

“What, the man with the magic eyes can’t catch on?” Durran tapped his fork against the plate, then leaned back in his chair. “It seems you and I are on the same level.”

Argrave double-took for a moment, then set down his fork, scrutinizing Durran a little more carefully. The man had always possessed a large supply of magic, well over many C-rank mages. Yet Durran yet to breach the barrier, lacking any C-rank spells to learn.

“You’re C-rank, now,” Argrave said, catching on.

Durran beamed. “Couple of weeks with Garm’s books, I finally break this little limit I’ve had for near a year. Wondrous thing, isn’t it? It seems we’re together now in being midway to the end of the road to mastery of magic.” He picked up his fork again.

Argrave wiped his face off with a napkin as he stared Durran down. He didn’t say anything.

“That thing I mentioned to you,” Argrave turned to look at Elaine. “You took care of it?”

Elaine nodded.

“Make sure they were all delivered,” Argrave insisted.

***

Durran sat in his bedroom, sitting on his bed with his back to the wall. Argrave had extended their stay here, for reasons Durran couldn’t guess. One knee supported a spellbook which projected a three-dimensional spell matrix. He studied it, head tilted to one side. As he did so, a knock came at his door.

“It’s open,” he called out, only moving his head.

Argrave opened the door and entered, lowering his head beneath the doorframe to enter. He was a very physically imposing person, an effect that had only increased as they traveled—black blood was doing wonders for him, evidently. Durran had come to know as they traveled that he was not quite so fearsome. Despite everything, he was still as mortal and fallible as anyone—he just knew a lot of things that he shouldn’t.

“Leader man. What brings you here?” Durran greeted.

Argrave clasped his hands together. “Want to ride a horse?”

Durran frowned. “Why?”

“Want to show you something.” He shrugged, stepping closer. “And horse riding is fun.”

Durran closed the book. “Why not? I love a good mystery. You’ll have to teach me how to ride.”

“Of course.” Argrave nodded. “You know, I learned from Margrave Reinhardt. Quite a tale…”

***

“…and all the horses went wild,” Argrave said, hands held over the fire. “The knights roamed about, trying to rein them in… meanwhile… I cut my ropes, snuck over to the margrave’s horse… and took off into the night.”

Durran broke into a loud, howling laughter that echoed across the plains. It rebounded off a distant white tower on a cliff overlooking the sea.

“After that, I rode through the whole night… then I sold the guy’s horse to some horse merchant I knew. Could have bought a damn house with what I got.” Argrave held up his hand in an ‘ok’ sign.

Durran’s laughter was stoked by Argrave’s continuation, and he fell on his back, where the two horses they’d rode in on stood behind them, grazing.

“Gods above,” Durran sighed. “Thought I was so special, but I was just carrying out a tradition.”

Argrave chuckled, then handed a skin with a lid on it over to Durran. “You want?”

“What’s this?” Durran eyed it.

“Wine. Expensive, I’m told.” Argrave moved it, and liquid sloshed within. “Might have stolen it from Elaine.”

Durran grabbed it. “You had wine this whole time? You greedy…” He trailed off as he threw the wineskin back, drinking heavily.

“I didn’t touch it,” Argrave protested. “I can’t get drunk anymore. Now it’s just terrible-tasting juice to me.”

Durran frowned. “Because you’re black-blooded?” When Argrave nodded, he shook his head. “What a blow.”

“Better than getting sick every damned month. Abject misery,” Argrave disagreed.

The word ‘misery’ seemed to remind Durran of something, because he quieted down. He took another drink, staring at the moonlight reflect off the white tower ahead. It was a grandiose piece of architecture. It seemed sturdy—made for the ages.

“Do you still think about Garm?” Durran questioned.

Argrave nodded, saying nothing.

Durran laid on his back. “I’ve got nightmares of the blue-eyed prick.”

“Blue-eyed?” Argrave turned.

“Saw what he really looked like when we… fought,” Durran explained.

“Oh. The fight between souls. That must have been wild,” he said ponderously. “Necromancer like that surely has some imagination.” Argrave nodded, turning back to look at the tower.

Durran looked surprised Argrave knew about it, but he turned his head to the fire. “Always the same dream. We’re on a field of black roses. He asks me a question. He says, ‘When you think of freedom, do you think of flying?’” Durran shook his head. “Then the roses become hands, they pull me apart… Or they try, at least. I always struggle. Then, he asks me another question. Different, this time.” Durran looked at Argrave. “‘When you think of freedom, do you dream of dying?’”

“It rhymes,” Argrave noted quietly.

Durran drank deeply this time. “It’s like the guy’s still there, tearing me apart. Trying to take what he wants.”

Argrave shook his head. “Not possible.” He looked at Durran, but his assurances didn’t seem comfort the man. He continued, “I’ve got nightmares, too. Sometimes Garm is in them, sure. Mostly it’s… everything else.” Argrave turned. “I told you I have a lot of good stories. Fact is, they’re fun to talk about… but they were hell to experience. The Cavern of the Lily’s Death, the Veidimen invasion, the Low Way of the Rose…”

Durran stared at Argrave’s back, then took another drink from his wineskin.

“Gotten better with Anneliese. She wakes me up when I start muttering, stuff like that… and I do the same for her. I never thought she might be going through the same thing,” he said wondrously.

“Ahhhhh,” Durran exclaimed knowingly. “Nothing quite like a bedmate.” He drank more of the wine. “That lady, Elaine… she is a pretty one. Smart, too, and fiery. Exactly the type I like. Wanted to have a chance to chat with her alone, but she was too damned busy.”

Argrave whipped his head back. “Was that why you stayed inside like a good boy?”

Durran smiled.

“Now’s hardly the time, anyway.” Argrave shook his head disapprovingly.

“Yeah, you’re one to talk,” Durran said bitterly. “My father always told me the gods love me more than anyone… but no gods love a man like a woman can. And you—you’re set.”

Argrave said nothing more on the matter, and Durran took another drink out of the wineskin, turning to look at the tower.

“So—let’s hear another story,” Durran urged. “The Cavern of the Lily’s Death—let’s start there. You say you’ve got so many stories, after all.”

Just then, the ground rumbled. The fire flickered ahead of them. Argrave shifted, and then rose to his feet. He stepped ahead, then turned around.

The rumbling began to intensify. Though Durran had been staring at Argrave, he saw movement out of the corner of his eye. He turned to look at the white tower in the distance. Durran rose to his feet. He realized that the tower was lowering. He furrowed his brows, perplexed, and stepped forward.

Suddenly, great swathes of the land ahead began to distort. It was not so much a catastrophic shaking as it was a simple collapse—a landslide on a grand scale. The grass-strewn sea arch ahead started to depress in the center, great chunks of stone and dirt falling off into the sea. It gained momentum. As some fell, more joined it.

A colossal amount of land suddenly fell away, making the sturdy tower and its accompanying walls seem like nothing more than pretty stone as they fell. The tower bent inward, crashing into the land, which triggered yet more activity. Durran stepped back, briefly afraid. Miles and miles of land ahead collapsed into the ocean.

All of the center of the sea arch fell into the water, creating a colossal mass of water and dust exploding upward into the air. Once things began to settle, Durran calmed, stepping closer. Just then, the pillar of the sea arch began to turn, splitting at the center. It, too, fell, causing another massive splash of water and debris.

Durran watched, mouth agape and awed. Argrave had stared at him the entire time, and Durran’s gaze slowly moved to him.

“Told you I had something to show you,” Argrave said, stepping forward. He put his large, bony hand on Durran’s shoulder and squeezed tightly. “Let me tell you a story. That bit of land up there—I used to own it. I sold it for an exorbitant sum, because I knew this would happen.

“I had Elaine send each of the servants living there a letter.” Argrave looked to the rubble. “I told them this collapse was coming, gave them all the evidence. Some of them believed me… the others… well, I assume they’re dead.”

Argrave leaned in close to Durran’s face. “They didn’t listen to me, and they died. They thought they knew better. The things I say, Durran, they usually come true.”

Durran stared Argrave in the eyes, more than a little unnerved.

“I have a lot of stories. We’ll make a lot more, and they’re only going to get more and more noteworthy.” Argrave squeezed tighter. “So, if you want to have fun, and you want to do crazy stuff… just wait. It’ll happen.” He smiled genially. “But I don’t need you doing things like what you did at Lionsun Castle. It throws things off. If I tell you to wait because it’s smart… well.” Argrave turned back to the site of the collapse. “You should wait.”

Durran slowly nodded.

“Structure, leadership—these things are very important for precise operations. Even if you see what you consider a ‘better way,’ going off alone only causes trouble for everyone else.” Argrave released his grip, then pinched Durran’s cheek. “I don’t like dealing with uncertainty, imprecision. We’re fighting a god. There is very little room for error.” Argrave stepped away. “Can you handle that?”

Durran lowered his gaze, staying silent. Eventually, he lifted his head up. “Yes, Argrave.”

“I need more than a yes,” he pressed.

Durran blinked, then locked his golden eyes with Argrave. “I won’t go off on my own, and I won’t disobey you.”

Argrave smiled. He gave Durran two light, friendly slaps on the cheek. “Let’s ride back. Early day tomorrow.”


Chapter 15

Galamon stood on the docks of the seedy underground Smuggler’s Cove with Argrave, watching the slightly turbulent waters. Elaine had told them that the Veidimen were going to be coming by today—Argrave hoped to the pickup some Ebonice here. Considering Jast was a city of magic, it stood to reason the smugglers that came here would bring some for protection.

Argrave had taken some extra days to do that little display with Durran. He didn’t like idling about for too long, but he felt this matter was important. It came with a bright side—they managed to catch one of the Veidimen smuggler’s arrival times.

“I’m really glad I remembered the date of the collapse right,” Argrave confided in Galamon. “The whole thing could have gone extremely sour. Could’ve taken the guy out drinking, wasted time telling stupid stories. I always thought I had a bad memory. I guess I was very wrong. I just hope it works…” Argrave kicked the tip of his boots against the ground.

“He’ll be reliable.” Galamon nodded.

Argrave turned his head. “You think?”

“Had soldiers like him once.” Galamon crossed his arms. “Capable, but individualistic. Punishing turns them into troublemakers.” His teeth showed in the faintest of smiles. “Develop a rapport, show your own capability. That’s the path to respect.”

Argrave looked to Galamon, feeling a bit more confident now that he’d weighed in. He appreciated Anneliese and Galamon much more now that he’d dealt with a third party member who was not so compliant. Someday, he’d like to do something to show his appreciation.

A thanks is a nice place to start, Argrave mused. As he opened his mouth, Galamon shifted.

“Boat,” he said, tone low. “Big. Eight on it. A galley, probably, and rowed.”

Argrave dismissed his thoughts and focused on the matter at hand. Though it was not yet in sight, that soon changed—first, Argrave saw the disturbed water, and then a galley came into view, just as Galamon had said. It was painted for night travel, barely visible against the black sky marking the horizon.

Soon enough, it rowed into view of the lights within Smuggler’s Cove. The giant paddles sticking out of its side were retracted, pulled into the boat, and it slowly drifted. A dockworker—one of Elaine’s men—moved to receive the boat. Argrave and Galamon moved toward where it was slated to harbor.

The lookout of the boat spotted Galamon and Argrave, and her eyes stayed on them curiously. Soon enough, the boat was docked, tied by a thick, hearty rope. One of Elaine’s men came on and explained the situation. Argrave could barely hear his name, but perhaps it was his imagination.

Once the situation was explained, the lookout of the Veidimen stepped off her boat onto the docks and moved toward Galamon and Argrave speedily. Galamon tensed, fearing what was about to happen. Argrave remained relaxed. The Veidimen soon stood before them.

“Galamon… the Great?” the woman lookout asked, standing before him cautiously. She had a certain cheery intensity to her, the effect doubled by her bright blonde hair.

“Once,” he confirmed tensely.

“By Veid…” she exclaimed, putting her hand to her mouth. “I cannot believe it. I never thought…” She shook her head wildly, like she was meeting a celebrity of some kind. “My brother was an officer beneath you. Taretin—do you remember him?”

Galamon put one hand on the pommel of the Giantkillers at his belt. “Gold of hair, missing a ring finger? I do remember. A good man,” he said cautiously.

“Aye, that’s him.” She smiled excitedly. “I cannot wait to tell him of this.”

Galamon spared a glance at Argrave, perplexed. He only returned with a smile, amused at his friend’s bewilderment. Argrave knew well that Galamon was still revered by the Veidimen, despite both his vampirism and his exile. He was not welcome in Veiden, true enough, but the people still loved him fiercely.

“Then this…” the lookout continued, turning her gaze to Argrave. “You must be the First Finger of the Hand Reaching from the Abyss!”

“First Finger? What?” Argrave asked loudly, taken aback.

“You were the first human to set foot on Veiden, spurred by the god of knowledge himself,” she explained.

“Well…” Argrave adjusted his collar. “That’s right, I am.” He took his credit, feeling a bit proud.

“They call you a mad fool, fighting alone against the calamity,” she continued, causing Argrave’s pride to stop where it started.

Argrave clicked his tongue. “Hardly alone. But yes, I have that great misfortune.” He shook his head. “Not why we’re here, though. We were curious if you would be willing to part with some Ebonice.”

“Ebonice?” She looked between the two of them.

“I hope you’re not asking me to explain what that is,” Argrave said drolly.

“No, it’s—” She paused, her cheeriness dulled none by his dry comment. “Rowe’s instructions…”

“Come now. Galamon had Ebonice— he’s been using it responsibly. An unfortunate happening made it lost to us. This is for Galamon, not for me. An axe, preferably, or whatever you have on hand.” Argrave held his hands out, assuring the woman.

She looked up at Galamon. “I’ll see what I can get from the ship,” she concluded.

Galamon watched as she walked away. Argrave watched him. A little shaken, he looked at Argrave.

“They should hate me,” he said quietly, almost weakly.

“Should they?” Argrave questioned.

“Yes,” he said resolutely. “I am an abomination before Veid’s eyes.”

“Didn’t you deliver gold to your wife for decades? You had to know you had friends.”

“I had one steadfast friend—a fellow heretic, in truth, though guilty of lesser crimes than me.” Galamon nodded. “But… everyone? They must hate me. It is only right. I betrayed Veid.”

Argrave shook his head. “Everyone knows your circumstances. Everyone knows your tragedy. Even your wife—everyone respects her, treats her well, because of you.”

Galamon closed his eyes and took a long breath.

“I told you that you’d see them again one day. I wasn’t just saying things. I can cure you, Galamon. No, that’s not all—I will,” he vowed. “Considering all the ridiculously crazy stuff you’ve done for me, it’s the least I can do. And then, you’ll go back to Veid. Everyone will welcome you with open arms. You’ll see your wife again, you’ll meet your son. Maybe I’ll be there,” he shrugged. “Maybe we’ll have tea. Could be fun.”

Galamon adjusted his helmet. “Maybe,” he conceded. “Would she…?” Galamon trailed off.

Argrave didn’t know what he was going to say, but he could tell there was some weight to it. Argrave patted him on the shoulder. In the distance, the lookout stepped out of the galley’s deck, holding a black axe in her hand. Argrave smiled.

***

Their last day in Jast was quite fruitful. Argrave and Anneliese traveled together to the Order of the Gray Owl to deposit some of the spell books they had finished. She was allowed entry with her badge denoting her as an Honorary Wizard of the Gray Owl. Argrave could carry more than a few books this time. They made an eye-catching pair, Argrave suspected, but they were unbothered. Doubtless anyone interested would know Argrave had been in Jast, unfortunately. An unavoidable tragedy.

Argrave had broadened his mastery of C-rank spells—there were few spells of the rank left to learn that he considered vital. He felt that he would be ready to tackle B-rank after they dealt with the plague, and Anneliese agreed with that assessment. His magic pool grew every day with his diligent practice—though without the debt of the Blessing of Supersession, slower than he’d like. That would be remedied in time.

On Anneliese’s end, her talent made itself abundantly known. Argrave had counted—she’d learned seventeen B-rank spells thus far. It was a ridiculous rate of progression. For instance, she learned the druidic spell [Progenitor], binding the three spellcasters in the team in a magical network. Anneliese benefited the most, gaining a sort of awareness regarding the two of them and their druidic bonds, but Argrave and Durran would notice if anyone was disconnected from the spell. Considering that typically happened if someone died, Argrave never cared to experience it. Beyond that, she added powerful B-rank elemental spells to her arsenal, coupled with helpful illusion magic and potent healing spells.

After lightening their load of many books, Argrave and his company left early in the morning. Their pocket was a hell of a lot heavier after the cash from Elaine’s sale came in—maybe his comment about being the Bat had gotten under her skin, because she was very deliberate in making it known that he had received the full amount. He doubted that claiming to be the Bat would have significant consequences.

The visit was still a net loss in terms of pure capital—that was fine, naturally. Argrave felt well-prepared for the plague, and money was no object compared to safety. The Humorless Masks would negate the worst of things, the potions would further eliminate risk… and should someone genuinely grow infected, Galamon was here. His vampiric blood was Argrave’s last resort. The only other person who knew that, though, was Anneliese.

With everything coming together, they finally began heading toward the northwest. Considering that tensions were high and roadblocks were in effect all over the south, they could not travel by carriage as they had before. They traveled by horseback and kept off the main roads—it had been ridiculously challenging to find good mounts. Forests were abundant in the southern territories, and those masked their movements well. Between the compass and the eye-catching landmarks in Vasquer, Argrave was confident he was leading his party in the right direction. Galamon, who’d been a mercenary in Vasquer for a little over a decade, contributed, too.

Their party grew ever closer to the heart of the ravaging plague… and Orion, the Holy Fool.


Chapter 16

The air grew colder as they moved further north. For Anneliese, Galamon, it was no issue—indeed, it may have been some respite. Argrave was largely unbothered. After the experience in becoming black-blooded, it was easy to overlook minor annoyances. Durran, though, who’d spent his whole life in a desert, suffered all throughout the journey, and requested more blankets at night.

Argrave’s Brumesingers, desert creatures that they were, sought refuge in Argrave’s warmth during the night. At daytime, they scouted when they rode. Anneliese bound all of the spellcasters in the party with the druidic spell [Progenitor]. It decreased the maximum magic that she had, but it remained constantly active without expenditure. Anything Argrave’s druidic bonds informed him of, she would know if it, too. Like this, she became the perfect advance scout, all while remaining in the safety of the party. They had to sidestep roaming horsemen many times. They might not be dangerous… but considering it was avoidable, they took no chances.

Despite these factors, they made steady progress. As they strayed further from the temperate south, they started to see snow. It was thin at first, but soon it blanketed the barren, hibernating trees of the forests they traversed. They had chosen to travel on horseback to better conceal their movements, but it made the journey more than a little difficult. Without three spellcasters enabling a little recklessness, the journey would not have been as simple.

Though they struggled, after about a week and a half, they came into the midwestern portion of Vasquer—the county of Veden. Though not as grand as the mercantile city of Mateth, Veden was rich. The city had walls perhaps twenty-feet tall, painted white by snowfall. A fortress stood strong at the top of the hill, separate from but overlooking the city. It was the seat of Elgar, the Count of Veden.

Several rivers passed through the area, making farmland abundant. Veden’s fields were empty during the winter and blanketed with thin sheets of snow. Or rather, the unoccupied fields were snow-covered. The plague brought with it refugees from the rural villages of the midwest, seeking the aid of the Count of Veden.

Argrave had been preparing himself to see chaos… but things were better organized than he thought. Instead of being barred from the walls, the people had been divided into orderly camps in the harvested fields, watched over by the city’s guards and knights. There seemed to be no efforts to aid, but the refugee crisis was certainly maintained. In Heroes of Berendar, the chaos had disrupted many of Veden’s vital operations—to see it halted here by efficient handling was a welcome, if perplexing, thing.

“We stopping here?” questioned Durran, rubbing the back of his horse’s head. Even without druidic magic, the man had a natural affinity with animals. He wore the Humorless Mask just as Anneliese did.

Argrave watched the camps, gaze distant. “No reason to. We have food enough to make the rest of the journey, and Galamon is an able hunter even if we run out.”

Durran cursed, but Argrave was too distracted to pay him any heed.

Argrave pulled on his horse’s reins, then said to the rest of his party, “Wait here. I want to go check something out. No more than two minutes,” he directed, then led his horse away without waiting for a response.

He rode near the camps for refugees, not entering them properly. The tents were filled with the disease-ridden and seemed to be given only simple mats of straw. People eyed him cautiously, and eventually, Argrave found what he was looking for—a household knight, bearing a white hare across his breastplate. That hare was the symbol of House Veden. He rode up to the man.

“Hail,” Argrave called out, drawing his horse to a stop. “These are camps for the refugees?” he questioned.

“Aye, sir, they are,” the man confirmed, voice echoey from beneath his helmet. “Best keep your distance. Dangerous, they are. The plague rots all. Rots away a man’s everything. The waxpox, they call it.”

Argrave shifted. The disease had been given its official name already—the waxpox. Argrave wasn’t sure if it could be classified as such—the waxy skin seen in the diseased might not qualify as a pox—but the name matched with what it had been called in the game.

He focused back on the matter at hand, following up, “And the Count of Veden ordered this?”

“…Aye, that would be the natural order of things. Sir,” the knight finished respectfully. Argrave presumed it was the horse that lent the knight that polite attitude—not many could afford horses in this day and age.

Argrave looked around once again. “But I know Count Elgar. I don’t think this is something he would do without counsel. Can you tell me anything else about these camps?” Argrave fished into his pocket and pulled free a gold coin, holding it up to the sun.

“Well…” the knight trailed off, the shine of the coin making him work his head. “People say it’s because of one of his children’s advice. This one, she returned from an academy of sorts, head brimming with ideas—she’s the one to suggest it, sir, to the best of my knowledge.”

“Does the name Mina of Veden jog your memory?” Argrave followed up.

“That’s it, sir.” The knight nodded, helmet clanging against his breastplate.

“Then that’s all from me. Catch.” Argrave flicked the coin and then rode away, lost in thought.

She shouldn’t be here. Mina should be at Mateth, with Nikoletta, Argrave reasoned. And even if she were, Mina was never the sort to order something like this built. What’s changed?

He was curious, and somewhat apprehensive, about the answers to that question. He rejoined his group of three. His companions had questions written on their face.

“It was nothing important.” Argrave shook his head. It did nothing to think on this—though it might be he’d ruined something, the plague still took his priority. “Two more days, I’m certain, until we make it to where I don’t want to be. Let’s ride. There are problems to be fixed.”

***

What sort of geography might one associate with disease? Tropical forests, surely; those places had strange parasites, infectious bacteria, all the works. The continent of Berendar had sprawling jungles, to be sure, but that wasn’t the place they were heading to. No, the northwest of Vasquer was wetlands. Argrave wasn’t sure if it was a bog, a swamp, or a marsh—frankly, he didn’t know the difference—but it was wetlands; a little Florida hellscape, though half as hot and a hundredfold deadlier.

The whole of the northwest had a fittingly gloomy air. Cold fog blanketed the landscapes and obscured visibility, and rising waters submerged much of the road, especially during winter. Overnight, the water would freeze at the surface, barely thawing out by midday. It became difficult to travel by horseback—the horses would either have trouble with their hooves in the water or slip on the thin layers of ice frozen over the road. Still, it was better than being on foot.

After the two vulnerable people of the group drank a potion to enhance their constitution, they pressed into the heartlands of this desolate place. Anneliese scouted ahead, spotting a vast camp formed around a ruined castle in the marsh. They headed for that—it matched with Argrave’s memory of where Orion would be. He dreaded the meeting. The environment did little to abate his dread.

The dead lined the marsh. Argrave had seen many corpses in the months he’d been here; some of them he had made. These corpses were still unsettling, though, even though he knew what to expect. Wherever the plague touched never decayed. Some of them were half-rotten. The waxy, warped flesh marking one as plague-ridden persisted undecayed while the rest of their body rotted, succumbing to death. Though insects were plentiful, the plague-ridden corpses went untouched, like monuments to the disease laid throughout the road, blanketed in low-lying cold fog.

They passed by abandoned villages. Some of them had been left for so long, the wetlands had already begun to reclaim them—houses were caved in, granaries were broken and raided by rats, and fields were left unharvested, claimed by the elements and winter. The trees, hibernating for winter, painted a very grim image. The entire northwest told a grave tale—it was even in the air, that constant smell of death. It was a meaty, savory smell, reminding Argrave of… uncooked veal, bizarrely enough.

As they headed ever-nearer toward the abandoned fortress, he got the distinct feeling that his Brumesingers had noticed something. He was used to this feeling—it warranted further investigation. Nearly in-sync, he and Anneliese said, “Wait.”

Anneliese locked eyes with Argrave, and he gave her a nod. She closed her eyes, holding her hand near the Starsparrow at her shoulder. A spell matrix whirled about in her hand, dissipating into green light. The bird vanished from her shoulder, and Argrave watched her patiently, keeping his horse at heel.

“I see… footmen. They bear golden armor,” she said. “Enchanted, and heavily.”

Argrave took a deep breath. “Orion’s royal guard.”

“They traverse the wetlands ably,” Anneliese continued. “They travel the road. Should we veer off course?”

Durran shook his head, silently expressing his displeasure at the idea of going off-road in this terrain.

“No,” Argrave said, and Durran lifted his head with his golden eyes a bit brighter. “We have to deal with them sooner to later—best to talk to them now, be escorted to Orion by them, personally.” Argrave clenched the reins of his horse tighter. “Like servant, like master—I suspect these men will be as demented as Orion himself. These are armed men. Dangerous.” He locked eyes with Durran.

“I got the message, Argrave.” He held up his hands to profess innocence. “I’ll live like the dead.”

Argrave lifted his head. Durran had stopped using the term ‘leader man’ since that display at Foamspire, he found. He supposed it had been undermining the entire time.

“Let’s go, then.” Argrave spurred his horse onward. He and Galamon led with Durran and Anneliese traveling just behind.

Argrave cast a druidic spell. After a couple minutes of travel, Argrave’s Brumesingers returned to him, ready to aid in case he needed it. More minutes after, something golden shone between the trees. As soon as Argrave saw it, he directed his party to stop, waiting passively in the center of the road.

Orion’s knights walked into view. They bore the golden armor of the royal guard, undefaced by the harshness of the wetlands. Their armor gleamed like the sun even still. Their leader had removed his helmet. His face was wrapped in loose white dirty bandages, strands of which swayed in the light winds. The others, too, had bandages on them—some of it stuck out from the armor, waving like a flag in the wind.

What little flesh of theirs was exposed was waxy. They didn’t seem sick, though—they were full of vigor and power, every step of theirs seeming to shake the earth. Galamon took a deep breath as they grew closer, uneasy.

Orion’s Waxknights, the game had dubbed them. They were not merely royal guards. They were his own personal order of knights by this point, morphed by the plague and his blessings into something horrifyingly strong and possessed of a devoutness not a bit inferior to his own. He served the gods—and these Waxknights, they served him.

Argrave spurred his horse a bit forward, ready to tackle his most important challenge yet.

“Hail, traveler,” the leading knight said, stopping them. “If you’ve come here after ignoring the stacked corpses, writhing with waxpox even in death… you must have a purpose.”

“I do.” Argrave nodded.


Chapter 17

“I’ve come to see my brother. It’s clear to me he needs help, despite his abundant capability. I’m told Prince Orion is ahead, tending to the plagued,” Argrave said to the Waxknight before him, staring at the man’s dead eyes barely visible behind his bandages.

“Do you mean to say our Holiness is your brother?” the leading knight demanded, taking a step forward.

“Half-brother.” Argrave removed his hands from his horse’s reins, holding his palms out. “But a brother nonetheless.”

The loose bandages wrapped around the leading Waxknight’s face slacked, blocking his vision, and he corrected it while pulling it tight.

“Prince Induen?” one at the side questioned.

Argrave shook his head. “No prince at all, elsewise I might have an escort gleaming as you knights do.”

“Argrave, then, the bastard,” the leading knight said.

“All are equal before the gods’ eyes. That’s what Orion says, at least.” He smiled warmly, defusing the situation.

The Waxknights sized Argrave up, then glanced back toward his companions, examining them in turn.

“For your own sake—the waxpox abounds here,” their helmetless leader informed him. “We will take you to Orion if you wish it to be so, but even our Holiness struggles to combat the disease, and more refugees show up daily.”

“I have an idea of how bad things really are.” Argrave turned his head, looking through the trees from whence they’d come. “Things get worse beyond these wetlands every day. Not all refugees had the good fortune to be tended to by my brother. And that’s precisely why I came here—to help him, and to help those that suffer,” he said seriously.

“Then we will take you.” The knight gestured. “Orion accepts all comers. Whether you are truly his brother—that will be for him to judge.”

Argrave nodded. “My companions and I will follow you.”

With this, Argrave rode back and rejoined his party. At once, he directed Anneliese and Durran. “Drink your super juice, you two. I know you drank it this morning, but this is the heartlands. Disease flows through this place like blood through the heart.”

Anneliese obeyed without complaint, removing her backpack from her shoulders and fishing within to fetch the drink. She took off the white, solemn Humorless Mask covering her face, and imbibed the liquid, wincing from its bitterness. Durran cursed too quietly to be heard, and then drank as well, washing it down with some conjured water.

“Let’s go,” said Durran, voice tight from his grimace. Anneliese nodded, then put the mask back over her face.

The Waxknights led them through the northwest, though it was less leading and more so resuming the path they had already been taking. With three of these knights acting as ostensible escorts, Argrave was not worried about anything coming to kill them, so he kept his Brumesingers close. Argrave could not say with confidence that Galamon was these knight’s superior in combat. They were some of the most dangerous warriors on the continent at this stage, exceeding the royal knights they branched from by a large margin.

Anneliese watched them curiously, eyeing the exposed parts of their flesh where one might glimpse the warped, waxy skin. Argrave had long ago described these knight’s capabilities to his party. Their entire body was affected by the waxpox. This made them immune to pain, and their skin was near as hard as stone. In addition, Orion had blessed them—they ignored all of the disease’s negative aspects barring the change in appearance.

Obviously, Anneliese’s curiosity was not satisfied, but with the knights so close in proximity, she had tact enough to avoid asking shameless questions. Durran looked discomforted with the knights, transfixed with an expression of horror and disgust both. Galamon watched them as though they were dangerous.

It took no more than thirty minutes for the abandoned fortress, occupied by Orion and his gigantic camp of refugees, to come into sight. The wetlands of the northwest were tenacious and aggressive, and much of the fortress had been torn asunder by growth—trees, roots, fungi, and vines all consumed the gray stone. People lay in tents en masse. Despite the seclusion of this place, the vast majority of these people seemed better fed and better treated than those Argrave witnessed in Veden.

The knights led them past all of that, heading for a keep in the corner of the fortress. Once at the door, the knights directed them to a makeshift stable that they’d been using, and Argrave left his horse there without complaint. Durran seemed hesitant to leave his mount there, and his eyes glanced from side to side as though paranoid, watching each and all of the disease-ridden inhabitants like coiled rattlesnakes.

The Waxknights took measured and disciplined steps into the keep where more of their colleagues abounded, guarding the man that lay within. Orion received a vast host of the common people, standing a foot and a half above most.

Orion wore dark plate armor, nearly black, but it was covered by a loose-fitting white toga. His black hair was all bound into a thick braid that descended to his knees. His eyes were gray, with thick and bushy black brows giving him a fierce gaze that might remind most of a stern, if loving, father. He grew an unruly beard that was still sharp despite its wildness.

Argrave waited in the back while the Waxknights went ahead to speak to Orion. They spoke to him, and then pointed. Orion looked at him. He pushed past the crowd, coming to stand a fair distance away from Argrave.

Argrave was nervous, recalling every experience he’d had with this man in Heroes of Berendar all at once. A great deal of them ended poorly. Even still, Argrave held his arms out and said, “I came to help.”

Orion took long, rapid strides toward him, each step seeming to shake the earth. His presence was intense—he outsized even Galamon—and he hurtled toward Argrave like a bull. Despite himself, he took a step back. Galamon looked ready to advance, but Argrave stopped him.

Prince Orion grabbed Argrave, lifting him up into the air. His chest screamed out in protest as he squeezed Argrave tight, embracing him. Argrave felt that he’d grown a lot the past month, but now he was being treated like a small child. After a moment of rib-crunching embrace that very nearly triggered his armor’s protective enchantments, Orion put him back on his feet and stepped back, holding both hands to Argrave’s face.

“Brother! Look at you,” he said, laughing heartily. “Tan, strong, hardy!” He gripped Argrave’s shoulders as though feeling his muscles, and then laughed again. “And your eyes…” He paused, all of his mirth disappearing at once. Argrave tried not to show his fear in wake of the volatile shift. “Gold inside. Black without. Much like our house colors.”

He turned, pulling Argrave forward effortlessly. “Everyone!” he shouted. “This is my brother, come to help!”

Argrave was met by exultation he’d not been expecting to receive. Orion heralded him proudly before the crowd. Despite their sickness, they mustered cheers. Orion’s Waxknights changed their disposition entirely.

“I never expected you to come here from that tower of old owls. You were mired in misery last I saw you. Now your back is straight, your gait is steady, and your will…” he whispered into Argrave’s ear, barely audible above the cheer of the crowd. “I see light in you, now. Gold amidst the dark, like Vasquer’s heraldry… and your eyes. Your strange eyes… that vex the voices.” He pulled away, wiping his face free of tears. “Family… We unite in despair. Three of us, all the stronger by bound blood.” He looked around.

Just then, someone else stepped out. He stood above the crowd, too, another dark-haired figure. It took Argrave half a moment to identify the man.

Prince Magnus was tall like all of the Vasquers, though he was the shortest of all save Elenore. Standing at six-and-a-half feet, he stood eye-to-eye with Anneliese. He dressed more like a prominent mercenary than a prince and had a lithe, tightly muscled build to match. His armor was light and scarce at the joints to enable free movement. None of it was especially grandiose—indeed, the only thing identifying him as a royal was a patch of silken cloth hanging from his belt bearing the Vasquer heraldry: twin golden snakes coiled around a sword on a black field. He had dark, small gray eyes that made him seem tired and angry. All his features were angular and sharp, lending him a suffocating, almost unapproachable atmosphere. His medium-length black hair was lighter in color than most in the family and kept bound in a short ponytail.

Magnus of Vasquer walked forward, heading for Orion and Argrave.

***

Prince Induen spared a glance back at the city of Elbraille from atop horseback, flanked by his royal knights. They wore unmarked gray steel, covered by heavy burlap robes.

“Not what I had intended. But it’s foolish to hold onto something once it’s rotted. Nothing more than fighting for fighting’s own sake, if we stayed there longer,” Induen gave commentary to his knights, though none of them answered. “At the very least, my parting gift was well-received. Such a shame to lose such a nice dagger,” he noted, hand gliding near where he had once kept it on his belt. “The south… it succumbs to the plague. Much more deadly than I—indeed, than perhaps anyone—anticipated.”

“Elenore thinks it was spread—”

“I don’t need to know what she thinks!” he shouted, causing his horse to shift uneasily. “Do you think I’m ignorant of the world around me, that I cannot come to my own conclusions? My father did this—he must’ve.”

Induen calmed himself, taking deep breaths. “I have little doubt Elenore will intend to use this as a wedge against my father. That he’s done something like this… it’ll be his downfall, I’m sure of it. So many things are moving against him.” He shook his head. “But Elenore, Felipe, everyone… everyone save Orion, perhaps, that holy fool, barricading himself in the northwest… everyone underestimates the severity of this plague.”

The prince stared out across Elbraille, then ran one hand through his long black hair. “It’s time for us to move. Time for us to abandon this long venture, painful though it might be to return with nothing. Elias will rot. Even if he lives, he’ll be forever changed—a cripple, a mutant. The people think less of the deformed, no matter who they are. He won’t be as well loved.” Induen smiled. “And Margrave Reinhardt will have to look upon his son’s waxy body, dead or crippled. Another of his family, beaten and broken.”

Even the knights were taken aback by the severity of Induen’s words, but none dared to add a word of protest.

“We head north,” Induen concluded, pulling his horse away. “Perhaps northwest. Far away from the south, back into the safety of the northern lands. Safety—hah,” he laughed. “Scheming nobles at every turn, plague in every corner… and the plague is to be our priority. We must stop its spread. Isolate it in the south, keep the north separate. This was a huge blunder by my father, but it can still be turned into an advantage. I care not if we must butcher and burn refugees, cast their bodies to the earth… the north will stay strong.”

The prince was the first to move his horse, riding away into the winter-ridden plains ahead. His knights followed seconds later, ever removed from their fickle master’s whims and desperately struggling to keep pace.


Chapter 18

There were a few reasons that Argrave had chosen to come into Orion’s hand and collaborate with him. The first was that the prince did genuinely intend to combat the waxpox and nothing more. He had no ulterior motives, no sinister plots—nothing of the kind. He was dangerous, to be sure, but Argrave was sure he could avoid drawing any of Orion’s ire. The man was quite tolerant as long as one avoided the sore points. What was more, Argrave wasn’t sure he could succeed without Orion’s help.

The last thing Argrave had been expecting was to deal with another Vasquer in the northwest.

Magnus’ sharp gray eyes scrutinized Argrave and those that had come with him as he drew closer.

“Magnus,” Argrave greeted. “Had no idea you were here.”

The prince looked at him. Argrave had grown used to people being taken aback or even flinching when gazing at his miscolored eyes, but he showed no such aversion. Argrave willed himself to see the magic around, and Magnus’ figure swirled with black, gaseous magic. Argrave judged him at well into C-rank—it matched with his knowledge of Magnus within Heroes of Berendar, fortunately.

The prince entirely ignored Argrave’s greeting, turning to Orion. “I think we family should take some time to speak in private,” he suggested. His voice was apathetic yet firm as ever, and he spoke quietly to avoid drawing the attention of the crowd behind him.

Argrave tensed at the suggestion. He did not wish to be isolated from his companions. Orion alone was no trouble—if he wanted Argrave dead, they probably wouldn’t stand much of a chance—but Magnus was the wildcard.

Orion took his hand from Argrave’s shoulder. “Indeed, perhaps it should be so.”

“My companions are like my family,” Argrave interrupted at once. “I trust it’s no trouble if they come?”

“But they don’t share your blood,” Orion noted coldly. “Indeed, only one shares your species… it is good you are open-minded, as many of our ninety-six gods extoll that as a virtue, but blood is blood. Blood is sacred.”

Argrave looked back at his party. A plan quickly formed in his mind, but he hesitated to go through with it. He locked gazes with Anneliese.

It’s prudent. And she’d be upset if I keep trying to shelter her.

Argrave turned his head back, taking a deep breath. “You’ll at least allow my fiancée to accompany me.”

Magnus turned his head away, expression unchangingly cold, while Orion’s whole face seemed to light up. He stepped up to Argrave and grabbed his shoulders, pulling him in. His whole party was uneased by Orion’s actions.

“Is that her? Wearing the mask?” Orion whispered into his ear, staring at Anneliese. He hunched down and stared over Argrave’s shoulder.

“Yes. Her name is Anneliese,” Argrave confirmed just as quietly.

“I am embarrassed to admit I do not know her,” he continued.

“It would be more surprising if you knew her.” Argrave pushed Orion away a little. “We met recently. I made this choice on my own, as is my right as a baseborn.”

Orion stood straight once more. He strode over to Anneliese and placed one fist over his heart, bowing deeply. “Greetings, Lady Anneliese. I am Argrave’s brother, a faithful devoted of the gods… and Prince Orion of House Vasquer.”

“…It is pleasant to meet you,” she said after some time.

“I shall endeavor to maintain that pleasantness,” he continued, straightening from his bow. “You are my brother’s betrothed?”

She looked at Argrave. “Yes, Argrave and I are… engaged.”

Orion nodded enthusiastically. “Then you are soon to join the family. Even if you may never bear the name of Vasquer… you will still be my sister-in-law. Such an exciting thing…”

Orion stepped back to Argrave. “Come,” he commanded, voice cold, as though whatever warmth he’d displayed seconds ago was just a lie.

He and Magnus walked away, and Anneliese strode up to Argrave.

“Fiancée?” she questioned.

Argrave took a deep breath and exhaled. “Does this bother you?”

“No, but…” She crossed her arms.

“It was necessary,” he said. “And besides… like I told you, I won’t compromise on you. I know this isn’t a particularly romantic way of going about this, but this is what I want. Let me ask you seriously. Want to get engaged?” Argrave shifted, then added, “I’ll understand if you say no—even if we get along extremely well, it has been a brief time since we met. The last thing I want is to pressure you into this.”

Argrave barely spotted the edges of her cheek flushing from behind the Humorless Mask, but she quickly gathered herself. “Of course I want to. But now is not the time to be lost in these matters. I certainly wish to discuss this more, but for now… Magnus—he is an unexpected variable.”

“Yeah, that’s a fitting description for him altogether.” Argrave nodded, refocusing himself away from the sweetness and light. “Galamon, Durran… you’ll wait here, cause no problems.”

Both nodded, and Durran gave him a little wink. “Good luck. Seems all you deal with is craz—”

Galamon silenced Durran with a flick of his finger before he could say something that might provoke the large crowd still around them. Argrave gave them both a nod, then departed with Anneliese just beside him.

“Quick rundown,” Argrave said quietly, following where his two brothers had left. “Magnus is the wildcard of the family. He doesn’t care for power, wealth, or his family. He just wants to do what he wants, whenever he wants. That’s why he wanders the continent.”

“…and you want me to try and discern why he is here,” Anneliese followed his line of thought.

“If it never comes up, yeah.” Argrave nodded.

“Orion is… almost nauseatingly intense. All of his emotions are so powerful, constantly in flux…” She shook her head. “And he wears them on his sleeve. As such, I will try and focus on Magnus.”

Argrave nodded, agreeing fully. “Exactly what I was going to suggest. Read me like a book, as usual. You…” He felt a strange surge in his chest, an overpowering positivity that did away with all of his negative thoughts and spurred him to speak. “So easy to work with you.”

He could not see Anneliese smile behind the solemn white mask she wore, but Argrave saw her cheeks move and knew she did. They entered into the room of the keep that Orion and Magnus had disappeared into. It was a bedroom, where most of the furniture had rotted away. A new table had been set up in the center to accommodate many different documents, splayed out haphazardly. Two Waxknights stood guard inside the room.

“Loyal knights—leave us be,” Orion directed before Argrave had even fully entered. They obeyed quickly and unquestioningly, moving past the pair and shutting the partially rotten wooden door behind them.

Magnus stared at Anneliese, and Argrave walked to block his line of sight. He locked gazes with Argrave, and then pointed. “She wears a mask. Why?”

“To combat the disease,” Argrave explained, then gestured for Anneliese to remove it. She did for a moment, then put it back on just as quickly.

“An elf,” Magnus said without much inflection. “Queer choice for a queer man.”

Orion’s hand pounded Magnus’ back like a sledgehammer—Argrave hadn’t even seen him close the distance. Magnus staggered, coughing, but Orion held the back of his neck.

“Hurtful words,” Orion said. “Imagine if you hurt either of them with those words.” He clenched the back of Magnus’ neck tightly, making the man squirm. “We don’t hurt family. Though men forget, there are ninety-six gods in our pantheon, two of whom are patrons to elves. I will not tolerate intolerance, least of all from a member of the royal family. Be a better example to our youngest,” he finished, leaning in. His grip released, and Magnus fell to one knee, giving Orion a glare as he rubbed the back of his neck.

Definitely not here out of family camaraderie, Argrave realized, gaining some sympathy for his brother.

Considering Magnus had ignored him the first time he asked this question, Argrave phrased it differently, directing it toward both Orion and Magnus.

“How long have you two been here together?” Argrave stepped closer.

“Magnus arrived two days ago,” Orion said as he pulled the fallen prince back up. He bent down and personally brushed the dirt off Magnus’ knee once he’d risen to his feet.

Argrave nodded, then continued, “Why?”

“That’s for me to know,” Magnus stubbornly refused, even still.

“If you insist…” Argrave shook his head. “Though I’m sure there’s much that we… family… have to catch up on, we have other priorities. Orion. This plague is the biggest threat to Berendar right now.” He got to the point, hoping to sidestep this conversation of family altogether.

Orion turned back, face solemn. “Indubitably,” he concurred. “It is the way of the world that disease should ravage the world. Whether death by blade, death by age, or death by rot—all are part of the cycle that the heavens mandate. Yet even still, the gods have placed us on this earth to live!” he preached, placing his hand to his heart. “And so, it is our duty to prioritize abating this great loss of life, divinely ordained though it may be.”

Argrave stepped closer to Orion. He felt like he was holding his hand out to a coiled snake, but his steps were steady nonetheless.

“Orion, this plague isn’t something made by our gods.”

The towering prince grew still at once. He turned his head ever so slowly toward Argrave, then reached his hand out to rest it on Argrave’s shoulder. “Speak carefully, brother,” he said coldly. “You verge on the forbidden.”

Argrave kept his gaze even, staring slightly upward toward the taller man. “You’ve been in the thick of things, so you know best. The people’s blood—it’s black. You might just accept that as a symptom of a disease, but it’s a symptom of something larger. This disease, this waxpox—it doesn’t spread like normal diseases. You’ve had mages in this refugee camp with the waxpox, yes?”

Orion nodded slowly. “High and low, great and ungrateful, all seeking the blessings of the one blessed by the gods.”

“Then you’ll note it spreads fastest on mages.” Argrave raised his hand. “Not a coincidence. Though the disease fuels itself with ambient magic, it also fuels itself on its hosts’ magic. The blood turns black for this reason—no other.”

Orion took his hand off Argrave’s shoulder. “Nothing escapes my memory. I know you are right in this matter. But you prove none of your earlier words—the gods have done stranger things than conjure fell diseases.”

“I can prove this.” Argrave nodded. “Not ten years ago, this region, the northwest—there were eight noble houses in these wetlands, each with grand fortresses not unlike this one.” Argrave waved around. “This region was conquered from the swamp folk. Practically exterminated to the last. Now, the wetlands have claimed each and every noble house, each perishing under strange circumstances, their seats lost in myriad ways. Now, no one’s ventured into the deep wetlands since. No one’s returned from them, at least.”

“You come here to connect coincidence to this plague?” Magnus disparaged, but Orion raised his hand to silence his brother.

“You say you can prove this,” Orion continued. “With such certainty on your tongue, with those eyes of conviction… tell me your conclusion.”

Argrave shifted. The other reason he had come to Orion so readily was because he was sure the man could be convinced of things that seemed outlandish.

“One of the swamp people yet lives. And she harnesses the power of their gods to spread this plague. This is the knowledge I came to deliver to you.”

Magnus scoffed, but Orion reeled backward. He staggered and put one hand against the table to support himself from falling. His wild actions made everyone obviously uneasy. Argrave’s gaze was drawn toward Orion’s hand. The black plate gauntlet he wore began to grow red. The enchantments on his armor started to shine, as though resisting being damaged.

“I knew I should have acted earlier,” he said as though haunted.

The wooden table started to blacken, and Argrave realized that this was Orion’s doing. He stepped forward and said, “Orion. Watch the hand,” the words flowing almost by instinct.

Orion lifted his hand up. Small embers persisted on the wooden table. The prince gazed at his red-hot gauntlets, watching as they slowly cooled.

“Argrave.” Orion turned his head, clenching his fist. “You are my brother. The gods teach us to treat our family well, to give them priority… especially we members of the royal family, ordained by the gods to rule over man. Just because you are baseborn does not strip us of sharing a father. Even still… there are greater things at stake that prevent me from listening to your words without question,” he said, voice a low growl.

“I didn’t come here with an expectation of subverting your activities here.” Argrave nodded at once. “I’ll do what needs to be done to prove my words, set things in motion. All I need… is to be met halfway.” He spread his arms out.


Chapter 19

“Met halfway?” Orion repeated Argrave’s claims.

Argrave nodded. “I know your situation. Without you, this camp falls apart. Your blessings are the only thing keeping the vast majority of the people in this camp alive, and more come every day.” Argrave stepped closer. “But with this many people, things become more difficult with each new body. Even with spellcasters to create clean drinking water, food is a pressing concern in these wetlands. You have to dedicate your royal knights to hunting just to sustain this place… and even then, the creatures of the northwest aren’t the easiest to swallow.”

Argrave stepped just before Orion, staring up at his older brother. Orion pressed more, asking, “What will you do, then?”

“I’ll get what’s needed to justify action—to justify an expedition into the wetlands, where we can put an end to the swamp folks’ gods. I’ll set things in motion. All I need is help when the time comes.” Argrave held out his hand. “Focus on your duty. I will focus on mine.”

A normal person might question all of Argrave’s actions, his claims. Argrave had never before plainly stated the root cause of the land’s troubles to anyone besides his companions—not with the Veidimen, nor anywhere else. But Orion was far from normal.

Orion grasped Argrave’s hand. Argrave could still feel some intense heat from Orion’s earlier display. “The gods whisper true. The tallest trees grown sprout from the smallest seeds sewn. It seems you stand tall as testament to that.”

Argrave tried to parse his meaning, but Orion pulled him in and hugged him once more before he could ponder deeply. Argrave accepted it, knowing that refusal was not an option.

“A herd wanders if left alone for too long. I cannot let them go too astray. I must return to the people.” He patted Argrave’s shoulder, then released him. “Wait here. My knights will escort you to a room within the keep for you and my future sister-in-law, and a separate one for your companions. I will await your proof, Argrave. I hope for your sake you speak truly. Know that the gods do not like lies of such proportions… and I am the instrument to express their displeasure.”

After bowing to Anneliese respectfully, Orion left the room, closing the door behind him. Argrave watched the door, then glanced at Anneliese before finally turning to meet Magnus. The prince still stood there with arms crossed.

“So, l-l-l-little b-b-brother,” Magnus said, imitating a stutter. “What is this? Get a new set of eyes, a woman at your arms, and you think that the world will part for you?”

“Don’t act like you care. Go back to eating, drinking, and whoring yourself to an early grave.” Argrave waved his hand.

Magnus crossed his arms and grew silent. It seemed to finally be dawning on him that things had changed vastly from when Argrave had been ‘Argrave.’

“Can’t picture why you’re here. You’re a hedonist. You do what you want,” Argrave noted, stepping closer. “Someone like you has no place at the heart of a plague. Are you gathering information for the Bat, looking for a pretty penny? Heard rumors of something desirable, seeking to make it your own? Maybe you’re trying to use Orion as a cudgel for some scheme?”

The questions were many and largely unfounded, but with Anneliese’s presence, he hoped one of his wild guesses might bear fruit and draw a reaction from the taciturn prince.

Magnus stared up at Argrave. “And I should buy your ridiculous story of wanting to help Orion?”

“I don’t expect you to buy my story. Good thing for me, I’m not selling it to you.” Argrave shook his head. “It’s a waste of time talking to you. Go back to wandering, be a happy man. And if you don’t… well, don’t step on my toes. Might be I have to show you why I’m so confident all of a sudden.”

Prince Magnus scrutinized Argrave carefully. There was tension, and Argrave kept his focus on Magnus’ hands in case the man tried something. Argrave knew that, despite their relative equality in terms of magic ranking, Magnus had many, many enchanted items vested unto him by his father.

Even still, he was sure he could win. He partly wished Magnus would try something.

Magnus walked past Argrave, sparing one last glance at Anneliese before opening the door and leaving. Argrave let out a sigh of relief once the door had closed.

“Anger should not spur you so easily,” Anneliese said at once.

Argrave walked to the table and scanned the documents on it. They were mostly maps for the region, refusals of requests for supplies, and other such mundane things. Orion did nothing underhanded, so perhaps it was a waste of time.

After a time, Argrave lifted his head. “Magnus isn’t pivotal for anything. He doesn’t even travel with an escort of royal guards like most of the other princes. No danger, no use—why hold my tongue? It felt nice.”

“These things are only certainties in the world you knew,” she pointed out, walking closer. “Magnus may not be consigned to just that.”

Argrave’s next words caught. “You’re right,” he admitted. “There’s deeper meaning for his being here—has to be. Speaking of, did you…?”

She shook her head. “I gleaned nothing of his motivations. He and Orion are like opposites—if one is an explosion of light, the other is a gray slate. Magnus felt little—not anger, not happiness, not anything.”

Argrave nodded. “Yeah. The oldest and the youngest children of Felipe’s second queen, polar opposites.”

Anneliese stepped around Argrave to look at the documents herself. “Yet despite Magnus, everything went more or less as you expected. We will set the groundwork, and then Orion will…” She looked up at him. “What was it you said those weeks ago?”

“Putt the ball into the hole,” Argrave finished, shaking his head. “Golf, hah. Living in Berendar really puts into perspective how lavish the—”

A knock came at the door, cutting Argrave off. Soon after, the door was opened, and some of Orion’s Waxknights entered.

“Our Holiness has instructed us to assign you and your companions a room,” the knight said.

***

The northwestern wetlands were a late-game area in Heroes of Berendar, always. Everything deep in this foggy wasteland was monstrously dangerous. Though putting an end to the plague took place relatively early in the main quest, that was only because the player had help. Orion and the Waxknights facilitated things. It was the reverse of an escort quest.

The issue still stood, though, of the proof that Argrave needed to get. It seemed a fundamentally unqualifiable claim—the only logical way to prove this conspiracy of his was to put an end to it. Considering the danger of the wetlands, that proved to be an impossible task. The last of the swamp folk occupied the fortress deepest within the vast wetlands. They couldn’t go without help. Of course, ending the plague alone was possible, theoretically… but realistically? He didn’t care to see any of his companions dead.

Even still, there was another way. The gods of the swamp folk were not united in this spread of the plague.

“You need no time to prepare?” Galamon questioned.

“You want to stick around and prepare? Really?” Argrave questioned. “The last thing I need is intense scrutiny from Orion. A tribal from the deep south, two snow elves, one of whom is suffering from a certain bloodborne condition, and me?” Argrave shook his head at once. “We establish our presence. We set out to handle our part before we get entangled, and we finish this as quick as we can. I’ve already delayed enough.”

“Not even a day’s rest.” Durran adjusted his pack. “And you’re sure we can leave our things there?”

“No one can get past the Waxknights, save perhaps B-rank or higher mages, and they’ll be guarding the keep constantly. Orion is… unique, certainly, but he’s not a petty thief. He’s not even a grand thief,” Argrave assured. “Do you think I’m fond of the idea of risking all our books, our horses? I wouldn’t do this without certainty.”

Durran nodded and shrugged. “Fine. I guess they might weigh us down when we’re sieging a god.”

“‘God’ is a loose term. It doesn’t denote anything special about anyone. Cultists can worship a man, declare him a god—he becomes a god, ostensibly, but is he really that powerful?” Argrave explained, seeking to soften the impact of the word. “All we fight is a unique existence. And I assure you, we’re capable of this much.” Argrave clenched his hands tight.

Anneliese opened her eyes, and her Starsparrow landed on his shoulder. “I think I’ve routed out a good path. I marked the trees with my bird—I’ll tell you what to look for.”

Argrave nodded, then pulled his boots and gloves a little tighter.

With Argrave leading, their party of four pushed into the vast wetlands beyond Orion’s makeshift camp. The only to see them leave were the few refugees up so early in the dawn. The place was still mostly frozen, and all of the four of them could see their breath in the air. Even still, they moved onward into the frozen-over wastes ahead.

***

“You’re sure that his eyes were black and gold?” Mina of Veden questioned, sitting behind a desk. Her resplendent golden hair had grown a fair bit longer, descending past her shoulders. She had tired eyes, but it seemed to dim her focus none.

“Aye, milady.” A knight bearing Veden’s heraldry—a white hare—bowed. He held his helmet beneath the crook of his arm.

She tapped her finger on the desk. “And he mentioned me, specifically?” she sought to confirm, to which the knight nodded. She leaned back in the chair, thinking. After a time, she questioned, “His body—what did he look like? Was he skinny?”

The knight licked his lips, then adjusted the helmet beneath his arm nervously. “He was a great and imposing man—I am afraid he wore a thick gray duster, so it was difficult to perceive his exact stature. He had midnight black hair. Beyond that, I told milady—his eyes were black and gold. I place him as a mage, Lady Mina.”

Mina looked dissatisfied. Eventually, she leaned in and questioned, “Did he travel with anyone?”

“He rode away from a group of three. The distance was great, and it was difficult to—”

“Did any among them have white hair?” Mina pressed, leaning further forth on her elbows.

“As I recall… yes, there was one. Though, it was… I question if it was not a shawl, or a cowl, milady, so long it was.”

Mina fell into a silence, once again falling back into the chair. She pushed her feet against the edge of the desk, balancing on two legs of the chair as she swayed back and forth. She gazed out the window where she could see the refugee camps. She didn’t look content with any of the knight’s answers, which very clearly made the knight uncomfortable.

She released her foot from the desk, and the chair balancing on two legs clashed to the ground with a loud noise. She fixed the knight with her golden-eyed glare, then commanded, “Fetch other knights that were on guard duty that day. Inquire about this party—get more details.”

The knight looked happy to simply be given orders. He placed his fist to his heart and bowed. “At once, milady.”

As he made to leave, Mina called out, “Wait.” The knight paused, turning. “If you run into any of the castle’s stable workers, have them prepare a horse for me to go out. Just in case.”

The knight stepped back into the room. “Go out, Lady Mina? Your father, he—”

“I solved his trade crisis for him. He never showed any interest in his ninth child before—why should he protect me now? If I wish to go out, I will go out. Do as I say,” she finished, waving the knight away with her small hands. The knight left hastily. It was only once he was a great distance away did Mina sigh.

“Gods be damned…”


Chapter 20

Having a preplanned route made travel all the faster, especially when good terrain was chosen. When traversing uncharted wetlands, such a thing was largely impossible—with Anneliese’s Starsparrow, though, they picked out a relatively flat and dry route devoid of many obstacles. It facilitated quick travel through the northwest… and their destination was not so far, fortunately. The Starsparrow could only scout so far ahead, because a great power restricted passage further ahead.

As the day neared dusk, the cold, foggy wetlands bloomed into a scene more befitting a summer retreat, colors of all sort abounding from brilliant, wide-petaled flowers growing off vines and trees and all manner of exotic flora. The temperature of the air did not change, so it was a jarring transition, almost unnatural.

Yet as they proceeded deeper, the little microcosm of beauty was marred. Though it affected plants nowhere else, here, the waxpox morphed what was beautiful into golden brown pock-marked monstrosities that curled and twisted and writhed in unpleasant ways which, though motionless, gave Argrave the impression of bug legs and tentacles.

“Everything goes silent ahead.” Galamon stopped Argrave from proceeding onward, hand placed before his chest.

Argrave pushed Galamon’s hand off of him. “We’re entering another realm. It’d be stranger if you could hear.”

As they proceeded, the sounds did indeed quiet. The entire wetlands around them had become grotesque—even the roads they had entered to come here were not so ugly. But as they pushed past, Argrave’s ears popped… and a sight of incomprehensible beauty spread out before him, like an illusion shattering.

Before them was a great crater of rushing water laid out in a perfect circle. Water flowed from every bit of this circle toward the center. Great wooden platforms rested atop the rushing water, but they were not built—instead, the bridges were formed of natural-grown trees, and hosted plant life uncountable. There were archways of vines hosting bulbous flowers, golden lily pads persisting atop the swift water, and towering trees with beautiful, myriad-color fruits dangling from their leaves.

There was one thing marring this beauty. A jagged path the same ugly brown rot as the land they’d emerged from cut across the verdant landscape, like a lightning bolt of decay striking at the center of the place. Even despite that, the beauty was incomprehensible, and Argrave took a moment to gather himself. Everyone did.

The game had called this place the Marred Hallowed Grounds. Argrave had been here time and time again.

“If any place could be called a land of the gods…” Durran stepped out, head turning to appreciate the sight.

Anneliese stepped forward, her curiosity consuming her, but Argrave stopped her by grabbing her waist. “Careful. This place is not friendly to us.”

Anneliese nodded, and Argrave released his grip.

“Shame about the scar,” Durran continued, eyes trailing the path of rot that led to the center.

“If it weren’t for that little bolt of waxpox, we would never see this place,” Argrave noted. “The plague was used for an attack, striking directly at this land—without it having already broken the barrier to this place, we’d never enter here. This place is hidden to the world.”

Durran ground his foot against the ugly brown mess below his feet. “Suppose I should thank it.”

Argrave sighed, and his Brumesingers finally jumped out of his clothing, shaking their graying fur out. Their fur darkened every day as they consumed the souls of the fallen, and their use to the party grew every day. “I want us to keep going. We have fights to get through.”

Reminded of that, Durran’s levity disappeared. He tapped his glaive against the ground, pulled his wyvern scale helmet off his pack, placed it over his head, and gave Argrave a nod.

“Alright. To reiterate—we move toward the center,” Argrave said, stepping forth and turning around. “The Sentinels of the master of this land roam this place—they’re dangerous. They take the shape of animals, though druidic magic does nothing against them… but they’re weakened by the waxpox, and they’re big and loud. Once the fighting starts, it won’t stop. There’s a place ideal for—”

Galamon grabbed Argrave and pulled him back, turning him in the same motion. Opposite their party of four, a gargantuan white wolf stepped up atop one of the wooden platforms, front paw on the edge. It lowered its head. Part of its face was consumed by the waxpox, leaving one side of its maw slack as it growled. Argrave shifted uneasily. As he did so, the wolf raised its head and howled. The noise echoed across the great crater, setting the beautiful place stirring.

“Good lord,” Argrave clenched his fist, brain working quickly.

Someone else’s brain worked faster, though. Anneliese shouted, “This is a terrible spot. We can be surrounded on three sides. Head for that bridge—we must narrow the avenues they can approach from,” she advised Argrave.

Despite Anneliese’s words, they waited for Argrave’s command. “Let’s go. Rightward bridge,” Argrave confirmed her advice.

Galamon took point. The great wolf jumped down from the wooden platform, splashing into the shallow rushing water and hurtling toward them with a limp. The beast was threatening enough it was tempting to reach for the Blessing of Supersession… but he dared not use it this early.

Anneliese was the first to attack, sending forth the C-rank [Ice Spear]. The beast nimbly ducked, the spear grazing against its shoulder and hurtling past. The wolf lunged forth toward Galamon, the leading target. The elven vampire swung preemptively, and his enchanted greatsword summoned a blade of wind. It split open the wolf’s snout, and it staggered back. Durran pressed forth, using the only C-rank spell he’d learned, [Tempest]. The spell, a great whirlwind meant for blocking projectiles, hovered before him harmlessly, but he swung his glaive through it. The spell clung to the wyvern bone blade, and he carried the swing onward toward the wolf, slicing it in the leg. The attack was devastating, and the beast staggered.

As the beast faltered, Argrave sprinted around Galamon and Durran while he conjured the D-rank [Gore Scalpel]. His wrist split open, and his black blood surged out from his glove, forming a dark maroon knife in his hand. He sunk it into the wolf’s head and it passed through as easily as butter, dispatching it instantly.

The spell dissipated in his hand, and Argrave gathered his team with a simple, “Keep moving!”

The once-serene crater became a hive of activity and sound. The wolf’s howl had summoned everything in the vast crater, and until they dealt with the vast majority of the Sentinels, their progress would not continue. The four of them ran off the rotted lands and onto the first of the many wooden platforms forming bridges across the vast crater. Argrave took the rear to ensure that everyone made it safely, his Brumesingers clambering about at his feet.

They stepped across the wooden platform, doing their best to avoid stumbling over the myriad beautiful flowers in the landscape. As they made their way toward the bridge, a titanic alligator lunged up out of a deeper portion of the water, collapsing onto the wooden platform and shaking it terribly. Several man-sized beetles crawled down off its back.

Panicked, Argrave shouted, “Its tongue is a projectile!”

The words seemed nonsensical until the alligator’s maw opened wide, tongue propelling forth like a chameleon’s toward Anneliese. His warning prepared her, and she managed to conjure a ward with her enchanted ring in time to block the ridiculously fast tongue. The golden shield shook, but held firm, and the waxpox-infected tongue puffed out a cloud of diseased air from the impact.

“Stay back!” Anneliese shouted as Durran moved to punish the enemy’s overextension. “I shall clear a path!”

She dispelled the ward and stepped forth. She held one hand out, feet braced tightly against the ground. Argrave used Garm’s eyes to view the magic within, and he saw the great roiling black mass of magic within whirl as though a hurricane ran through it. A great bunch of it surged to her hands, forming the lines of the spell matrix—one dimension, two dimensions, three dimensions… and beyond, into the fourth dimension, whereupon the matrix spun rapidly, forming a B-rank spell.

Two great blades of ice appeared before her, each held by a set of frozen arms attached at the shoulder. They braced for a swing, then spun forth, cutting through whatever was ahead like a sawblade run amok. The swarming beetles were blasted away, some bisected entirely. It continued past the beetles, striking the alligator’s tongue as it retracted before cutting into the giant beast itself. When the blades of ice struck its whole mass, they shattered. The wetland reptile reeled backward, its mouth cut open unnaturally large with blood pouring from gaping wounds. It fell off the wooden platform, clearly on death’s door.

The path to the bridge was clear. Anneliese staggered a little, breathing heavily, and her Starsparrow chirped noisily, flying about her head. Argrave stepped forward and supported her. B-rank magic was where things became truly destructive. She used a spell of her people—[Icebound Twinblades]. Veidimen ice magic was always potent, made doubly so by actual Veidimen casting it.

But destructive meant costly. Argrave could see her magic supply was greatly diminished. As she gained her bearings, he said evenly, “Conserve your energy in case it’s needed. You’ve made a path to the bridge, now let the three of us take the lead.”

She took a moment to catch her breath, and then confirmed, “I understand. I will support with wards from my ring.”

Argrave shouted once more and they began moving again, headed for the bridge. Argrave led Anneliese along until she was fully recovered, whereupon the four of them sprinted to the vast bridge unmolested. Argrave realized it was indeed a good spot for a fight—it was elevated higher than the platform, so nothing could jump from the water, and they had only two directions enemies could approach from. The four took their place atop the highest point of the natural-grown bridge, where an archway shed rose-colored leaves in the air.

The Brumesingers spread their fog and song across the land as a great many beasts came out of the woodworks of this beautiful place. Their party worked in tandem beautifully to confront the tides of waxpox-infected predators. Anneliese played the role of the defender, warding off the heavier attacks, and all trusted her enough to let her play this role. Argrave’s Brumesingers conjured warriors of mist to function as crowd control, while Argrave himself dealt strategic blows with lightning magic, disrupting to allow Galamon and Durran land decisive attacks.

At first, the myriad Sentinels like unnaturally fast snapping turtles and the swooping bats were manageable with simple spells… but soon enough, all of the great beasts within this vast place began to creep toward the bridge, slowly pushing their line back further and further. Argrave used Garm’s eyes to cast spells—it was the first time he had utilized the ability in genuine battle because it obscured his vision, but it did save his life.

If not for the fact that many of their assailants were crippled by the waxpox, the battle would have been over in seconds with their party’s total demise.

A snake with a body as thick as a tree wound around the bridge, then lunged at Durran. Anneliese blocked the attack, then dispelled the ward moments before Durran counterattacked with a fire spell supplanted by a thrust of his glaive. The blade cut through the snake’s head, making its coil around the bridge go slack and fall into the rushing waters below.

Durran laughed. “Any big plays in mind? You see the writing on the wall, Argrave!”

Argrave’s mind toyed with the trigger for the Blessing of Supersession as he laid eyes on a distant pack of gathering wolves, each as large as the first he’d confronted. They barreled past the other slower predators, heading toward the four of them.

Can’t use the Blessing of Supersession. You have a bigger fight ahead. You know what would work. It’s just a little pain, another voice said within Argrave, pushing past all his doubt.

Argrave pushed Durran aside, stepping forward with one hand held out. A spike of pain shot up his arm… but by now, he was used to pain. Once the C-rank spell matrix formed, blood shot out of his wrist like unspooled thread. The threads of blood danced before his hand, shining once the two ends connected to form a circle. He snapped, and a smidge of blood danced from his fingers toward the center of the circle, morphing, before a crescent blade of black blood as thin as a leaf spun toward the pack leader of the approaching wolves.

The crescent blade cut the wolf without stopping, continuing beyond even once it had finished its cut. Though far more contained, it was no less devastating than Anneliese’s spell. A redder shade of blood fountained from the wolf’s body, and Argrave advanced forward. As he moved his hand, the circle of blood followed, and every time he snapped, the thin blades of his black blood felled another approaching enemy.

The tide of the battlefield shifted immediately as Argrave pressed on, using a C-rank spell endowed by Garm: [Waning-Cycle Bloodmoon].

As his enemies fell before him, none resisting the power of his spell… Argrave was reminded there was a reason he’d sought out the Black Blood.


Chapter 21

With Argrave tapping into the power of his Black Blood with the use of blood magic, what was a pitched battle quickly inverted in their favor. Argrave had a keen aim, and the constant bite of pain distracted him none—indeed, it only sharpened his focus, tuning him like an instrument to be dead set on his task at every second. He seldom missed. There were too many targets.

Argrave advanced alone, leaving the protection of his companions to give him a better vantage point. He knew the tricks of these Sentinels—even if they were fast enough to attack, he was more than able to guard and dispatch them… yet few did manage that, and he slaughtered the malformed animals one after another.

Something grabbed onto his arm, and he very nearly retaliated before he recognized that it was Anneliese. He dispelled the [Waning-Cycle Bloodmoon], the thread dissipating into nothing. She dragged him back, shouting something, but his ears were ringing terribly and he could discern nothing.

He tried to advance back onto the frontlines, but Anneliese stopped him, repeating something. As the ringing faded, it slowly came into focus.

“…tay here. Stay here. Stay here!” she said, time and time again.

“I get it,” Argrave finally responded to her. “I’m good. I’m good,” he said, half to himself. “Let’s finish things up,” he commanded, getting ready once more.

Though he said that, there was little to finish up. With Argrave single-handedly wiping out one side of the bridge, Durran and Galamon had cooperated ably with Anneliese’s support to make way on the other. The Sentinels were not all annihilated, but they were routed—Argrave could see a great many of the larger beasts retreating to the center of the vast crater of rushing water. The final confrontation would be there, without a doubt.

As Argrave glanced around, a voice cut into his thoughts. “Remove your glove,” Anneliese said, the speed of her voice masking her worry.

Argrave leaned against an archway adorned with rose-colored leaves on the bridge they stood, adrenaline slowly fading. Durran collapsed to one knee. He threw his helmet off and held his face as though nauseous, and Galamon knelt down beside the tribal. The elven vampire cast a glance at Argrave. The vampire’s expression was largely hidden beneath his helmet, which covered only his eyes, but Argrave knew that look wasn’t worry alone. Awe, maybe. Or so Argrave hoped.

Per Anneliese’s direction, he took off the glove. It stuck to his flesh, and he felt skin tear as it came free. His hand had cracked all along its surface, beginning from his fingers. Blood dripped from these cracks, swelling in tandem with his heartbeat. Argrave rolled up his sleeve. The cracks continued up his wrist, his forearm, past his elbow… stopping just below the shoulder. His whole arm was pale, appearing somewhat dead.

Anneliese clenched her teeth and locked gazes with Argrave. Then, she held both hands out. She cast the C-rank [Mystic Suture], her hands following along the cracks in his flesh. Blackness appeared along the edges of the wounds, and the flesh itself seemed to sew together without seams.

She stood once the last crack had faded in his flesh. “…The blood loss will still trouble you,” Anneliese said quietly. “That cannot be healed. Not with my magic, at least. You will be anemic for a time, but considering your unique constitution… not as long as most.”

Argrave rolled down his sleeve and gave her a quiet nod. He tested his arm. Now that the adrenaline was gone, it felt stiff, numb, much like one’s fingers when left out in the cold.

“Thank you,” he said, moving away from the archway.

“I do not like having to do that. But I always will,” she returned. She tripped over a root, clearly exhausted, and Argrave caught her before she could fall.

With Anneliese held in one arm, Argrave called out, “We’ve bought time. Small break, gather ourselves, and then… press to the center.”

Durran looked up and nodded, then quickly lowered his head again as though the act made him more nauseous. Argrave looked toward the center of the crater, where the jagged bolt of rot marring the beautiful landscape rushing water seemed to strike a target.

***

After the time taken to rest, Argrave and his company proceeded onward across the wooden platform. His arm regained its mobility after a few dozen minutes, but his whole body felt heavier, sluggish. Barring the sounds of rushing water, the landscape was eerily quiet—the Sentinels left alive had made their retreat, and now they were holed up in the center of this place.

As they neared, what was in the center was made clearer. One might expect a grandiose palace of sorts, but this was not a place built for man—indeed, it might have been built before man. But perhaps ‘built’ was the wrong word.

Once, perhaps, a great tree had stood there. Now, there was only a great circular building of rotted black wood, half-caved in. Piles and piles of rot and dust lay around this circular building, meshed with masses of disgusting and wax-ridden plant matter. The upper half of the tree had collapsed, and a great log thicker and taller than any skyscraper was buried beneath the ever-rushing waters of this serene place opposite where they had entered. Its fall had destroyed many of the wooden platforms and plants growing atop the serene place.

“This will be my time to handle things.” Argrave looked to Durran pointedly. “Defend me as I do things—nothing more, nothing less.”

Durran did not even muster indignance at being so blatantly signaled—he gave a quiet nod and took a deep breath to steady his hand. He had obviously been affected by the seriousness of the situation.

Anneliese looked discontent, so Argrave added, “There’ll be no blood magic.”

She nodded, but he could tell his words were not entirely dispelling her sentiments. “I scouted ahead. We know what is within. Whenever you are ready.” Anneliese gestured toward Argrave.

Argrave felt trepidation and anticipation both. He took a deep breath and exhaled. “Galamon.” he looked to his companion, then stepped ahead without another word. The elven vampire took his place by Argrave’s side, greatsword held at the ready as they walked forward.

“Should have brewed those potions we used at the druidic camp,” Argrave said, trying to draw upon humor to ease his nerves.

“Considering your blood, they wouldn’t work,” Galamon pointed out.

Argrave snorted, keeping his eyes wide and alert. As he neared the vast opening on the rotten stump ahead of them, Argrave triggered the Blessing of Supersession. That familiar feeling of an ocean welling up within consumed all of his thoughts, and the sole thought occupying his mind was his duty.

Argrave took steady, even steps into the sanctuary of the god within this vast crater. One hand was held toward the sky, and the spell matrix for [Electric Eel] whirled time and time again, sparking constructs dancing up into the air. The other was outstretched, facing the enemy.

The first to leap at Argrave was a giant lynx. It came with claws first, a waxpox-ridden stinger shortly behind. Argrave cared not what it was—he saw it move, and he cast a C-rank spell, [Wargfire]. A maw of flames emerged, catching the lynx in its teeth. The second enemy came, a dragonfly—he met it with a spell of wind.

His right hand became a shield, and his left became a sword. He warded away all comers with large, powerful spells, while the left conjured the eels of electricity dancing in the air. When enough had conjured, he would send the prepared attacks toward his enemies. Dozens of the lithe bolts of lightning striking at once left most foes dead, and those that lived still stood at death’s door, spasming in agony.

What few enemies made it past his shield of spells or his ever-vigilant companions, Argrave dispatched with a spell cast from Garm’s eyes. Like this, great or small, all before him fell. What had been a desperate struggle not an hour ago became an overwhelming defeat for the Sentinels of this exalted land.

Argrave felt himself drifting away into the feeling of overwhelming power in his hands, as he had times before. It was recognizable, now, like a pull beneath his mind, threatening to consume him. He realized there was something more to this ocean of magic, something deeper. His greater mastery of magic enabled him to see that. He wished to look down, using Garm’s eyes to see the magic within… but he feared what was there. He feared ‘Supersession’ had more than one meaning.

To combat the tugging, the pulling, he conjured images of Orion. The man would shrug these spells off as though they were nothing, then crush Argrave’s skull with his bare hand. The thought helped in sobering him. Argrave cast one final spell, then lowered his hands. His breathing was as steady as it was when he had walked in here.

Things were quiet, still. Argrave glanced around, paranoid and rattled, power still surging from within him.

“Drezki the Coward is further back,” Argrave urged, stepping ahead while the power still sprung from within him.

Argrave pushed past the horde of dead and dying, not even sparing a glance behind. Galamon kept pace with him, and he heard his companions’ footsteps further back.

As they moved deeper into the rotten stump, it stopped making sense—they walked for far too long without ever meeting a wall. Argrave was not concerned, but he was disconcerted to experience this place in person. The sound of rushing water filled his ears, growing in intensity until it was a low roar consuming all sound.

Argrave’s feet met shallow water, and the scenery changed once again. They were in a deep pit washed in sunlight. Vast waterfalls towered above them in a ring, flowing down to the ground. They all formed one giant spring heading to a great blooming flower of pure water. The water shone like emeralds and sapphire, but nothing could be seen within it.

A lone figure waited before the great flower, kneeling. Argrave did not waste time to admire things—he stepped forward, the Blessing of Supersession still surging within him. Both of his hands worked diligently to conjure electric eels, and before long, a great horde of them surged above his head. With every that joined them, his steps grew more confident.

The figure turned her head back and stood. It was a woman. She was short and squat. She looked afflicted with jaundice, but Argrave knew she was not—she was one of the swamp folk. One of the last, that was. They were a short, squat people, with colorful yellow-green skin tones and mostly brown hair. They were technically human, much in the same way Veidimen and the southron elves were both technically elves despite their drastic differences.

“One of the Plague Jester’s servants, come to put an end to my Lady and Light,” she said, grabbing at her thighs. She pulled free two sticks—Argrave knew what they did, though, and could not call them simple.

Drezki’s body was malformed. She wore armor made of wood. Parts of her were missing and had been replaced entirely by wood, like a puppet patched together with improper materials. She did not look a dangerous foe—certainly no more than those animal abominations they’d just put an end to—but Argrave knew better.

“On the contrary. I’ve come to put an end to the Plague Jester. To do that, I need Silvic’s help,” Argrave explained, even though he felt this battle was inevitable. He watched for every movement, knowing Drezki’s speed. “So let’s get this started, Drezki.”

Drezki was rattled, but she held her sticks at the ready. Her feet braced, and Argrave’s whole party braced in turn.

“How do you know us?” a voice echoed throughout the vast waterfalls.

Argrave shifted on his feet, shallow water splashing beneath his boots. “What?” he questioned, genuinely surprised.

“How do you know us?!” the voice came again, doubled in volume. Argrave almost grabbed at his ears. Drezki hesitated to rush forward.

“Reasons,” Argrave said simply. “That’s you, Silvic?”

No reply came for a time. Then, the blooming flower of water behind Drezki began to spin outward, fountaining into the shallow water below as though unraveling. The flower flowed back into the water at their feet, dissipating… and as it faded, a humanoid figure stood there.

Though Silvic could not be called man or woman, it leaned toward the latter. She had a great crown resembling a stag’s, but it was made of writhing tree roots, half of which had been afflicted with the waxpox. The left half of her body was like a vibrant tree, surging with dancing liquid lights. Much of her right half was the same… but even more had been rotted away by the disease they’d seen all too much of, lately.

“You speak truly? You are an enemy of the Jester?” Silvic questioned.

Argrave realized when he heard those words that he might’ve been too fatalistic about the inevitability of this battle.


Chapter 22

“I do speak truly,” Argrave confirmed, placing his hand to his chest and lowering his head slightly in a display of deference. “I intend to stop the Plague Jester.”

The swamp god Silvic stepped forth, her radiant body glowing with liquid light. When she spoke, her face remained still. Her voice was decidedly feminine. “And you believe one already infected with the rot the Plague Jester has conjured will be of use to you?”

“My Lady and Light, please do not waste words on those present,” Drezki said, stepping forth. “They have slaughtered your guardians.”

“We were attacked first,” Durran pointed out, stepping forward in turn to stand beside Argrave. He gazed at Silvic with distrust. Argrave knew Durran trusted no gods or any faith, given what his people had endured at the hands of the Vessels. His distrust was wise, or so Argrave believed.

Drezki brandished her twin sticks. “Because you do not belong in these hallowed lands! They should be forbidden to all save the servants of my Lady and Light!”

“But we can enter your sacred land.” Argrave spread his hands out. “Because the waxpox has broken your power completely.”

“The waxpox?” Silvic repeated as Drezki bristled at Argrave. “…No, I see,” she followed up after a second, placing the name. “You say my power is broken by what you call the waxpox—it is true. So I ask again—why do you seek my aid against the Plague Jester, if you believe I lack power?”

“Because you can help me motivate someone who has power to act,” Argrave explained, remaining still. “I’m sure you’ve felt his presence on the edges of these wetlands, where one of the fortresses of the invaders once stood,” Argrave said, lowering his voice as he spoke.

“The one whom the gods of the serpent kingdom have given their blessing?” Silvic questioned, and Argrave nodded. “And what is my role in motivating this human, hmm? I have no treasures to offer, no artifacts for humans. I am merely an old spirit of the swamps who watches over the fools that would mar this beautiful land.” Silvic spread her wooden arms out, and the liquid light flowed within her body.

“My Lady and Light,” Drezki spoke once again. “Even now, this man keeps an attack ready. Please, retreat. I shall stall,” she implored.

Argrave gazed at the electric eels still dancing in the skies above. “…The man you speak of—his name is Orion, and the last thing that he would want is any treasure you might offer.”

“But the men outside these wetlands are greedy.” Silvic tilted her head. “That is why they invaded this place, built their monstrosities of stone, and planted their flags atop our soil. Avarice is what divides people like Drezki from you. And it is why I have protected these wetlands for six hundred years.”

“Might be,” Argrave conceded with a nod. “I have some of that avarice you talk about, I’ll give you that much, but not all men are the same. All this man wants is the prosperity of his religion.” Argrave shook his head. “Orion wants his religion’s propagation, the protection of its people… and right now, this plague stands as the biggest threat to that. He is ignorant about the Plague Jester. But you… I’m sure that you can convince him. He’ll have no love for you, but he will trust you.”

Silvic stepped forth, coming to stand before Argrave… though not far enough to attack, he noted. She had two slots in her face where the liquid light in its body flowed especially thickly, and Argrave fixed his gaze on them like they were eyes.

“Yet you are the aspect most concerning.” Silvic’s head lowered, scanning him. “I sense the seed of something ancient within you, something far more powerful than everything in this meager corner of the world. Do you do its bidding?”

“I do my own bidding,” Argrave protested at once. “The continent is falling apart. I have to patch it up to keep myself alive… Well, myself and those I care about,” he amended. “Things older than you or I stir. They corrupt the land, and they corrupt the people of the land. Something like this happening… it’s not the natural order of things.”

Silvic stepped away. “One who merely intends to stay alive would not know so much of these swamps. My name, the Plague Jester… You are foreign.”

Argrave reached into the mind bank, pulling free an old excuse. “Erlebnis knows.”

Though she possessed a wooden body, Argrave swore Silvic shuddered. “…I see. Then your presence… I am illuminated, yet more confused than ever before.”

Silence fell, and the sounds of the vast waterfalls at every edge were the only noise that persisted. This conversation had gone vastly different from how it was in Heroes of Berendar. The player was sent here to investigate the strange landscape, and it led them into the Marred Hallowed Grounds. Once there, Drezki ordinarily died combatting the player, and Silvic ultimately revealed the source of the plague before helping the player.

The differences didn’t unsettle Argrave as much as they might’ve before. He was not the player. This was not Heroes of Berendar. And he was sure that things were going well.

“Very well. I shall assist you in enlisting this man blessed by the gods of the serpent kingdom.” Silvic turned back.

“My Lady and Light, I must counsel you,” Drezki interrupted at once, kneeling before the old spirit of the swamps. “Please, think of the lives lost here today, and make your decision once more.”

“They were corpses walking, and more yet live,” Silvic refuted. “My grief for those who have fallen is real, but I can set aside my enmity for the sake of this land. These wetlands are our home, and they are sullied by vengeance and its consequences. If I do not put a stop to that, I have failed as one of this land’s guardians.”

“If you step beyond your domain, my Lady and Light, you may die,” Drezki continued to counsel, undeterred.

“I will die regardless, child.” Silvic stepped up to its guardian, holding out her arm afflicted with the waxpox. “Look at my arm. Persisting as I do would be just that—persisting.”

Drezki looked off to the side, obviously not quite satisfied, but she did put her two sticks away. Silvic looked over at Argrave once again. “My answer remains the same.”

Argrave clapped his gloved hands together. “Wonderful,” he said with a smile. “I am very glad that this ended amicably.”

“As am I.” Silvic nodded. An awkward silence passed between the two of them. “…You may unready your attack,” she pointed out.

Argrave looked up to the sky, where hundreds of electric eels sparked. He felt their connection in his mind. He wanted to cry a little as he realized he’d probably need to dispose of them all. Briefly, his mind pondered ludicrous ways to put them back in the bottle, so to speak, but his mind produced nothing.

So wasteful, he lamented.

***

Mina stared at an extraordinarily tall man with wavy obsidian hair, kept somewhat long. It was not the black-haired man she thought she would set her eyes upon, but they did share the same father.

Prince Induen of Vasquer sat at the foot of the grand banquet table, and opposite him was Mina’s father, Count Elgar of Veden. Like his daughter, he had golden hair and golden eyes, though that was their primary shared feature. He was a tall man, clearly a warrior. Mina shared most of her features with her mother, who sat just beside the count.

Mina’s mother was the count’s second wife, taken not a week after his first had died. Her mother, Louise, was a commoner—the daughter of a merchant—and the marriage had been made to settle a grand debt. Her mother’s lowborn status coupled with the large number of other siblings from the first marriage made Mina’s prominence in her house very low.

Yet now, Mina, her father, her mother, and the prince ate at the table alone, none of her siblings present. Her father had come to trust her enough to have her present with a meeting with the prince. It was an honor, ostensibly, but Mina felt far from it.

“We are delighted to host the prince,” Count Elgar said, voice somewhat higher pitched in its flattery. Countess Louise murmured something of the same note.

“Are you?” Induen mused, eating some of the food arrayed before him. “Strange. I don’t recall seeing any soldiers from Veden joining my father’s armies.”

Count Elgar shifted. “Considering recent troubles, it is impractical. My entire land would fall victim to plague, and our food stores for the winter would be rendered useless… Plus, the winter makes things…”

Count Elgar rambled on and on, excuses coming from his lips so quickly that they must have been prepared in advance. Induen ate in quiet, staring at her father. Mina was greatly unsettled.

“You may relax,” Induen eventually interrupted, holding one palm out with a fork between his fingers. “I am not here for any stern rebukes. No, my purpose is much different.”

Mina tensed further upon hearing he had a different purpose. After reports from other knights, she knew Argrave had passed through here. Despite the strange report of his eyes, the rest of his party matched with what she had last seen of him, barring an additional party member. He had headed into the northwest. Induen appearing might have something to do with him.

“And what might be your purpose here, Prince Induen, if you do not mind my inquiry?” Count Elgar continued. “You’ve called my daughter here, even…”

Hearing that, her gaze briefly jumped to her father, but she was a good enough actor to betray nothing more than that. Inwardly, she felt an urge to run. Prince Induen was a horrible man, she knew.

“Yes… I did.” Induen nodded, placing his fork down. “I heard that Mina was the one that devised the idea for those camps outside the walls. As such, I wished to speak with her… and with you, her father, who put the plans into action.

“You see,” Induen continued, placing his hands before him. “I plan on making this place my base for a while. Veden stands as one center between the north and the south, where many rivers converge… a veritable hub of activity. I intend on making it a bulwark against the plague, to stop it from spreading into the north as it has the south.” Induen smiled. “I hope you two might be of assistance in this matter.”

Mina didn’t believe those words for a second. Induen’s blue-eyed gaze fell upon her, and she felt the need to squirm.

“For now, let us enjoy this dinner,” Induen said, picking his fork back up. “Afterwards, I hope the count and his daughter will indulge this plan of mine.”

“Of course,” Count Elgar agreed immediately, speaking for his daughter. Mina kept her mouth shut. It was a learned skill. “We will aid in whatever way we can.”

“I won’t threaten your neutrality, fret not,” Induen assured.

Her father did not reply to that, but he did look relieved. Other thoughts were running through Mina’s head.

Chasing after Argrave… it was just a whim, before, but now it seems like a necessity. He’ll have some inkling of what’s going on here. He always knew what was happening. He knew everyone’s secrets.

Another thought persisted in the back of her head—a more personal matter. It had stung at her every day for months. She was greatly afraid… but she had to know.


Chapter 23

Argrave and Anneliese sat in their tent, which had been pitched in a relatively dry spot of the wetlands. Argrave leaned up against Anneliese as she read, feeling a little exhausted. Galamon sat atop one of the crooks of the tallest trees, keeping watch vigilantly, while Durran read a book just beneath him. The two of them had separate tents just by each other.

There were two other guests—one anticipated, and the other wholly not so. Silvic laid down on the ground, doing nothing but merely existing. And Drezki the Coward… Argrave scanned their camp, looking for the woman.

“What will happen to my Lady and Light?” Drezki questioned, somewhat surprising Argrave. She stood just off to the side of the entrance to their tent, holding her sticks in hand. Up so close, Argrave could see the details they bore. Their core had been hollowed out and filled with the same glowing liquid light that resided within Silvic. To be struck with them was to be struck by an aspect of an elder spirit of the wetlands—that is to say, it would hurt very badly.

Argrave gazed at Drezki, then cast a glance at Silvic. “I suspect… Orion will bring both of you along to aid in the expedition through the wetlands, and the fight against the Plague Jester. He may be zealous, but he isn’t stupid. He’ll know your help is important in traversing the wetlands, dealing with whatever enemies might abound.”

“And after?” Drezki insisted.

Argrave said nothing, searching for the right words.

“I will be killed,” Silvic answered before Argrave could say anything. Outside of the Marred Hallowed Grounds, her voice did not have the all-encompassing power it once did, but it was still bizarre.

Drezki whipped her head back. “What?!”

“Drezki, sweet child… if you had the opportunity to kill any of the gods of Vasquer, would you take it?” Silvic questioned, unmoving.

The woman stepped slowly to Silvic, wooden armor clanking. She knelt down, then collapsed to her knees ungracefully before Silvic. Though the wetland spirit did not move, the roots themselves curled out of the ground, bunching around Drezki’s legs as if in comfort.

“Silvic…” Drezki muttered, not quite crying but verging on that point.

“Would you rather I succumb to this disease of the Plague Jester, what the human calls the waxpox?” Silvic questioned, voice almost amused. “Let me die in service of the wetlands. This disease ruins all. That it came from this glorious land is tragedy enough. I must do what I can to right this wrong. It is not the natural order of things.”

Argrave was glad to be spared answering that question. Drezki grieved silently for a time, then went to sit elsewhere not far from Argrave’s tent. He felt sympathy for the woman of the swamps, yet he could not deny being mildly annoyed that he was denied privacy with Anneliese.

“I apologize for earlier rudeness,” Drezki finally said.

Argrave shook his head at once. “Rudeness doesn’t bother me. And we had not met under the best of terms. Were it something avoidable, I would not have slain those I did.” The words came easy because they were the truth. It wasn’t as though he had compromised his morals in killing Silvic’s guardians, but he generally did not like fighting. It was risky, and it hurt.

“Why do they call you ‘the Coward’?” Anneliese questioned Drezki after a long amount of time had passed.

Drezki wiped something away from her yellowish eyes, then turned to Anneliese. “‘They’?” she repeated. “I call myself that. How do you know of it? I never mentioned it.”

“I told her.” Argrave closed his eyes. He had neglected to inform Anneliese of the background for the nickname, largely because it wasn’t important. It seemed her curiosity spurred her to learn, anyway.

He heard Drezki shift, then answer, “It’s to remind me of what I am.”

“Usually nicknames are for other people, not yourself,” Argrave pointed out tiredly, and Anneliese nudged him with her shoulder in slight reprimand.

“Remind you of what?” Anneliese continued, trying to suppress Argrave’s comment.

“When the men beyond the swamp invaded, with gleaming metal armor and spells that tore apart the very land… I did not fight in defense of my land. I ran, as a coward. I let my family die alone,” Drezki said. The words had weight, but she had moved past her grief enough to say them without shaking. “My Lady and Light welcomed me into her hallowed land. She protected me, sheltered me. She taught me. When the waxpox came and ate away my flesh, she imbued her own body into me to prevent my death,” she noted, pointing to patches of her body that had been replaced with wood.

“I vowed not to make the same mistake with my Lady and Light. I vowed to defend her to my last breath. And so, I call myself ‘coward,’ because it is what I hope to prove I am not.”

Argrave opened his eyes again, looking at Drezki as he leaned against Anneliese’s shoulder. Willingness to die for something… On his first day here, that sentiment might have been foreign to him. He was beginning to understand it, though. Maybe it was because he was around people who would die for a cause—people like Titus, Orion, or the southron elves. Or maybe it was because he had something to value in this life beyond himself, now.

Just as the somber tones were beginning to set in his head, Anneliese tilted her head and rested it against his. It was a simple act, but it made him feel warm.

“…if the waxpox is cured, you don’t need to die,” Argrave said slowly. “You can still escape, Silvic.”

Drezki looked toward the wetland spirit with hope, but Silvic said at once, “You make it sound like escaping this man you call Orion’s grasp will be something easy,” she pointed out. “The wetlands themselves balk in fear of him. I fear I am powerless before him, even were my power not waned by this rotting disease.”

Drezki looked greatly dispirited.

“What is your purpose?” Anneliese inquired of Silvic. “Why do people worship you?”

“I am simply the wetlands. I am the advocate of the water beneath us, the trees around us, the beauty and ugliness all. I simply wish to see it prosper, as it always has. I am but a manifestation of the desires of the folk who once lived in this swamp. I am the spirit of the wetlands.”

With the emphasis on the word ‘spirit,’ Anneliese nodded as things fell in place.

“That is another reason I am not afraid to die,” Silvic added. “In time… centuries, perhaps… so long as this land persists, another of my kind will be born. Perhaps it will be different from me. Perhaps it will not be called ‘wetlands’ any longer. There is something special to this land, you know.”

Maybe the wetlands will progress into coal forests, Argrave mused, recalling useless geographical knowledge.

“And this plague uses what is special of this land to sow discord,” Silvic said. “That is why it must be stopped.”

***

Mina of Veden entered deep into the wetlands, riding alone. She wore nothing to identify herself as the daughter of Count Elgar—it was a double-edged sword, she supposed, but she did not wish to announce her presence to any and all who looked. But just because she rode alone did not mean she was alone.

Golden-armored knights escorted her. Mina watched them ever warily. She could see that their flesh had been afflicted with the waxpox, and though it was covered by bandages, she had no strong desire to contract this disease. Despite their affliction, these knights seemed as capable as any of the royal knights she had seen before.

As they neared a fortress, the royal knights stopped. “This is as far as we will take you, lady. This is the camp of our Holiness.”

Mina stirred, holding her horse steady. Though she had come here searching for Argrave, having heard from her father’s knights that he’d gone this way, the only reason she risked coming here was because Orion was not near as dangerous as the other princes. Yet seeing his knights and hearing their address… she wondered every second if this was a mistake.

“May I meet Prince Orion?” Mina nonetheless asked.

“Any and all may meet the prince, so long as they are willing to wait for him,” the knight said plainly. “He resides within his keep.”

Without another word, the knights parted, and Mina looked toward the keep that they had pointed out. She drove her horse a bit closer, mindful of the great bulk of people wandering. Though she had thought Veden was bad enough, seeing this place now gave her chills. This disease was brutal beyond compare.

In the ruined keep, a great horde of people gathered. Between their zealous cheers and their praises, they seemed more a religious congregation than a camp of refugees. In the back, towering over all of them, was Orion of Vasquer. He was free of the disease, and yet he mingled without fear. The people reached for him like he was the most precious gemstones, clutching at his armor. He embraced all of them, speaking and touching and tending to them.

Mina struggled to keep her horse in line as she pondered this scene. She looked up toward the sky. Night was only just beginning. She looked at the vast crowd, biting her lip and debating herself fiercely. Something drew her eye—more golden-armored royal knights—and she spurred her horse toward them.

“Excuse me,” she greeted them. They had seemed normal enough, but once they turned their head, Mina saw they were as disease-ridden as those she had seen before. She tried not to display her disgust outwardly. “I’m looking for someone. Can I ask some questions?”

“Please, my lady. The gods demand we be open and honest,” the knight said, voice a low rasp.

Mina clenched her reins tighter, uneased. “Has a tall man with black and gold eyes come through here? Argrave, he goes by.”

The two knights exchanged a glance. “Why do you seek him?”

“I’m a friend of his. I need to talk to him,” she said, trying to put urgency in her tone to coax information.

“You must consult Orion.” One of the knights held his palm out. “We dare not betray our Holiness’ brother by giving away information laxly.”

Mina nodded, then looked about the camp. She turned her head back to the road, then back to the large congregation.

“You’re looking for my brother,” another voice cut in, even and dead. Mina pulled her horse’s reins and it stepped backward.

Once Mina identified who the voice belonged to, she kept leading her horse away. It was only once Magnus stopped a fair distance away that she allowed herself to relax somewhat. She didn’t know much about Magnus, but she had not heard good things about him. He was the true shame of Vasquer, wandering the continent and engaging in the most base pleasures.

“I want to talk to him,” Mina repeated.

Magnus put one hand to his clean-shaven chin. “He was here. He’ll return, too, given he left his horses here. Orion has it guarded, but he was sharing a room with his fiancée.”

Mina blinked quickly, trying to hide her surprise. “His… fiancée?” she questioned, keeping her tone neutral.

“You say you’re his friend, yet you don’t know this much?” Magnus took his hand off his chin. “Curious.”

She felt a complex array of emotions at that moment. The matter of Nikoletta resurfaced again, even though she’d been trying her best to avoid thinking about it.

“Who was it?” she demanded, more harshly than she intended.

Magnus raised a brow. “Oh? Maybe my little brother is not so in-love with that stupidly tall elf, if a pretty girl comes seeking him, growing angry at the mention of a fiancée.”

Mina glared down at Magnus before softening her features. It seemed she’d be staying after all.


Chapter 24

Argrave stepped into Orion’s camp in the ruined fortress, walking past the vast tents and buildings full of refugees. His stride was confident, but the Brumesingers walking at his feet were somewhat frenzied, betraying his true nervousness. Everyone watched him walk—this time, not because of his imposing height, but because of the two following behind: Silvic and Drezki.

His entry into the camp was like a great ripple that intensified rather than weakened. Though the sick could not be bothered to stir, those tending to them did, and soon enough, near half the camp was bustling with activity. Nothing would ever abate the nervousness of being the center of attention, Argrave thought.

Two golden-armored knights rushed up before Argrave, drawing their glimmering swords from their scabbards. Argrave stepped out to meet them, holding his arms wide as he yelled, “You will stop!” His authoritative words did slow them, but they kept proceeding, forcing Argrave to add, “I am Orion’s brother!”

With their Holiness being invoked, the Waxknights did indeed draw to a sliding stop not two feet away from Argrave. Already, mist from his Brumesingers danced in the air, ready to attack if anything threatened him.

“Orion sought proof,” Argrave began, gaze alternating between the two Waxknights. “I have brought it.”

***

The camp remained bustling in the time that passed since Argrave had brought Silvic to Orion’s camp. A retinue of twelve Waxknights guarded them. Everyone able enough to walk in the refugee camp gawked at the humanoid wetland spirit. Silvic remained largely silent and still, but the sight of her wooden body flowing with radiant liquid light was awe-inspiring even when she did nothing. Fewer stared at the short and squat swampland woman Drezki with her greenish skin and yellow eyes, but her presence only intensified the scrutiny placed upon them.

Anneliese looked greatly discomforted by the attention—she had once confided to him large crowds were difficult for her—and so Argrave did his best to keep her at ease while they waited for Orion. Regarding his other two companions, Galamon was ever unflappable, while Durran somewhat enjoyed the scrutiny of the crowd, all but striking a pose for those watching.

It was easy to notice Prince Orion coming. He himself stood a foot and a half above the taller people in the crowd, and the people parted for his coming like the Red Sea had for another prophet of myth. Argrave kept his gaze on him as he walked closer, his dark golden eyes meeting Orion’s gray the whole way through. Eventually, Orion strode past the Waxknights, ordering them to put their swords away with a simple gesture. They obeyed without question and kneeled before him.

Prince Orion stood before Argrave. His eyes were markedly colder than their first meeting had been. Argrave was glad to be spared of a back-breaking embrace, but that was about the only good feeling swirling around in his chest at that moment. Orion stood above him, above even Galamon, and seeing the anger writ in his face was like having the roaring jaw of a Kodiak bear near your throat.

“What profane thing have you brought into this camp of followers of the faith, Argrave?” Orion questioned, his voice cold and unsympathetic. The affectionate calls of ‘brother’ were gone.

Argrave kept his composure despite his fear—he was growing quite adept at that. “You asked for proof, brother. I brought it before you.”

Orion looked past Argrave, staring at Silvic. He stepped around him, looking down and locking gazes with Galamon briefly. After, he took heavy steps that seemed to shake the earth. Drezki stood between Silvic and Orion, posturing like a child trapped between two adults. She was only barely to Orion’s stomach, but she stood strong nonetheless.

“Rest assured,” Argrave called out. “I would not have brought Silvic here were she a danger to everyone.”

Orion turned his back to Silvic, his white robe brushing against the muddy ground below as his gaze fixed upon Argrave. “What is it?”

“I am Silvic, one of many spirits of the wetlands, and a god to the swamp folk,” Silvic answered, her voice without an obvious source emanating from all directions, causing a great stir in all of the people present.

Orion turned his head back to the wetland spirit ever so slowly. His fists were clenched tightly enough to trigger the protective enchantments on his gauntlet, and they shone brightly, barely preventing the metal from folding in on itself.

Argrave stepped forward. “She’s here for the same reason you are, Orion. She wants to stop the plague. If you care about the followers of the faith, I hope you will hear her out. If you listen, you will learn,” he implored Orion boldly.

Orion’s head remained fixed on Silvic’s form. Slowly, his gaze turned back to Argrave. The insane frigidity in his eyes had faded somewhat, making his expression seem less threatening… but Argrave still noted his fist was clenched tightly.

Prince Orion gave the smallest of nods, and Argrave let out a sigh of relief just as slight.

“Then, should we go discuss this?” Argrave gestured toward the keep where Orion had taken him, Anneliese, and Magnus. Orion put one hand on his hip and shifted his feet, considering what Argrave said.

“That which is to be shared—is it something that needs to be kept secret from the people?” Magnus chimed in, pushing his way past. The crowd did not part for him as it had Orion, evidently, and indeed, it seemed he had little goodwill among the people here. Even though Argrave thought it was a reasonable enough sentiment to garner support, few in the crowd expressed their backing for it.

“That is true,” Orion said, though, very obviously swayed.

Anneliese put her hand on Argrave’s shoulder, drawing his attention. This was another signal they’d devised in private, much the same way she would tap his foot if someone lied—if she had something to note about the emotions of those present, she would grab his shoulder.

She did not have time to say what she needed to say, though. Orion spoke again, asking, “Then tell me, brother, why do you consort with such profane things, such heretics? What can it convey, that should spare it from righteous judgement by the gods?”

Argrave swallowed, trying to discern how best to maintain control of the conversation. With a crowd of zealous followers around and Magnus whispering in Orion’s ear, the odds felt stacked against him… but the fight yesterday had been at a disadvantage before Argrave turned it around. At least, that was what he clung onto to bolster his confidence.

“You’re right,” Argrave agreed with Magnus, seeking to mitigate his influence. “The people have every right to know why they are wrought with this disease. They should understand what Orion and I will fight against!” he said boldly. His words drew in support from the crowd.

As the crowd murmured and cheered, Anneliese whispered in Argrave’s ear, “Magnus is desperately terrified. Of what, I cannot say.”

The words were somewhat difficult for Argrave to process fully—too many possibilities abounded in his head—and so he chose to shelve them away and focus on Orion.

“Silvic has come here to seek Orion’s aid in fighting against a great evil that has taken root in the wetlands,” Argrave preached. “This evil was born of evil—it was born of the extermination of the people of these swamps, when Vasquer conquered this place decades ago.” Argrave turned on his heel. “Silvic. Please, tell all of how this plague came to be.”

Magnus stared down Argrave like he was a fool, while Silvic placed her wooden, rooted hand behind her back in an almost polite, human fashion.

“Some years ago, the many spirits of the wetland took in those people of the swamp that survived the invasion by Vasquer,” Silvic explained. “Many of the spirits had died in the invasion… and of those that persisted, one sought revenge against Vasquer for the deaths of many: Rastzintin, the strongest of us wetland spirits. He collaborated with one of the last great shamans of the swamp folk. She had been taken in as an amusement by humans—a jester, they are called.

“At first, they struck at the stone fortresses the men of Vasquer constructed,” Silvic continued, none daring to interrupt. “One after another they fell, each House established succumbing in a multitude of ways. If you seek proof of the truth of my tales, I will show you the magic they weaved to turn this fortress we stand upon to ruins,” Silvic declared.

Argrave listened patiently, watching the crowd. They were growing a bit incensed, he noted, but they did not seem at risk of exploding anytime soon. Magnus twitched and rubbed his hands together as Silvic spoke, glancing about paranoidly. His distress perplexed Argrave.

“Yet once all of the fortresses collapsed, Rastzintin was content. The jester did not agree with this sentiment. She betrayed him and used his power to conjure this plague. I, and many other spirits of the wetlands, attempted to stop this folly. Yet Rastzintin was always the strongest of us all, and in my endeavors, the Plague Jester struck me and others with her fell disease, leaving me as I am now,” she noted, rooted finger tracing the waxpox marring her body.

The crowd took in her words well. There was an element of sympathy to things—seeing even a so-called god marred as they were by the waxpox surely stirred some emotion in them.

Orion stalked up to her, arms crossed. “You can prove this fortress fell to this Rastzintin’s magic?”

“I can,” Silvic confirmed.

“And you swear before all you hold dear… that you speak only truth?”

“I swear before the wetlands themselves I speak the truth. If I do not, may the world itself burn me and all I hold dear,” Silvic vowed.

Orion looked back to Argrave. His gaze was complicated.

Magnus strode up beside Orion. Argrave watched him carefully, ready to interject at anything the prince might try.

“It seems there is no room for argument,” Magnus conceded, spreading his arms out.

Argrave furrowed his brows, taken aback by the support.

Magnus leaned in and whispered something to Orion’s ears, and Argrave shifted uneasily.

“Argrave,” Orion said, lifting his head from Magnus’ whispers. “What has Silvic informed you of regarding this… heretical god, Rastzintin, and the jester?”

Argrave stepped a little closer. “Much and more. I can tell you everything you need to know, brother,” he said confidently.

“Then that settles things.” He turned his head to Silvic and Drezki. “Will the two of you accept the gods of Vasquer as your own?”

Drezki shook her head fervently. “No.”

“I am of the wetlands,” Silvic responded.

Orion turned the rest of his body and lunged out at Silvic with inhuman speed. Drezki, ever alert, moved to guard her Lady and Light, drawing the twin sticks at her side. She swung them at the approaching Orion. He raised his forearm to block. When they cracked against the metal, blisteringly blinding light and force enough to conjure winds split across the air.

When things had settled, Argrave ran forward without hesitation, adrenaline already pumping. Orion seemed undamaged—he flicked his arm out and Drezki staggered away. He lunged forth again, Drezki his target this time. He grabbed her face, obscuring it completely, and slammed her into the ground. The earth split, and her body left a crater her shape in the muddy earth.

After, he squeezed. Her head seemed to offer as little resistance as a ball of hollow paper.

The prince lifted his hand slowly. Blood that glowed gold dripped from his forearm—not from Drezki, but from the wound she’d caused with her weapons. As Silvic stepped back apprehensively, Argrave finally managed to place himself between Orion and the wetland spirit.

“What are you doing?!” Argrave shouted.

“Doing as the gods demand—ending the heretics that refuse to accept Vasquer,” he said calmly. Blood dripped from the spot where Drezki had attacked him. His blood suspended midair… and then retracted back within his body. Almost as though shutting the door behind it, the wound closed just after the last bit of blood retracted back within. The enchanted gauntlets he wore had been completely blasted apart by Drezki’s fierce attack, but already the wound disappeared.

“Were you not listening? She has much to offer to help!”

“Knowledge you claim you have.” Orion tilted his head, confused.

“Silvic has yet to prove the magic Rastzintin cast!” Argrave shouted. “And she can help us through the wetlands with her power, that we might strike at the Plague Jester all the easier, without a great loss of life!”

Orion’s face brightened. “That… is a fair point, brother,” he conceded at once. He lifted up his hand, covered in blood and gore. The redness bubbled and steamed as though boiling. “I was overeager, it seems.” He moved his hand forward, resting it against Argrave’s cheek. “Fortunately, you reminded me before something important could be lost. I am glad of it.”

The Holy Fool stepped away from the scene of carnage casually, shaking his hand free of the viscera. “I am glad you brought this to me. To wallow in ignorance as I have, for so long…” He sighed and shook his head. “Such a tragedy. Argrave,” he called out, stopping.

Argrave faced him tensed, saying nothing.

“Have a rest. You seem to have endured much to bring this to me,” he said, genuinely compassionately. “Though… ensure the heretical thing causes no trouble.”

As Orion walked away, Argrave felt like he was going to collapse to the ground. He kept his legs firm, thankfully enough. Eventually, his gaze locked on someone skulking away from the still-staring crowd: Prince Magnus. That man had been the cause of all of this. Whatever he’d whispered to Orion had set him off like that.

He looked to Anneliese. “Let’s go back. But… it seems we can’t rest.”

They started to walk away. Argrave turned his head back to where Drezki lay dead. As he stared at the corpse, something unpleasant welled up within him. He quickly turned away, blinking rapidly. Durran put a hand on his shoulder, staring at the corpse alongside him.

With silent grief for their brief companion, Argrave’s companions and Silvic headed for the keep.


Chapter 25

Argrave told Galamon, Durran, and the very out-of-place Silvic that he and Anneliese intended to check up on their books before rejoining the party to discuss what needed to be done. Silvic asked to bury Drezki, and his companions saw to that task alongside her so that no issues would arise with the Waxknights or other residents.

“Was almost like things correcting themselves,” Argrave mused as he pushed open the door, stepping inside. “Drezki… God damn it. Why did it have to end like that? I should’ve…”

“Should have what?” Anneliese pressed.

Argrave stopped beside the half-open door. “I don’t know. Should have known better. Should have taken measures.”

“People tell you time and time again that way of thinking leads nowhere. When will you heed that lesson?” she questioned.

“Lot easier to say that than to do it. Don’t deny you ask the same thing,” Argrave refuted.

Anneliese just grabbed his wrist, giving it a solemn squeeze. It reminded him he wasn’t the only one affected by the things that happened around him. He flashed a bitter smile, then said, “Hopefully that little display helps keep Durran cautious.”

“Durran is different than he was before,” Anneliese said. “I don’t think he will cause trouble as he did in Lionsun Castle.”

“I definitely hope not.” Argrave shook his head, stepping within the room and glancing about. He took a mental inventory of all within. Everything was as neat and orderly as it had been left. Then, his eyes fell upon something he had not been expecting to see—a human figure, greatly distorted by illusion magic.

At once, Argrave raised his hand up and formed the matrix for a fast-acting lightning spell, the C-rank [Skysunder]. With a yelp, the person threw themselves behind Argrave’s bed, shouting, “Wait!”

Argrave kept his hand raised, but said tentatively, “Mina?”

Anneliese stepped within the room cautiously, coming to stand shoulder to shoulder with Argrave.

Mina gingerly raised her head above the bed, and Argrave lowered his hand with mouth agape. “What in the hell are you doing here?” he demanded.

“Last time it was a book, now you nearly throw a spell at me?” Mina said incredulously, rising up a little further.

Mina of Veden had changed a great deal from when Argrave had last seen her. As ever, she looked like a cat, but some maturity shone through on her face. Her once shoulder-length yellow hair had grown much longer than that, and her yellow eyes seemed tired.

“I never expected to deal with this situation a second time.” He shook his head. “I’ll ask again—what the hell, Mina?”

“I’m sorry, I am! It’s different this time. I was expecting you to come back, wanted to talk to you!” Mina said urgently.

Argrave scratched his cheek. “Yet you still use an illusion spell, just the same as ever.”

“Because I thought I’d win, this time.” She shook her head. “Gods be damned.”

He briefly recalled their little game of whether or not she would surprise him and snorted. Argrave stepped away and looked around, and seeing no one was present, shut the door. “Why aren’t you at Mateth?” he began, stepping back into the room. “Why are you here? Looking to follow the current trend, catch a life-threatening disease?”

Mina’s yellow eyes gazed up at him. “You don’t know, do you?” she questioned, then shook her head. “Hah. I guess it’s my world, but really, no one knows besides me.” She shook her head, then looked up at Argrave. “I thought I’d changed a lot, but you… you changed a lot,” she noted, sizing him up. “You look… healthier. Scarier,” she admitted.

Argrave waited patiently. He could tell she was dodging the question because she found it painful to answer. That alone was answer enough, he supposed.

She stepped around and sat on Argrave’s bed, arms crossed. “Why do people say you call her your fiancée?” She gestured with her chin toward Anneliese. “Why are your eyes all… all wrong?”

Argrave sighed, and Anneliese conjured a ward that the three of them might speak privately. Mina watched her warily.

“I remember her.” She pointed. “She’s the elven woman you brought from the land of the snow elves.”

“‘Brought’ is a poor choice of words,” Argrave said as he nodded. “Her name is Anneliese, in case you forgot. And yes, for all intents and purposes, we are engaged. I’ve answered one of yours, now time for mine—why aren’t you at Mateth?” He came to stand over her.

“You said you were never wrong about these things,” she said bitterly, her throat seized up. “Nicky sent me away. She said that… it wasn’t right, and that she was sorry.”

Though Argrave wasn’t exactly blindsided by her answer, it did make him feel much worse than he expected. The fact that Mina was desperately trying to stop herself from being emotional about it made it strike all the deeper, he found.

“And here you are,” she continued, sniffling once. “With a fiancée, whom you spend the whole night with, keeping the whole keep up with… moans, and…”

“Hey, woah, woah, woah.” Argrave held his finger out. “I don’t know what kind of twisted fantasies are brewing in that head of yours, but put them out of your mind. If there’s anything ‘heated’ going on in this room at night, it’s heated talks about magic and history.” He pointed to the books around the room.

Anneliese hid her face with one hand despite the fact that it was covered by a mask and shook her head. Argrave was still sure he saw a faint smile of amusement, though.

“Please. Magnus seemed to have mistaken me for your spurned lover, and so he divulged everything about you two.” She shook her head. “He was trying to turn me against you, I know. He’s a rude bastard…”

“Magnus.” Argrave lifted his head up and nodded, face blanking as his half-brother’s name came out once more. Argrave spared a glance at Anneliese, and she nodded as though she knew what he was thinking.

It was very obvious that Magnus was trying to impede Argrave at every turn. It went against what he knew of Magnus—as far as he knew, he and ‘Argrave’ had no animosity between the two of them. It was clear to him that something needed to be done about this. He just wasn’t certain what, yet.

Argrave turned his head back to Mina. “You know, Anneliese and I spent one night in this keep. And… well, whatever.” He finally surrendered. “Think what you want—I can’t stop you. But why did you come here, of all places? You don’t appear ill. Not yet, at least…” He glanced around the room. “You ought to wear one of these masks… keep your health up…” He stepped around, searching for the solemn white Humorless Masks.

“Induen came to Veden,” Mina disclosed, looking at Argrave. “I figured you might have some answers about that whole situation.”

Argrave turned back to Mina slowly, face taut. “I think we ought to spend some time catching up, then. It seems there’s a lot to talk about.”

***

Argrave and Anneliese had a long conversation with Mina of Veden. As things proceeded, all of them loosened up a great deal—misunderstandings were resolved, animosity was put to bed, and mutual understanding was established. Despite everything, Mina knew that Argrave alone could not be held responsible for Nikoletta’s choice. She appeared to be placing her position as the heir to the duke before her own desire for happiness.

Knowing it was Nikoletta’s choice didn’t make Argrave feel less guilty, of course. He felt like he’d ruined something. He didn’t tell Mina, but he resolved to repair what had been broken.

Their conversation lasted the entire night. At first, they spoke of Mina’s situation. Apparently, the time she’d spent with Nikoletta and Duke Enrico in a city devoted to trade and administration had enlightened her about the importance of proper management, and she used the lessons learned about order and efficiency to solve the refugee crisis at Veden.

But inevitably, Argrave had to explain how he’d changed, and what he’d done to do so. That took up the bulk of the conversation, and though Argrave felt it was a somewhat disdainful waste of time to recount something that had no bearing on what they were to be doing, he did so. Not without complaint, though.

That topic led them to why Argrave was here, something he disclosed readily. Apparently, Nikoletta had long ago informed Mina of his fight against Gerechtigkeit. He resented that Nikoletta could not keep a secret, but Mina told no others, and it was not genuinely harmful if rumor of it did spread. It was, ultimately, one of his long-term goals to propagate information about the coming calamity.

Eventually, Argrave arranged a place to stay for Mina alongside Durran, Galamon, and the wetland spirit Silvic. He gave her a spare Humorless Mask of Anneliese’s. They agreed to discuss things tomorrow, when both were better rested.

Once things had settled, he was finally alone with Anneliese, a fact he was glad of.

“You say Magnus was scared, terrified earlier?” he asked her, sitting on his bedside.

“Desperately so,” Anneliese confirmed.

Argrave lowered his head, thinking in silence for a long while. As his brain spun for explanations, he half-hoped Anneliese would interject. She always had bright ideas—things that he’d missed, perspective he lacked. But she stayed silent, offering no further insight.

“Considering the possibilities…” Argrave began, leading the conversation. “Elenore’s an option. A likely option, too—she has the resources to make Magnus move. Plenty of money, plenty of non-monetary assets. Yet…” Argrave shook his head. “I don’t know if she could terrify him as you mention. Magnus is… fearless, despite everything.”

“Induen, then? Or the other brother you mentioned, Levin? Even Felipe?” Anneliese continued his train of thought.

“Induen… Well, he is nearby,” Argrave conceded. “Levin is pretty ruthless, with a certain low cunning to him. Felipe is probably too busy rallying the north and keeping his court in line, but maybe he could. Even still, once again, could they terrify Magnus? And what would be their motive to have him impede me, specifically? On top of all of that, I can’t picture how they would know I’m here. No—Magnus was doing something here before I arrived and wants to stop because I’m interfering.”

“I suppose that is all that fits.” Anneliese nodded. “Yet what would be his motive to continue the plague?”

“I don’t know. He could just be worthless trash, human scum, that kind of thing…” Argrave rubbed his mouth with his hand, losing himself in thought. As a stray thought came to him, he laughed.

“What?” Anneliese looked at him expectantly.

“Maybe it was Gerry,” Argrave posited in jest. Anneliese looked at him blankly, so he clarified, “Gerechtigkeit.”

Anneliese did not join him in laughter, but rather genuinely considered it, tilting her head.

“Come on,” Argrave said at once. “Just a joke.”

“…you must admit it does fit,” Anneliese said in quiet ponderance.

“Yeah, that’s why it’s funny.” Argrave nodded. Seeing she was still on this point, Argrave gave an exhausted sigh and rose to his feet, walking around. “I don’t know… Gerechtigkeit doesn’t really work with collaborators. He just destroys and ruins things at the right time so everything falls apart. He demolishes the most essential pillar in a building, and the rest crumbles naturally.”

“In your experience,” Anneliese pointed out. “Why else would Magnus be so diametrically opposed to everything you do? Why else would he be terrified? You claimed the man is a psychopath—he does not feel much of anything, searches out for anything that spurs emotion at all—what else could terrify that gray slate he is more than a god-like entity?” she spoke quickly as though a theory had formed in her head.

“That’s… verging on paranoia.” Argrave shook his head a little and then pointed at Anneliese, walking close to her and kneeling right before her face where she sat. “If we take it there, let’s take it further back. Titus. Too much off-course happened in the Burnt Desert for that to be some ripple effect from the little beating of my butterfly’s wings.”

Anneliese furrowed her white brows. “Do you… Is that… is that even possible?” she questioned. “Can the calamity play such a heavy hand in this world before his advent?”

“I don’t know,” Argrave admitted. “I don’t know the extent of his influence. I don’t know what he can and can’t have a hand in. That was never clearly defined, and all of his schemes in Heroes of Berendar began before the game started. That’s part of the reason I never considered it. Gerry was never reactive. I’m not even sure if this is possible. All of it might just be a red herring, useless paranoia.”

Anneliese nodded, processing his words. “Then… what has he done? What do you know?”

“All I know about his influence on people, specifically, is that he’s responsible for a lot of the craziness in the royal family. The first queen dying in childbirth—that was him. The second queen’s insanity—all of this was specifically tailored to ruin Felipe’s mental state, cause Vasquer’s decline,” he explained. “You might argue he affected people’s minds. But why would he go after Magnus instead of me? Why wouldn’t the big G use 5G to fry my brain, personally?”

“What are you saying?” Anneliese asked, losing the thread of the conversation.

“I’ve got no idea.” Argrave stood up and paced around. “Alright. Alright. Ultimately, we’re just fumbling around in the dark.”

“Come here.” Anneliese tapped the side of the bed, and Argrave obediently walked over and sat beside her.

Argrave took some time to relax. It felt like a gray curtain had washed over him—mounting stress that had reached its breaking point. “I’m at a loss, Anneliese.”

She wrapped one arm around his shoulders. “All we have presently are suspicions,” she said slowly.

“That’s right.” He nodded, listening intently.

“Yet we have a method to confirm those suspicions,” she continued. “Magnus is still here, within the camp. And given his dogged interference, it would be prudent to deal with him before we set out on this expedition. He is but a man, even still. We need not look for the backer when the agent is in arm’s reach.”

Argrave’s bleak outlook grew a little brighter with Anneliese’s counsel. Eventually, he nodded. “Yeah. Even if it is urgent to deal with this plague as quickly as possible, it’s also best to do it right. I’m sure it’ll take some time for the expedition to get ready… and even if not, I can get Orion to delay. I have to make sure we do it perfectly. This isn’t something we can afford to muck up. If the plague doesn’t end, we can say goodbye to any chances of an easy victory. And while we’re dealing with Magnus, we can identify other factors that might impede the whole thing.”

“Precisely.” She nodded.

Argrave looked up toward the ceiling. “Gerechtigkeit… I wonder if he’s listening.” He cracked his knuckles. “That’d be an interesting turn of events. He gets to listen as I shoot his damn plans into the dust.”


Chapter 26

“I can handle it,” Durran suggested, raising one hand up.

“What?” Argrave asked.

The four members of Argrave’s party sat in one of their rooms, two of them with Humorless Masks donned. A few empty bottles lay around—though it did look suspiciously like alcohol, they were the potions Argrave had demanded Galamon brew to give his party more disease resistance. Mina had yet to wake up, but Argrave intended to speak with her about something, too.

“You want your big brother Magnus to croak some info about the big bad evil—it so happens this is an interest of mine. If he really does have a god whispering in his ear, I’m sure I can figure it out,” he suggested, entwining his gray wyvern scale gauntleted hands.

“And how exactly are you going to do that?” Argrave frowned, tilting his head in disbelief.

“Hey, if you don’t want me to, say ‘no.’ I’ll get in line. I don’t want to be stepping on any toes with that damned maniac wandering about. You see the way he crushed that poor girl’s head?”

Argrave nodded and looked to the ground.

“At least Drezki died the way she wanted,” Galamon said, his arms crossed.

Argrave looked to him, frowning.

“No one can call her a coward, fighting against that man as boldly as she did,” he concluded further, closing his eyes.

Argrave nodded in agreement, but he found himself thinking of the scene once again and shook his head.

He focused back on the matter at hand—Durran’s suggestion. He mulled over the matter, biting as his lip as he thought, then continued, “You have to keep in mind this is just a suspicion of mine, not a confirmed fact.” Argrave held his hand out and pointed at Durran.

“Which is why you’re asking me to confirm it.” Durran nodded, looking at Argrave like he was slow. “That’s kind of how ‘confirming’ works, you realize. When you’re uncertain, you—”

“Don’t get all cute about it.” Argrave held out his hands to stifle Durran, which made the golden-tattooed tribal laugh. “What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know.” Durran shrugged as he shook his head.

“Very encouraging.” Argrave furrowed his brows.

“I’m resourceful.” Durran held both of his hands out. “Look, if you don’t think I can, just say ‘no,’ and this matter’s closed, Argrave. You don’t need to collapse any more towering pieces of architecture to keep me in line.”

Argrave lowered his head, rubbing his chin as he thought about the matter. Certainly, Durran was a main character in Heroes of Berendar. The player always did all kinds of ridiculously obscure investigation quests without much issue, which said something about all of the characters and their resourcefulness.

Even excluding Heroes of Berendar, Durran had proven himself. Despite Argrave’s compunctions about the matter with the margrave’s wyvern, the fact remained it worked out well.

Argrave lifted his head and said decisively, “I’ll allow it. But first, you’ll have to hear everything I know about Magnus so that you can act easier, make no mistakes, that sort of thing.”

Durran lounged back. “I’m sure you just want an excuse to talk more, but fine.”

Argrave shook his head but smiled. “Alright. Once that’s done, we’ll check on Silvic, make sure she’s settled in without issue, and then… I’ll have a conversation with Mina.” His smile grew bitter. “Have to make sure nothing else goes wrong.”

***

“How can you be so fine? The suns are barely above the trees, and I’m still half-asleep,” Mina complained, rubbing at her eyes as she sat across from Argrave and Anneliese. They sat at a dining table in an abandoned part of the keep, largely alone. Anneliese’s Starsparrow ate magic seeds off the table before them, and the elven woman played with the creature idly. Argrave’s Brumesingers still slept, nestled in his gray duster. All of them sat within a ward of Anneliese’s making, ensuring no sound would leak.

Galamon stood nearby, remaining standing. Durran was off doing his thing. Argrave couldn’t deny that he was worried. It might be Durran decided that Magnus would be better off unalive.

The part that disquieted Argrave was that the idea didn’t seem such a poor one, provided it never linked back to any of them. He was changing, it seemed.

“I can be so fine because I’ve been doing this for months now,” Argrave explained. “Waking up when I don’t want to, doing things I don’t want to do, and then going to bed far later than I would like. I’m well accustomed to early mornings.”

“You could call me a spoiled brat in fewer words.” She finished rubbing her eyes.

Argrave smiled and laughed lightly. “By the way… try not to rub your eyes. And keep that mask on tight. They weren’t cheap, and they’re very effective at preventing the waxpox. Or any disease, I suppose.”

Mina froze like she’d been caught doing something bad, and then said, “I just washed my hands.”

Argrave simply smiled, saying nothing. As if cowed, Mina quickly put the Humorless Mask back over her face.

“Well, whatever.” She quickly shook her head, voice now distorted from behind the white solemn mask. “Why don’t you wear one? You got so sick so easily last time at Mateth.”

Argrave placed his hands on the table. “We talked about this. I’m black-blooded, now. Like dragons.”

Mina tilted her head suspiciously.

Argrave sighed and took off his glove, then took a small splinter off the table to draw some blood. Mina cocked her head back, a little shocked. Blood started to drip out. It was very dark in color.

“Argrave…” Anneliese said exasperatedly, then healed his finger in an almost casual fashion.

Argrave held his finger out. “If you drank this, some of your magic would replenish, you know.”

“Normal people don’t do something like that to prove a point,” Mina said cautiously.

Argrave turned and very nearly offered his finger to Galamon as a jest, before he realized present company might take that poorly. Ultimately, he wiped the blood away and said, “Normal people don’t have magic in their bloodstream.”

“I was more talking about the fact people find it difficult to hurt themselves.” Mina shook her head.

Argrave smiled at that. “It’s been a long journey,” he said simply. He saw Galamon nod in agreement in his peripheries.

Mina stared at him for a time with complex emotions shining through even despite the mask, then shook her head to dismiss errant thoughts. “Well, enough. We can finally talk about why I came here. Induen—why in the world is he bursting into my father’s keep, wanting to speak to me, of all people?”

Argrave blinked slowly, a little taken aback. After sparing a glance at Anneliese as she put her hair back into a half-crown braid, he turned his gaze back to Mina and rested his elbows on the table.

“You see, that’s a funny question. It sort of tailors into what I wanted to talk to you about, you see.”

Mina’s eyes widened in anticipation. “So, you know why he’s there? I knew talking to you would be the right idea.”

Argrave scratched his cheek, feeling the conversation had become all the more difficult. “Well… to put it in simple terms… no,” he said plainly.

Mina’s face darkened. “Oh,” she said quietly.

“Oh,” Argrave repeated.

“You’ve got no idea?” Mina placed her hands on the table, leaning in.

Argrave straightened his back. “What did he say?”

“Complete nonsense. He said he came here to stop the plague.” She spread her arms out in a disbelieving shrug.

Argrave furrowed his brows. “Come to think of it, you said that you were the one behind that change in Veden,” he noted.

Mina nodded. “Nicky’s smart. The more I stayed by her side, the more I learned. She conscripted me for some things, you see. She’ll be the greatest head of House Monticci there ever has been,” Mina said proudly. “She had to deal with refugees from the Veidimen invasion—I just applied some of those lessons on a lesser scale.”

Argrave noted she cast a glance at Anneliese as she spoke of the Veidimen invasion. He shelved that observation and focused on the important matter—Induen.

“You ever think Induen might be…?” Argrave began, biting his lip. “I don’t know, honestly.”

“Perhaps he was being honest,” Anneliese suggested as she finished her half-crown braid.

Mina scoffed, then spoke to Anneliese, saying, “You might not know much about Induen, being from that frozen land, but he’s a real monster. A butcher with a princely mantle, nothing more.”

Argrave held his finger out to stop her. “But he’s not stupid. Things have gotten bad in the south—I can attest to that as much as you can, probably. Between the warmer climate and King Felipe ostensibly hastening the disease, it’s tearing the south apart.”

“You think the king…?” Mina began, then took a deep breath as epiphany dawned on her. “It makes sense.”

Argrave nodded bitterly. “If Induen had seen how bad the south is, he might take it upon himself to keep it away from the north, as Anneliese suggests.”

Mina didn’t look quite satisfied with that answer, but she said nothing.

“That brings me to a favor I had to ask,” Argrave began gingerly. Mina looked at him. “I was hoping that you would be willing to make sure Induen doesn’t come here.”

Mina’s face shifted from behind the mask. “I can’t believe this,” she said in disbelief while shaking her head.

Argrave proceeded quickly, sensing her disapproval. “Induen coming here could set everything I’ve done up in smoke. I’m trying to stop the plague completely—stop its spread utterly—but if Induen gets his grubby little monster fingers in this beautiful plan I’ve got cooking, everything could fall apart.”

Mina stared at him coldly.

“I know it’s a hell of a lot to ask to get yourself involved with that guy, but this is very important—not just for the future of the continent, but the future of the world. Remember, there’s a world-ending calamity coming, will kill us all, et cetera,” Argrave rambled quickly. “Please. Mina. I know you probably don’t even like me that much, but I will definitely repay this favor.”

She blinked, and then turned her gaze away. “Alright,” Mina said quietly. “I’ll do it. But this debt—there’s going to be some heavy damned interest, you know.” She pointed fiercely.

Argrave clapped his hands together. “You have no idea how relieving that is. Thank you. Thank you, sincerely.”

Galamon shifted on his feet, stepping up beside Argrave. He placed his hand on his shoulder and said in his low tone, “Someone’s coming.”

Argrave shifted his head and turned on the dining table bench they sat on, looking to the sole entrance to this place.

“It’s him,” Galamon said, eyes closed. “Orion.”

Argrave’s heart had a natural response of panic. He looked around, feeling as though there was something he should hide, but nothing came to mind. Anneliese dispelled her ward just as Prince Orion entered into the room.

“Brother,” he called out. “Finally found you.”

“Orion,” Argrave greeted, about to stand.

“Sit, sit.” Orion stopped him, walking up. “Well, perhaps it is poor form of me to say so, considering I wish to speak with you elsewhere.”

Argrave stared up at him blankly from the bench. “About the expedition? Or Silvic, or what?”

“About you. Your future,” he said, tone low. “Come. Let’s walk.” He patted Argrave’s shoulder.

A growing nervousness swirled within, and Argrave touched Anneliese’s elbow. “Anneliese,” he called out, attempting to bring her with him.

“Eh—let us speak alone, brother. I have nothing against my beautiful sister-in-law to be, worry not, but I wish to speak with you alone. No one else will be there, not Magnus, not my guards,” Orion amended.

Argrave swallowed, then cast a glance at Anneliese. Some nice time alone with his half-brother was the last thing he wanted.

Nonetheless, Argrave stood, and he and Orion walked out of the room.


Chapter 27

To see the ever-diligent Orion neglect his perceived duty to the people was already disquieting enough… but the prince led Argrave further and further away from the camp, heading into the swamps. His only comfort was the knowledge that Orion wouldn’t need seclusion to kill him. Argrave stayed quiet—he felt the need to say something, anything, but he was so off-rhythm that he feared to bring up a topic that might cause an issue.

They came to a great depression in the wetlands. At the center, many similarly shaped stones had been stacked in an orderly heap that marked it as manmade. Argrave recognized this place—it had been made by the swamp folk. It was a graveyard of sorts. Each stones marked the passing of one of theirs. Now, much of it had been grown over by moss or carried away by rains.

Orion stepped ahead of Argrave and stopped. “Argrave. Do you have faith in the gods?”

Argrave digested Orion’s question in an attempt to discern his purpose, yet he wasn’t able to glean why Orion had brought him here with that question alone.

“I know that the gods are real, and that they affect this world,” Argrave said truthfully.

Orion nodded. “Yet do our ninety-six have potential beyond Vasquer, in your eyes? And be honest. Sycophancy earns only my ire.”

Argrave stared at Orion seriously. “Our gods can spread across all of Berendar if the right actions are taken,” he said in all truthfulness.

That was how it was in Heroes of Berendar, certainly. If the player sided with Orion in the civil war, that fate was inevitable.

Orion placed both of his hands behind his back and strode toward the stones in the depression ahead. “Indeed, an apt way to put it. ‘If the right actions are taken,’” the prince repeated.

Argrave stepped a little closer after Orion, before the prince stopped and turned toward him. His eyes were closed as he spoke.

“Kreit, Achiel, Irae, Tuur, Pilth, Gael, Razan, Wellwin, Malac, Zellum, Moder…”

Orion carried on and on, listing what Argrave knew to be all of the gods in the Vasquer pantheon. Argrave could probably say what they governed if he had their names, but he certainly couldn’t remember all of those names.

After finishing his list, Orion opened his eyes and clenched his fist before him. “Those I speak to, even though I bless them—heal them—as a proxy for the gods, the people… the people sing my praises.”

Prince Orion started to cry. His tears were molten silver, and when they hit the ground, the wetlands steamed.

“The people are ignorant of the true agent of their welfare… It makes me weep,” he continued, choked up. “I speak to the people… and though they name the common gods, though they pray to Gael for justice… few can name more than five.” He lifted his head up the sky.

“Then, I wonder why I heal them,” Orion said, voice colder than the grave. The tears he’d shed rose from where they fell, reentering his gray eyes as though erasing his sadness. “They place only an idol of Gael in their house and pray for righteous justice to carry them through life. They forget all else, yet have the gall to call themselves the faithful of Vasquer. Such thoughts… such impious thoughts…” He shuddered terribly, and then knelt on the ground. “Do you share them?” He looked up at Argrave.

Argrave looked down to Orion where he knelt and suggested, “Can people be blamed when they aren’t taught?”

Orion stood and walked toward Argrave, looming above him. “Precisely so,” Orion agreed. “And this is the issue I brought you here to discuss.”

The prince turned and walked back toward the cairn. Argrave called out after him, “You wanted to talk about educating the people?”

Orion didn’t answer immediately. He stared at the pile of stones before him, kicking one away. He turned back slowly. “One of my own royal knights called me a monster.”

Argrave raised a brow. “Recently?”

“No.” Orion shook his head. “When the plague first reared its head above the depths from whence it crawled, I expressed to my knights that they embrace the plague. That I would give them my blessing when the time came, and they would be all the stronger for it. Back then… they loathed me. Even the steadfast thought me distant, inhuman.”

Argrave listened patiently.

“I did not understand it,” Orion continued, confounded. “All royal knights swear an oath to live and die for the royal family, to shed blood for our sake, to obey our orders without question… and yet, when I expect they fulfill these vows, they deem me monster.” Orion ground his foot into a large stone beneath, and it crumbled easily beneath his force. “Would they swear an oath they do not intend to follow? Why? Would they speak lies so easily? For what purpose? Though the founder of House Vasquer spoke lies freely, he never broke his vows! He never lied before the gods! So why?!” Orion cried out.

“Ask them,” Argrave suggested.

Orion turned his head. “I have. They merely disavow their old selves, claiming they were fools and idiots to doubt me.” He took a deep breath and exhaled, then shook his head. “It is only my actions that earned me their loyalty. The oath they swore, the promises I gave… they were ineffectual.”

The prince placed his hand to his chest. “I have never told another this, Argrave… but I know men fear me, loathe me. The people that come to this camp, they come with eyes squinted tight in suspicion, bodies braced to run in fear. It is only when I deliver them the blessing imparted to me that they bare their hearts to me, that they accept me well and truly.”

Argrave stepped a little closer. He didn’t feel danger, but he did feel quite uncertain about where this was headed. “The people that do love you love you more than anyone, it seems.”

“They do.” Orion nodded. “No matter how much I tell them they should praise the gods before me. My own knights call me ‘holiness,’ when that is not what I am. I am a prince of Vasquer, blessed by the gods. The gods, their power wells within me… and they whisper truths in my ear. What has come to pass. What will come to pass.”

Orion crouched down, then collapsed like a corpse onto the mud, staining the white robe he wore completely. “I wish to help the people with these blessings. But I do not understand them. Despite my promises, they trust me only after I help. It makes things… difficult.”

“That might change… as things move along,” Argrave said, standing over Orion as he sank into the mud. “People will spread word of your good nature, your good deeds. That’s what reputation is, you know.”

The prince turned until he was on his side, then lightly bashed the side of his head into the mud, dirtying his long black braid of hair. “That is limited,” he said sadly. He turned to his back, then stared up at Argrave with his gray eyes. “Tell me—what gods do you invoke most often, Argrave?”

Argrave took a deep breath, conjuring his old favorites from Heroes of Berendar. “I like Zellum, the god of magic… Tireal, the goddess of the wanderers…”

Orion smiled. “Of course. Tireal patronizes elves.”

“And Re. Goddess of blood,” Argrave finished. That name was easiest to remember. It was important for the future.

The prince amidst the mud stared at Argrave with blank expression, and for a few moments he worried he had misremembered something.

“Most I spoke to did not know those,” Orion finally said. He started to cry again, and he wiped his face with muddy hands. Argrave stood around awkwardly as the giant man rolled about in the mud and wept.

Suddenly, Orion leaned up, staring up at Argrave. “You spoke to that crowd yesterday. All the faithful of Vasquer, ostensibly… and yet with your words, you eased their suspicion of that heretical thing… that wetland spirit. I cannot say its name,” Orion waved his hand away in dismissal.

“…it was necessary,” Argrave defended himself quietly.

“When I see something beyond our ninety-six, spite and rage boil within me. The gods, they whisper in frenzy in my ears…” Orion clenched his head as if remembering something. “I am drawn to action as iron to a magnet. But you…” The prince lifted his head slowly. “You do not surrender to those impulses.”

Argrave swallowed, worried.

“I envy you,” Orion finally said, abating some of his nervousness. He rose to his feet again. “You possess that which I lack.”

Impulse control? Argrave questioned internally.

“You understand man, woman… even elves.” Orion prodded Argrave’s chest. “Your words can sway them. Not action. Speech. Promises. Just as the founder of House Vasquer.”

“You have a lot of things I envy,” Argrave said, hoping to change the conversation away from himself.

Orion smiled. “Then it is good to know I am not alone in my feelings.” Orion looked back toward the cairn. “It is clear to me that this kingdom needs reform. Faith in the gods dwindles. Faith in the royal family has sunk even lower,” Orion said, shaking his head in distress. “I will not challenge Induen. By the grace of the gods, he is the divinely anointed heir.” He looked to Argrave. “But it is clear a monarch alone cannot satisfy the needs of the people.”

Argrave felt some goosebumps at Orion’s words despite himself. He took a deep breath, then questioned, “What do you mean?”

It was a pointless question, in part. He knew the answer.

“As you said earlier… the people cannot be blamed if they are not taught. And that is just it,” Orion placed his hand on Argrave’s shoulder and hunched down until their faces were level. He could smell his half-brother’s breath—it was as sweet as a perfume, which only heightened Argrave’s discomfort.

“All we have now are priests of Gael, acting as judges in cities, or mages who pray to Zellum, seeking wisdom in magic. A few orders train priests that pray to Craiche, seeking bountiful harvests, yet they are all scattered, disorganized, and few… no more than tiny droplets of coloring trying to change the hue of the ocean.

“There needs to be more. There needs to be structure, order, to our faith,” Orion preached, squeezing Argrave’s shoulder tighter. “The people need to be educated in all aspects of our pantheon, of all the gods. That is what I must build. A hierarchy of the faithful, the devout, to read the scriptures, to preach to the masses!”

Orion stepped away, standing straight once more. He attempted to clean his white robes of mud without much success.

“Our great ancestor, Felipe I, took the house name of ‘Vasquer’ after his great serpent companion,” Orion continued. “He established this kingdom, which now spans so much of the known world. He has built the monarchy. It has prevailed for centuries. Now, I must found the second institution to keep this great faith alive—no, to expand it yet further!”

This was no shocking revelation to Argrave, but he had not expected Orion to ever share this with him. The man was ever impulsive, and it seemed Argrave had made a good impression. That, coupled with sharing his blood, probably made the Holy Fool confide in him.

“Felipe I was powerful, true… but his true strength rested in his companion, the great serpent Vasquer.” Orion stepped forth. “I thought myself the second coming of our founder, this entire time… I believe, now, I misinterpreted the whispers of the gods.”

Orion grasped Argrave with both hands. “You must be a part of this with me, Argrave. You must take the role of Felipe I, while I assume the place of Vasquer.”

“What are you talking about?” Argrave said in shock despite himself.

Orion shook him a little. “It is clear to me, and the gods whisper in my ear affirmation. You possess the elements closest to our founder—bravery, an iron will, and the pragmatism unique to humans… and best yet, the gift to bend them to your words alone. I envy that. I lack that. And as you say, you envy my qualities. Yet if we pool them… what are we, if not complete? We may form the foundation for our faith to tower above all others!”

“Isn’t it a bit too fast, to trust me with this big a task?” Argrave asked quickly, panicking. “I’ve been here only a few days, now.”

Orion stepped away, biting his gauntleted finger. “Hmm… Indeed. Perhaps I am being overeager.” He stepped back to Argrave. “But the changes you’ve displayed… You are so different from the skinny boy I once knew, bitter and angry and impious. And the gods that whisper to me—though I may misunderstand them, they never lie. I believe it has merit.”

“You ought to give something like this time,” Argrave said, trying to remain calm. “And more importantly—we have to tackle this plague.”

Orion smiled, and stepped forth. “That consideration of yours… it gives me hope my judgement in this is not wrong. But it is as you say.” Orion grabbed him and pulled him into an embrace. “I love you, brother.”

Argrave blanked when he heard those words. This was generally the part where you responded with the same phrase. He very slowly raised his arms up and returned the embrace, then said, “Me too, br—buddy,” he finished.

Orion didn’t seem to mind. He pulled away, and said brightly, “Come! We must begin things. First of which… is consorting with the heretical thing, once again,” he said, voice grim.

Argrave watched Prince Orion walk away, feeling like he’d just battled his most powerful opponent yet.


Chapter 28

“You come from Veiden?” Mina questioned Anneliese, trying to start a conversation.

Anneliese stared out at the doorway which Argrave and Orion had left, nervously braiding and unbraiding portions of her long white hair. She answered Mina idly, “It depends on how you define ‘come from.’”

Mina placed her hands loudly on the dining table the two of them sat at. “You were born there.”

Anneliese shook her head. “I was born in a coastal village in Berendar.”

Mina frowned, then tapped her fingers against the table for a time, staring at the white-haired elf. She bit at her lips in quiet deliberation, then questioned, “Why did your people invade Mateth?”

Anneliese was drawn away from her idle braiding and turned to face Mina completely. Though silent for a moment, she eventually answered simply, “They thought it their duty.”

“They?” Mina repeated.

“I do not envision myself returning,” Anneliese replied.

Mina tapped her fingers on the table once again, then questioned, “Who gave them this duty?”

“Veid,” Galamon answered. Mina looked at him blankly, and so he elaborated, “Our goddess.”

Mina nodded, then placed her head on her arms on the table. “Of course. Naturally. There must be something higher than yourself giving you a reason to kill, elsewise people will have to confront their deeds.”

“Better for some to die now to establish a thousand years of prosperity,” Galamon disagreed at once.

Anneliese didn’t seem to have any stake in the matter. She rose and exited, walking to where Argrave and his half-brother had left.

“I don’t see how it is all that different from what someone like Orion does,” Mina said to Galamon.

Galamon stared down at her coldly. He was easily twice her size. “This is a pointless conversation. I dislike that man more than anyone else here, I’m certain, but I put that aside.”

“I just don’t want Argrave to forget who he’s helping,” Mina said. “This place… these knights… It’s safe, sure, so long as you don’t step out of line. I just…” She paused, then shook her head. “No matter. It’s not—”

Mina paused as two people walked through the door. Anneliese and Argrave walked side by side and strode up to the table.

“It seems it’s time to get to work.” Argrave clasped his hands together and rubbed them. “Orion wants to talk to Silvic, meaning we’re soon to start planning the expedition. A week, maybe a bit longer, and we’ll leave camp. Going to be a bloody journey.”

Mina looked up at Argrave. “I’d best be going, then.”

Argrave lowered his head in a slight bow. “Once again, nothing but thanks from me, Mina.”

She stood up from the bench. “You’ll pay me back in more than just words, I hope. Risking life and limb for you. Let’s not forget who Induen is.”

Argrave’s face grew serious. “I know the gravity of this.”

Mina kept her yellow eyes on his, then seemed to shudder from a chill. She walked away, preparing to head off.

***

Despite Magnus’ first interference with the introduction to Silvic to Orion, the promised proof offered to Orion was provided without issue. It was a simple thing for Silvic to recreate the magic used to destroy the fortress—it had already been inscribed into the stone long ago. Silvic activated her strange magic usable only by wetland spirits of her kind, and the stones began to emit a foul poison.

Though Orion was enraged by this, it was proof sufficient for the Holy Fool that there was a conspiracy brewing in the wetlands. With that…

Argrave, Orion, Anneliese, Galamon, and Silvic occupied the Holy Fool’s private quarters. There were several Waxknights present as well, but they served merely as guards rather than participants in their meeting. Durran and Magnus were both absent. That was either a promising or an apocalyptic sign.

A grand map of the wetlands had been arrayed atop the central table. Argrave moved it about with his fingers and said, “It can’t have been easy to acquire this.”

“Indeed.” Orion nodded. “The gods gave me a cartographer who once resided in this land in the form of a refugee—once I spread the word maps were needed, this was delivered readily.” Orion took a deep breath with a smile on his face, then exhaled. “Another sign the gods look upon this endeavor kindly.”

Argrave gazed at the map. It was far beyond what one might expect to see in a Medieval period—though Argrave couldn’t begin to guess how, he was sure magic had something to do in the map-making process. The borders of the wetlands were unclear, and the primary focus was the eight fortresses that had once resided in this land. That was fine. That was all Argrave needed.

“Alright.” Argrave hunched over. “The wetlands are very dangerous to traverse, especially with the waxpox writhing everywhere within. It’s not just the environment—foul beasts who can tear a man apart with ease roam the swamps, and poisonous creatures abound.” Argrave gestured toward the wetland spirit. “Silvic can aid us in travel, but this is still enemy territory. And I do mean ‘enemy.’ We’ll be facing active opposition, hunted as intruders.”

Orion scratched at his beard as Argrave spoke. When another talked, his gaze jumped to them.

“A small group of your best men would be ideal,” Anneliese noted. “It would facilitate ease of travel, ensure that gathering food is no great ordeal, and keep our movements relatively obfuscated.”

The prince gave slow nods that seemed more contemplative than anything. He looked at Argrave and questioned, “The enemy—what foul manner of beasts must be conquered?”

“On the road? When we’re on dry land, it’ll be relatively safe. I don’t suspect we’ll be on dry land often. The greatest enemy will be the Sentinels of the old wetland spirits—they’re all manners of beasts, natural-born chimeras in part, but they’re only in the deeper portions. Beyond that, there are manticores, blacksnout alligators, rockhide hippopotamuses…” Argrave shook his head as he recalled the most obnoxious two of all. “There are leopards in the trees—they’re poisonous, too. And gibbons, armed with weapons like Drezki had.”

“Drezki?” Orion tilted his head.

“My child, whom you murdered in cold blood,” Silvic said.

“I see.” He nodded, unoffended by the accusation. “Yes, I recall. She broke my right gauntlet and my skin with one blow. Powerful weapons, indeed,” Orion noted.

Argrave saw Galamon give Orion a frigid glare, hand hovering near the two Giantkillers on his belt. Argrave fixed him with a stare of his own, calming his elven companion.

“The wetlands are not so large. How long you do believe this journey will take?” Orion questioned further. “Where is this so-called Plague Jester?”

Argrave tapped his gloved finger against the fortress furthest from the one they were at. “It’s here. But there’s another factor. There are only a few safe places to shelter here. The wetlands—you try to sleep out in the middle of them, they’ll swallow you whole,” Argrave said seriously. “The only places vaguely hospitable are the abandoned fortresses—and even then, they’re overrun by the nastiest of the Jester’s servants.” Argrave stepped away from the map. “As such, we’ll have to plan our route around them.”

Orion stepped forward and leaned over the table, planting his hands down. “Barring the one we reside in and the one this Jester resides in… six fortresses. Will this take six days, then?”

“No, that’s not practical,” Argrave shook his head. “We can cut across, skip some. With Silvic scouting, the plan is four days.”

In truth, Anneliese and Silvic would be working in tandem. With Silvic partly afflicted by the waxpox, her ability in the wetlands was greatly compromised. Anneliese and her Starsparrow would be doing the bulk of the work. It was paranoid, perhaps, but Argrave wanted to keep his cards close. Magic animals like the Brumesingers or the Starsparrow could shrug off most of the effects from the wetlands.

“Then… four days of travel, during which we will be accosted by enemies, followed by a return trip with the same time frame?” Orion questioned.

“Yeah. Frankly…” Argrave paused, swallowing. “Frankly speaking, you’re the only one who can handle a lot of the things in this place. You and your Waxkni—royal knights,” Argrave corrected himself quickly. “You’re the only one near a match for the Plague Jester.”

“Like the serpent Vasquer for King Felipe I, you would have me act as your sword?” Orion smiled broadly. “I can and will fill this role. It brings me great pleasure to put an end to those who refuse to accept the gods of Vasquer as their own.”

Argrave stayed silent, greatly disliking Orion’s reference to Vasquer and his pleasure at the death of heretics.

“So, you’ll get your men ready?” He finally broke his silence, staring at Orion with his golden eyes.

Orion nodded. “I must put things in order here, gather rations suitable for the journey, and decide who among my knights is worthy of the honor of slaying the foul demon who ruins our beautiful land with unholy and unnatural rot.” Orion stepped forth. “A week, by my estimates, the majority of which will be settling things at camp to sustain itself despite my absence. Please. Prepare yourself and your companions.”

***

Argrave sat upright in the bed. Anneliese was already asleep, her head resting against his leg. He stroked her long white hair idly, being sure not to get his fingers tangled and disturb her. He stared down at her with a distant gaze as he lost himself in thought. Orion’s offer, Durran’s actions, and Mina’s task all occupied his mind, like a triumvirate of hellish problems solely designed to give him ulcers. He wondered if being black-blooded would stop that.

Frustrated, he moved his head about, searching for a distraction. There was only one in reach—a book with a white cover, denoting it as one of the books left behind by Garm. Argrave reached forward steadily, ensuring he was quiet and still, and took it in his hand. It was the B-rank spell, [Bloodfeud Bow]. He kept that book by his side, always. He did not dare lose it. In the future, it would be one of the most valuable spells he had.

Argrave opened it. The enchantments on each page lit up, all contributing to form a B-rank spell matrix in the air. It was only a whim at first—something, anything, to distract from the thoughts whirling through his head—but soon enough, Argrave found himself studying it in earnest.

A fourth dimension to magic… if Argrave were to analogize his situation with something, it was as though he had stepped through a door into an unfamiliar part of the world. Though he was there, it had taken him a long time of looking around to understand the land. Even then, that was only surface level. He had to walk through this new land, observe things from different angles, and use all of the five senses to observe it in great detail.

Argrave believed that he understood this analogous new land—that he understood C-rank magic—well enough. And now that he understood it, he had to learn how to make it move. Make it his. With the task viewed as a conquest, he felt that the moving matrix in the air had a whole different look to it.

As the night passed by, Argrave was so consumed by his observation that he did not even notice he’d forgotten the problems that plagued him. His listened to Anneliese’s steady breathing, stared at the light before him, and passed the night in peace.


Chapter 29

Though Durran had acted as though discovering Magnus’ intentions would be a simple thing, he treated the matter very seriously. That might suggest it was not, in fact, a simple thing. Durran would probably agree with that assessment by this point.

Durran had good reasons to do this. He hoped to earn trust in the group. Argrave never doubted Anneliese or Galamon, but he did think twice about anything Durran did or said. Beyond that, Durran wanted to follow any traces of Gerechtigkeit beyond Argrave’s mere insistence it was reality. And lastly… he did genuinely want to help.

His first order of business in dealing with the hedonist prince was simple observation. Durran had hoped to catch Magnus doing something incriminating. He might have talked to shady people, delivered something, or left the camp in the dead of night, whereupon Durran would follow him and discover what, exactly, the misfit prince was doing trying to fit in. Something convenient like that was his first hope, even if far-fetched.

Durran had some experience keeping watch on people in crowded places. He had done just that in Sethia alongside Boarmask in their plans for the retaking of the city. He made good use of the crowd. He could not deny it made him uncomfortable to weave so closely with the diseased, but he trusted Argrave enough to be content wearing his Humorless Mask and drinking the vile potions that boosted his immunity.

Yet, after three days, Durran had no luck hoping for a convenience. All he learned was that Argrave was completely right about Magnus’ character. That lent him confidence for his second idea.

Magnus pushed open the flap and entered one of the tents for dining in the camp.

“You’re Magnus, right? Argrave’s brother,” Durran called out, causing Magnus to pause and glance at him. The tattooed tribal sat on a table with a meal prepared. It was all meat—some of it seemed to be frog. The food was testament to the state of the camp: they relied on scavenged meat, mostly, with vegetables and all else being quite rare.

Magnus had stopped when he was called, but he continued his steady walk into the dining tent in not a moment. “Prince Magnus,” he corrected.

“Right.” Durran nodded slowly as the prince moved to the person handling the camp’s food. With a slightly worn and stained wooden bowl in hand, he was served much the same of what Durran was eating. Magnus eyed the frog with some disdain.

Though they were alone save the server, Magnus moved to a table quite far from Durran. Before he sat, Durran called out, “Argrave said he was the son of a king… he didn’t mention he wasn’t a prince.”

Magnus stopped, the disinterest on his face waning somewhat. His changed his plan to sit far from Durran and stepped up right across from him.

“And what are you?” Magnus asked him.

“A mercenary from the Burnt Desert, formal tribal chieftain,” Durran introduced himself, inflating his credentials deliberately.

Magnus scrutinized him carefully. His eyes moved around his body, as though tracking something—Durran was well used to this gaze by now. Even the princes of these lands of wealth and green could not help but be intrigued by his golden tribal markings, it seemed.

Magnus placed his plate down and straddled the bench, sitting across from Durran. “Bastards are born liars. It’s a stain that affects their whole lives.” Magnus poked at the frog with his finger. “Why Felipe didn’t kill him in the crib like the rest, I’ll never know.”

“Kill him in a crib? What’d our bastard do to escape that fate?” Durran raised a brow.

Magnus nodded, then continued, emboldened after Durran mirrored his sentiments. “Plenty of other harlots had the good luck to catch my father’s eye. The majority… snuffed out. Levin handles that duty now, from what I hear. Usually kills the mothers before they give birth, even.” He grasped both of the frog’s legs and tore it apart. “Good thing, too. It’s like catching a fire just as its starting, before the whole forest can burn down.”

Durran chewed on a piece of meat. “You mean there are others like him roaming about?”

The prince nodded once again. “Some unknown. Some unacknowledged. Argrave was the only baseborn fostered at Dirracha.”

“Who was his mother? That might be reason enough to keep him around,” Durran questioned.

Magnus waved a frog leg. “I don’t know. Some dead whore. One of the few good things that Induen’s done, killing her.”

Durran chuckled but kept his hands beneath the table to hide his clenched fists.

The prince placed his elbows on the table. “Why do you follow him?” Magnus inquired.

“Why else? Money.” Durran emulated ribbing coins together between his fingers. “He was traveling here to Berendar—I wanted to see the sights, eat rich foods, behold and hold beautiful things… and people,” he said with a sly grin.

Magnus didn’t laugh, but Durran still thought his disposition changed positively. “And Argrave—how much does he pay you?”

“This week or last? Keeps getting bigger the more I learn about this place, the more he comes to rely on me.” Durran held his hands out, emulating a widening gap. “He’s well-off. Has those… those pink coins that glimmer, but he usually pays me in straight gold.”

Magnus’ face darkened. “Rose gold magic coins,” he concluded. “Probably from Father.”

“Those are the ones.” Durran nodded quickly.

The prince gazed at the frog leg as if deliberating whether or not to eat it, then set it down with a grimace. He tapped his fingers against the plate as he stared at Durran. “So, you’ve come to me looking for someone to offer better future prospects?”

“What, you’ve got something for me?” Durran smiled, then shook his head. “Not such a good look to abandon a contract so early… unless things are different out here, and sellswords with poor reputation earn well.”

If Magnus was surprised, he didn’t show it. He stopped tapping his plate. “Not such a bad play. If I were to guess, Argrave is here to suck on Orion’s teat, help him with this plague, earn a reputation—he’s hoping for legitimization, I’m sure. My father might make such a thing happen.”

“Are you hoping for a boon from the king? Only reason I might picture you out in this hellish place.”

Magnus frowned. “You’d do better keeping more thoughts locked in your head and not spilling from your mouth,” he cautioned Durran.

Durran laughed, and the pair ate with a steady conversation going on.

***

A great many knights filtered into a building that did not seem to fit the splendor of what they wore. Some knights were already present—they bore cold gray steel with a blue swordfish emblazoned on the breastplate. The knights that entered wore white plate with gold trim. The last to enter was the towering Margrave Reinhardt.

There was a man sitting in the corner of the room. He seemed small amidst the crowd of brawny knights, but he was truly of average build. His wavy blue hair was kept well-groomed and short, though the first gray hairs were settling in. A sharp beard and cutting pink eyes made him quite handsome, even despite his age. He wore fancy clothes with a swordfish sewn onto the shoulder. Most would recognize Duke Enrico of Monticci easily.

Margrave Reinhardt stepped across the room, and Enrico rose to meet him. The two seemed at ease around each other, yet they were too serious to do anything more affectionate than a simple handshake.

“If you come wearing armor, most people might think something heinous is to occur,” Duke Enrico said.

The margrave said nothing, and after the handshake finished, sat at the table brusquely.

Duke Enrico frowned. “What’s wrong?” he questioned, sitting opposite the margrave.

Reinhardt’s ruby eyes fixed on Enrico. “My son is ill. This… this accursed waxpox.”

Enrico straightened and took a deep breath. “He’s being treated?”

“As best he can be in Elbraille. The fool refuses to return home,” Reinhardt said angrily. “Says that he’s still yet to deal with the riots, that he’s making tremendous progress. It’s… abnormally aggressive, Helmuth tells me. Already, it has spread from hand to elbow.”

“If you need anything—anything at all…”

Reinhardt stared off into the distance, gauntleted hand held up to his mouth. His gaze refocused and he shook his head. “No. Count Delbraun of Jast called in a favor and has sent an A-rank mage specializing in healing.” He turned his gaze to Enrico. “It’s good to speak with you again. You leave your city less than twice a year, it seems, and I expected that number would be less so considering the war.”

Enrico smiled. “I only felt comfortable leaving because my daughter has been handling things competent—no, more than competently.”

Reinhardt nodded. “You must be proud.”

“I am,” Enrico confirmed. “On the topic of our families… You have my condolences for your brother.”

Reinhardt nodded. “Thank you. I’d prefer not to dwell on the subject.”

“Of course.” Enrico nodded. “If we’re not dwelling, perhaps we should get right to the point. I trust you gathered from my letters who I was suggesting we put at the head of your—our cause?”

“Argrave.” Reinhardt nodded, planting his elbows on the table and wrapping one hand around a fist.

Enrico judged his friend’s reactions, then continued, “You may dislike him, but he’s changed.”

“He stole my mount, directly or indirectly, three times. Once, my prized warhorse. Second, when Elias pursued him. Third, when his tribal friend stole my wyvern not weeks ago,” Reinhardt growled.

Enrico frowned. “Argrave has your wyvern?”

“No, he—” Reinhardt paused, and then shook his head. “It’s not important.”

Enrico pursed his lips, then shrugged before continuing. “I won’t deny his deceitfulness. Nikoletta attests to his quick wit herself, and I’ve been subject to it once or twice. Considering his heritage, these might be considered good traits. The founder of House Vasquer, the masterful schemer and monarch with his legion of ten thousand snakes…” Enrico shook his head. “That isn’t important. What Argrave’s doing is.”

Reinhardt furrowed his brows, and Enrico gestured for his men to bring something forth. A knight stepped before the margrave and unloaded a pile of books and scrolls tidily. Reinhardt kept his hands at his side, gaze jumping around uneasily.

“Argrave informed my daughter of a calamity known as ‘Gerechtigkeit.’” Enrico pointed with one hand. “Those books and scrolls are the best documents I have found on the subject. I have more, but they’re in the carriage, and many are foreign, desperately in need of translation.” Enrico tapped the top of the stack of books. “This book, here, contains my summary.”

Reinhardt reached for the books, then paused. “Just tell me.” He shook his head.

Enrico clicked his tongue. “My research leads me to believe… Gerechtigkeit is real. It’s been documented too much, too consistently, on other continents. The situations match extraordinarily well with what we’re experiencing now—mass discord, followed by a weakening of the barrier between planes, followed by a mobilization of harrowing forces, concluded by… Gerechtigkeit’s arrival, which threatens to tip the world itself into oblivion.”

Reinhardt frowned.

“Something larger than everything is coming, old friend,” Enrico said sternly. “And Argrave… well, he’s been burning himself at both ends trying to make sure the world is ready to handle it. I don’t know how or why he learned of this, but when you examine his actions through that scope… they start to make sense.”

With those words, Reinhardt’s hesitancy for the books vanished. He reached for them and began poring through each as Duke Enrico waited in silence. Seconds turned into minutes as Reinhardt read, parsing through all that had been provided.

Reinhardt closed Enrico’s summative journal, the hard-cover book letting out a clap. He set the book down, gaze complicated, and breathing uneven.

“You think this is real?” Reinhardt questioned.

“I do,” Enrico answered.

“And Argrave seeks to prepare the world to fight it? This is why he roams, putting an end to conflict?” the margrave pressed.

“Yes,” came the answer.

“That… that fool…” Reinhardt leaned in. “He’s…”

“The person who’d step forward to do something like this—this is a man that’s sorely needed to fix things before they fall to hell,” Enrico said insistently. “He’s young, he’s brash, and he’s uneducated in all matters but magic, I’m sure. Felipe wouldn’t waste tutors on him. He’s a bastard—it will be difficult to gain support from the higher aristocrats, undoubtedly. Ideally, his betrothal with Nikoletta will abate much of that, coupled with his own positive reputation from his deeds. Nevertheless, there are no better options, Reinhardt.” Enrico leaned back. “Considering everything, he could be considered a blessing.”

The margrave stared at Enrico. “He’s betrothed to Nikoletta?”

Enrico tilted his head, “There’s been no ceremony. But he’s expressed willingness to marry Nikoletta.”

Margrave Reinhardt put his hands together. “He passed through Lionsun Castle. He seems to have…” Reinhardt trailed off. “He has a partner. An elven woman—snow elf. And all I’ve seen tells me this is no whimsical affair. Already, they share a room. And he expressed… he would surrender the betrothal for her.”

Enrico leaned back, pink eyes shaking. He opened his mouth, then shut it. Enrico rose to his feet, then stepped about the room.

“Gods be damned,” the duke cursed. “Gods be…” Enrico shook his head, running his fingers through his hair. “Foolish boy. Foolish, foolish, foolish…”


Chapter 30

Argrave awoke strangely early in the morning. He was used to waking early, but never so early that the sunlight was not yet through the windows. He considered it might be because the expedition began tomorrow—some psychological nervousness causing him to sleep worse. As his brain gained clarity, he heard shouts. He lifted his head groggily, paying more attention, and the shouts continued.

With that, he roused fully, turning his body and standing. Anneliese stirred due to his actions, and as he pulled on his boots and put on his duster to go see what was happening, she also moved into action without a word. Before a minute could pass, they were ready to go.

Trailed by his Brumesingers, they left their room in Orion’s keep, moving to see what was happening. Light was dim, and the suns still had perhaps two hours to appear over the horizon. It was sufficient to see without casting a spell, though.

A large crowd of refugees murmured as two Waxknights dragged someone to the keep. It took Argrave only a second to distinguish that it was Magnus. It took him seconds longer to distinguish that he was not resisting. Then he placed it—the dead don’t offer much resistance.

The Waxknights set Magnus’ body down in the center of the square before Orion’s keep, and then one went off to fetch Orion. Argrave glanced around furiously, looking for Durran. He knew that the tribal had spent some time getting close to the man—everyone in the camp did, in fact. If Durran had killed him, this was truly a disastrous thing.

Having no luck in finding Durran, he stepped closer to the body. Argrave knelt down, examining it despite the stare of the crowd around. The cause of death was readily apparent. A knife of wood jutted out of the prince’s neck. The handle was ebony, smooth and polished wood. It sprouted roots in the prince’s neck, which seemed to be absorbing his blood.

As his mind whirled, what little tiredness still remained vanished. Anneliese put her hand on Argrave’s shoulder and pulled him away. He tightened his jaw.

“Find Durran. I’ll keep you safe while you look,” he told her quietly.

Anneliese nodded, and the Starsparrow on her shoulder darted up and away into the air faster than the eye could track. He held onto her elbow, keeping her steady. As time passed, the whispers of the crowd continued, and Argrave’s gaze stayed locked on the wooden dagger imbedded in Magnus’ throat. He wasn’t torn up seeing the man dead—it just didn’t feel real.

A big hand on his shoulder drew him from his thoughts. Galamon looked upon the scene, brows furrowed.

“Where’s Silvic?” Argrave questioned at once.

“In her spot. Safe,” he said, not sparing a glance at Argrave.

“Get her,” Argrave commanded. “Be careful.”

Galamon nodded, then stepped away to where Silvic was staying, far from the camp.

After Galamon had left, Argrave focused back on the scene before him. The Starsparrow disturbed the air as it landed back on Anneliese’s shoulder. She opened her eyes, inhaling deeply, then disclosed, “He was sleeping. I woke him, and he’s on his way.”

Argrave furrowed his brows, then nodded. He briefly considered if it would be better if Durran was found sleeping, but Magnus seemed to have been dead for some time, so finding the tribal sleeping was not evidence he had nothing to do with this.

“This is very bad,” Argrave whispered to her.

“Perhaps that was— No, never mind.” She shook her head. Argrave looked to her, about to ask what she intended to say, but she continued, “We would be best off focusing on how to solve this problem.”

Argrave agreed, turning his head away. Midturn, he spotted someone towering above the crowd, and his head whipped back. Orion stepped out of the keep, passing right by Argrave. He came to stand before Magnus’ corpse. He stood there for a long, long while, as still as a pillar of stone.

Then, slowly, Orion reached for the robe wrapped around his armor. He pulled apart a bit of the silken cloth, and it came free. He knelt down in the dirt, ever-so-carefully wrapping the silk around Magnus’ body until he was but a bundle of white. Then, he scooped his arms underneath him and stood, holding Magnus in his arms as though he weighed nothing at all.

Prince Orion looked more intimidating by tenfold standing there in his dark gray plate armor. His face was expressionless, and he held his dead brother with a delicacy far unlike his usual brutish displays of force.

He stepped up to two of his Waxknights, and commanded quietly, “Take him to my chambers and place him on the bed, that he might rest in peace.” Orion held him out. “Send a rider out to Dirracha, informing my father of what has happened here.” His voice grew cold as he finished, “And ensure not a single soul leaves these wetlands.”

The two Waxknights move diligently to fulfill their master’s command, one of them taking Prince Magnus’ body in their arms and moving off to the keep. Orion stepped forward and shouted, “Who brought his body here?”

“I did, your Holiness,” one of the Waxknights stepped forward and kneeled.

Orion grabbed his neck and pulled him up like he was a bag of cloth and not flesh and blood. “You drag him before a crowd of onlookers, humiliating the family?! You take him from the site where it occurred, that any and all evidence is yet more obfuscated? Why? What were you thinking? Were you thinking?! Are you responsible?!”

The knight sputtered for air as Orion’s gauntleted hands dug into his flesh, drawing blood. Argrave shouted, “Orion, you’ll kill him!”

Orion threw the Waxknight, and the man flew ten feet before collapsing like a doll. He grasped at his throat, yet the breath still did not come. Durran had appeared just in time to witness this scene, and he took a cautious step back. Argrave glared at him, a thousand questions running through his head. He saw only shock and surprise on the tribal’s face.

“His windpipe is probably collapsed,” Argrave shouted as he moved toward the enraged Orion. “Any mage, tend to him,” he commanded, and some people moved to obey.

As he neared Orion, the giant of a man staggered toward him, making Argrave’s heart skip a beat. Orion latched onto him, weeping into his shoulder. Argrave was sorely pressed to support the weight of him, back arching.

“Our brother…” he cried. “Our brother is gone.”

Argrave said nothing, feeling a headache sprout in his head as fast as it ever had. His brain was scrambling to figure out how to deal with this situation.

“Your Holiness, I would not embrace that one so readily.”

Just as quickly as it had fallen upon him, Argrave was relieved of the burden. Orion strode up to the person who had spoken—another Waxknight—and grasped his gorget, shaking the man.

“What do you speak of? That man is my brother!” Orion shouted down at his subordinate.

“The company he keeps,” the knight continued, undaunted. “That tribal began hovering near Magnus at all times not days before this occurs.”

Orion’s hostility ceased, and he released the knight’s gorget. His head turned to Durran, who stood just behind Anneliese. He took steady, heavy steps toward him, and Anneliese stepped aside in fear. Argrave moved, holding his hands out to stay Orion ineffectually. The prince pushed past him, coming to stand before Durran.

Galamon returned, bringing along Silvic. The Waxknight stepped up behind Orion, continuing, “The weapon used to slay Magnus was made of wood, just as that foul and unholy wetland spirit,” he pointed.

“Some of your knights and I were both guarding Silvic. Nothing occurred last night,” Galamon contributed at once, voice low and guttural so as to cow the crowd.

Orion stared down at Durran, gray eyes frigid and stony. Durran seemed the size of a child before the gargantuan prince, and though the man boldly held his gaze, his nervousness shone through.

“Your Holiness, all due respect, but who can say what that creature is capable of?” another Waxknight contributed. “It’s a foul and unholy being and demonstrated clearly it’s capable of casting fell magic. The weapon, Magnus’ chambers—they’re a mess of evil magics that surely share this wetland spirit’s origins.”

“Orion, I can assure you that this is not something Silvic is responsible for.” Argrave placed his hand to Orion’s chest, attempting to place himself between Durran and the prince without success.

A refugee contributed, “The tribals don’t share our gods, your Holiness! What’s more, that man hovered near Magnus day in and day out before the attack, as sycophantic as they come!”

Orion stared down at Durran, his breathing deep and powerful. Durran fearlessly said, “I had nothing to do with this.”

“The spirit has motive,” the first Waxknight noted. “You killed its underling, that foul heretic that struck you, your Holiness.”

Orion’s gaze jumped to Silvic, and Argrave said in panic, “Don’t do anything hasty, Orion. Take time to think this through. Durran’s like family to me, and I’ll never forgive you if you do something to him,” he threatened. “We need Silvic to traverse the wetlands. Let’s calm down, think rationally.”

The prince stared at Silvic, wrath brewing in his eyes, before he turned his head back to Durran, who still stood boldly before him.

“Do you believe in the gods of Vasquer?” Orion questioned.

“Of course I do,” Durran answered at once.

Orion reached a hand up and placed it on Durran’s shoulder—the prince’s hand was bigger than his head. “We shall see,” he said, pulling Durran forward. “Men—keep watch on the heretical spirit.”

Prince Orion walked away, pulling Durran along. Though the tribal resisted, it meant little before Orion’s might, and the best he could do was avoid falling.

“Orion,” Argrave called out, stepping after him. “I meant what I said! What are you going to do?”

Orion said nothing, leading Durran into the keep.

“Orion,” Argrave continued to shout, trailing after him. “Orion!”

Yet no answer came, and Prince Orion led Durran into the keep, heading for a place Argrave could not begin to guess.


Chapter 31

Orion pushed Durran forward. The tribal moved with the push, turning and sitting on a chair ahead of him. The chair tipped to one side from the force, but Durran put his foot down and got his balance quickly. The prince stepped around Durran as he sat there, catching his breath.

Durran stayed quiet as Orion walked around him, turning his head to ensure the prince was always in his sight, even if only just. There was one thing that life had taught him—you could always say more later, but words spoken can’t be taken back. He stayed quiet, waiting, despite the fact his insides were turning with nervousness. The image of Drezki’s skull being crushed played in his head again and again, and he found himself watching Orion’s hands.

Orion had taken Durran into one of the deepest parts of the abandoned keep. Here, many of the walls had collapsed entirely, but overgrowing plants gave the illusion that they were still inside. He could hear dripping water somewhere, but beyond that, there was only his own breath and Orion’s steady pacing. Some water had flooded the place, causing the occasional splash as the prince’s feet fell.

Time passed like this for what seemed like an eternity. Orion simply walked around Durran time and time again, gray eyes staring down at him coldly. Durran thought nearly half an hour had passed, but he still stuck to his plan of saying nothing.

The prince knelt down before Durran, placing his face so close he could feel his breath. It startled him, and Durran reeled back his head.

“Did you kill my brother?” Orion asked simply, voice a low whisper.

Durran tried to speak, but his voice failed him. After swallowing, he said, “No.”

Orion moved his hand forward slowly and wrapped it around Durran’s neck. His fingers were uncomfortably long. “I can feel your blood flow. Every beat of your heart. It will tell me if you lie. I’ll ask again: did you kill my brother?”

“No,” repeated Durran, neck tight in apprehension.

“Did you have anything to do with my brother’s death?” Orion pressed, fingers steady as steel.

“No,” Durran said again. He swallowed, Adam’s apple pushing against Orion’s hand unpleasantly.

Orion stared straight at Durran’s eyes, and both held their gaze unflinchingly. The prince’s stare seemed to be piercing into his soul. Orion’s fingers straightened, releasing Durran from their grip.

“I couldn’t actually tell anything from that,” Orion confessed in a dire whisper.

Durran blinked in a mixture of confusion and shock.

Orion put his hand on his knee and remained kneeling in front of Durran. “Are you truly a faithful of Vasquer?”

Durran hesitated only a beat before answering, “Yes,” with a slow, steady nod.

The prince’s jaw clenched. “Were you always?”

“No,” Durran answered quickly.

Orion stood, staring down at him. “Why did you abandon your old faith?”

Durran stared up at the prince, blinking as he considered his answer carefully. “…because of Argrave,” he said, hoping to use that man as his saving grace.

Durran was hanging on by a thread, it felt like. Argrave had told him of some of the gods of Vasquer in case he had to interact with Orion, but the information didn’t stick well. He knew little of the Vasquer faith, any of its gods, or its religious practices. He barely knew his own people’s gods. All he knew was that Fellhorn trampled upon his people, and the gods were not his friend. All he could hope was that Argrave’s name might keep this man’s wrath away from him.

“What did Argrave say to you?” Orion grasped Durran’s chin, angling it upward.

Durran took more time to think, then answered in staccato speech on account of his held chin, “Not what he said. What he did.”

Orion pulled Durran forward, and the tribal strained, standing up off the chair. “What did he do?” Orion insisted.

Durran put his hands on Orion’s wrist and managed to loosen his chin enough to speak normally. “He killed a herald for the strongest god in the Burnt Desert. Fellhorn, the god of rain and floods. An ancient god. And more than that, he saved my life.”

The prince released Durran, and he collapsed back onto the chair ungracefully.

“Who did he kill?” Orion questioned.

“Quarrus, the Lord of Silver,” Durran said honestly. “He also got others to kill yet more. The Lords of Copper and Gold both died by him, even if indirectly.”

“Yet why did you abandon your faith?” Orion knelt once again.

“Because I lost faith,” Durran said quickly.

“If it is lost already, you cannot be a true faithful now,” Orion growled.

“Argrave brought it back.” Durran leaned back. The words came easily, unlike the other lies about his faith. But then, Durran thought it might not be a lie after all. The man had defended him so readily against Orion, even saying he was like family. He had faith Argrave didn’t want him dead, at the very least.

Orion stared down Durran. “How? What did he say? What did he do?”

“Too many things.” Durran shook his head.

The prince kept his stare steady for another uncomfortably long while. Then, he sat down, uncaring of the slightly flooded floor beneath him.

“Tell me,” Orion commanded.

***

Durran did not return that day.

Argrave’s shame at being incapable of stopping Orion from doing whatever he pleased clung to him like a disease. Though the prince had said some time ago he envied Argrave’s ability to persuade people, the reality remained that this weapon had failed him entirely. Durran was taken elsewhere because of something that Argrave had wanted him to do, and he could do nothing to stop that matter.

Worry made him nauseous. Though he floundered about for a time after, searching for solutions that did not exist, only one thing eventually offered him any comfort—studying the B-rank spell [Bloodfeud Bow]. The past few days’ eagerness to breach the barrier to a higher rank of magic morphed into an obsession, fueled by his feelings of humiliation, self-loathing, and powerlessness.

Argrave sat just outside Orion’s keep, the spellbook in his lap as he studied the matrix it conjured. Though Galamon and Anneliese both attempted to pull him from the task to seek rest, he stubbornly refused to listen. After a time, even Anneliese gave up the idea of persuading him, and merely stood guard as Argrave studied. The day passed, and then the night, but he refused to move.

The Waxknights and the refugees seemed to interpret it as a protest, or a proclamation of innocence. Argrave didn’t care what they thought of it.

The morning came and continued on into the noon. As Argrave mired himself in angry thoughts of all kind, Galamon standing a fair distance off to the side, someone emerged from the keep. When he saw golden tattoos, his head swam with haze. His tired eyes could barely stay focused, but he recognized the man.

In one motion, he cast aside the book and ran toward him. His eyes checked many spots, searching for injury.

“Durran, you… What the hell did that guy…? I mean, what…?”

Durran held both of his hands out. “Do not put a damn hand on me. If some giant moron with big hands touches me once more, I’m going to lose my mind.”

Argrave frowned, perplexed.

***

“He’s insane. Something… something that makes humans human is just missing with that guy.” Durran pointed back toward the keep. “Good gods. All night we talked. All night I kept thinking about Drezki’s skull getting crushed.”

“What did he ask about, then?” Argrave pressed.

“Your travels, mainly.” Durran pointed toward Argrave.

“My travels?” Argrave repeated, perplexed. His gaze went to Galamon, then Anneliese. “He might talk to you, next, then. Corroborate the story.”

Galamon crossed his arms, nodding. He seemed ready.

“He has insisted I come to him daily for lessons on the Vasquer pantheon.” Durran crouched down by the mud. “What did I do to deserve this?”

Argrave looked down at Durran, feeling great sympathy for the man. Then, his reason resurfaced.

He stepped over the crouching Durran. “Did you have anything to do with Magnus’ death?”

Durran looked up at him. “Do you think I have soup for brains? I hope you’re saying that because you’re tired, otherwise I’m going to bash my head against a rock until I pass to this promised land Orion speaks of.”

“So, no,” Argrave concluded.

“Of course I had nothing to do with it.” Durran stood. “If I’d known things would end like this, I would never have agreed to this stupid request, finding out Magnus’ stupid motivations.”

Argrave put his hand on his hip. “You offered to do this, as I recall.”

“Choke on your tongue.” He threw his hands up in frustration and stepped away, shaking his head rapidly.

Argrave watched Durran’s back as he paced about, kicking stray leaves and stones in frustration. He looked to Anneliese. He felt the urge to hold her, like she was a feather that could be blown away by any stray wind. This event served as a reminder that he was still fallible, and he needed to learn it well.

“Durran received the harsh treatment—not me,” she reminded him.

Argrave sighed, nodding. He was not content inside, though.

Never again. That thought ran through Argrave’s head again and again, like some mantra vested in him. Never again. You must have the power to say ‘no.’ If Durran died because of me… Galamon… or Anneliese? I don’t think I could go on.

Argrave had been repaying the debt to Erlebnis diligently, and he suspected he’d have fully repaid the debt in two more days. Still, even if he had that power back then, he would have been powerless before Orion.

Things ended without incident… this time. Orion returned Durran without harming him. But Argrave had another goal, now. He had to make sure something like that could never happen again. He’d been too lax—too content. He had gained much, and that had led him to rest on his laurels. He had to ensure that nothing could take from him.

Argrave’s gaze refocused, his tired golden eyes lit with a veritable flame as steady as a pilot light. He looked at Durran who still fumed and questioned, “What did you learn from Magnus?”

“What does it matter now? He’s dead.” Durran turned his head back.

“Durran,” Argrave said patiently.

Durran turned around. “I found out that nearly everyone should be glad he’s dead. I found out a bunch of knowledge about your family. I found out some very uncomfortable things, like which mushrooms in this swampland make you hallucinate. Beyond that?” Durran threw his hands up once more. “Nothing. Not a peep of your Gerechtigkeit. What am I, a mind reader? How am I supposed to find that out?”

Argrave said nothing, thinking of the implications. Too much was amiss here, and much of it felt like active sabotage. The fact stood, though, that there was nothing Argrave could do presently to weed out the truth.

With his mind settled, Argrave nodded. “Alright. I don’t know what this means for the expedition, and I suppose all we can do is wait. Ideally, things will proceed as planned. With Orion… I don’t know if that will happen.” Argrave shook his head. “I’ll try to press him into hurrying this along. If word of this reaches Induen, he might come out here. For now, we should stay near Silvic, ensure that Orion—”

Argrave trailed off as he spotted a flash of gold outside their ward. One of the Waxknights roamed about the camp, clanging a ladle against a pot and shouting. It was muffled from beyond the ward, and Argrave dispelled it at once.

“Gather in the square! Gather in the square! Our Holiness, Prince Orion, wishes to speak! Gather in the square!” the man shouted again and again.

A wave of nervousness passed through Argrave—it seemed that Orion had come to a conclusion. Considering they had not been seized, that spoke well of his half-brother’s decision. Argrave gave a gesture and led the four of them toward the square before Orion’s keep.

A great gathering of people already waited. They could not exactly blend in with the crowd—when people noticed them, they moved away. It was a great irony that the diseased shied away from touching them, but Argrave was not complaining.

Soon enough, Orion emerged from the keep. He stepped to the head of the crowd, though the cheers that met him were not as unanimous as they always were, like some heavy anticipation had set over the crowd.

Orion’s gaze wandered the crowd, and soon enough, all grew silent. His gray-eyed gaze lingered on Argrave for half a second, then jumped away.

Prince Orion stepped back and shouted, “People! Yesterday, my brother, born of the same father, born of the same mother, was found murdered!” he declared.

Silence met his words.

Orion held his fist to his mouth, and he appeared to be holding back tears. Then, his grandiosity returned as he moved around, shouting, “There are some who have come to this camp recently, that many believe may have had a hand in this.”

Again, Orion’s gaze stopped on Argrave for a passing moment.

“But… I listened to them. I listened to those who were accused. I listened to the gods, communing with them all through the night…” Orion bit his knuckle, falling silent. Then, he said quietly, “The gods told me to ask who benefitted from this. And what I came to…”

Orion stared at Argrave directly, this time. “Our enemies sought to sow disunity. They sought to throw us into disorder, to cast our unbreakable will against the earth that it might shatter! Indeed, I’ll say it plainly: our enemies are behind my brother’s murder! They fear the wrath my brother and I bring upon them!”

The crowd came alive for the first time, some cheering.

“I will not allow the grasping tendrils of the enemy to worm themselves into our burgeoning crusade. The sum of their efforts will be delaying our righteous wrath by a mere day.” Orion held his hands up and decreed, “Tomorrow, my brother and I will lead a force into the depths of the wetlands. We will strike down the enemy, and all of you will be freed of the great malevolence which wracks your bodies even now!”

As though given permission to cheer, the crowd frenzied. Orion stared up at the sky.

When the prince spoke again, his voice seemed to split the air, so loud it was. “And as for my brother!”

Orion strode toward Argrave. The crowd had moved away from them, and so there was nothing preventing him from doing so. Argrave stepped ahead of his companions, coming to stand just before Orion so that they were not so near to him.

Orion stared at Argrave, gazes locked. The man was still larger than him, still as intimidating as ever. Yet for the first time, Argrave felt no fear.

The prince fell to his knees. Then, he bent forward, slamming his head into the ground. He was kowtowing, Argrave realized.

“Brother! I apologize for my distrust!” he shouted, voice splitting the air even still.

As Argrave stared down at him, he could not deny he felt some of the emotions that had been brewing the past twenty-four hours urging him to step on Orion’s head. But…

Argrave sighed, then knelt down. He grabbed Orion’s shoulders and corrected his posture.

“We have work to do, Orion,” he said levelly. “It’s an early day tomorrow.”

His words were those of peace. But as Anneliese gazed down at Argrave, concern was evident on her face.


Chapter 32

Argrave slept little that night—enough to function without issue, but not much more. All of his time was spent studying the spell [Bloodfeud Bow]. The ‘how’ of things still eluded him—the B-rank matrix felt fragile, and his attempts to put it into motion simply made it break. It felt like he was trying to pick up a house of cards and move it elsewhere. It didn’t matter how he distributed the force, or if he applied it evenly across the whole thing—to set the spell matrix into motion was to break it.

Despite his failures, he was not discouraged. Never again, he repeated mentally time and time again. He could never again relax, never again fall into contentment. Everything could be taken from him in a heartbeat if he was not adequately prepared.

The expeditionary forces were rallied early in the morning. Orion brought with him ten of his Waxknights, and Argrave brought his three companions, plus Silvic. In total, that placed them at sixteen. All had plenty of rations. Orion brought a weapon along. It was an ornate flanged mace made of black metal and gilded with snakes on the shaft, and thoroughly enchanted.

Orion distributed backpacks full of rations to all, including Argrave and his companions—they had been diligently gathered and preserved. The Waxknights accompanying them were C-rank mages, one and all, and seemed to be skilled with their blades.

The morning was spent by Silvic—in truth, Anneliese—scouting out a proper path. The obfuscation was paranoid caution on Argrave’s part, concealing some of their abilities in case they needed them. Anneliese marked the trees in the vast wetlands ahead with her Starsparrow. Argrave repaid some of his debt to Erlebnis—the first hours of the journey would be safe, he knew. He would likely regain his ability to use the Blessing of Supersession the next morning.

After their preparations…

“If you stray too far from me, my power wanes. Barring Orion, perhaps, all will die. The wetlands themselves will consume you in hours, and none will find your body,” Silvic cautioned.

“How dangerous can it be for knights of the faithful?” a Waxknight rebuffed.

Silvic turned her head toward him. “I will not make you believe me. I see no reason to stop you from killing yourself.”

Orion crossed his arms. “Heeds the spirit’s words. We are allies against evil,” he commanded.

“Then we may go whenever you are ready,” Silvic directed.

Orion stepped away, peering through the trees into the vast wetlands beyond. A cold morning mist blocked much vision ahead. This fog seemed different, somehow—the wind did not affect it.

“Oh gods,” Orion sang. “As I walk through hardships, protect me, your Lordships…”

Orion stepped ahead first, heading into the wetlands. Argrave pulled his gloves a bit tighter and then walked forward just after him. Soon enough, the whole party disappeared into the cold morning mist, heading for the foul Plague Jester.

***

As they pressed toward the first fortress, the unnaturalness of these wetlands was made readily apparent.

Silvic seemed to possess a boundary of protection she could extend. In Heroes of Berendar, it had been an annoyance—the player would follow by the side of this slow-moving character, staying within the safe zone as they moved to the first fortress. Now… things were different, death was reality, and Argrave was tense. He and his companions stayed near Silvic, the Waxknights forming a loose circle around as Orion led them.

The difference between that within Silvic’s protection and that without was visible and tangible. A cold mist surrounded them just outside the boundary, as though they were trapped in a bubble. This mist writhed and twisted into shapes, faces, and let out muffled screams that were horrifyingly intense. Beyond that, the wetlands themselves twisted and writhed and bubbled, mud and water stretching and contorting like taffy made of rot.

The first few hours, the howling fog shrouded them as though it were solid, and the light of the sun faded. The Waxknights were forced to light the way with spell light. The waters rose, and before long, everyone waded through knee-high muck. Well, mostly everyone—Argrave was glad to be tall more than ever as the ice-cold waters stung at his shins. Experiencing this place firsthand made the Waxknights take Silvic’s directions very seriously.

Yet as the hours passed… the enemy started to come.

The first to press through the boundary were the leopards. Their element of surprise was ruined by Silvic’s presence, who warned their party long before they came. Even still, their assault was a formidable thing—they came from the trees, jumping down from above, and simultaneously attacked from the ground. The Waxknights on the perimeter intercepted them, but Orion dealt with the bulk.

If anyone saw Orion fight, they would all probably think of the same thing: he can do whatever he wants. His talk of being blessed by ninety-six gods was no delusion. It was fact, and that was made wholly evident through the first fight alone.

As the leopards stalked through the high waters to get at them, Orion raised his foot up and stomped the water. His foot did not sink back in the water—instead, it met something solid, and he stood up out of the water. In not seconds, a wall of ice formed around their party, isolating the leopards that had jumped down at them from the trees. The Waxknights treated this as the natural order of things, dispatching the large cats quickly with their enchanted blades.

The wall of ice abated some of the assault, as all of the cats needed to climb over it to get at their party. Argrave attacked sparingly, making good use of his escort. He had instructed his party members to do much the same.

After a time, the ground began to shake, and Silvic said, “The rockhides come.”

“Hippos coming!” Argrave relayed, but none treated this as seriously as they should have—most didn’t know what hippos were, probably.

But the shaking grew in intensity, and the waters stirred. A great noise split the air, and Argrave was pelted by chunks of ice. A hippo broke through the barrier of ice Orion had established, bringing with it a tidal wave of water. Its skin was black, reminiscent of volcanic rock. It slammed into two Waxknights in its charge, tossing them aside with ease. It must’ve been ten tons of pure mass, towering above all. It pressed toward Silvic, where Argrave and his party waited.

“Anneliese, Durran, let’s—” he started, stepping backward and preparing spells.

Orion stepped forth. He held one hand out and caught the top of the hippo’s open mouth. His legs stayed firm, appearing indomitable. His elbow bent as it received and halted the hippo’s charge, enchantments sparking as they protested the great force pressing against them.

“And though the wicked may be strong…” Orion said, a foul anger in his tone.

The hippo loosed a deafening noise like a groan unique to its species, but the prince slammed its jaw shut with one hand, pushing it back in the same motion. His mace whistled through the air in an uppercut. It struck the hippo on the bottom of its jaw. It was powerful enough to send its titanic head into the air, and its front legs rose up out of the water. It collapsed back into the ice wall, its jaw out of its hinges. It was alive, but badly wounded from one strike.

“The righteous always win,” Orion finished. He reached out his hand and finished the hippo, pressing through its eye to destroy the brain. Once he pulled his hand free, he looked beyond the breach in the ice wall, where two more of the gigantic creatures approached. Orion stepped atop the corpse of the rockhide he’d just ended, moving to meet both alone.

Argrave looked away, content that Orion would be able to handle all comers from that side. He spotted something atop one of the ice walls, and his gaze locked onto it. A black gibbon as large as a man hung from one of the trees, one of its too-long arms clinging to the branch. The other held a stick that hummed with liquid light.

The gibbon had a pouch on its neck—it inflated with air, letting out a quaint sound as it turned pinker. After, it let out a staccato call, several high-pitched hoos that filled the air. Argrave tensed, and as the gibbon called, the apes descended on them en masse, swinging from the overhanging trees so adeptly it was impressive despite the danger.

Recognizing the threat, Argrave used [Waning-Cycle Bloodmoon] immediately. A thread of his blood formed a circle before his hands as the Waxknights confronted the apes, immediately proving his caution warranted. The apes swung their light-imbued sticks with intense ferocity. Their arms were six feet long and pure muscle. These humble sticks blessed by wetland spirits cut through enchanted armor easily.

Yet the Waxknights were not mere knights. Their waxpox-ridden skin was as hard as stone, and they felt no pain. What few blows they did not parry with their enchanted blades were returned twofold, and the gibbons fell one after the other. Though they stemmed the tide somewhat, it was not sufficient to stop all.

Anneliese conjured a B-rank ward—her own magic, this time, and not from her ring—to confront the tide of apes that hunted them. The sticks slammed against the golden ward as the apes cried out angrily, and after a second, they broke past, screaming, “Hoohoohoohoo!”

Argrave stepped ahead of his three companions and greeted the apes with blood magic, sending crescent blades of his dark blood toward each and all that pressed further. It was an overwhelming slaughter, and Argrave did not need to use even a quarter as many as he had against the Sentinels in the Marred Hallowed Ground. A good thing, too—receiving a single blow from the gibbons’ weapons could break bones easily.

When the last gibbon fell, Argrave turned his head about, searching for more foes. Just then, a hippo barreled through the ice wall. Argrave prepared to fight, only to see the hippo scramble away on its back, feet swinging through the air as it tried to turn and run. Orion stepped forward, planting his foot on its stomach. He pressed his foot down and bashed his mace against its head relentlessly, each blow causing the water to stir and yet more ice to break.

When it finally stopped struggling, Orion stopped swinging. His breath was not labored at all, and he glanced around, giant black braid matted with blood. He looked at his mace—it had bent slightly, and he corrected it with one hand.

“The faithful cannot be stayed,” Orion concluded. “We eat, rest, and then press onward. No more than fifteen minutes.”

***

In their first battle, one of the Waxknights very nearly died from that hippo’s charge—his spine was broken, and he barely avoided drowning before being rescued. A broken spine was a damning thing on Earth, but magic proved its differences from modern medicine. The broken spine was healed by one of the Waxknights.

Orion spoke to Durran as he ate, telling him about the Vasquer pantheon—even now, the prince did not forget his promise to give the tribal lessons on the pantheon. Argrave listened to Anneliese as she disclosed something, and then Argrave stepped away, coming to stand on a tree’s root that was above the water.

“The fortress is an hour’s walk away,” Argrave called out, drawing everyone’s attention. “There’ll be another fight waiting there. The Corpse Puppeteer, Waqwaq.” Argrave looked around, then pointed to Orion. “Like the name suggests, this thing controls the corpses of those fallen. We’ll be fighting against those that conquered these wetlands years ago—powerful warriors all, and with numbers no less than the army that took this land.”

Orion crossed his arms, listening intently.

“I’ll need you to stem the tide, Orion,” Argrave explained. “You and your Waxknights are the only thing capable of holding back that horde of the dead. What’s more, you need to remember this—if your comrades should die, crush their skulls. Elsewise, they’ll rise again, and fight you.

“Meanwhile, my companions and I will deal with Waqwaq. Silvic will help us make a path.” Argrave placed his hand to his chest, the other waving to his allies. “If you go, Orion, I’m sure the enemy will try to flee. Can’t have that happen.”

“Can you be trusted with this task?” one Waxknight argued.

“Of course they can,” Orion said at once, slamming his giant hand against the knight’s back. “I trust my brother and his companions. Look! Look how he bleeds for us! He uses his own blood to stay our enemies!” Orion moved to the slain gibbons, where he’d used blood magic to fell his foes. “They have faced fouler and come away fine. Would that you knew of their deeds…”

Argrave frowned, staring down at Orion. As much as he wished Durran had not disclosed everything, he could not blame him for doing so.

“I shall obey.” Orion placed his hand to his heart. “I look forward to seeing this Waqwaq’s head.”

“It has no head.” Argrave shook his head. “But you’ll get what you want, I suspect.”


Chapter 33

Swamps were never intended to accommodate grand fortresses. That fact became apparent as they pressed onward into the mire of misery, the screaming mists and twisting grounds stayed only by Silvic’s protection. The wading water lessened, and they planted their feet upon dry ground—or at least, as dry as mud could get.

Once they saw stone bricks, the harrowing fog around them began to dissipate—that did not diminish the lightlessness, though, and when Argrave looked up, he spotted branches of a towering tree above. The tree dwarfed skyscrapers, even. It was a verdant thing with bright green leaves. The leaves had patterns on them that looked vaguely like faces. Closest to the tree’s trunk, long and thick vines descended, bearing bright red fruits that looked full of juice.

Though the crying fog had been a source of great discomfort, its sudden absence was just as unsettling. They passed by wreckages of stone; one tower sunk into the mud so completely only its top could be seen, and its ballista had been consumed by algae and other growth. Soon enough, the fortress itself came into view. It walls sank and rose in random places, some towering thirty feet while other portions were barely a step above where they stood. The gate to the fortress was crooked, and its iron portcullis looked to have been ripped apart by something.

Argrave could barely see roots beyond the crooked gate. Orion, who’d been leading, stopped, and Argrave caught up to him.

“I can feel it. The evil in the air. It’s so thick I can smell it,” Orion growled.

“Ideally, you’ll be able to see it and kill it soon enough,” Argrave consoled him.

Orion looked back, and though the words had been a jest in part, they seemed to make Orion only more eager.

Argrave took a deep breath and clenched his fists. He still felt a little anemic, both from the battle on the Marred Hallowed Grounds and the confrontation with the gibbons earlier. Nevertheless, there was no time for him to wallow. He was sure he’d be fine.

“Anneliese, Galamon, Durran…” He looked back, but his question caught in his throat. They were ready, all of them—Durran with glaive in hand, Anneliese with hair braided back for combat, Galamon with his Giantkillers held tight in each hand. He could rely on them.

But they had to rely on him, too, he knew. Never again, came that mantra once more, ringing in Argrave’s head. Never again let your incapability endanger them.

“Let’s go,” Argrave said instead of his question. “Silvic, stay out of the fighting. I’ll need all your help to get to Waqwaq. We’ll wait for Orion and his knights to thin the foes… and I’ll look for an opportunity to rush in.”

Silvic nodded. With that confirmation, Orion and Argrave passed beneath the crooked gate to the fortress, where the trunk of the tree towering above them waited. Their party deposited their packs on the dry land, preparing for combat. The entire interior of the fortress had been subsumed into this great tree—the keep, the detached houses, all of it. Roots small and large marred the central square. And as soon as Argrave’s foot brushed against a root… the tree came alive.

The round, red fruits up high exploded in clouds of red mist. Bodies fell like corpses cut from nooses, tightly packed and uncountable. They landed on the ground, truly dead… but the roots across the central square writhed, piercing deep into the fallen bodies.

Then, they rose, all of them. They were steel-armored knights, mages bearing robes with gray owls embedded on their shoulder, and elite archers, each and all undecayed as though they’d died yesterday and not years ago. One would not think them undead, for intelligence still gleamed in their eyes, and their movements were still natural.

Orion stepped ahead of their group, holding his mace before his face. “That our enemies deny them even peaceful death…” The shaft of the mace grew red-hot, then the mace itself burst into flames. “The fires of Gael’s justice will burn you through, my brothers and sisters, and I will cast your ashes to the wind. When I am finished, all will be as it should be.”

Don’t burn the tree down. I’ll be in there, Argrave wished to say.

The battle did not begin with a roar or a screech as that with the animals had. Instead, the blood that had exploded from the fruits preserving the dead began to rain upon them, and the battle began with nary a sound. The puppeteered mages threw fire, ice, and lightning upon Orion as he pressed forward. The archers, too, rained arrows upon him. The prince dodged the attacks with inhuman finesse. Even those spells he could not dodge—namely, the lightning magic—did not slow him in the slightest. The prince did not seem capable of pain, just as the knights who followed him.

Orion danced past their onslaught, and the vanquished knights of an invasion long past rushed forth to confront him. His aflame mace seemed to trivialize his foes. Their shields of steel would crumple like thin tin when struck, oftentimes tearing their arms free outright. Despite this, they only died when their heads were severed or crushed.

The puppeteered knights swarmed over Orion, a tide of steel and sound that never once seemed able to overcome the terrifying prince blessed by the gods. They were too many to count—to say a thousand would be to underestimate their numbers, and more joined every second, pouring out from the buildings of the keep or the roots of the trees.

Yet the Waxknights joined the fray. They were royal knights of House Vasquer, chosen from the best knights of the kingdom and given equipment enchanted to the highest possible modern standards. They were more than that, too—the waxpox made their skin as hard as stone and numbed their pain utterly. More than that, they had been blessed by Orion. Like echoes of their master, they joined the battle.

Argrave waited and watched, staying far from the conflict with his companions close at hand. The battle raged louder and louder as more joined. They quickly dealt with what few targeted them, looking for any opportunity to press past the tide of the dead.

Then, Argrave spotted a thinning in the constant trickle of dead pouring from the roots. “After me,” he shouted, stepping forth. “Waste no time. Speed is our sole objective!” he commanded as his walk transitioned to a sprint.

The puppeteered dead were not simple undead—they had a sole strategist behind them, and as Argrave and his companions neared, that strategy changed accordingly. A wing of troops trying to engage Orion and his Waxknights broke free, attempting to confront them. Yet Argrave and his party moved too quickly, and they surged past before they could be blocked.

Mages assaulted them as they kept running. Argrave and Anneliese dealt with the slower-moving spells, using their rings to conjure wards freely—as for lightning magic, Galamon caught them all with his Giantkillers. Lightning magic was the perfect counter to other mages, yet they had a lightning rod—and more than that, one that benefitted from their attacks. His azure daggers glowed all the brighter as he caught attack after attack.

Durran was hit by a stray arrow in his helmet’s cheek, and he stumbled. Argrave slowed for his companion, but Galamon grabbed him beneath his armpit and hefted him up, and the tribal laughed as he picked up the pace.

“Stings!” he shouted. “If not for those enchanted things you gave me at Jast, might be I’d be bleeding.”

That brief moment of pause allowed the dead rising from the roots of the towering tree block them. Argrave looked to Anneliese. She understood his meaning without words, and she prepared a devastating B-rank spell…

Yet before Anneliese could, roots dancing in tandem with liquid light writhed and twisted out of the ground in snake-like spirals, casting aside the crowd of dead with ease. Argrave looked back in time to see Silvic pulling her arm free from the ground, roots retracting back within. He gave her a quick nod, then resumed his sprint.

They made it to the plethora of tangled roots at the foot of the towering tree. “Silvic! Now’s your time,” he called out.

The wetland spirit stepped forth, placing her arm uncorrupted by the waxpox against the tree. The ground began to shake, and the tree itself cried out as though resisting whatever force was being exerted upon it. Then the roots, the largest of which were twice as thick as Galamon, started to coil. They whipped about, scattering dirt and stone everywhere, and bored through the earth toward the depths of the towering tree ahead.

When Silvic finally freed her hand, a great tunnel that looked like a path of woven wicker stretched on into darkness. Argrave conjured spell light, then said, “Move quickly. Once we’re in, the dead will flood behind us.”

“They’re already flooding,” Durran shouted, the first to press into the tunnel. Argrave chuckled despite the situation and ducked low, following just behind him.

Their party barreled through the tunnel recklessly, practically falling over each other in their haste. Argrave slammed against walls and ceilings time and time again from the chaotic and uneven path. He could hear the clanging of steel behind him as the knights pursued them, every bit as disorderly as they ran.

Argrave and Durran both came to a steep point, and the two stumbled down the wicker tunnel, bouncing and bumbling their way down. They met air, and both collapsed into a mound of dirt and roots. Argrave’s spell light illuminated the area, and at once, Argrave recognized this place. As he turned his head about, deadly sore from that fall… he saw Waqwaq.

Waqwaq had once been human—one part of it, at least. Now, it could never be misconstrued as such. It was a mass of roots stemming from a heart with an eyeball on it. Each of the roots formed myriad hands which dug into the trunk of the great tree around them. The fingers moved, each and all commanding the soldiers which Orion confronted outside.

The eyeball focused on them, then widened and danced about its heart-like body in frenzy, growing bloodshot. Argrave rose to his feet and grabbed Durran, pulling the tribal back. Just as he did so, a great fruit hanging above the heart exploded, and seven bodies dropped down. At once, the Corpse Puppeteer took control of them, and they rose.

A noble-looking man with black hair and gray eyes rose first, standing tall—he had Vasquer ancestry, evidently. Four knights with the symbol of an eagle rose up, standing to guard him, while two mages stood just behind the lordly man.

The lord of this fortress and his retinue—now, the honor guard of the Corpse Puppeteer, Argrave recognized.

Galamon and Anneliese descended with considerably more grace than Argrave and Durran had, falling just behind them. Silvic was last, and she was lowered down, carried by roots.

“Waqwaq… a human who consumed Predniz,” Silvic said in shock.

“No time for talk. Seal the tunnel, Silvic,” he directed.

The wetland spirit wasted no time in doing so, and roots sealed the tunnel woven of wood and dirt so that their pursuers would not so easily make it to them.

“Excellent! Everything’s going swimmingly,” Argrave roared, pleased. “As we discussed—killing minions is only a waste of our time!”


Chapter 34

There was a simple principle in many RPGs, action or otherwise—don’t kill what the summoner summons, just kill the summoner, and then all the problems will go away naturally. Their strategy hinged on that simple principle.

There were obstacles, of course. There always were.

The puppeteered lord and his two mages stayed near the vast heart that was Waqwaq. At once, their party of three conjured wards—B-rank, judging from the golden color alone—and worked in tandem to create multiple layers. It served as a great protection against ranged attacks.

Yet Argrave and his companions did not blindly rush forth. The tunnel they had entered from had been sealed by Silvic, and they had time. Instead, they stepped backward, heading for the edge of the room. Galamon discarded his wind-enchanted greatsword and pulled his bow from his back, nocking an arrow quickly. The three spellcasters of the party prepared spells, and attacked the lord’s honor guard of four knights, unprotected by the wards.

Though the elven vampire still had enchanted arrows made in Jast, he used mundane ones—deliberately so. Argrave, Anneliese, and Durran all used spells of lesser ranks, some even E-rank. It was a simple onslaught of attacks that could not be considered deadly but was nonetheless unignorable.

And the knights did not ignore it. All four rushed toward Argrave and his companions in a side-by-side pursuit, as dogged as the dead could be. While they pursued, their party’s attacks continued as ever, barely denting the well-made armor of their opponents. The gleaming enchanted blades of their opponents grew ever closer…

“Now’s a good time,” Argrave called out levelly, an iron focus on the scene before them.

Silvic placed her uncorrupted arm to the ground, and the roots in the ground spurred to action. Two hands of roots burst into the center of their small formation, then pushed them aside as though opening a curtain. The knights were thrown a great distance, entirely disrupted. A clear path led to Waqwaq and its mage guard.

No one needed a command to begin the charge forth. Galamon discarded his bow, kneeling to the ground and dropping it as he rushed forth while pulling free his Ebonice axe from its loop on his belt. He tossed it to Durran, who caught it while setting down his glaive in one smooth motion. With both hands freed, the elven vampire drew the Giantkillers once more, still slightly sparking with electricity from defending against earlier assaults.

Anneliese and Galamon slowed—she charged the Giantkillers with potent lightning magic, firing again and again. Durran and Argrave moved forward. With one hand, Argrave conjured the D-rank [Gore Scalpel], and blood from his wrist formed a knife. With the other hand, conjured [Electric Eels] jumped to the sky.

Durran slammed the Ebonice axe against the first B-rank ward—it cracked heavily, golden chips of light scattering, but did not shatter entirely. Argrave finished it with his black-blooded [Gore Scalpel], and then the tribal carried onto the next barrier, roaring mightily with each blow. Once the second broke, roots descended from the ceiling, wrapping around the heart-like body of Waqwaq and lifting it up into protection ever-so-slowly.

Once the third ward broke, the puppeteered lord of this fortress drew a rapier at his side, lunging straight for Argrave. He could only fall on his back to dodge. The pair of mages chose to attack Durran. The tribal narrowly dodged a spear of ice, but a ball of fire struck his helmet, casting it off. His hair and much of his face caught aflame, and he fell to the ground screaming.

Argrave willed all of the electric eels he’d conjured to attack Galamon—the elven vampire received them with his Giantkillers and sprinted forth toward the retreating Waqwaq. The puppeteered lord moved to intercept him. The tip of the rapier attempted to impale him with his own charge, but Galamon dodged nimbly and planted his foot on the lord’s shoulder. He used the dead man as a springboard and launched up toward Waqwaq.

Both Giantkillers struck home. All of that potent electricity surged through the foul Corpse Puppeteer, creating a spark so blinding that Argrave felt he’d lost all sight. His ears hurt terribly, and he could hear nothing. Seconds passed, and only then did things begin to fade. His vision was stained white, yet slowly recovered.

The heart-like body of Waqwaq had been burnt so badly that charred flesh and roots alike collapsed down onto Galamon, who clung to the Giantkillers while shielding his eyes. Argrave saw Durran still writhing in agony as the flames spread across his head. Though he could barely feel his limbs, he knew how to move them—he rushed to Durran, removing his duster and smothering the flames.

Argrave looked around, still unable to hear, his vision stained white from the blinding light. The seven puppets they’d been fighting had fallen to the ground, well and truly dead. His gaze jumped from companion to companion, ensuring all were at least alive… and so they were.

Exhausted, Argrave settled his head against the ground. As adrenaline faded, pain set into his bones and his skin earnestly. But he was well used to persisting through pain. Argrave was the first to rise to his feet, still deaf as ever. He pulled his duster off Durran and set to work healing the burns.

It seemed the first day was over.

***

“I’m the smallest one here, yet I get hit the most. Why is this?” Durran questioned bitterly. The wounds on his face had healed, but much of his hair had been burnt away, leaving him with half a bald patch on his otherwise perfect set of locks.

“Maybe take comfort in the fact that you’re alive, and the burns are healed. Two died,” Argrave reminded him.

The five of them rested separately from the Waxknights. An improvised funeral was being held—Orion held one of the fallen knights in his hands while the corpse was aflame, drifting away piece by piece as ashes lost to the wind. The other Waxknights knelt before Orion, hands clasped together as they knelt in prayer. Their two golden sets of enchanted armor had been set aside in a safe place—armor was always custom-made, and it could fit no one else that did not already have one. It was to be retrieved as they left.

“Three died,” Silvic argued. “My friend, Predniz… consumed. I cannot make sense of it,” Silvic shook her head, voice with a rare display of emotion.

“All of the other wetland spirits are dead,” Argrave told Silvic. “Each and all, consumed by the Plague Jester’s loyal servants, their power inherited. Barring you, actually.”

Silvic lowered her head, crown of stag-like roots moving with it.

“I don’t understand his strength,” Galamon commented in frustration as he watched Orion.

“Join the club,” Argrave returned, still cleaning dried blood out of his ears. His hearing had returned. Anneliese had to heal his ruptured eardrums, though.

“He is only human. I know this to be true.” Galamon crossed his arms, shaking his head.

Argrave looked up at Galamon, then sat against a tree root. “He’s blessed by gods. His strength isn’t his own.”

“My strength is not my own, yet I am still vastly weaker than him.” Galamon pointed to his chest, referring to both the enchanted crown embedded in his helmet and the vampiric beast in his blood.

Argrave looked to the ground. “That’ll change, if things go my way.”

Galamon looked to him. “You have yet more items to give?”

Argrave rubbed his hands together. “In time, the boundaries between this realm and… and other realms… will weaken.”

“Meaning?” Galamon pressed.

“Gerechtigkeit is judging gods, going by your culture’s name for him,” Argrave pointed to him. “But the gods get their own defense, even if it isn’t an active form. Once the boundaries weaken… Orion won’t be the only one to be blessed by gods. Already, I have my thing, Orion has his blessings…”

Galamon stepped over to stand above Argrave. “You mean to say…”

“Yeah. That’s the plan for you and Durran, when the time comes. Got plans for me and Anneliese, too.”

Galamon stepped away, lost in thought, then turned back. “I will champion none besides Veid,” he declared.

“I know.” Argrave nodded.

“I’m not as picky,” Durran contributed. “As long as nothing is expected of me, of course. Don’t fancy playing toady to some tyrannical god just so I can toss aside large rocks with ease.”

Argrave stretched his legs. “Put it out of your mind. This is all far away. It’s why I never brought it up.”

Anneliese said nothing as she stared at Orion’s improvised funeral—he had already told her of this long ago.

“We did well today.” Argrave rose to his feet. “Things went near as well as they could have. Nevertheless… considering Magnus’ death, and the near-active sabotage going on around us… it’d be good to stay alert. Silvic, everyone—when the time comes for sleep, let’s stick closely together, and with our company in sight,” he concluded, gaze turning to Orion.

Everyone agreed tiredly. Only one day had passed, yet already these wetlands wore away their spirit.

***

The day had not yet concluded. Argrave sat a fair distance from Silvic, leaning against Anneliese as he gazed upon the matrix for [Bloodfeud Bow] even still. Galamon tended to his armor, which sorely needed maintenance after their trek through the wetlands.

Silvic’s displays of power today were not without cost. The waxpox had spread across more of her body, consuming parts of her wooden neck and nearing her face. It had begun to encroach upon the uncorrupted side, too.

He sat near Silvic mostly to ward away Orion. Yet as he read, he heard footsteps. Durran and Orion walked through the square of the castle, Orion fervently explaining something to the tribal, who seemed miserable beyond compare, an effect that was only increased by the sad-looking bald patch from his recent burns.

“…I will repeat the names back to you tomorrow, and I expect you to respond in kind,” Orion said. “This is but the foundations—how will you memorize scriptures if you cannot remember the names of the gods?”

“Okay,” agreed Durran, hollow and dead.

Argrave made a mental note to do something nice for the tribal very soon.

Orion patted Durran’s back, sending him toward Argrave like a child sent off to school. Argrave watched the towering prince warily as he walked toward them.

“Brother,” Orion began, tone cold. “I had questions.”

Argrave closed the book and gestured for Orion to ask without words.

His gray eyes jumped to Silvic for half a second. Then, he asked, “A Corpse Puppeteer, a Plague Jester—no mere coincidence, is it?”

Argrave furrowed his brows. “It isn’t, but… I didn’t think you’d care.”

“You know the truth of things, then? I would hear it,” Orion insisted, coming to sit cross-legged before Argrave.

Argrave adjusted his legs, and then set the book for [Bloodfeud Bow] aside. “Alright… well, sure. Sure. Let me think for a moment.”

Argrave tapped his chin as he thought of how to frame the story.

“The conquest of the wetlands didn’t end once these fortresses were made,” Argrave began, gesturing to the walls around them. “The swamp folk refused to be subjects, refused to abandon their customs and faiths, and refused to integrate into Vasquer society. And so… the newly anointed lords of this area undertook a second conquest. A conquest of spirit.”

Argrave rubbed his hands together, thinking more. “The lords butchered the swamp folk by the hundreds, making violent examples of all troublemakers. Community leaders… community leaders received a different fate. Shamans to the wetland spirits were mostly killed. Some, though… they were taken in as amusements to the Archduke of this land.”

“Waqwaq, for instance, was forced to play out puppet shows of the conquest of the wetlands, reliving things time and time again.” Argrave looked to the tree that still stood tall, where the Corpse Puppeteer had once lived.

“There were plenty of others,” Argrave continued, looking back to Orion. “A jongleur, a bard, a mummer, a troubadour… we won’t fight them all, of course. Just enough to get to the ringleader. The jester.”

Orion nodded, then locked his gaze upon Argrave. “Is there no room… for other options?”

Argrave raised a brow. For ordinary people, that might mean ‘diplomacy.’ For Orion, it surely meant, “Getting them to convert?” When Orion nodded, he continued, “That option… it was lost long ago. Violence begets violence. The moment you veer from persuasion and debate to open attack, neither side will return until the other is defeated.” Argrave pursed his lips in hesitation, then said, “There’s a lesson in that, Orion.”

Orion stared at the ground, gray eyes distant. Then, he looked to Argrave, saying simply, “Rest well, brother. Lady Anneliese. Durran. Galamon.” His gaze fell to Silvic. “And… and you, Silvic,” he said, though the words sounded forced.

Argrave watched Orion leave, perplexed.


Chapter 35

“At this point, the main challenge is confining the infected to the camps,” Mina said to Induen, staring out over the city of Veden from the castle. “People that catch the disease spread it indefinitely. Some people, when it stops spreading, resume mingling into society. Like this, the outbreaks never really stop.”

“Just use force.” Induen shook his head disapprovingly. “It isn’t so difficult.”

Mina looked to him. “Do you think this tiny county has the manpower to force more than half of its residents into refugee camps or within their own homes? And even then, the last thing we wish is for our military to be infected with this disease. That would only exacerbate the disaster.”

“Who said anything about confining them?” Induen’s blue eyes locked with Mina’s, veritably shining.

“Yes, we can kill anyone that disagrees with us, become the rulers of corpses. It’ll be harder to get them to tend the fields that way, I’m sure, but at least we’ll have gotten what we wanted,” Mina challenged him.

Induen’s jaw clenched as he stared at Mina, eyes narrowing with anger. Then, one corner of his mouth split open, and he started laughing dryly.

“You’ve a lot of bravery for one so small,” he noted as his laughter trailed off. “I’ve killed for less.”

Mina stared back at him, not flinching at all. Then, she nodded. “We established this already. You want to kill people for getting sick.”

Even Induen was flabbergasted by her boldness. He only laughed once more, then turned back to the city, watching. He could not be both amused and angry, and he was more amused than anything.

“Fine. Fine…” he conceded, crossing his arms and leaning against one of the keep’s pillars. “People that resume their tasks despite their sickness—it’s a selfish act, so they’re selfish people. Give them incentive to stay inside, they’ll fall in line. Greed is an easy, base emotion to satisfy.”

“You mean… pay them? Veden is not… exactly…”

Induen considered for half a second, then said, “Promise exemptions from taxes. It’s not an immediate boon, but the promise alone will convince many to obey. You don’t even need to uphold the promise.” He looked to her.

Mina nodded, eyes distant as she considered his idea. “No… no, it’s a good idea. Exemptions will be sorely needed after the devastation from the plague, anyway.”

“It’s the promise that matters—promises enough to get them to do what you want.”

Mina walked over to her desk, then retrieved quill and paper. “Nikoletta told me something, once. Even if you view people as tools, well-maintained tools perform a task all the better.”

Induen bit his lip, a bit displeased at the mention of Nikoletta. He stepped toward Mina, arguing, “If people know there are consequences, they’ll work hard.”

“They’ll only work as hard as they need to avoid consequences,” Mina quickly rebutted. “If people love their ruler, they’ll do what they need to and more. People crave to rise, and as they do so, they’ll bring you up with them. All they need is opportunity and reward.”

Induen stared down at her, but she turned to the document in front of her and began writing in it diligently. The prince opened his mouth once more, but someone entered the door. Induen turned his head back, spotting one of his knights. He strode forward and pushed the man on his chest.

“You don’t knock?” he said coldly.

“An urgent matter, prince.” The knight knelt. “Forgive me.”

Induen stared down at the kneeling knight, then cast a glance back to Mina. Almost bitterly, he said, “Speak, then. Stop wasting time.”

“Prince Magnus is dead, my prince,” the knight relayed, bowing all the lower. “Forgive me.”

Induen took a deep breath of surprise. “What? That wandering fool?”

“He was murdered, my prince, in the wetlands to the northwest.”

Induen frowned. “Where Orion is?” He heard Mina set her quill down behind him, paying closer attention.

“Yes, my prince,” the knight confirmed.

“Any more details?” Induen inquired, the only genuine emotion on his tone that of perplexment.

“The news is only just now being spread, my prince, forgive me.”

Induen scratched the bottom of his clean-shaven chin, turning away and walking about in thought.

“Mina. Do you think you can handle things? I should probably return to Dirracha.”

Mina blinked quickly, then looked to the papers before her. “It is… I mean, I see no reason why…”

“Then I’ll go,” Induen interrupted her, his interest lost once he heard her bumbling. He stepped away, heading for the door.

“You’ll leave as soon as things get challenging?” she called out, almost urgently.

Induen paused at the door, then turned around. His eyes were frowning, but his mouth was widened in a grin. “What did you say?”

She blinked quickly, obviously flustered, but she kept her yellow eyes fixed firmly on the prince nonetheless. “I think you heard me,” she said.

“You think this is challenging?” he questioned coldly.

“One of the options you always use is off the table,” Mina said, her voice steady. “If that isn’t a challenge, what is?”

Induen started laughing once more, placing one gauntleted hand to hide his mouth. “You seem determined to face repercussions of some sort. I wonder why that might be?” He stepped right up to his desk, and the two of them endured a long, tacit staring contest.

The prince turned back to the knight. “Send word to Dirracha I’ll be preoccupied with something for a time.”

***

“Why have you been working so frenziedly lately?” Anneliese questioned as they sat together in the darkness of night. It felt like they were alone, but in truth, Galamon and Silvic both were close enough to hear. Durran was the only amongst them sleeping—a well-deserved rest, by Argrave’s estimation.

Argrave gazed at the matrix for [Bloodfeud Bow] with his golden eyes distant, as though hesitating. Then, he said, “Durran being taken away for interrogation put things into perspective.”

Anneliese sighed. “I knew it was that. Yet even still… if you overstrain yourself, you will suffer more in the long run.”

Hearing that, Argrave bit his lip in contemplation, yet he did not shut the book. “I’ve got a different sort of bad dream, now, Anneliese. Not about my death. Not the Low Way, not Induen. But…” he sighed. “The thing I fear most, now, is watching the suns set alone.”

Anneliese grew silent, before noting, “Sometimes, I question if you are simply too sweet, or if you merely know precisely what to say to stop me from dissuading you.”

They both laughed quietly. After, Argrave looked to her and questioned, “Do you think you can help me out? Mentor me, maybe?”

She paused, glancing at the book. “Blood magic…” Anneliese noted, trailing off.

“It’s just the one I’ve been studying most,” he assured her.

Anneliese pushed away and moved to sit across from him as quietly as she could. Sitting cross-legged, she gestured toward him. “Try to cast it,” she directed.

Taking a deep breath, Argrave gave one last look at the whirling matrix conjured from the book and then closed it. He set it aside, then held out his hand. He had seen the matrix enough that it conjured as quickly as any spell might’ve. It hovered in the air, inanimate and ineffectual. He tried to set it into motion in the same moment he willed magic into it, making it whole…

It shattered after half a second. Argrave sighed and lowered his hand, while Anneliese’s amber eyes stayed locked on where his hand had just been. Her face was as steady as stone for a time, and she said nothing. Eventually, her eyes met with his and she commanded, “Again.”

Argrave did so. Once again, it shattered nearly identically.

Anneliese leaned back, supporting herself with her arms. She spaced out, lost in thought and contemplation. Argrave waited patiently, hands on his knees.

“You are not moving it from every direction you can,” she finally said. “It resembles… It is like if you had a tower, and you tried to move only the first floor. You neglect pushing the tower above. It all needs to move at once, lest it fold and collapse.”

Argrave frowned. That was the last thing he thought she’d say. “But what angle am I missing? I feel like I’m applying the force evenly.”

She scratched her forehead. “I cannot say. The force applied is invisible—I can only comprehend it when I am the one using it.”

“Would it help if I did it again?” Argrave pressed eagerly.

“It would help if you rested, finally,” she concluded, moving back. “I will. I hope you do the same.”

Argrave watched her leave, heading to where they slept. Argrave bit his lip, considering joining her.

Never again, came that voice, fighting against the promise of comfort and fulfillment he knew he’d feel if he joined her.

With a sigh, Argrave opened the spellbook, eyes bloodshot but still burning with a steady flame of ambition.

***

After a long time with no results, the night passed and morning dawned. Argrave had not slept at all, and he was the only besides Galamon and Silvic awake this early. He stared up at the branches of the tree that Waqwaq had resided in dully. Despite persisting for so long, his Black Blood enabled him to function on a relatively normal level. The reasons why he obtained it, least of all his near exponential magic growth, counted up day by day.

He ruminated on what Anneliese had advised him time and time again, the book long ago discarded. The matrix was not his problem—his method was the problem, plainly enough. He held his hands out and tried to emulate how to move the entire matrix in bizarre motions, then clenched his hands together in embarrassment.

But then, after a time, Argrave grew still. His brows slowly lowered, his vision narrowing, as he pondered dimensionality and exponentiality. To have something in one dimension could be represented by one number. To have something in two dimensions could be represented in two: two-by-two, for instance. For three, this trend continued—two-by-two-by-two.

He rose to his feet, Anneliese’s analogy of his attempts to move the first floor of a tower finally ringing in his head. He strode away from his party, ignoring his own advice for them all to stick together, and moved to an isolated place in the fortress’ courtyard. Galamon watched him go, perplexed.

Argrave had always viewed himself as something existing only in three dimensions. Maybe it was fact—he wasn’t so sure, anymore. But the fact remained that the tool that he used was beyond that, and the force that he had to exert upon the matrix had to be beyond that, as well.

With this new perspective, Argrave held his hand out and conjured the matrix once more. He tried to set it into motion, yet also acted upon that imperceptible, imperceivable fourth dimension to things. It set into motion…

And then shattered. Argrave stood there hollowly for a moment, then looked at his hands in disappointment. His bitterness slowly morphed into a stubborn anger, though, and he held his hand out once more, confidence in his idea renewed.

The matrix formed, and then whirled… Argrave started to breathe faster as it persisted for more than half a second, yet then it shattered once more. He looked at his hand once more, yet not with disappointment—instead, his eyes were eager and hungry.

“Have to memorize the path, now…” Argrave muttered as he ran off, retrieving the book for [Bloodfeud Bow] once again. He studied not only the matrix, but the way it moved, and the path it took. With that, he closed the book, and held his hand out once again.

The matrix formed. It began to swirl, persisting. Argrave willed his magic forth… and instead of meeting a wall as it always had, the matrix accepted it. Then, as though it never was, it dissipated. Argrave was panicked for but half a second before pain seized his arm. Twin spirals of blood pulled free of his arm, moving into position.

The twin spirals formed a recurve bow in his left hand. He felt power brewing in his other hand, his blood bubbling just beneath the skin. He raised the hand up, and a string descended. An arrow formed, perfectly nocked but small, pumping blood ever so quickly.

Argrave quickly wrenched his hand away and dispelled the magic, clutching his head as his vision grew white and his world spun with dizziness. The bow fell to the earth, nothing more than mere blood, now. He took a few moments to collect himself, and the dizziness and lightheadedness slowly faded as he breathed quickly.

Argrave stood straight once again, then looked around. He turned his head every which way, looking for anyone that had seen that. Finally, his gaze fell back to his hands, and he collapsed to his knees. He held his hand to his mouth to muffle his laughter for a time, then wiped away flowing tears once the laughter had faded.

Once that was done, he took a few moments to collect himself, steadying his breathing and clearing his face. He cursed again and again in a low whisper, triumph and heartache both making his voice shake.

Only once he had calmed down entirely did Argrave gather himself, returning back to where his companions were with only a slight grin on his face.


Chapter 36

Argrave disliked looking at the bronze hand mirror. With something—or someone, rather—to find solace in, he didn’t need to use it for motivation much at all anymore. Now, though, the day had passed, and he stared down at its surface in the early morning light…
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Seeing that ‘B’ just beside blood magic made him feel quite satisfied. Unfortunately, Argrave had underestimated himself, and brought no B-rank spellbooks with him beside that for [Bloodfeud Bow]. He felt like he was wasting precious time that could be spent learning more and more B-rank spells, yet even still…

His rate of advancement was quite exceptional. Between his high magic affinity, his black blood, that [Intelligent] trait, and his own diligence in studying, maybe it was to be expected. He felt some fulfillment. His rate of advancement was not unprecedented, lore-wise, but it was quite fast.

Orion’s presence culled what might’ve been a seed of arrogance, though. With [Bloodfeud Bow], a single-projectile attack with the potential for power far outmatching near all spells, Argrave could seriously injure Orion now. That was assuming the ridiculous possibility the man would stand still and let him charge it for minutes, naturally. The Holy Fool could still crush him and all of his companions without much issue. Fighting him personally was a long way off.

Yet with B-rank magic at his hands… he could start planning for the future in earnest. His advancement to A-rank would be as significant as his visit to the Alchemist, he knew. A-rank was when a mage more closely integrated with magic—rather than merely using it, they would assimilate into it. It was a vague description, yet the innumerable processes to become A-rank were so varied that only a vagary sufficed for describing it.

Argrave stowed away the bronze hand mirror and rose, doing brief stretches before he emerged from the tent. Anneliese sat on a large root not too far away, cleaning and braiding her long white hair back in preparation for travel.

Anneliese turned her head toward him yet remained focused on her task. “Good morning.”

“Is it? I’m not so sure,” Argrave questioned, blinking his eyes as he raised his hands to his face.

“You are pale,” Anneliese noted as Argrave wiped his tired eyes. He’d gotten a few hours of sleep, but his current state of fatigue made him question if he’d have been better off staying awake the whole night.

“I always have been,” he answered quickly.

“No. You had a healthy pallor not weeks ago, yet you keep…” she trailed off. “Why are you so pleased with yourself?”

Argrave’s subtle grin broadened into a smile. “You’re a good teacher—anyone ever tell you that?”

Anneliese’s amber eyes grew wide as she placed things. “I see now. You… you broke into B-rank with that blood magic spell. That’s why you look so terrible, so tired.”

“Well, that’s the demerit.” Argrave brushed off the remark quickly.

She stood and moved forth, running her fingers through her half-braided white hair in frustration. “You complain when you are miserable, and yet you never… Why in the world do you never…?” She sighed. “You will not use blood magic for the rest of this journey,” she commanded, planting a finger to his chest.

“I won’t?” He raised a brow.

“This is a concession you must make for me. I will not bend on this matter,” she stated plainly, amber eyes fierce as he’d ever seen them. “You insisted that I remain inside at Jast for my safety. I insist on this, for your safety.”

Argrave kept the stare going for a little bit. Then, he raised his hand and fixed her messy hair. “As long as it’s not life-or-death.”

Anneliese pouted—a rare expression on her, and one Argrave found quite adorable. “If it is truly life or death, use your Blessing of—”

Argrave placed one finger to her lips, shushing her. “We talked about this. Stay quiet about that while we’re here,” he whispered, looking around. Thankfully, neither he nor his Waxknights were nearby.

She lowered her head with a nod of apology. “Alright. But to that point?”

“Last night’s venture… delayed things,” Argrave said in vague terms as he waved his hand dismissively. “[Bloodfeud Bow] is blood magic, but B-rank magic is still B-rank magic, and therefore costly. I suspect night will fall before I can fully repay things, provided I don’t expend much magic today. Fortunately, the battle for the second fortress won’t involve much magic at all.”

She sighed, then looked up at Argrave once again. “B-rank… I am happy for you,” she finally congratulated him. “Perhaps now, you will rest easier and cease working so hard.”

Argrave only smiled in response, giving no verbal commitments. But in his head, those words still rang—never again, never again.

***

Argrave went to inform the prince that they were ready to travel but found Orion standing off to the side, one hand held to his forehead. He was just out of sight of the Waxknights, who assembled around a campfire as they ate their rations. Argrave could not recall seeing the prince in distress, so he walked up to him cautiously.

At his footsteps, the prince raised his head. Argrave tilted his head questioningly, and Orion confided immediately, “Another of my knights vanished.”

“Vanished?” Argrave repeated.

“Gone, disappeared during his watch,” Orion explained.

Argrave looked at the Waxknights. They ate their rations and wrapped their waxpox-rife flesh in clean bandages. Indeed, upon count, only seven of the initial ten they’d journeyed with were present.

“Deserted, or…?” Argrave mused.

Orion grabbed his collar, and Argrave’s heart fell into his stomach. “Deserted? Why would you say such a thing?” the prince questioned in a loud, angry whisper.

Argrave calmly stated, “Look at them. It’s but the first day, yet things are this challenging. I don’t doubt their ability or their faithfulness, but men are men.”

Orion’s grip loosened on Argrave’s collar slowly, and the prince straightened. “Their flames must be stoked by righteous winds.”

“…boosting their morale is important, yes,” Argrave agreed, feeling a strange discomfort he could so quickly interpret Orion’s words.

Without another word, Orion stepped to where they gathered. Their prince’s steady, determined approach toward them caused them all to rise to attention.

“Faithful knights!” Orion began. “Three of our number have left us. They swore an oath to the royal family, and to the gods, to live and die for the sake of the royal family. And now they have. More of you may—”

“Orion,” Argrave called out, stepping up just beside him. “I have some things to say,” he said quietly, recognizing well that a disaster might occur if this man spoke his earnest thoughts.

“Please speak, dear brother.” Orion gestured.

Argrave looked out to the Waxknights—if ever before there’d been an intimidating crowd for public speaking, this was it. But public speaking was one of the few things Argrave was talented at, he believed.

“As Orion said, we stand here today with three fewer than we departed with yesterday. These men—these brave men—they marched forth with strength, with ideal, and they confronted the monstrous forces of the Corpse Puppeteer and the Plague Jester. And knowing that they are gone… What will you do for their memory?”

Argrave stepped around, eyes jumping around the small crowd of knights before him. “You must never forget why they are gone,” Argrave proclaimed. “Forget not the sea of corpses you fought against yesterday. Forget not the foul beasts that hunted us through the wetlands. These are our foes. You must never forget that. And when we have won, and when we return… all of us, even the fallen, will return as heroes. Each and every face you see… they will owe you their lives. Each and every face you remember, every face that you long to see again… they will owe you their lives. If there is good, and if there is evil… then we are good, and we fight evil!”

Without giving so much as a single cheer, the Waxknights kept staring on at him. He had confidence enough in his words, though, that he was sure he’d had a positive effect.

“I shall prepare Silvic and my companions for travel. Silvic must scout, per usual,” Argrave turned to Orion. “We’ll travel less distance, and the battle to take the fortress will not be half as hard, but it’s a better point to begin with the third day.”

“Wonderful,” said Orion with vigor, beaming down at Argrave. “Give my regards to Lady Anneliese. And ensure Durran is prepared to recite the gods and their domains,” he requested.

Argrave nodded, making another mental note to do something really, really nice for Durran once all of this was behind them.

***

Anneliese proved herself an able scout once more, picking out a path with her Starsparrow. Were it not for that tiny and resilient bird they’d claimed, this journey would have been three times as hard. Though she could not constantly watch for enemies, picking a path that did not have them endure wading through chest-high waters was blessing enough to be considered miraculous.

If the journey of the first day had two climaxes—one for the assault on the road, and the other the taking of the first fortress—the second day was not comparable in the slightest. Instead, it was a steady trickle of enemies, like a constant pressure upon their party. They had to keep watch at every moment for gibbons, like assassins paid by the wetlands, or endure a siege of leopards whilst Orion dealt with encroaching rockhide hippos.

With the constant pressure came tension—all of them were drawn so thin they were all ready to snap at a moment’s notice, save the indomitable people of the party, namely Orion and Galamon. With morale faltering, Argrave once again assumed the role he’d taken in the fortress. Some might call it a commander, but Argrave just felt like a motivational speaker. Soon enough, the Waxknights looked to Argrave for direction as much as they did Orion. Someone more paranoid might think Argrave was trying to subvert them, but Orion seemed pleased that Argrave was taking extra efforts.

Argrave struggled tremendously, though the extra role he so readily took had nothing to do with it. He was beset by constant headaches, and exertions that caused him no trouble yesterday made him quite exhausted today. It was a familiar feeling, and he was more than able to push past it. Even still, Anneliese provided constant and unconditional support, and ensured that he ate properly during the whole journey. Between his anemia and the constant assault from enemies, he might’ve snapped without her.

Yet she and all of Argrave’s companions proved more than mere support, especially so on this day. Galamon was ready for battle at every second, and when it came, fought like a man possessed—Anneliese told Argrave in secret that the elven vampire felt as though he had something to prove when confronted with the unimaginable strength of Orion. Though Argrave was worried this might lead somewhere poor, he was grateful for his steadfast ally all the same. Meanwhile, Durran slowly integrated into the party all the better. He worked well with Anneliese, and he and Galamon developed a rapport.

There was some solace knowing rest would soon come as they grew ever nearer to the second fortress. Simultaneously, there was dread. The solace Argrave felt was like a gleaming fruit with unblemished skin that, once bitten, revealed blackened and rotted innards.

Argrave’s role was not so pivotal as it had been at the first fortress. The goal was simply to get by while the big fish battled it out. Even still, there was danger. There always was, it seemed, and doubly so when they stepped willingly onto a trap.


Chapter 37

“Any further steps, and we will be within their grasp,” Silvic cautioned their party as they idled.

Orion nodded. “This was made clear to me earlier. Being within their grasp is unimportant. A weak grip is easily broken.”

His ever-zealous words did not abate Argrave’s fear at all. Silvic continued, cautioning, “This will not be as other ambushes. We enter the distortion, the realm, of a being similar to myself—we will be in the heart of things, ostensibly surrounded by foes. It further suggests that the wetland spirit holding this fortress yet lives. If that is true, you will face more than a tide of corpses.”

Durran ran his finger against his bald patch caused by yesterday’s burns. He had taken the hardest knocks during this journey, yet he did not falter. That steeled Argrave somewhat. Anneliese stayed calm, likely dually from her own tranquil nature and the enchanted items he’d given to her at Jast.

“I will fight this Intrepid Troubadour Argrave claims to be beyond this distortion. The remainder of you are more than capable,” Orion assured.

“All save you, perhaps, will be unable to leave until the master of this distortion is dead and gone, or until you are allowed to leave,” Silvic once again warned.

“None intend to leave until the enemy is conquered,” Orion rebutted at once.

Without so much as a breath to gather his courage, Orion gestured for them to follow and stepped forth. In but a second, he seemed a chameleon that blended into the environment before he vanished altogether. Silvic was the second to move, and the Waxknights just after. Only once the first Waxknight had entered did Argrave follow, his companions trailing just after him.

Just the same as it had been when they traveled through the Marred Hallowed Grounds to find Silvic and bring her before Orion, the scene distorted before Argrave, and he stepped into what might as well be another world.

Endless isles of green dotted the land before him, thick and tall plants like cattails and reeds growing up out of rich brown soil. These isles were large, covered completely by greenery, like a vast archipelago of verdant growth. They were divided by fast-running rivers that were entirely clear yet seemed to stretch downward forever as an ocean of water. The sky above was so blue and beautiful, it was worthy of admiration.

On one of the overgrown green isles before them, a four-legged creature armored in shining, strong steel stood. It had a thick, round body easily identifiable as that of a horse’s. Its legs were thick and strong. Where its neck might’ve held an equine head, a man’s torso stood. A centaur, Argrave knew, and equipped in full steel plate that gleamed with enchantments. It dwarfed even the titanic rockhide hippopotamuses they’d grappled with during their journey, and held an unstrung bow taller than Argrave in hand.

Sitting on the centaur’s back was a humanoid figure made of wood and teeming with liquid light within. It was quite similar in appearance to Silvic, though without the waxpox corrupting most of its body. While Silvic was decidedly made in imitation of a female, this rider was male. He bore a crown of roots atop his head, though they twisted and entwined together to resemble two horns. He had a beautifully ornate stringed instrument in his hand most resembling a guitar, though different enough it could not be called so.

“We seek to kill the Plague Jester,” Orion called out, stepping forth to the edge of the isle all of them stood upon. “Will you stand down?”

“We stood down once, after you had slain thousands,” the troubadour aback the armored centaur called out. “You made fools and singers of us, weaving tales and jests that mocked our own people.”

The centaur strung the bow and held his hand up, where part of the troubadour’s wooden body morphed and broke off into a wooden arrow teeming with liquid light. The arrow was nocked and fired at Orion. Argrave flinched involuntarily at the quickly approaching projectile, yet Orion batted it aside with his mace, demonstrating inhuman speed.

“Now, you will need to kill us all,” the troubadour concluded. “Even then, we will not have stood down.”

Deflecting the arrow left the mace badly bent, and Orion corrected it with one hand. “Let it not be said I did not try to sway you,” he said coldly as he stepped forth onto the river. His heavy plate boots sunk not an inch before ice formed. He stepped across the thick river to the island where the centaur and the troubadour waited, and every time his feet lifted up, the ice melted behind him.

“That is a new spirit,” Silvic noted. “Like me, but… young.”

It was a vaguely familiar line to what it had been in Heroes of Berendar. Argrave did not have time to marvel, though, and he looked about in paranoia for the first signs of their foes. And he saw it at once. The tall reeds of the islands brushed aside to make way for a new arrival, crawling free from the bottomless rivers dividing the islands. At first, it was one location—then, all the cattails and reeds on the edge of the island they stood atop shifted aside, making way for fell arrivals.

The Waxknights bunched together, uncomfortable with the fact that they could not see what was approaching. Slowly, their opponents rose above the tall reeds. The Sentinels of this wetland spirit were amphibious creatures, thick and long bodies closest in appearance to a crocodile. Their scales did not cover all of their flesh, as though they were immature—instead, one could see through their pink, translucent skin to spot organs that danced with liquid light, marking them as blessed by a wetland spirit.

“We hole up, endure all that’s thrown at us,” Argrave shouted out, attempting to rally everyone as was planned. The Waxknights answered him with a grunted ‘hoah’ of assent. Argrave gestured toward Silvic and urged, “See what you can do to block off any of the banks with roots or reeds, eliminate some avenues of approach.”

“At once.” Silvic hastened, sinking her root-like hand uncorrupted by waxpox into the reeds.

The Sentinels of this young troubadour pressed in on them with swaying, almost staggering steps. The closest opened their mouth and spewed poison gas, but their party was well-prepared in advance for such assaults, per Argrave’s cautions. With each of the Waxknights being spellcasters, wind magic quickly swept away the dangerous poison, scattering it and rendering it impotent.

The reeds of this strange place slowly twisted and writhed, spurred by Silvic to raise walls at the banks of the verdant isle. Their party did nothing more than hold back the Sentinels, killing those who got too close. Though powerful and poisonous, they were slow creatures. The greatest concern was the others on this plane.

Dragonflies as big as a grown man’s torso came to assault them. Their movements were erratic, unpredictable—in one moment they would be one place, in the next they’d dart in a straight line toward one of them, before zigzagging and attacking from the back. Their fangs were like knives, and Argrave, with only the hood of his duster for protection, collected cuts to the face one after the other. Even with magic, they were difficult to defeat. Galamon was the only who could consistently deal with them, but even then, they did not always fall. Elsewise, Argrave’s Brumesingers used their conjured warriors well.

The battle between the Intrepid Troubadour and Prince Orion raged in the background, the furthest thing from ‘slow.’ Orion charged the duo of the centaur and troubadour with all the rage and persistence of a bull seeing red. And, fittingly, the Intrepid Troubadour dodged with as much grace as a matador.

Arrow after arrow soared through the air at Orion, the armored centaur receiving more ammunition from the troubadour sitting on his back. All the while, it maneuvered nimbly around the isles, jumping from isle to isle as the arrows sought their target, leaving trails of green light floating just behind. When the arrows struck the earth or the water, explosions of plant life rose up and targeted Orion, groans and creaks echoing like the sound of timber falling.

Yet the prince weaved through the summoned plants and the near bullet speed arrows with far too much grace, doggedly seeking the troubadour as though he had a death grudge to settle. None of his blows managed to hit home, but they left devastation in their wake, and had the power of the elements behind them.

Blow after blow ruined great swathes of this land, this eternal land of green isles. Orion’s fists left poison writhing on the edges of reeds, slowly eating them from within. His kicks summoned winds, sparks, flames. Sometimes, he seemed to run on the air itself. And as ever, his strength and endurance went far beyond the realm of what was normal. His armor could barely keep up with his prowess.

And as the fight proceeded, it became clear the troubadour could not keep up, either. When the centaur took to air, jumping to another island to flee Orion’s pursuit, the prince took his mace in hand and threw it. It spun through the air wildly, yet it was moving so quickly and toward such a large target it did not need to be particularly precise. It hit the front leg of the beast-man, and it crashed to the earth, throwing its rider down.

Reeds and roots rose to conceal and protect the troubadour, but Orion was faster. He grabbed the wetland spirit by the neck and wrenched it free, tearing free copious amounts of writhing greenery with him. Argrave barely noticed this in the distance and felt some relief as he knew things would soon end.

Yet Orion held the troubadour in the air, the stringed instrument dangling from his hands. Argrave waited for the end to come, and yet it did not. The centaur struggled to rise, incapable of doing so. The troubadour struggled desperately, yet it lacked the strength to free itself. All the while…

Is he talking? Argrave questioned.

Just then, he saw the reeds rise and twist around the injured leg of the centaur, replacing the lost flesh with wood and root. The troubadour kicked Orion with a sharp, light-imbued spike on the edge of its foot, and the prince staggered back. He slammed the troubadour to the earth at once, and…

Feeling as though his ears had popped, the scenery shifted jarringly around them. They were surrounded by stark, moss-covered old stone walls, with little else in sight. Orion stood there, pummeling the still corpse of the troubadour. The Sentinels had been brought with them but began to scramble.

The centaur, though, rose up to its feet. Orion turned his head, prepared to chase, yet already the beast-man, much larger in close proximity, bounded over the stone walls and fled. Its steps shook the earth.

“Orion!” Argrave shouted, running over.

“I am fine,” he assured, one hand held over the spot that he’d been kicked. A sharp fragment imbued with the liquid light of the wetland spirit persisted in the wound, though the lingering light faded quickly as the thing died. Argrave spared a glance at the fallen troubadour, which had become naught but a husk of wood leaking liquid light like oil.

“What was that? You stood there like a…!” Argrave began, trailing off.

Orion pulled free the wood fragment, then crushed it. “I tried to accept his surrender.”

Argrave took a deep, incredulous breath. He’s changing, he knew. And quickly. He doesn’t have normal sensibilities. That centaur escaped because of those changes—who knows what variables that will cause?

“We should talk,” Argrave said seriously. This might be the first time he’d said something like that to Orion. Hopefully, it would be the last.


Chapter 38

Though Argrave knew that something needed to be said to Orion, those words did not come to his head immediately as the two of them walked away from the rest of the party. They entered into the keep of the fortress that had manifested after the battle had concluded. Argrave glanced around at decrepit wooden furniture covered in equal parts by wood rot and growths from the wetlands.

Argrave came to stand over a table. Orion stood opposite it, staring at Argrave with curiosity as he waited for him to speak. Though Argrave briefly contemplated sitting in a chair, he saw its thin, shaky legs rotted out and decided against it.

“That centaur getting away bodes ill,” Argrave began, starting at the problem Orion had caused. “Centaurs—they’re closer to man than beast, and they can communicate with our foes. He can report to the commanders of the other fortresses, or even the Plague Jester herself.”

“You fear our enemies will take note of us? They already have—they harass us during this whole journey, brother.” Orion stepped around the table.

Argrave mirrored his brother’s steps, circling around the table opposite him. “This is different. These beasts that assail as we travel… they sense intruders and hunt them, but little else—now, you’ve displayed your power, stated your intent plainly. If the commanders are warned, the final assault will be all the more difficult. They’ll group up.”

Orion lowered his head. “I apologize.”

Argrave sighed. “I don’t get why this is happening. Back at camp, you lunged at Silvic as though she were your nemesis without any provocation whatsoever. Now, someone attacks you first, and you let them stab you? You let their ally get away?”

“I apologize,” Orion repeated sincerely, lowering his head further.

“I don’t want an apology. I want to know why,” Argrave insisted.

Orion raised a hand to the table before him, placing his fingers against it almost gingerly. The battle he’d just endured had destroyed both of his gauntlets, leaving only scraps of loosely hanging metal with broken enchantments behind.

“Do you ever grow lonely, Argrave?” Orion raised his head, gray eyes emotionless.

Argrave thought for half a second before answering, “Not lately. But I did, once. A lot.”

Orion brushed his fingers against the decrepit table, pushing it lightly and watching the thin wood bend and bounce back into place. “I cannot grow lonely. I always have company. The gods accompany me through life. Since my birth, they have always been here.”

Argrave had grown rather less afraid of Orion lately, so he dared say, “But that doesn’t answer my question. Why do you act differently from how you did?”

Orion slammed his fist against the table and the wood buckled easily. Argrave didn’t move an inch as wood splinters fell at his feet. “Because I don’t understand,” Orion said, voice far too calm in the wake of his outburst.

Argrave waited for an elaboration, and it came as Orion continued, “I know the gods. My faith is unshakable. All is part of the natural order, and the world can only truly be perfect when their dominion extends from the tall mountains of Dirracha to the distant corners of the world. I have ninety-eight parents, brother—my mother, our father, and all the gods of Vasquer. Each and all taught me as much of the world as the other.

“And now, I go out into the world with their teachings in my mind, with the support of all my parents, both within and without…” Orion clenched his fist. “And I find that learning to do something is wholly different from putting it into action. The task is simple: spread the faith. Yet the ways are manifold, subtle and direct in equal turns. Each path I might take has its own application that excels at different points. You enlightened me to that,” he pointed.

“Me?” Argrave questioned. “What?”

“You abided heretics and enemies to help the faith in tremendous ways,” Orion continued, stepping across the wrecked table to stand before Argrave. “The people whisper of you staying an invasion from the Veidimen by treating with them in their land. This action saved the lives of thousands of faithful in Mateth. What’s more, Durran described your exploits against the foul heralds of Fellhorn. All of this… I could never have done it. I don’t understand it.”

Orion stepped away and put his hands on his hips. “I am not particularly smart. I confess… I confess I am quite stupid. I have always been slow to read books, last to comprehend lectures. Though my instincts and will are second to none, and I have my parents at my back… I am impulsive, easily angered. Yet personality is not a static thing, and wisdom is more than equal to intelligence. Personality changes and morphs based on what happens. I am trying to understand, trying to grow, trying to learn from these experiences. I am trying to be a better faithful.”

Argrave stayed silent in the wake of Orion’s openness. He had never seen Orion express anything of this sort to anyone—certainly never the player in Heroes of Berendar. Maybe it was because things had changed. Or maybe it was because the two of them were family, and Orion trusted him easier.

“There will be better times in the future to try to learn,” Argrave said gently. “Right now… right now, we have only allies and enemies. Even I am aware of that. Our foe seeks to genocide Vasquer with disease and rot. Will you let that happen?”

“Then what of that wetland spirit?” Orion turned back. “She is the enemy, yet you use her to help the faithful. You see? I cannot…”

Argrave felt conflicted. On the one hand, he felt some sympathy for Orion. From birth, he was molded and twisted into what he was now. He was a convergence of so many forces, stretched so thin by so many it was a wonder he was functional at all. If Argrave might teach him something to be a better person, shouldn’t he take that opportunity?

Yet the fact remained this: Orion’s attempts to be a better person might sabotage their journey to cure the plague. Millions could die if Orion continued to act indecisively as he had earlier. It would be tremendously stupid to prioritize Orion’s personal growth over the fate of the continent.

But then… the two weren’t mutually exclusive. And Argrave could get more time, if he got himself deeper involved with Orion.

Argrave knew the words he needed to say to get that. He took a deep breath, battling with his desire to be disentangled from the man before him. Orion was dangerous. They had already become too closely bound for Argrave’s liking. Yet that problem, when weighed with the consequences of failing their current task…

“I’ll teach you,” Argrave said quietly. “When things are all done, I can help you with that. Experience. Understanding. Growth.” He took a step forward, looking up at the prince. “For now, put all of that out of your mind. The world needs you as you are, Orion. The world needs an unwavering crusader. We can work at more later. Together.”

***

Though Orion seemed pleased by his vague offer and his empty assurances, Argrave was not entirely sure that things would resume their normal course.

Nevertheless, the second day ended. Without a book to consume, Argrave was forced to relax and rest. He did not realize how much he needed such a thing until he had it, but once his mind had rejuvenated, he was consumed by feelings of impatience and frustration. He felt the need to do something, anything. As such, he and Anneliese spent the remainder of the day talking.

Argrave was coming to realize their relationship was strange. They seldom argued or fought, and their few disagreements were settled in less than minutes. Much of that was due to her, he suspected—she understood him without him needing to say much at all. Argrave had recalled some people claiming that arguments and fights were the sign of a growing relationship—if they did not argue, it was uninteresting and pointless. Argrave supposed their life was interesting enough to make up for it and was content to let that festering worry die.

On the morrow, Argrave rose with a headache not quite as severe as yesterday. The Waxknights had better morale, having lost none of their own, and things were prepared in short order. The only truly miserable was Durran.

“I spend all night fretting and worrying about what Orion taught me, and then I get it right,” he explained hollowly to Argrave as he adjusted his wyvern scale helmet. “But then… but then, he dumps just as much as I learned yesterday.”

“You want my advice?” Argrave began, then gave it before Durran could answer. “Just keep asking him questions if you’re uncertain. He’ll surely be happy anytime.”

Durran shook his head. “That man has no conception of personal boundaries, and you want me to spend more time with him?”

Argrave put a hand on the man’s shoulder. “When this is all over, I’ve got a plan for you. Something you’ll like, if I know you right. And I do.”

“I’m a different man, now.” Durran shook his head, exaggeratedly harrowed.

Barring that, they began the third day largely rejuvenated. And yet, it was not at all the same as the first and second days.

Their travels began as normal, with Anneliese scouting out a proper route to the fortress they intended to take their respite in before pressing onward to deal with the Plague Jester. Once they began their travels, though, things remained eerily quiet. The only thing to assault them was leeches in the water, which the party did not often have genuine trouble with.

The lack of assaults was a disquieting thing, and Argrave made sure to remain cautious with every step they took. No matter how paranoid Argrave remained, it did not prove warranted. Even the Waxknights came to relax somewhat. Argrave thought it was a portent that his fears regarding the centaur had been realized, but he kept those thoughts to himself.

The wetland trees, thick and alive with life earlier in their path, became twisted and stiff by the waxpox. They more resembled sculptures of rock made in the shape of trees after they had pressed deep enough. The water was thick with dead fish, dead bugs, dead everything—the abundant presence of the plague made Argrave ensure his companions drank potions to boost their immunity every few hours, and he kept checking to be sure their Humorless Masks were tight on their faces.

As the stone of a distant fortress came into view shining like an angler fish’s light, Argrave once again spoke to his companions, ensuring they would know the plan for the battle well. Their role, just as it had been with the troubadour, was not to be so pivotal. It was precisely why he had been so insistent on correcting Orion’s behavior.

Yet as they pressed into the heart of the fortress, steeled for battle… the only thing that greeted them was a desolate place. Argrave felt an ambush might be waiting, and had people scour the place thoroughly… yet no enemies came, not from within or without.

Argrave stood in front of their warband of Waxknights, Orion, a wetland spirit, and his own companions, each and all looking for direction. Argrave said grimly but loudly, “It seems that the worst may have come to pass, and victory has become all the more challenging.”

The enemies had retreated and merged. They would not be fighting the Plague Jester alone.


Chapter 39

“We should press on as quickly as possible, even if we need to march through the night,” Argrave spoke to Orion.

The prince’s gray-eyed gaze was stern and serious, freezing lesser men in place. “Do you believe so?”

“Absolutely. The journey this time around was not so exhausting. Allowing the enemy an entire night to group up and prepare for our coming attack would be a disaster.” Argrave nodded insistently.

“My feet can tread for thousands of miles without issue,” Orion said, staring him down. “Yet it is not myself I fear for. It is you and yours. Not all are blessed as I am. This speech is not spurred by arrogance, I assure you. I merely worry.”

Argrave put his hands to his hips and looked to the Waxknights, and then his own companions in turn. He could not deny traveling so much with anemia weighing upon him had been utterly exhausting. And exhaustion alone was not the issue. They would need to endure a night march when the wetlands were at their coldest. This final stretch spanned the most distance. What was more, they’d face an undoubtedly difficult battle at its conclusion.

“What do you think?” Argrave asked his companions.

Anneliese was the first to speak, saying in favor, “Strategically… it is a good assumption that arriving early might make the following battle less insurmountable. If Argrave is correct, we will face the Plague Jester and more, even foes we’ve avoided thus far.”

Durran opened his mouth to speak, but Galamon cut in, “I have no issue.”

Argrave thought Galamon was reliable enough it was pointless for him to confirm that, but he still nodded in quiet satisfaction. Orion stepped past him, though, walking to stand before Galamon.

“Take off your helmet,” Orion said. “I would look at you.”

Argrave felt some panic seize him—had the prince noticed something amiss about his companion? The elven vampire wore a helmet that covered his eyes and the top of his head, yet the mouth was left exposed. Though Galamon’s teeth were not unexplainably large, it was still noticeable.

Galamon did nothing, and his white-eyed gaze turned to Argrave for command.

“…Take it off.” Argrave nodded, preparing excuses in his head for any discrepancies Orion might have noticed.

Galamon removed his helm, and his white hair fell across his pale white skin. He fixed his hair with one gauntleted hand, then stared at Orion dispassionately.

Orion put one hand on Galamon’s shoulder, just beside his neck, then said seriously, “You are an able protector, and steadfastly loyal.” He looked back to Argrave. “When this is done, I must ensure you are better armored to protect my brother.” He patted his shoulder, then turned away.

Argrave raised his brow at the promise from the prince. He felt he was being yet deeper entangled with the Holy Fool, yet he could not balk at the promise from a royal of better armor. They still had artifacts comparable to the crown embedded in Galamon’s armor, if not vastly outmatching it. Their defensive capabilities, too, were much higher.

“And you, Durran?” Orion spoke to him, causing a seemingly involuntarily flinch from the tribal. “Can you handle a night march?”

“If you carry me, I might be able to sleep,” Durran suggested. Argrave thought it was a joke and chuckled, but as he stared at Durran, he realized the man might be serious.

“Hmm…” Orion scratched beneath his beard. “Yet, it would be unfair to the others.”

“Clear it with them,” Durran continued. “I’m sure they’ll be fine with it.”

“Durran’s joking,” Argrave cut in after some hesitation. “Considering there may be attacks, no one will be able to sleep.”

The former tribal looked at Argrave bitterly, then laughed. “I’m fine. A bit sore, but I’ve fought battles on less sleep. Once the adrenaline kicks in…”

None as fatal as this one promises to be, Argrave thought.

“I know my men will be capable of this.” Orion nodded. “And you, Argrave? We must not neglect you. Though you have grown broader, I still recall your many troubles with disease, broken bones… I would not have you kill yourself for the sake of this. If need be, I would face all of our enemies by my lonesome, drive them utterly into the earth, and—”

“I’m a big boy.” Argrave held out his hand to stifle Orion. “Then… there is no time for breaks, for rest. We must march.” He looked to Silvic. “Scout out the final path,” he directed her, though the words were for Anneliese.

***

A simple stick waved in front of Elias’ face, back and forth.

“I cannot see it,” Elias said. One hand covered his right eye, while the left eye was free and unblemished. He was shirtless presently, exposing a warrior’s body. A large streak of waxpox had corrupted most of his forearm, some of his upper arm, while a single streak rose up his neck and consumed part of his face. One of his eyes had gone gray.

Helmuth, the spellcaster with abyssal purple eyes, stopped moving the stick in front of Elias’ face. “Uncover your eye,” he commanded, then set the stick down.

Elias lowered his hand. “It’s well and truly blind, then.”

Helmuth nodded and stepped away, saying nothing. There was another in the room—a mage belonging to the Order of the Gray Owl. He was quite an old, portly man.

“I’ve done all in my power to stop it from spreading to the brain,” the spellcaster said. “But… it still persists. This disease feeds on magic. Your power hastens its spread. It is truly a cursed thing.”

“Thank you. I appreciate Count Delbraun sending you to help.” He took a deep breath and sighed, moving his one good eye about. “It’ll never heal, will it?” Elias questioned. His tone was as though he was not discussing his own sight. “I suppose a spellcaster needs sight less than a warrior. It is a good thing I took the path I did, I suppose.”

“Even the princess of this nation remains blind,” the spellcaster from Jast informed Elias. “Broken bones, cuts, gouges… easy enough to heal, as all that was there is still present. But severed limbs, rotted or gouged eyes?” The spellcaster shook his head.

Elias nodded passively. “The riots are mostly suppressed by this point, and the people are cooperating. But… I still have to keep moving, root out the corruption in this city. I promised as much to the people.” Elias rose. “Let’s go.”

Helmuth put his hand to his temple, greatly frustrated. The focus of his frustration appeared to be himself. Nevertheless, he straightened and followed.

***

Princess Elenore of Vasquer faced the three maids kneeling before her, her raw pink empty eye sockets hauntingly empty. She combed her long, obsidian hair back, styling it with practiced movements. She wore a black mourning dress that hid much of her pale, smooth skin.

“If Induen won’t return, something must be done,” Elenore mused. “If he is in Veden, whatever I order done will happen much slower.”

“Mina is his sole influence for staying, my princess,” one of the maids counseled.

“Yet if she is removed, Induen will take centuries to return to the capital. He is stubbornly committed to seeking vengeance on whatever deprived him of an amusement or a gain. Elbraille is proof enough of that.” Elenore shook her head. “Mina, who visited Orion’s camp for the sole purpose of speaking to Argrave… Mina, who is close friends to Nikoletta…” She sighed ponderously, then set her hairbrush down on the table before her.

“…You might leave the capital, my princess,” another suggested. “You might manipulate things all the better, while allowing Induen to remain where he is.”

Elenore turned her head a different direction as though her empty eye sockets still saw. “I cannot leave the greenhouse. I cannot disentangle from Dirracha. King Felipe III has forbidden such a thing,” she said, saying no words that hinted at genuine treason. “Well, even if it is a clumsy hand, I can think of no way to pull Induen away from his task without playing my hand overtly. Perhaps it is better this way. This plague is even more dangerous than the war, I suspect.”

She lowered her head. “Encourage Induen in his efforts to fight the plague,” she finally directed, lifting her head up quickly and sharply. “I believe… I believe that Argrave was not boasting when he organized his expedition into the wetlands. The strange spirit he pulled from the wetlands… the reports are too numerous and consistent to be fake. And Argrave…”

“He worries you, my princess?”

Elenore tilted her head. “I think he knows. Or at least suspects. Elaine’s reports…”

“Suspects what?”

The princess shifted in her chair. “Suspects me. What I do. What we do, here in this greenhouse.”

The maids looked between each other, disquieted.

“Orion’s royal knights all ceased giving me reports once he… I don’t even know what he’s done to them, exactly. My informants say they are monsters. Regardless, things must be brought to a head. When Argrave returns—if he returns successfully,” Elenore amended, “Induen must be fully committed to solving this plague. Get him invested. Get him involved. Make it feel important to him, special to him. All the while… subtly stroke his hatred toward Argrave. When Argrave is heralded as a savior, the one who fixed the problem Induen had been trying to desperately to solve… Well, I’m sure you know how my dear brother might react. I need instability. There is no better way to make it than with this.”


Chapter 40

As far as Argrave was concerned, the primary difference between marching during the day and doing so at night was merely that they had not slept. At least, that was his opinion before they began it.

Argrave was tired and felt a little clumsy, probably doubly so because of his anemia and the cold water of the wetlands soaked into his bones. Spell light lit their path ably, and the boundary where Silvic’s protection ended was still as dark and unknowable as ever. They were unharried on their march just as it had been during the day—a small blessing that spoke of ill fortune in their future. Though everyone present was hardy, tempered by battle and long journeys both, it was an unprecedently exhausting thing.

The wetland spirit Silvic had been consumed by the waxpox more and more as their journey progressed, just as it had been in the game. Their boundary of protection grew weaker as she did so, and the splendor of the liquid light humming within her wooden body died by the hour. Considering Orion’s recent changes… he did not know if her death was certain, anymore.

Nor did he know if the Plague Jester’s death was certain. Hopefully his words got through to Orion.

Nonetheless, they marched ever onward. The waters thinned as they did, and instead of wading through thick puddles, they stepped through no more than wet mud. The waxpox thrived here, stronger than ever. The rotted plants and trees all took on a taupe tone, accented by red. It was as though they walked through a forest of flesh and blood, and once the idea took root, it was nearly accurate enough to make Argrave nauseous.

Yet that did not last forever. In time, Argrave saw the ever-present mist around fade away, and the wetlands ahead were revealed in earnest. Stone roads were paved into the mud, each and all so uniform they were likely made by mages. None were complete, though, most either buried in mud or abruptly ending. They all led to the same point—a towering complex of buildings, dimly lit by the burgeoning light of dawn.

A beautiful palace rose up out of the wetlands, so impeccably preserved most might think it an illusion. Its walls of gaudy marble and gold still stood strong, nearly fifty feet tall. Spikes and statues of silver stood on the walls, each and all monuments to great warriors or mages. It had a central gate with a breathtaking archway, over which the largest statue stood. It was a golden statue of King Felipe III, at a time when he was perhaps thirty at most.

A near-black polished granite pathway began at the central gate, stretching all the way back to the main palace. The courtyard beyond had an impeccably maintained garden, where the plants bloomed splendidly even now. Elaborate water fountains dotted small pavilions. All of it radiated luxury and decadence, persisting amidst the harsh wetlands which had become a wasteland of death, rot, and despair as if a mockery to it all.

“This was the palace of the archduke.” Orion stepped forward, gazing up at it. Everyone else nearly doubled over in exhaustion. “Built after my father’s first war, and given to Archduke Regene, his brother.” He looked back to Argrave. “My uncle, his children… Have they all died?”

You’ll learn their fates soon enough, Argrave wished to say, but he nodded, still breathless.

Orion nodded, then looked back, examining each statue. “They conquered this land with a pledge to weed out heretics, to spread the faith… yet they build statues of men and women, warriors and spellcasters.”

“…this was a palace for Archduke Regene, not a temple for the gods,” Argrave pointed out, finally catching his breath.

Orion did not answer. His gaze wandered the walls, the towers, and the distant main building. “The gate is open,” Orion said slowly. “The walls are unmanned.”

Argrave had noticed the same things, but the statues standing on the marble battlements made it seem as though they confronted a fortress manned by giants and gods. Maybe that was true, in part.

“We proceed carefully, lest more arrive.” Argrave looked around slowly. “We’ll know what we’re facing before we face it. Silvic?” He turned, though his gaze landed on Anneliese. She nodded, and he held her steady as she took control of her druidic bond.

Minutes passed as Argrave waited, and Silvic acted as though she were scouting. Then, suddenly, Anneliese took a deep breath and grabbed out. Argrave caught her arm and said, “You alright?”

The bird fluttered back to her shoulder, but Anneliese took a moment, hand held near her heart as though to calm its throbbing.

“Just tired,” she said, not rejecting his support. “And… the… the Jester. I saw her. I saw her face. I have never experienced such… absolute hatred.”

Argrave had not experienced what she had, but he shuddered when he heard her say those words. After giving her a reassuring squeeze, he asked, “Did you manage to scout, even still?”

She nodded, then stepped away to speak to Silvic to relay the information.

As Argrave feared, the enemy had rallied here. Even now, they hid in the walls and in the outer buildings, waiting to ambush them once they entered the palace—prudent, considering a mere gate could not bar them from the palace walls for long and the animals they led could not manage sophisticated commands. Two of the Plague Jester’s servants had made it here, it seemed—the bard and the jongleur. They were not staying by the side of the Plague Jester, but rather took the east and west wall respectively, likely to ambush them from behind if they proceeded too far in. The centaur was absent. Given his speed, Argrave supposed he was off gathering the more distant reinforcements. All the more reason to hurry.

The Jester waited in the archduke’s throne room. If Orion decided to stick around and help them deal with the two servants of the Jester that were formerly manning their fortresses, he couldn’t say for sure the Jester would not come out of the throne room and attack them.

Orion needed to isolate them from the Plague Jester. She was so potent that merely being in the crossfire might mean death. Yet if Orion fought the whole force alone, even he might die. Hell, if the whole bulk of their enemies rushed out and attacked their party, they’d probably succumb then and there. But the Jester didn’t seem to be confident in that. She was not aware of her inherent advantage, so she waited. The troops she led could not handle tasks like scouting, and complex strategies were off the table. One small fortune in this miserable situation.

Argrave saw only one option in all of this. They would need to face the bard and jongleur, while Orion dealt with the Jester alone. That meant they’d need to fight two bosses that Orion typically dealt with, alongside a vast horde of the same harrowing opponents they’d encountered in the wetlands. Worse yet, they’d need to do things quickly, so as to avoid confronting more foes coming in from behind as reinforcements.

The Plague Jester was only a shaman empowered by a wetland spirit, not a strategist. The fact that she had divided her forces in this manner demonstrated that. Even if she knew she held the advantage, which was dubious, Argrave wasn’t certain she’d be able to capitalize on that. This formation of hers was crudely effective and relied on their party proceeding in ignorance.

Yet Argrave was not stupid enough to brute-force things, relying on his Blessing of Supersession. Their opponent had employed their strategy and ostensibly held the advantage, but they had tremendous knowledge of their opponent. Argrave, Galamon, and Anneliese discussed the matter in great detail, all the others standing by as council. They worked to dismantle the coming battle piece-by-piece.

***

Orion led them all into the palace of the archduke, his Waxknights supporting him from behind in a compact and orderly formation. Argrave and his party followed, too, just behind the royal knights serving Orion. He was certain all of them were being watched. The enemy was prepared to jump out in ambush once they moved to deal with the Plague Jester.

Once they reached a certain point, Silvic broke away from the party, weaving into a pavilion overflowing with plants. Her presence disappeared into the well-maintained gardens in seconds, and none of their party betrayed that she had even left by giving a reaction. Just after, they reached the central square of the palace, where the path branched to the east and west, or continued north straight to the gargantuan main palace.

The Waxknights halted. Orion looked back and nodded to Argrave.

“Don’t forget, Orion. No compromises,” he called out, hoping to ensure things would go well.

“I will defeat the enemy,” he agreed, then turned toward the main palace, rushing upward toward the stairs.

The Waxknights turned east and rushed just as Orion did. Argrave and Galamon moved toward some of the buildings arrayed against the wall, while Anneliese and Durran followed after the Waxknights.

“Be careful,” Anneliese whispered to Argrave before she left.

“Don’t worry. I like living,” Argrave returned. “I’d like you to live more. Be more careful than you want me to be,” he called as she left.

Like that, they parted, her white hair shrouded as she pulled up the hood of her duster to better protect from stray assaults.

Their strategy hinged on two principles—the first was that they would need to defeat the two powerful enemies as quickly as possible so as to avoid being attacked by two opponents far beyond them. The second principle would be to use the chaos caused by undermining the enemy’s strategy to dismantle them.

Argrave felt confident their plan was the best they had. He’d taken everything he could into consideration, especially the personalities of the bard and jongleur. He wasn’t confident in success, though, and being separated from two of his companions made him more nervous than he cared to admit. He channeled Galamon’s steadfastness, moving into one of the buildings of the palace with the elven vampire just beside him.

They walked into a simple, two-story building. At once, the place was filled with rancorous hoos, and the gibbons that had plagued them during their journey came flooding out of a basement and the second story, swinging atop the rafters toward Galamon and Argrave. The uproar set the whole palace alive just outside.

Argrave conjured a ward with his enchanted ring yet angled it precisely so it stemmed the tide rather than stopping it altogether. With the number of foes lessened for but a moment, Galamon danced past the gibbons’ sticks pulsing with liquid light, dispatching one after another. Argrave conjured [Electric Eels] while his companion did his work, searching for an opening.

They were overwhelmed for but a moment, and Galamon shielded Argrave with his body. He took harsh, bone-breaking blows, but delivered a swing of his greatsword in response so powerful, it cleaved through two foes. After, Argrave split his electric eels into a deadly surge, dispatching near a dozen of the gibbons.

This small assault chipped away much of his magic. He still had enough to do what needed to be done.

“Second floor,” Argrave directed, breathing steady as Galamon finished off the last gibbon. “They should be fighting the bard by now.”

Galamon nodded as he drained blood from one of his flasks, and then the two of them raced up the stairs. One gibbon had waited in ambush, but Galamon slammed his sword’s pommel into its face before it could even swing. After it fell, he stomped on its neck, dispatching it.

There was a large bay window on the second floor, overlooking much of the palace grounds. Specifically, Argrave could see where Anneliese, Durran, and the Waxknights confronted a tide of chimera-esque Sentinels, and the animals of the wetlands that had so plagued them during their journey.

After looking around, he spotted a pink flower on one of the well-maintained hedges. “Silvic is in place,” he concluded. Argrave took a deep breath to steady himself, then said, “Guess we wait for our grand entrance.”

“I’ll make sure you’re safe.” Galamon nodded.

Argrave held his hands out. The B-rank matrix of [Bloodfeud Bow] took form, and a recurve bow of dark blood took shape in his hands. He cast another spell, and his Brumesingers finally came out, stepping up to defend him alongside Galamon.

“Not sure I can be safe,” Argrave concluded, blood dripping from his other hand as the arrow took shape.


Chapter 41

Anneliese felt as though she had returned to the invasion of Berendar, where she stood at the helm of a Veiden longship leading men toward a great throng of foes defending their homeland. There was nervousness, anticipation, and a dim hum of fear beneath it all, larger and stronger and more consistent than any feeling. This was war, she felt. And the stakes went far beyond merely her life. She stayed calm despite these sensations, aided by her own nature and the enchanted items Argrave had given her.

The Waxknights marched ahead of Durran and her, armor clanging against the granite path beneath them. They fearlessly cut their way toward the legion of monstrosities ahead. Leopards with the heads of cobras shot out their fangs as poison projectiles, while badger-like creatures flapped their wings, ready to assail them from the sky. Laughter cut above all the sounds. Durran’s, she knew. The man usually had a haze of cynical depression at most times, but in life-or-death battle, he came alive.

The bard is the passive one, Argrave’s voice rang in her head. If you attack him, he’ll remain level-headed. He won’t attack you immediately. He’ll do nothing but hold you back, using his own men while he aids them passively and waits for reinforcements. Silvic will be interfering with his abilities, so it shouldn’t be as deadly as it normally is.

Anneliese could see the bard in the back. The Barefaced Bard, Argrave had dubbed him. He was a wetland spirit, the same as Silvic, though more massive than the other they’d seen, standing at perhaps ten feet. His head was like a spearhead, though unlike Silvic or the Intrepid Troubadour, it had a face of flesh. It was a child’s face, pale and smooth, and jarringly placed amidst wood so unnaturally it seemed to be painted on. Its eyes were closed, as though it were dead.

The Waxknights charged into the horde of unnatural Sentinels with practiced deadliness. The reason that Orion had insisted on bringing those of his knights that were also mages became obvious—they became a storm of spell and sword that made their charge increase in devastation tenfold as fire, ice, lightning, and the earth tore through the battlefield.

Their charge cut through the Barefaced Bard’s retinue with seeming ease for a time. The strange hybrid animals fell one after the other before effective attacks could be made. But the bard placed his hands against the ground, and his childlike face came to life, eyes opening to reveal empty sockets. He began to sing. The elaborate gardens of the palace became animate, the hedges and trees contorting in impossible manners to assail and obstruct their rush. Much of the granite pathway was turned over as roots bit at the Waxknights’ feet.

“Step back!” Anneliese shouted, using her commander’s voice again after so long.

As had been agreed before the assault, the Waxknights obeyed her orders. They retreated slightly, tangling with the bard’s assault of greenery. As if on cue, the Sentinels began a countercharge, the true heavy hitters of the opponent revealing themselves in earnest. A giant python twice as thick as a man’s torso lunged out, seemingly seeking to swallow the knights whole. A squad of gibbons rushed out, swinging so quickly from hidden places it was shocking.

Conserve your magic. Considering how many opponents you’re dealing with, big B-rank spells are best, so whenever you feel it’s prudent, use that B-rank spell you used in the Marred Hallowed Grounds. You know, with the twin ice blades, Argrave’s voice echoed like a reminder.

And she did. She advanced past the retreating Waxknights, toward the lunging python’s gaping maw, and conjured the B-rank matrix for [Icebound Twinblades]. Two blades of ice appeared before her, each held by a set of frozen arms attached at the shoulder, and each taller than her. The python’s jaw caught on one blade, but the two arms braced themselves undisturbed.

When the blades of ice began spinning and moving forth, the python was ripped free from the wall it clung to. It hung on for but a second before releasing its bite. It slammed against the outer wall of the palace, dislodging a gargantuan statue that toppled down, killing the giant python and several other creatures. All the while, the [Icebound Twinblades] cut through countless foes before her.

Anneliese staggered from the powerful spell, and when the icy mist settled, her gaze locked with the Barefaced Bard’s empty eye sockets. A chill ran through her. Roots surged up out of the ground, grabbing at both of her legs. She was pulled into oncoming enemies, yet resisted stubbornly. Just then, Durran stepped past. He cast a simple flame spell then stabbed his glaive through it, and the unique properties of the wyvern bone carried the spell with the attack. Durran cleanly severed the attacking roots. She was freed.

“Conserve your magic, Anneliese,” Durran reminded her. She could practically hear his grin through his gray wyvern scale helmet. “And good job.”

Grateful to him, she stepped back, commanding the Waxknights to advance once more. As she retreated behind them, she looked into the far distance. There, she saw an overwhelming presence approaching them all too quickly.

The jongleur is aggressive and foolhardy. I have no doubt he’ll rush toward you blindly as soon as he figures out that the bard is under assault, Argrave’s words came to her.

The Jolly Jongleur, as Argrave had called him, did not match his description particularly well. It was an ape, kin to the gibbons that had assaulted them during their journey through the wetlands. It was giant, though, and white. It ran atop the triangular rooftops of the buildings within the palace as though balancing on a tightrope, its arms as thick and long as the titanic python she’d just slain. It held a true sword in its right hand, and though the blade was thick, black, and crude, the liquid light teeming on its surface told of its true power.

The jongleur tore a spike off the tip of one of the roofs and threw it toward Anneliese with astounding ferocity. She barely had the time to use her ring to conjure a B-rank ward, and even the ward barely stopped the projectile.

She dared a glance to where Argrave waited, but the way light fell made her unable to see beyond the window.

It’s up to him, then, Anneliese noted mentally.

***

Argrave watched the Jolly Jongleur prance about the rooftops erratically. His head was swimming in pain, and he felt such an intense power in his fingertips it was as though he was holding back the ocean. Even now, blood danced from his fingers, his eyes, his nose, his ears, all fueling the spell in his hands. Behind, Galamon and his Brumesingers dealt with what few foes entered the buildings.

“Come on, you fucker… Land,” Argrave muttered.

The [Bloodfeud Bow] had grown in volume and intensity so much it was astounding. The air around Argrave was filled with a dark red mist, so faint it was barely noticeable. Dust and air swirled about from the tip of the bloody arrow, which had grown larger than his arm.

As if answering his prayers, the ape vaulted over one of the rooftops and landed in the center of the pathway, rushing toward Anneliese and her party with an intense ferocity. Once it passed by the pink flower above the hedges, it was as though a trap had been sprung. Roots exploded upward, and the jongleur howled in primal surprise as they curled around him, ensnaring him.

Triumph and nervousness filled Argrave so intensely his head grew light. He tried to aim as best he could, but the emotions made his head dance. He fell to one knee, his vision only whiteness. When the ringing settled and his vision cleared, the jongleur thrashed about, breaking free of its snare.

Argrave felt a complete dread as the monkey wrenched its gargantuan crude sword free of the trap and rushed toward Anneliese. He followed it with the bow, shaking as he stood on one knee. He saw its legs brace, and his focus intensified to a ridiculous degree. He raised the bow upward, howling in agony as his body protested.

The monkey jumped up into the air, sword held above its head. Argrave released the power he’d been holding in his right hand and finished casting [Bloodfeud Bow].

The dark red arrowhead tore through the bay window, the wall, and passed through the sky so quickly it was not all visible. It was a streak of crimson that spurred intense winds as it traveled, and the hedges close and distant both blew, shaken by the intense power. Argrave did not see the arrow hit the jongleur.

But the arrow did hit the jongleur. It had to have done so, elsewise the gaping hole in his chest and his missing head were quite the coincidence.

The jongleur’s body spun about wildly from the tremendous force, the sword still held in hand. It twisted through the air, falling atop the Waxknights and Sentinels both as they fought. The jongleur landed in the middle of the battle, like a statement to their foes.

Argrave gasped, half a laugh and half a groan of pain. He tried to rise to his feet, ready to shout, “Time for a Blessing!”

He quickly found rising to his feet was a mistake. His vision went white once again, his hearing vanished… and soon, the white was replaced by blackness. He felt his feet leave the ground, his head leaning forward.

***

Anneliese gazed upon the corpse of the Jolly Jongleur. His hands were near as large as she was, and still clung to the sword it held. Much of its torso and all of its head had simply… vanished, transformed into naught but a fine red mist, still scattering across the battlefield even now. She felt a fool, but glanced back to where the shot had come from.

She found she was not a fool rather quickly, as Argrave tumbled off the gaping hole in the wall, body limp and unconscious.

Her mind very nearly shut down as she juggled variables—she was the commander of the battle, the Barefaced Bard was behind her, yet Argrave had planned to use the Blessing of Supersession, and he was unconscious and could be vulnerable—all these thoughts came so quickly.

When she saw Galamon jump down from the hole in the wall and coming to Argrave’s side, she felt immeasurable relief. She spared a glance back toward the Waxknights and Durran, then said, “Step back!” once again. “Silvic! Full attention!”

With that last order given, she ran toward Argrave in a panic far unlike what she was used to experiencing. When she neared, she slid toward him recklessly. Galamon already attempted to rouse him, shaking him lightly but intently.

“Don’t shake him,” she scolded, yet felt a fool not moments after—she merely did not wish to see him hurt.

Galamon stood and said, “I will guard.”

Argrave’s eyes blinked open, unfocused, and she felt immeasurable relief. Trying her best to remain calm, she scanned his body for injuries. His armor had scuffs on it, likely preventing genuine harm from the fall.

“One shot,” she heard him mutter. “Air shot. One shot.” He giggled deliriously.

Anneliese used the B-rank healing spell [Bounteous Vitality], an all-purpose general heal that might solve some issues, even if it did nothing for the loss of blood. It seemed to have an immediate effect. His blinking lost its drowsy nature, and his black and gold eyes regained sharpness.

“You’re okay. You’re okay,” she insisted, hoping to all she held dear it was true.

He looked at her, confused. When Galamon slew something behind them, he shouted, “Christ!” and sat up quickly.

Anneliese wished to tell him he should take it easy, ensure he was not harmed… yet she knew she could not say that. Instead, she stood and pulled him to his feet. Behind, Silvic stepped free from where she had been hiding, moving to aid the Waxknights and Durran, who fell back even still.

“We move.” She grabbed his arm.

Argrave looked to the battle ahead, clutching his head in pain and trying to retain his balance. She supported him. He looked around. Though the Jolly Jongleur was dead, his servants began to catch up with him, and the battle with the Barefaced Bard was not yet won. “Still got… work to do, looks like,” he concluded.


Chapter 42

Argrave felt a fog within all of his body. His actions were stiff and vague, as though he had just been thawed out after being frozen for years. He could barely focus on the task at hand, and even keeping his head held up was difficult. All he wanted to do was go to sleep. But he’d long ago set aside what he wanted. This was about what needed to be done.

Kill the enemy, kill the enemy, kill the enemy, he repeated again and again, half of the time saying it aloud, and the other half saying it in his head. It was the only way he could stay focused on the task before him. He felt as though he was fumbling for a light switch while drunk as he tried to recall how to use the Blessing of Supersession.

Yet once he felt the spring of limitless power vested in him by Erlebnis permeate his being… he felt like a dull knife that had finally found a whetstone, and everything fell into place.

His vision sharpened, and his ears felt as though earplugs had been removed from them. His golden-eyed gaze fell upon the scene before him, and he straightened, now aware Anneliese had been the only reason he was standing up.

The Waxknights, alongside Durran, struggled against a tide of vicious Sentinels and supporting animals. More had joined since Argrave last saw them—the towering rockhide hippos, the gibbons in no small numbers… now, the Barefaced Bard fought directly against Silvic, their war a proxy battle of twisting roots and writhing plants. Silvic was losing, and badly.

Argrave straightened his back and held out both of his hands. Sword and shield, he remembered: sword and shield. His right hand conjured [Electric Eels], and the C-rank spells danced upward into the sky, awaiting his command. His left became ablaze with wide, sweeping spells that carved a path before him.

He pressed deeper and deeper into the thick of things, adrenaline keeping his mind utterly focused despite his aching mind and body. He never wanted for foes—their rush at him was unending, and even though the animals feared him, they charged. He called upon every resource, using Garm’s eyes to cast spells with abandon. He felt he could not stop walking forward, strangely.

“Guard the back! Reinforcements approach!” he heard Anneliese command. That meant she had confidence he alone was enough to handle all before him. That stuck in the back of his head, making his task seem all the more urgent.

Teeth, claw, fang, and nature itself sought to tear into Argrave’s throat and end him. Drawing upon instinct, he met them with teeth and claw of his own. He conjured great maws of flame from [Wargfire], the icy claws of [Wraith’s Grasp], thick [Windswept Blades] cutting through them all. The enemies were blasted away, some dying outright. Those that did not die met his sword—dozens of [Electric Eels] striking from the sky like lightning, dispatching any hardy foes.

Argrave felt like he could not stop—he felt as though he held on to a machine that was running wild, and that if he released it, it would spell his death. He felt ash beneath his boots, frozen corpses, and the faint shock of still-sparking electricity, yet still he pressed. At some point, his vision became a mix of so many lights, he questioned if he was still in the archduke’s palace.

Yet then, the Barefaced Bard came into his view. The former wetland spirit towered over him, and yet it was the one shying away from him, childlike, eyeless face looking as though it was going to cry. It regarded him like a hedgehog, a pufferfish, or a burning flame, backing away cautiously. Yet like a cat hunting a scorpion, it swung out its hands, giving testing blows.

Argrave moved to the side, and the Barefaced Bard moved opposite him, the two circling each other. In truth, Argrave merely wished to have his back to the wall, so that no foes could circle around him. All the while, he warded his foes away, still using his tried-and-true strategy—a sword and shield. He was an indomitable giant of a knight, he told himself.

The Barefaced Bard climbed to the wall of the archduke’s palace, almost in a panic. It sought refuge behind a tower. As it fled, Argrave’s [Electric Eels] grew all the more numerous in the sky, and the attacking force grew demoralized from their leader’s retreat.

Silvic, who was badly beaten from doing battle with the Barefaced Bard, did not remain idle. She assaulted the bard even still, staying his retreat. As the number of sparking eels neared the hundreds… Argrave’s blessing wore out.

His shield of wide, sweeping spells faltered as the limitless magic within dissipated… yet his sword persisted still. He spurred the electric eels, and the countless sparking constructs pursued the Barefaced Bard as was his will. The bolts of lightning rained down upon the childlike face embedded in the bard’s wooden body. The attacks were relentless and seemingly unceasing, and the bard became a great glow of light before emerging changed, naught but a smoking pile of wreckage.

The bard still lived, yet barely. It tumbled over the wall, falling in the courtyard while scrabbling desperately to move. Silvic disentangled her roots from the ground and sprinted across the badly destroyed granite pathway. Her hand morphed into a spike… and she put an end to the Barefaced Bard, plunging her arm right into that childlike face.

Argrave leaned against a wall, all fight lost. His foes, unaware of their commander’s death, rushed at him. All Argrave could do was curl up, relying on his enchanted duster to shield him while protecting his neck and his head.

Blows and bites and scratches rained upon him, and pain assailed every part of his body. It never overwhelmed him, though, as much as he waited for it to end. Gradually, the sensation faded. He was vaguely aware of people trying to move him, help him. They received blows in his stead. Nevertheless, he faded away.

I’ve done enough. Everyone else can handle the rest, he thought, happily embracing the grayness.

***

Orion stepped upon a purple velvet carpet, walking down the center of it. In stark contrast to all that was around him in the palace, his steps left dirt and mud tracks, and he appeared to be the filthy thing in this palace amidst the wetlands.

The throne room was a vast place, held up by six thick pillars of black marble veined with gold. Black and gold filled the room with abundance, so much so it was difficult to refrain from calling it gaudy. Black sconces held golden flames, the black walls were trimmed with gold, and even the stained-glass windows had been stained gold. It was a decadent place, yet had a grim air to it nonetheless.

Banners hung from the walls just beside the windows. The field was black, and it depicted a golden snake. It was not the banner of the royal family, though—this golden snake curled around nothing, and stood before a shield. Orion recognized it as the personal sigil of his uncle, Archduke Regene.

At the end of the velvet carpet where the stairs moved up to the throne room, there was a majestic golden stag, with shining antlers stretching up ten feet into the air. It lay on the floor, legs collapsed beneath it and snout against the ground, eyes dead and lifeless. Its antlers had perfect symmetry, forming a strange, webbed pattern.

A woman sat atop the stag’s head, its snout seeming a perfect seat, its antlers a perfect throne. Her skin was the light green color of the swamp folk, and her eyes a rich and piercingly light yellow. She wore a motley outfit of a dark purple contrasted with a lighter purple. A large jester’s hat rested above her brow, three points poking out the top like a half star. Golden rings hung at the end of these points, half a dozen bells on each ring. One leg was crossed over the other on her stag throne. She held a scepter with a miniature version of her face wrought of silver, hat and all, smiling brightly as it dangled from the loose grip of her left hand.

“If you’ve come seeking the lord,” the Plague Jester began in a sneering act, “I am afraid he is rather busy. Considering everyone else is either dead or in a similar state, I happen to be the regent of this archduchy. Funny thing, a fool being named regent. My favorite jest, and that’s speaking as a jester. Nevertheless, I’ve kept the place well-maintained.”

Just beyond the stag, where the stairs rose up, three thrones stood. One held the archduke, his body so well-preserved, he seemed alive. The other held his wife—Orion vaguely remembered the blonde woman, but could not recall her name. The archduke’s son sat in the third throne. They all sat upright like they were alive, but were so unmoving they could not be.

Orion pointed his mace. “Will you repent, Plague Jester, and kill yourself?”

The jester laughed. She had a fast-paced, wry giggle that sounded fake. “Only a fool would do that—thought a different sort of fool than the one you people made me. Why do you point a mace? It is not a sword, and can—”

Orion threw his mace, and it traveled through the air incredibly quickly. The jester uncrossed her legs, kicking the bottom of the fast-moving projectile and sending it upward into the air, whereupon it fell into her right hand.

“I’m glad you came, scion of Vasquer,” the jester said, voice smooth and calm, her tittering jester’s act dropped entirely. “Once I defeat you, I will put you beside your kin. They’re alive, you know. Well, alive enough to understand things, at the very least. You, the archduke… all of those outside… all of you will watch as your kingdom and its people rot away, turned as ugly outside as they are within. You will despair for decades, as I have.”

“The gods will be the judge of that,” Orion declared, entirely unaffected. “Yet your god lies beneath your feet, sapped and drained by your… antics. You are no faithful, and you have no righteous cause. You are an abomination, and the whole world wishes you dead.”

“Just as I wish the world dead,” the jester rebutted, tossing Orion’s mace aside.

The Plague Jester rose to her feet, stepping off the stag’s head. Bells on her jester’s hat and her pointed shoes rang as she moved, chimes echoing against the empty marble walls. She was half the height of Orion, yet she did not seem smaller at all.

“They say the one who grows irate at the jester’s jests is the biggest fool of all,” she noted, holding her scepter out as she strutted forward, ringing and chiming.

Orion rushed forth, far too fast for one armored in metal, and the Plague Jester let out another fake laugh before preparing to fight.


Chapter 43

“Here he is,” said Durran, his breathing heavy. He handed Argrave off to Galamon, his body limp. “Lighter than he looks.” They were in the small house Argrave had been holed up in. His Brumesingers stayed by his side, protecting him by shrouding the environment with their mist.

“Because he has little blood,” Galamon concluded. “You…” He looked down at Durran’s hands. His left hand was covered in blood and seemed misshapen.

“Just a few fingers gone.” Durran laughed, though his voice was tense and betrayed his pain. He gazed at his hand—the middle, ring, and pinky finger were all gone, torn off by a bite. “Someone had to save him. Couldn’t trust the Waxknights. A few fingers is a small price, in my eyes. He’s… quite the scary one, looks like. Conjured that magic show.” His gaze lingered on Argrave, who looked half a corpse. He had countless cuts, yet they did not bleed.

Galamon looked at Durran, judging. Eventually, he nodded. “Rejoin the fight,” he directed. “I will ensure Argrave is safe.”

Durran nodded. He ran outside, grabbing his glaive. He cast healing magic on his hand—though the fingers did not regrow, the wound did close. He handled his glaive awkwardly, possessing considerably less grace than he typically did.

Anneliese strode toward Durran. She looked a mess, hair wild and unruly, enchanted armor damaged in half a dozen places… yet her steps were strong and decisive. “How is he?”

“Galamon is keeping him safe,” Durran assured her at once.

She did not seem quite relieved, yet Anneliese contented herself with that. “That centaur has returned with reinforcements,” she informed him curtly. “You are needed.”

“Argrave gave you command,” he reminded her.

“I know this. And I have a plan.” Anneliese nodded. “The bulk of the forces within the palace are routed. Not dead, mind you—I suspect they will join up with the host approaching the palace alongside the centaur. They acted reasonably, meaning another one of the fortress commanders is with them, commanding them.”

“How many got away, do you think?” he questioned, looking around. The place was a mess of inhuman corpses, and even now the Waxknights stood diligently, waiting for more to come. Their numbers had thinned. Some were badly injured.

“Hard to say. I must assume over one hundred, for the sake of surety.” Anneliese looked around. “Neither the gate nor the walls are enchanted. Even if they were… that centaur was large enough to bound over them.”

“And you said he brought one of the commanders from the fortresses,” Durran noted.

Anneliese put her hands on her hips. “This place was not made for defending. Only four of the Waxknights are still capable of fighting, even. I have little magic left, and the Waxknights are the same. We could not even heal Argrave.”

“Yet you have a plan?” Durran took off his helmet, wincing as sliced flesh stuck to it.

“First—destroy the host’s morale,” she stated plainly. “We must take the corpses of the jongleur and bard both, string them up above the gates. It will have little effect on the animalistic creatures… yet the leaders are the ones we target, here. We must instill caution in them. Considering their clumsy strategy on display in this palace… they are not capable of scouting.”

“What’s the bottom line?” Durran pressed.

“Stall desperately,” Anneliese admitted. “Orion can turn the tide, I believe. Failing that, I am considering retreating. Either will be immensely challenging, to be sure. I may… need to disobey Argrave.”

Durran looked to the distant main palace, taking a deep breath. “Good gods… I never thought I’d be hoping to see that man desperately.”

***

Orion seldom fought foes that could keep up with him. His father had been one—though that had been ten years ago, and the king had never deigned to do it again.

This Jester, though… she could.

On their first exchange, Orion rushed in bullheadedly, intending to contest strength with strength… yet the Plague Jester played a different game. She charged forth just as he did, yet when they neared confrontation, she darted down, sweeping his legs with the scepter in her hand. When he stepped over her blow, she planted a palm against his chest powerfully.

The metal shone, bursting into sludge, and Orion staggered from the power. The Plague Jester darted away. He made to pursue once more, yet that sludge took the shape of a plant and thrust toward his neck. Orion caught it with one hand, quickly shattering it. When he looked at what had broken off, he saw a wooden knife. It was familiar, and memories of Magnus surfaced.

“Did you kill my brother?” Orion demanded.

“The man Matesh saw with you? I cannot say. Why not go check?” The Jester straightened.

Orion shattered the knife in his grip, discarding shards of wood. He could not determine if she was feigning innocence. Though he had already been angry, he stepped forth with an icy cold and intense rage. His hand caught fire, and he thrusted it out. The Plague Jester stepped back, yet Orion opened his palm and shards of fiery wood flew out, pelting the Plague Jester.

She staggered back, and Orion punched as he stepped. The Jester ducked nimbly, then swung her scepter toward Orion’s knee. He caught the scepter with his free hand and liquid light danced out, cutting deep into his palm. He put power in his legs and kneed her in the face. She caught air for half a second before rolling gracefully and coming to a standing stop.

Orion’s palm bled slightly, yet soon enough the blood flowed back into his hand, and the wound slowly closed. “The gods do not let me bleed,” he declared, palm held forward.

The Plague Jester stared back. Her light green nose was broken, yet she did not bleed. She fixed it with one hand.

Orion pursued once again. Yet as he stepped… the room burst into color. Everywhere the Plague Jester had touched burst forth into plant life, like a spring decompressed—where her feet had stepped exploded into vines, where Orion’s kneepad met her face writhed with thorny flowers, and even his own hand burst into grasping, carnivorous plants.

The room became chaos at once, everything attacking Orion fiercely. His struggle was an intense surprise at first, yet then became coordinated. All he touched became flame, and he twisted about like a mongoose wrestling a cobra. Then, with a tremendous rush, he pushed past all that.

The jester did not approach, this time. She danced about the room with grace. With every step that she took, the place became more and more alive. The flames grew just as quickly, Orion fanning them deliberately to free himself of his pursuit.

In seconds, the once dead throne room became unrecognizable—a jungle of biting and tearing plants, burning and growing in equal measure. Yet when the jester stepped atop one of her own roots, she winced and spasmed, shocked by electricity from one of Orion’s numerous blessings. Orion took that brief moment to close the distance.

A spear of ice simply formed in his hand from the moisture in the air, and he thrust it toward her with caution, giving her combat prowess ample respect. Though she attempted to deflect it, the spear broke off at the tip, creating only another spike. She pulled her head aside, yet it cut into her ear and pushed the jester hat off, revealing silken brown hair.

With Orion close, she reached for his face. The jester succeeded only in brushing his beard, which immediately turned to plants resembling fly traps. The plants bit at his face with teeth far too sharp. As he tore them free, the jester fled once more, her bells ringing and chiming like an unspoken taunt.

She ran alongside the wall, running her hand against it as she moved. Innumerable obstacles rose to meet Orion as he rushed, yet he barreled past them like an industrial machine. She wove in between the pillars holding up the ceiling, changing her direction with practiced grace as she dodged around Orion.

Orion could not say how much time passed. His determination never waved, and he pursued the fool as intensely as he knew how. He brought all of his blessings to heel, seeking to catch up… yet he felt like a dog led about by the nose.

Eventually, the jester came to the center of the room. The pillars, which had been still, writhed to life. Four giant wooden hammers thrust out with tremendous speed, and though Orion dodged two, he could not dodge all. One struck him into another mallet that slammed him from above. He managed to stay standing, holding up a tremendous mass of wood. He threw it up, casting it aside with his tremendous strength, and moved to catch the jester.

Yet he did not foresee the ceiling collapsing. A great wave of stone and brick fell upon him. The main palace’s roof had been heavily ornamented, and the great weight of all these ornaments fell upon him. The jester dodged the bulk of it, having predicted this, and closed the distance.

She jammed the sharp back of her jester scepter into his gut. It sunk deep, piercing out his back. He saw her smile.

Yet Orion smiled too. “Finally,” he said, spitting blood.

He grabbed her arm so fiercely her smile faded in half a second. He pulled, slamming his foot into her knee so hard it bent backward. The movement made him cough yet more blood, and he deliberately spat it into her face.

Orion fell atop her, the jester’s scepter still lodged in his gut. He grabbed her neck and slammed it against the stone. The granite cracked, but her head remained intact. Greenery assailed him from all sides, piercing his back, his shoulders, his arms, his neck and head…

Yet Orion did nothing but slam his fist against her face time and time again. The ground cracked and dust scattered everywhere with each blow. She tried to hit him and hurt him, yet no damage deterred Orion. As his own flesh writhed into plant life and ate at him, it became a struggle simply to see who could kill who first.

The Plague Jester’s head gave into gore, and the struggle ceased. He kept slamming again and again, ensuring nothing remained. Only after a long while did he stop.

Orion rose to his feet, blood pouring from his mouth and staining his beard. Much of his flesh had been turned to plants from the jester’s touch, now dead and wilting after her demise. Hundreds of gashes and gouges in his back tried to heal, each doing so very slowly. He fell to one knee and spat yet more blood on the Plague Jester’s corpse.

As he knelt, he caught sight of the jester’s scepter still embedded into his gut. The mock head atop it made of silver still smiled up at him. He grabbed it with bloody hands and pulled it free. He stared at the scepter, doing nothing but catching his breath.

Ahead, something stirred. Orion lifted his head and stood at once. He had a hole in his gut the size of a fist, and his armor was so terribly damaged it was astounding it did not fall from his body.

The golden stag rose up out of the collapsed ceiling. It struggled against rubble, rocks and debris falling from its body. Most of the flames had been suppressed by the collapse, and the greenery died with the Plague Jester.

Orion walked forward toward the stag, his steps steady. Even now, his blood tried to make its way back inside of his body, dancing through the air from various portions of the room. Ahead, the stag’s golden fur turned to white ever so slowly, and its eyes regained their light. It watched Orion as he approached.

When Orion came to stand before it, expression inscrutable, its voice echoed out.

“Kill me,” Rastzintin asked earnestly, voice old and pathetic.

Orion probably did not need to be asked. He jammed the jester’s scepter between its eyes, and then its legs lost its power. It collapsed into the fallen palace, then turned all white. From its spot pierced into the stag’s skull, the mock head atop the jester’s scepter still smiled at him, half-covered in a bloody handprint. Orion’s gaze fell to where his uncle the archduke sat.

Orion fell to one knee. Without so much as a grunt of pain, he rose once more. His gaze turned back where he knew Argrave and the rest of the expedition was.


Chapter 44

Though Anneliese knew that Argrave had not explicitly given her permission to show her hand… she felt it was necessary, and she knew that he would agree. It was not so drastic a measure, of course. Indeed, exposing her druidic magic was quite a simple thing, and she had kept it hidden only because Argrave was overcautious. Nonetheless, she was sure it’d be very effective. Though she had considered simply commanding everyone to hide in the buildings… that relied too much on chance. Instead, she’d be controlling things from beginning to end.

As Anneliese had commanded, she’d had the bodies of the jongleur and the bard displayed over the gate. The giant jongleur’s ridiculously long ape arms were staked between two of the golden statues on the front gate, and it hung with its head and part of its chest missing. The Barefaced Bard’s body was too badly charred to be displayed effectively, yet its face was still intact—they cut it free of the wood and hung it from a rope. It dangled like a necklace from the body of the jongleur.

Anneliese watched the approach of the disorganized horde with her Starsparrow, getting an accurate evaluation of the foe they faced. Argrave had not told her of all the entertainers in the Plague Jester’s list, but she found it nonetheless—it stayed aback the centaur, taking the place of the troubadour. It was a grotesque mass of muddy roots that wound together like a ball of eels, and did not look mobile.

When the enemy arrived at the gates… four of the Waxknights stood in front of it, just below the massive marble archway. They confronted a host numbering probably half a thousand, yet the knights stood fearlessly. Anneliese watched from a distant place, using the last of her remaining magic to control her Starsparrow to oversee the situation.

Between the jongleur and bard hanging from the gate and the obviously exposed knights before them… anyone capable of reasoning, especially an inexperienced strategist, would suspect a trap. And that was what she wanted.

Even an inexperienced commander would know a little of how to deal with a trap when there was no option but to proceed. They would not proceed blindly. They would probe, sending less important detachments to suss out what might lie ahead.

When she saw the tangled mass of roots on the centaur’s back call out with a strange, clicking howl, she feared what was going to happen. When the horde of enemies behind the centaur pushed back the two of them as they waited, Anneliese very nearly smiled. She directed her Starsparrow in front of the Waxknights, giving them their signal. There was no better utility at her disposal to command them from a safe distance.

The plan remained as simple as ever. Anneliese was going to stall.

The palace of the archduke was a complicated complex, filled with pavilions, buildings serving many different purposes, and elaborate structures that stood as grandiose displays of wealth. Though there was a straightforward central path that led to the main building where the throne waited… the rest of the place was not so straightforward. There were winding paths that looped in on themselves, some of which looked near identical. Better yet, they were thin, hindering the coordination of large crowds.

The four Waxknights divided up and took different paths. With their gleaming golden armor, it was easy to keep an eye on each of the four from the sky, and Anneliese’s Starsparrow could maneuver quickly enough that it did not often matter if she lost track of one or more of them at a time—she could find them in only a few seconds.

The creatures sent out as probes, largely dumb animals or Sentinels, pursued in a disorganized if ruthless manner. Nevertheless, they were divided. Though much faster than the Waxknights, Anneliese had them deliberately move into thin, tight spaces like alleyways between buildings.

Durran and Silvic had their role in this. She had them lying in wait in secluded places, picking off isolated pockets of enemies when she directed them to. Gibbons armed with divinely blessed weapons would wander into an overgrown pavilion, and Silvic would swarm up from hiding, ensnaring and ending foes with her wetland magic. Rockhide hippos would barrel through crowded alleyways, only to be stabbed repeatedly from above by Durran’s glaive. Though a bit clumsy in light of his missing fingers, he managed the task ably enough.

Though they had a set path for a time, the Waxknights eventually reached the end of that road. Thus began Anneliese’s second duty—she guided the four knights through places that had no enemies ahead of them, like an overseer directing mice through a maze. She used her bird’s tremendous speed to its fullest extent, keeping each of the four winding through the place in perfect harmony. They never confronted friend nor foe.

Between guiding Durran and Silvic to hunt foes, herding the Waxknights away from danger, and keeping her eye on the mass of enemies so that none managed to get near where she hid, this task of Anneliese’s was a massive mental strain. There were so many variables to keep an eye on, and the simplest mistake might make anyone perish.

Anneliese did not know if this was because of the enchanted items Argrave had given her to help with her concentration, or simply her own personality… but she found she was very good at this. Commanding people and predicting the response of the enemy was something she had a strange, almost unnatural confidence in, even despite the fact her foes were animals whose emotions she could not read. Despite the urgency, despite the threat to their lives… she enjoyed doing this.

Yet then, the wetland spirit and the centaur took slow, steady steps up to the gate, hooves clattering against the stone walkway leading to the gate. The centaur’s gaze lingered on the Barefaced Bard’s head and the Jolly Jongleur’s corpse… and then scanned the palace beyond.

At the same time, a great tremor rocked the whole palace complex. Anneliese took her Starsparrow to the sky to see the vast building that Orion and the Plague Jester fought within collapse completely. The dust was so intense she could see nothing beyond, even with the bird’s fantastic eyesight. Yet when the dust fell…

She saw a vast jungle rapidly growing and writhing out of the dust, so many various types of plants coming into being that it was both beautiful and horrifying. This continued for near half a minute… then, all of the plants ceased, straining as though stretched to their limits. She could not place exactly what changed, but the vibrancy and intensity of the jungle waned before beginning to curl inward, wilting half as quick as they had grown.

The centaur stepped back, staggering as though he could not believe the sight before him. He stuck his arm through his strung bow and wore it over his shoulder, then broke into an intense gallop toward the main square. He stopped in the center, while in the distance, someone pushed past the dust.

Orion emerged from the devastation… though seeing as how devastated his body and armor were, perhaps he merely brought the devastation with him. One hand dragged along a massive white stag’s body, holding it by its elaborate antler crown. The other held a badly dismembered corpse by the foot, the body wearing a bloodstained motley outfit of two distinct shades of purple.

“I cannot be stopped,” Orion declared, his voice loud and smooth. “I cannot be stopped by any heretics. I will carve through your numbers piece by piece until none of you remain. My body will never tire. My mind will never waver. I’ll come for you step after step, day after day, night after night.”

The centaur trotted backward, removing his bow from his back. The wetland spirit on his back reformed part of its body into an arrow, yet Orion heaved his body and threw the great stag’s body forth. It hurtled through the air with tremendous speed, and the centaur tried to rush aside. He was not quick enough—instead, he dropped his bow and caught its antlers, sliding back from the tremendous power from the throw, hooves cracking against the uneven granite pathway. The stag’s massive crown of antlers poked at his armor and flesh, leaving cuts or scrapes in many places.

Anneliese was so awestruck by Orion’s appearance and tremendous strength she nearly forgot her duties.

Now that Orion is here… guide everyone to him, have him handle things.

With that judgement, she made to do precisely that. Yet the wetland spirit on the back of the centaur let out its clicking howl once again, and all of their enemies halted. When another call came… they all frenziedly made for the walls, entirely ignoring their quarry.

The animals and wetland spirit Sentinels that had entered the palace complex flooded out into the wetlands with an intense desperation. The centaur retrieved his bow, and then bounded back toward the main gate. Orion stepped forth near casually, stepping atop the corpse of the great white stag he’d thrown as he watched them leave.

Anneliese brought her Starsparrow back to her person and broke the direct connection between her and the bird. It was strange to be viewing things from her own eyes again, and she took a moment to gather herself before she pushed out of the building she’d hidden within and to the palace, still cautious of any and all enemies.

When she strode to the central square where Orion had been, the remainder of their party had already gathered.

“What was that?” Durran questioned.

“They flee, like cowards,” Orion said coldly. “But I will come to them.”

“They don’t flee. That call—I can interpret it,” Silvic interjected. “They intend to marshal their forces yet more. A strategic retreat, to be returned with greater numbers.”

Orion looked to the wetland spirit. “It matters not. I will defeat all challengers.” He looked around. “Where is Argrave?” he demanded.

“Unconscious. He used blood magic to defeat one of the commanders, while personally dispatching the other with… tremendous magical aptitude,” one of the Waxknights reported quickly.

“Unconscious?” Orion repeated, finally dropping the corpse of the jester. He stepped to his knight and grabbed his shoulders. “Where is he?”

“He is safe. His guardian, Galamon, protects him, alongside those small creatures he keeps as pets.”

“I will go to him, take care of him,” Anneliese decided aloud. “But Orion… all of us are drained and weary. You are needed most as a warrior and defender,” she informed him curtly.

He stepped up to her. He was like a radiating ball of worry and concern, so she could not muster fear. All he did was take a deep breath and nod.

“Yes. Go to him,” he said. “Focus only on him. He is my brother… but he is to be your husband. So go,” he directed her.

The word ‘husband’ left a strange feeling within her, yet she could only nod to show her assent.

“I will deal with the enemy.” Orion stepped away. “I will tear through them, as I was meant to. If they should charge me, I will flatten them. If they should flee, I will hunt them. And then…” His gaze turned to Silvic. “I will decide what happens next.”

Silvic displayed no fear, even though the words might ostensibly be a threat. She merely walked up to the body of the white stag and ran her uncorrupted hand against its fur.

“The plague will stop spreading and growing all around the world. No—it already has,” Silvic declared. “I have done all I wished—washed away a stain. So you may decide as you will.”

Orion stared at her with his gray eyes for a few seconds. Then he turned, battered but unbroken, and proceeded toward where the enemy had fled.


Chapter 45

“I did it as best I could, Prince Levin,” a man garbed in brown robes said. He was short, and his skin green. He was one of the swamp folk.

“No, I can see that,” Levin soothed casually, staring down at the dead body of Magnus. Levin was dressed befitting a prince. He was thin and tall with a sinewy strength to him. He kept his hands politely behind his back.

A few days’ travel had made Magnus’ body somewhat worse for wear, but he deemed it would be good enough for the funeral. They would need ample perfumes, he judged. He stayed fixated on the hole in his neck.

“…but nothing came of it, my prince,” the man said anxiously. “I mean, beyond the murder itself… he is your younger brother, so the murder was not necessary for succession…”

Levin turned his head back. His rich blue eyes seemed like ocean water, almost innocent. “You’re trying to assume my reasoning for this,” he noted. “Don’t.”

The man lowered his head obsequiously. “Of course, my prince.”

Expression inscrutable, Levin turned back. “My father has commanded I make the funeral arrangements, alongside the investigation. He’ll need to be dressed better. A… a high collar, to be sure, to hide the wound. And something sleeved. Traditional Vasquer colors.” He turned to the man. “You’ll get it done?”

The man looked back up. His expression was obvious—he was no funeral director, his face seemed to scream. But he nodded. “I will take care of it to the best of my abilities.”

He made to leave and pulled the door inward to step out. Four black-garbed men lunged in, stabbing him in the chest and neck quickly and efficiently. Levin watched them work. When they finished, the four knelt before him.

“Did you hear what I said?” Levin questioned.

The black-garbed men looked up, then looked between each other, confused.

Levin freed his hands from behind his back. “The clothes. Do you remember what I asked?”

“Yes, my prince,” the quickest among them said.

“Take his measurements. See it done,” he commanded naturally, then walked out of the open door.

***

“Frankly, he’s lost enough blood that a normal man would surely have died,” Galamon said to Anneliese. As her heart dropped, he continued, “But… he’s no normal man. He’s black-blooded. He still has a strong heartbeat, if a bit rapid, and none of his functions seem seriously impaired. Above all… he has vitality. I know this.” He looked at her, leaving ‘why’ unspoken.

Anneliese gazed down at Argrave, a mess of worry and thought. Though his wounds had now been healed, he still refused to rouse after hours. “Healing magic cannot replace his blood,” Anneliese said. “What should be done?”

“…all I know is first aid,” Galamon said cautiously. “But… well, we’ll have to tend to him constantly. You should use healing magic on a regular basis to combat organ failure, I believe. That’s what gets the men that bleed. As far as I know, healing magic combats that. All the while… he’ll need to be fed, hydrated, and his body allowed to work at self-rejuvenation.”

Anneliese held her hands out. “Fed? How?”

Galamon bit his lips. “Healers I knew… used honey on a cloth. I remember a few other things. I can show you how to administer it, but I’ve never done it personally. If we have no honey or anything like it, it’ll have to be something liquified. We might ask Silvic about the plants that are edible, or for something that resembles honey in the wetlands.”

Anneliese put her hand to her forehead, overwhelmed.

Galamon said as tenderly as he knew how, “He’s strong and stubborn. I’ll give him a day to wake up, especially with magic in his blood. People tell tales of how resilient dragons are, and mages drink dragon blood for health and vitality. That’s because of the magic in their blood. Failing that… as much as I loathe him, Orion would not let his brother die. This I firmly believe.”

“How many times must this happen?” she asked quietly.

***

Argrave grew aware of the sensation of something sweet in his mouth. It was like a patch of solace amidst nothing but utter soreness. His eyelids stubbornly refused to obey his directive to open. He could not move his hands or arms. Even his tongue was weak, yet as he moved it, he realized there was a cloth barely in his mouth. He heard a voice, sweet and light, and then faded away.

His consciousness returned later, like the tide against the shores. He barely remembered looking at someone, saying something, and then going out once again. He had many of those memories—barely lapsing back into being, and then fading out just as quickly.

He didn’t know exactly how long this lasted, yet eventually, the world crystallized around him. He finally felt aware enough to make observations.

Argrave laid in a rather comfortable bed, but he was certainly not comfortable. He was well used to pain, and soreness, and weakness, and his present state brought back rather uncomfortable memories. He tried to move his arms and sit up… and succeeded, yet it was a tremendous strain. He fell back to the bed. The feeling was strange, and he laughed from the soreness.

Someone strode in, and he turned his head toward them.

“By…” Anneliese trailed off, then stepped toward him with a relieved sigh. “Thank the gods,” she said as she came to kneel by his bedside.

“I feel like… a bag of grain,” he confessed, his mouth far too dry.

She shook her head and chuckled, then stroked his hair with a gloved hand. “You don’t need to move. Everything’s been taken care of. The Jester, all of it—it’s dealt with.”

Argrave felt like a needle had been poked into his brain to wake him up. “Oh. I forgot about that.”

He tried to stir, but Anneliese needed only to put her hand atop his chest to utterly suppress him. “You will eat. And then you will sleep.”

“I don’t negotiate with terrorists.” He pointed a finger at her.

She gazed at him tenderly. “Wait,” she directed, before moving to get something.

Argrave found the command rather sensible, and so waited.

***

After a hearty meal and a long rest, Argrave found his mind far clearer than it had been—clear enough to refrain from rambling nonsensically about negotiating with terrorists. Clarity brought with it a heightened awareness of his state. He could move, but walking would still be difficult. The black blood in his veins would make his recovery all the quicker, he hoped.

“You had half a dozen broken bones,” Anneliese informed him. “So many cuts… some of them left scars, because they were not healed fast enough.”

“Really?” Argrave asked with his hoarse voice. “That’s not so bad. Scars are… Well, forget it.”

“Scars are a point of weakness in tissue,” she disagreed, knowing well what he’d refrained from saying on the matter. “They are not decorations like tattoos or jewelry.”

Argrave lowered his head, not having a response on-hand. “So… the Jester is dead.”

Anneliese nodded.

“The plague won’t end, but it’s stopped. It won’t spread at all anymore. Everyone who has it, has it. Everyone who doesn’t… got lucky, I guess.” Argrave turned his head to the side. “After this, both of us need to be registered as High Wizards in the Order of the… Well, ‘after’ can come when we’ve left this swamp.” He looked to Anneliese. “You said that a day and the night passed.”

“Yes,” she confirmed. “It’s morning. And Orion has yet to return from his… hunt. He said he’d deliver judgement to Silvic then, or something to that effect.”

He heard a door swing open, and footsteps sound out. Durran stepped in, saying, “Hey, I—” he paused. “You’re up again,” he noted.

“Hey,” Argrave greeted hoarsely. Anneliese looked back to him.

Durran stepped in. “And not mumbling incoherently. Surprising, given how much of a knock you took. You put on quite the display, though. I thought Orion was the scary one.”

“He is.” Argrave nodded. “And—” He stopped, noticing something.

Durran knew what Argrave was looking at and hid his hand.

“You lost fingers.” Argrave noticed before he hid them.

Durran sighed, and resignedly brought his hand out once more. “It happens.”

Argrave stared, more than a bit horrified. “You only have your forefinger and thumb.”

“Sharp,” Durran said sarcastically. “Enough to cast spells with, enough to make a grip—it’s enough.”

“Enough?” Argrave repeated incredulously. “I can… we’ll make a visit to Vysenn right after, fix this. I’ve been meaning to go there, and—”

“Were you planning on going there immediately?” Durran stopped him.

Mouth agape, Argrave rebutted, “That’s beside the point.”

“I can wait,” Durran disagreed. “Don’t stop in your tracks to help me.”

“You lost fingers,” Argrave repeated. “Your spearmanship, your grip—everything will be way different, way harder.”

“It’s my problem. I appreciate the thought, but really, we’ll take care of it when it’s best.” Durran smiled. “If you’re worried about my performance, don’t worry—I mostly cast spells with this hand, anyway, and that’s not impaired in the slightest.” He stepped back toward the door. “I’m going. Just wanted to check in.”

Argrave looked at Anneliese as the door shut behind Durran, stupefied.

“He does not wish to burden you,” she explained. “And… well, I can vouch he is not hindered by the loss. Not in combat.”

Argrave covered his eyes with his hand, rubbing his face to dispel a growing headache. “I mean…”

“We succeeded, Argrave. Do not lose track of that,” she reminded him.

“By a thin margin,” he pointed out. “And once again, because I failed to predict the influence I have on things.”

She leaned in a bit closer. “Yet you salvaged things.”

“It wasn’t good enough. Wasn’t clean,” Argrave insisted.

Anneliese lowered her head, and her dirty white hair fell over her amber eyes. “Clean,” she scoffed. “This is not a place of numbers and variables, anymore, where the result is always success or failure.”

Argrave grabbed her wrist, shocking himself by his own speed. She lifted her head up, and they locked eyes.

“I’ve been thinking a lot, lately, after Orion took Durran away… and even before that, since Garm did that stupid thing he did,” Argrave told her quickly. “I don’t want to just ‘succeed.’ I want all of those close to me to make it to the end. I want to be happy. Whole and happy. That’s what I want,” he told her. “I can’t keep squeaking by. It maddens me. Any closer, ‘whole and happy’ is gone.”

“Never again,” she said. “You kept muttering that while you slept… and earlier, even. You think I do not know how you feel? You think I do not think the same way, about you, about Galamon, and even Durran, now?”

Argrave realized his foolishness and released her wrist, then placed his hand on her knee. “Sorry.” He shook his head. Quiet settled over them. “We couldn’t watch the suns set this whole week,” he pointed out after a time.

She chuckled lightly. “That is fine. Breaking a tradition once does not mean it needs to remain broken forever.”

“You know…” Argrave began, but his throat choked. These simple words were quite hard for him to say. “You know I love you, right?”

Anneliese looked at him with amber eyes as warm as sunlight. She didn’t need to say anything to convey her message, he found. “As I love you,” she said, even still.

“All of you. You’re my real family. I wasn’t just saying that for the sake of convenience back at the camp. I haven’t exactly determined how we’re related quite yet—Galamon’s an uncle or a dad, I know this much—but I’m sure I’ll figure it out.”

“We have established one,” she disagreed. “I am your fiancée.”

Argrave laughed, then grew serious once again. “I mean it, though. Whole and happy. We will get through this. I have to make sure of that.”

“We have to make sure of that,” she corrected with a shake of her head.


Chapter 46

Argrave finally dared try his hand at walking once the prospect of lying in his bed began to bore him. With no books to study and only the company of his companions to keep his mind sharp, he eventually did wish to step outside and examine things.

Though he stood firm, Argrave still held onto Anneliese’s arm in case his legs gave way. “Difficult to believe I did this,” he noted, staring at the site of carnage. “Almost as difficult to believe you pulled off that plan of yours with only four knights at your command.”

“It was rather skillful, on both of our ends,” Anneliese nodded.

Argrave laughed at her unabashed confidence but did not contest the point. “I can’t wait to get back to the camp, see if things are working. The disease has been stayed, but it still persists in those that had it. There are ways to ward away the symptoms, regress the disease, but they’re few and far between. I’ll have to…” He stopped.

“What?” Anneliese pressed.

“I was going to say, ‘spread these methods in the southern territories.’” Argrave looked at the great stag’s corpse, where Silvic still knelt. “The fact that she’s still alive… I think Orion is malleable. I think that he… he might…”

“Be a better option than the rebels?” Anneliese finished.

Argrave sighed. “Didn’t say that. It would definitely be an easier time. The south is poised to have a massive disadvantage once winter ends and the war begins in earnest. Ending things smoothly and quickly will save the most lives. Working with Elenore is essential for my plans, but if I can include Orion in that equation? Teach him mercy, leniency, good rule, and basic morality? Steamroll the opposition, unite the continent against Gerechtigkeit?”

Anneliese rebutted neutrally, “But you would have to cooperate closely with his family. He loves Felipe, Induen, and all the others just as much as you. It is why he is as he is.”

Argrave rubbed his fingers together. “I know. Not to mention the ties I’d be severing—Mina, Nikoletta, Elias, and more. All of that, thrown at the foot of the Holy Fool in a desperate gamble that I can make him a good ruler. Frankly… not too fond of religion, holiness, all that. I guess it’s different, here. Gods are indisputably real. Some of them give genuine power—one of them does so right now.” Argrave rubbed at his chest. The magic debt he’d accrued was the largest yet, but with the near exponential growth brought about by his black blood, he couldn’t say it would take the longest amount of time to repay it.

“If you wish me to be honest…” Anneliese adjusted her arms, and Argrave, who’d been leaning on her, adjusted with the movement. “I view the gods like nobles or kings. They have their systems in place, and you might engage with them sometime to get what you want. Elsewise… let them be. Veid is no different—though do not speak a word of this to Galamon.”

Argrave nodded with her words, feeling them resonate somewhat. “Didn’t take you for a cynic, given how calm and kind you are to most anyone.”

“I try to show kindness to those I can relate to,” Anneliese refuted. “It is difficult to relate to a god.” She turned her head. “Silvic, perhaps, is the only one I’ve come near that point.”

“What do I do?” he asked her.

“You think about it,” she told him. “You’ve told me what must be done, and that does not change based on the side you support—we gain a reputation as minor heroes after halting the plague, we gain status by becoming High Wizards in the Order of the Gray Owl, and then we work at winning Elenore to our side. You have all this time to think, to discuss, to plan.”

Argrave rubbed at his face. His skin was not so smooth and unblemished, anymore—he had a scar just above his lip. “I promised Orion I’d teach him things.”

“Well…” She trailed off. “That is something to deal with. Postpone it, perhaps. Maintain good relations, until—”

A loud whistle cut through the air. Galamon had been watching the walls, waiting for signs of Orion’s return or approaching enemies. After sharing a brief glance, Anneliese and Argrave slowly made to where the whistle had come from. Galamon stepped down out of a tower that led up to the top of the wall, and they walked to him.

“Orion,” Galamon told them as they approached.

They needed to hear nothing further. Argrave walked to the gate with slow movements, whereupon Durran and the Waxknights joined up with them. The mist enshrouding the wetlands had grown lighter and lighter in the time that passed, yet it was still sufficient to shroud the form that walked toward them.

Orion emerged from the mists looking like some sort of berserker knight. He was covered in dirt, mud, and blood, and his typically braided hair was now a bushy obsidian mane that made the giant prince seem all the larger. Most of his armor had worn away, leaving him with few patches of metal atop his underclothes. Despite all of this… he still retained a strange dignity. He seemed more a conqueror than a savage.

Orion walked straight to Argrave and put his hand on his shoulder. The prince had always towered over him, but now more than ever, Argrave felt like a child before him. “Look at you,” he said. “You look half a corpse.”

“I’ll recover quickly,” Argrave assured him, hoping to escape whatever Orion might suggest of him in way of treatment.

“I am proud to call you brother,” he declared. “And I hope you are proud of me. The enemy is vanquished. As many as could be, at the very least. The armored centaur escaped my grasp once again, and not because of some lapse of judgement on my part as it had been last time. I believe the jester named him…”

“Matesh,” Argrave finished.

Orion nodded. “Correct. I considered pursuing, yet… he is faster than me. I do not know where he is headed.” Orion finally took his hand off Argrave’s shoulder. “You and I must visit uncle… or what remains of him… in his throne room soon, discuss what must be done.” Orion’s gray eyes finally moved past Argrave’s face, beyond into the palace. “But I still have yet to pass judgement.”

Orion pushed past all of them, walking toward Silvic with a determined gait. Argrave tried to move quickly to walk side by side with him, yet his legs very nearly failed him. Anneliese supported him and stopped him from falling, and then wordlessly helped him along.

“Orion, I—”

The prince raised one hand up as he walked. “I have thought much about this, Argrave. You will watch. I do not forget your words or your actions.”

Which ones? Argrave thought. I hope it’s not, ‘no compromise,’ he considered as he hurried to catch up, looking for an opportunity to interject.

Orion walked across the palace grounds, moving toward where Silvic still leaned against the corpse of the wetland spirit Rastzintin. The Plague Jester’s body rested off to the side, somehow spared from the ravages of decomposition as of now. The wooden wetland spirit, largely consumed by the waxpox, did not stir as Orion came to her.

The prince stood above her as she sat there, body leaned up against the dead white stag. The wooden spirit’s light had faded so much it appeared dim in the light of day. Orion appeared like some fell god of war come to judge Silvic, strands of his jet-black hair whipping about from a light breeze.

“Silvic. A long while ago, I asked you to embrace the gods of Vasquer as your own. The one you called child refused, and so I ended her. Yet now… I change my offer. The people here in these wetlands—they were wronged by our conquest. False followers of the faith came here, seeking not to spread the reach of the gods, but to expand their domains of power.”

Orion held his fist out and clenched it into a fist. “I will not ask the people here to worship Vasquer. You will take over as the shepherd of this land, leading it back into what it once was. You will teach the people of what once was here, and what was lost. Vasquer will cede this land to you, utterly… so long as you, alone, devote yourself to the pantheon. The swamp folk will be given this land, and they may worship you, follow your customs… so long as you worship my gods—our gods. The gods of Vasquer.”

Argrave caught up fully with his slow pace, yet did not interject both out of a sense of shock and a ponderance for what Orion said. This was a generous concession, to be sure, and one he never thought Orion would be capable of making.

Silvic lifted her head from where it rested beside the corpse of the white stag Rastzintin. She turned her face to Orion, and though most of it had been consumed by the waxpox, the liquid light in her eyes still persisted.

“Do you know why I fought against the Plague Jester? Because it stepped beyond the bounds of what we were as protectors of the wetlands,” Silvic said. “She sought to wreak vengeance and misery upon all the lands of Vasquer in retaliation. I opposed this, and so I was stricken as you see now. And yet… I fought alongside her and Rastzintin, before all of this folly. I fought to drive Vasquer out of the wetlands. I sought independence just as they had.”

Orion lowered his clenched fist. “That can be forgiven,” he told her, further surprising Argrave.

“This plague was not the natural order of things,” Silvic said. “But you of Vasquer—you never had any claim to these wetlands. We have always been the people of this land ever since the dawn of time. Thousands of other spirits before me have tended to this land, protected its people. Your ancestors stormed in, driven by greed, and slaughtered my friends, ruined my children, and made this place but a genocidal footnote in Vasquer’s history. Now, you seek to give it back to us? It was never yours to give,” she said, voice echoing throughout the palace.

Orion placed his hand against his hip, jaw clenched tight in restraint.

“You act the merciful saint, but I do not trust you. You speak of never resting until any and all heretics are wiped out. To that I say this—I fought against the plague, oh yes, I did! But just as you killed my comrades, my lover, my children… I am glad your uncle has become as he is. I am glad your brother, Magnus, had that knife driven through his neck. Nothing brought me greater joy than looking upon his corpse, and—”

Orion’s boot slammed down upon her face. He stomped again and again, yelling and screaming in rage. Argrave stepped back fearfully, yet soon enough the rage turned to sorrow, and Orion stood there shouting defiantly at a corpse, tears streaming down his face.

He fell to his knees, crying into the cold, shattered granite pathway beneath him. No one seemed able to move besides Orion. He cried there for minutes, body shuddering as he slowly subsided into mute sobs. After what felt like time eternal, he stopped shaking. He finally lifted his body up straight and stared up at the sky above.

“Argrave,” Orion said, voice dead. “We must go see our uncle.”

The idea paralyzed him with fear after that vicious display of emotion. Argrave stayed silent for a few moments, then said, “I’m still quite weak. I’ll need to trouble you.”

Orion stood and walked toward him. Anneliese handed him off hesitantly. Ever so slowly, he and Argrave walked toward the distant main palace, where a wilted jungle of browning greenery and stone awaited them.


Chapter 47

Argrave walked to the site of the tremendous battle between Orion and the Plague Jester, the prince supporting him as he walked. Seeing the devastation wrought here was like a reminder of his powerlessness before Orion. Decay and destruction surrounded him on all sides. The smell of flowers fortunately masked the scent of gore emanating from Orion.

“He’s here,” Orion finally said, just before the wilting jungle opened up to reveal a staircase up to a throne room. They stepped over rubble and low-lying plants, and then came to stand at the foot of the staircase.

A man sat on the throne. He had all the hallmarks of Vasquer ancestry—obsidian black hair, stony eyes, and a formidable presence. His son sitting just behind him inherited some of that, while his blonde wife must’ve had no relation other than marriage. They were strangers to Argrave. Their deaths were inevitable in the game… and Argrave did not think he’d be able to reverse whatever magic had them in its hold. The magic at play was too powerful for Ebonice, and he did not have other means at hand. He could see the faint rise and fall of their chests as they breathed, but otherwise, they seemed totally dead.

“Uncle Regene was assumed dead. No expeditions sent into the wetlands returned, so that theory was never confirmed,” Orion mused. “He used to… tell me stories about the war to take this place, I remember. I thought he was a model faithful.”

“Thought?” Argrave noted.

Orion started to step up the stairs ever so slowly, leading Argrave along with more consideration than Argrave thought he’d receive. “After observing this place, observing the people that lived here… doing more than merely fixate on the act of spreading the faith, as I always have… I concluded that my uncle did not come here with the faith in mind.” Orion looked up at the Archduke. “Even when I think back, I never once recall him mentioning the gods.”

Orion and Argrave reached the top of the stairs. “Now that the Jester is dead… they are not sustained,” he noted. “They’ve begun to die. Can you think of a way to save their lives?”

“No,” Argrave said honestly. He took his arm off Orion’s and came to stand on his own. His legs still felt weak, but he could manage for now.

Orion nodded. He stepped before the throne and knelt. “Uncle. I am unsure if you hear me, know me.” The prince placed his hand to his chest. “The enemy is defeated. Those that wronged you are dead and gone.”

Their uncle gave no response. He simply kept staring at nothing with his dry, dead gray eyes. Orion stared back for what must’ve been a full minute. Then, with a resigned sigh, he rose to his feet.

“I will not burden you by asking for your help. I will be the one to deliver uncle home,” Orion said to Argrave. “Though it pains me… returning with all of their bodies at once will be difficult. I would not put that burden on you or your companions, nor would I carry them haphazardly and stain their bodies with poor handling. I will bring uncle. I will have to send men to retrieve them after we return. Perhaps they can be saved by those more learned than you or I.”

Argrave doubted it, but he said nothing.

Orion stepped up to him. “Have you considered my offer further?”

“To help you build a religious institution for the country?” Argrave questioned.

“Yes.” Orion nodded. “This expedition… affirmed my choice tenfold, one hundredfold!” Orion declared boldly, then paced away. “We need a true arm of the gods on this world. You and I—we are of the blood of the royal family. Who else should the role fall upon but the divinely anointed representatives of the gods?”

“I am baseborn,” Argrave pointed out, stalling for time as he thought of his real answer.

“By law. But the king, our father, is law. Your status may change. You have the light of the gods within you, Argrave. Your feats here have shown me that no other of my brothers are as committed to righteousness and goodness as you are, as much as it chagrins me to say so.” Orion put his hand on his hip and shook his head.

As Argrave stared at the man who was now his brother, covered in gore and seemingly unharmed after fighting against dreadful enemies for days on end, he confronted his feelings and thoughts objectively.

He scares me, Argrave noted. I can’t ever be at ease around him. He’s easily manipulated, and he might be taught how to be genuinely good… but he is so volatile and impulsive, I don’t think I could ever be fully comfortable near him. I don’t like Vasquer as a whole. Orion won’t ever betray Vasquer, I don’t think.

When Felipe died… indeed, if things remained as they were in Heroes of Berendar, and the king did actually die… Argrave might be able to put Orion on the throne. Induen was the main barrier to that—a barrier that would need to be broken regardless. He might try to negotiate with the margrave, end this civil war with minimal bloodshed. Then, there would be a strong leader at the helm of Vasquer, more than able to confront Gerechtigkeit’s many trials surfacing in the coming years.

The task was ridiculously beyond what Argrave felt he was capable of. It sounded like a delusional fantasy even as he thought of it.

Argrave’s role in the civil war would not be active. Elenore was the most important party in the whole thing—if he gained her support, the whole situation could be upended. She was a schemer and strategist beyond reproach. With her help, she might make such a thing happen… and yet Argrave was not sure she would be amenable to the idea.

And still, Argrave found he could not deny Orion outright. Even if he could not achieve this perfect solution to all of Vasquer’s troubles, if he could create a force for good on the side of the royalists… if he could make Orion see the error of wanton bloodshed and mindless crusading… shouldn’t he take that opportunity?

Wasn’t it the right thing to do?

The question was enough to make his head explode, yet Argrave felt he had an answer.

“…this idea of yours is in its infancy,” Argrave said slowly and deliberately, as though each word might cost him his life. “I promised you I’d teach you. Teach you about my ways, about my methods. About a way to deal with things that doesn’t call for mindless violence, as we saw here in these wetlands.” Argrave nodded. “I’d like to stick to that. And along the way… we can plan more. About the future. For us, and for Vasquer. For the faith.”

Orion brightened and stepped forward. He looked like he wished to crush Argrave, but then held himself back. “I would embrace you, were you not so weak presently,” he said eagerly.

“I have some things to take care of, first.” Argrave held his hand up. “Anneliese and I will be registered as High Wizards of the Order.” Pragmatism slipped back into his brain, and he questioned, “But… you mentioned better outfitting Galamon with enchanted gear.”

“Indeed.” Orion nodded. “I must pay a visit to royal blacksmiths regardless, as you can plainly see.” He pointed to his tattered armor with a hearty laugh.

“Do you think… you might have the armoring done quickly, delivered to that town not too far from the tower? Kin’s End, I think it was called, where acolytes officially abandon their noble name when studying at the tower. And… well, even for Durran, and his equipment…” Argrave dared push his limits.

“Absolutely. If I have my way, and you are named prince well and truly… I can think of no more fitting candidates for your first two royal knights.” Orion pounded his chest. “Once we arrive back at camp, I will see that it is done immediately. There will surely be some armorers among the refugees that might take their measurements, and then I will have that delivered to the royal armorers and enchanters.”

Argrave was somewhat surprised how easy that request had gone. “And weapons?”

“Naturally.” Orion nodded.

Suddenly, Argrave did not feel so weak anymore. He was vaguely tempted to ask his brother for all of his gold, but he was afraid the answer might be ‘yes.’ Which reminded him…

“Then everything is settled. We should leave soon,” Argrave said. “Tomorrow, perhaps?”

“Indeed.” Orion nodded once again.

Argrave turned his head away, almost feeling like he was in a dream. He’d have another task for his companions—robbing this luxurious palace of anything that might be worth anything during the night. It was a thankless task, but Argrave felt somewhat jealous of them. His task was all the more dangerous… his task would be distracting Orion while they did so.

***

They left the next morning. Three of the Waxknights remained in Archduke Regene’s palace, mostly to ensure the archduke’s family was not disturbed until they could be retrieved. The palace was as harrowing place as ever, and somehow made drearier by the Jester’s death. Orion severed Rastzintin’s stag head and carried it with him—a proof of conquest. It was somewhat brutal, but Argrave supposed it was better than returning empty-handed and claiming they’d saved the world.

The journey was slow-moving to accommodate Argrave—a fortunate thing, too, because it made the pounds of jewelry in his companion’s packs clink less as they traveled. They lacked Silvic’s protection, but with the Plague Jester’s death, it was no longer necessary. No powers held a grip over the region anymore—it was as harmless as any land they’d traversed in the past, barring some few nasty creatures. Once they left the parts that had been consumed by waxpox, it seemed almost ordinary.

Argrave had resolved to remain at the abandoned keep Orion had made his camp and rest, at least for a day. He felt, for the first time, there wasn’t some looming threat above that demanded he take things two steps at a time at all times. He could relax, eat some terrible swamp food, read some dull spellbooks, and enjoy the company of his companions. Then, he’d delve into the heart of things with a clear mind.

After four days of utterly exhausting travel, Argrave saw rows upon rows of tents. He let Orion take the lead, because he was sure that the people would shower him in praise and cheers. His part would be remembered, to be sure… but he was not the one who had done the most. He did not deserve the accolades as much as Orion, nor did he especially want them.

Things went as expected when they returned. A few noticed Orion with the towering stag head on his back, and then the crowd snowballed from there. After explaining that the disease had not been cured, but would cease spreading, Orion gave a grandiose speech which Argrave was too tired to remember. This speech eventually culminated in a crowd cheering his name.

Yet then Argrave himself was dragged to the front, pale and exhausted. Orion raised his arm up in the air and spoke of his deeds. The prince spoke of how Argrave spilled his blood to kill the enemy, and nearly died to dispatch foul enemies and heretics.

And then… they cheered his name.

As he listened to the cheers of “Argrave! Argrave! Argrave!” and “Bastard of Vasquer! Bastard of Vasquer!” his tired and exhausted mind had some difficulty processing it. He was mostly waved around like a puppet by Orion, accepting his praise half-heartedly.

For the longest time, he had always thought of crowds of people as an enemy. Certainly, the confrontation with Titus had exacerbated that—he’d used a crowd against them. And yet…

He’d done something good, and people had recognized that. He certainly hadn’t done it for the recognition. Having a good reputation with people was something he wanted, not for the sake of accolades, but because it’d make his job easier in the future.

Overwhelmed, Argrave did his best to get away from the crowd as soon as possible. As he laid in bed, leaving the logistics of things to Anneliese because of his exhaustion…

People are fickle, Argrave thought. But I guess I like them.


Chapter 48

“You said we would rest,” noted Durran, though he did not complain as he put the white books written by Garm back into his backpack. He fumbled a little on account of his missing fingers, which made Argrave feel guilt once again.

“We will,” Argrave confirmed, resting off to the side while Galamon packed his things for him, accommodating his weakened state. “We’ll take a nice, long rest—believe me, my legs ache much worse than yours, and I want to rest. But half the damn continent knows or will know we’re in this camp, and I don’t care to be a sitting duck so that Induen or anybody else comes here and ruins my day. We’ll go to a secluded place without any watching eyes.” He turned his gaze to Anneliese. “Speaking of, there’s something I want you to do.”

“Alert Mina, have her get away from Induen,” she guessed.

Argrave smiled. “If only everyone could guess my plans as well as you.”

“That might be a problem, actually.” Durran shook his head. “Might make future deceptions a bit more difficult.”

Argrave chuckled but said nothing.

“Alerting Mina will not take long. Half an hour, perhaps.” She nodded, and her Starsparrow jumped to her finger.

“I’ve already told Orion we’re leaving. He’s to return to the capital, put affairs in order, get some stellar armor for the two of you to wear… and then rejoin us at Kin’s End. I don’t plan on traveling again until I’m fully prepared to defend myself—I’ve earned something of a reputation, and all of my brothers are a bit trigger happy. Moreover, I’ll need a B-rank spell to demonstrate to the Order of the Gray Owl that isn’t blood magic. Ancient, forgotten blood magic, at that. Part of the advancement process to a High Wizard, you see.”

Anneliese seemed the most pleased by this news. She was the one constantly encouraging him to take a rest, and stop using blood magic—now, he promised to do both.

Argrave stood. “I know a place. Small village, maybe six houses. Doesn’t receive travelers often, and the residents leave less often. We pay them a few gold, they’ll shine our shoes and feed us grains, I’m certain—but it’s a safe place to hole up, and that’s all I need.” He looked to Anneliese. “But first…”

“I will send the Starsparrow out,” she finished.

***

“Another day without more deaths, nor registered refugees,” Induen noted, staring down at a document. Mina, standing across from him opposite the desk, tried to read the document upside-down in vain. “It seems we’re doing well.”

It felt strange for Mina to hear the words ‘we’ coming from the crown prince of the Kingdom of Vasquer. She could not deny she had been dreadfully apprehensive about this task that Argrave had given her. Rumors of the crown prince’s temper and cruel tendencies persisted in every territory from the Parbon Margravate in the far south to the vast forests of the Archduchy of Corsare, furthest north in Vasquer.

Mina could not deny that Prince Induen was brilliant. She had spent near two weeks with him by this point, tending to the refugee and plague problem in Veden and beyond. He had a natural affinity for management and rulership. He was adept at predicting how people would act, and how to force people to act. He had an astonishing aptitude with numbers, and anything that entered his memory did not leave it. He could keep track of innumerable factors at once, always maintaining a full picture of any scenario and thereby generating a solution that matched.

But the prince was limited. Sorely limited.

Induen only knew fear and punishment. He would prefer to uproot a dying plant and put something new in its place instead of simply changing the way it was tended to. There were no half-measures with him. Though he could see the merit in other methods, and could apply them if pressed, he never went for bloodless solutions. Part of it was habit, Mina suspected.

The other part… she supposed he simply enjoyed ruthless methods more.

“The disease doesn’t subside,” Mina noted. “We have to keep working at it until people start to get better.”

Thus far, she had managed to avoid his temper by staying business-like. Despite the rumors of his temper, he did not lash out at her when she suggested other methods. She wondered if they were overexaggerated, or if she was simply doing something right.

“You’re right. The disease doesn’t subside,” Induen said. “Same phrase, different meaning. Those that catch it won’t lose it. It’s a permanent affliction, this waxpox.” Induen stood up straight until he towered over Mina. “That’s why they must be killed. It’s the only solution—surely you see that?”

“You have no evidence for that,” she pushed back. Something golden moved in the corner of her eye, but she didn’t dare glance away from Induen.

“There has been not one report of a single recovery,” Induen noted, half-mockingly. “But indeed, I have no evidence they will not recover. I suppose we must wait for everyone to fall sick and die before we take action? Surely one of them will recover…” he laughed.

As he reared back his head in laughter, Mina caught sight of another golden flash. She dared glance away, whereupon she spotted a beautiful golden bird by the window. She was prepared to dismiss it from her mind, too occupied with the temperamental prince to pay attention to a pretty sparrow. Then, she thought back.

That’s Anneliese’s bird, she noted. And as her eyes tracked it, she noticed its action were far too deliberate in drawing her attention to be those of a simple-minded creature.

“I must visit the privy,” Mina declared, standing up.

Induen stared down at her. “A very unladylike declaration,” he derided. “Why do you tell me? Just go.”

Mina did not need to be told more than once. She kept herself from sprinting only because of her company. She opened the door, passing by the royal guards Induen had stationed outside, and entered the courtyard of the castle. She made to a secluded place, whereupon she glanced up at the sky, waiting.

The bird appeared before her as though it had always been there, and Mina’s head jumped back involuntarily. Once the bird settled on her arm, staring up at her, she questioned in a low whisper, “Argrave succeeded?”

The bird nodded—it was a rather adorable action, Mina thought, but the topic was too serious for her to act upon it. The reason that the waxpox had not spread at all the past while was because Argrave had stopped it, she was certain.

“I can go?” she confirmed in paranoia, to which the bird nodded again.

At that, Mina took a deep breath and sighed. “Tell Argrave that his debt is tenfold what he imagined,” she told the bird. Maybe it was her imagination, but it looked amused before simply vanishing. It must’ve been some sort of magical bird, she suspected.

Where to go? Mina mused. I’ll not stick around here once Induen learns the news. Argrave will surely be leaving.

As the answer came to her, she took a deep breath. South. The Margravate, perhaps. Safest place, I’m sure.

With no further thought, she left.

***

Orion gazed out at the refugee camp. Though the people afflicted with the waxpox still persisted… it caused no more deaths. The steady trickle of refugees seeking his blessing thinned every day. And though he was less busy because of it… he was glad to be less busy.

A convoy had already left, bearing many of his instructions and messages for people at the capital in Dirracha. Soon enough, he would be joining them. Though he had put it out of his mind while focusing on this task… there was much for him to learn of. He knew naught of this rebellion beyond the fact that it existed. Yet rebelling against the divine-anointed royal family… this matter must be resolved.

Yet followers of the faith were not meant to slaughter followers of the faith. He saw no way to proceed without bloodshed. And yet… Argrave might. He had some of Elenore’s cleverness when she had been younger and more vibrant, not crippled as she was now. He still did not understand why she had to be harmed in such a way, yet it was his father’s decree.

Orion would tend to the duties as a Prince of Vasquer and consult his brother Argrave for advice. His family was the most important thing to him. All of his many parents, his brothers, his sister… yet they were not without issue. They might be mended.

Someone stepped up to Orion as he was lost in thought and knelt before him. He wore heavy burlap robes, mud stained and battered by fast travel.

“My prince,” the man said, panting.

“What is it?” Orion questioned, not ungently.

The man held his hands up, not daring to look at his face. He held a parchment, some minor enchantments on its surface protecting it—standard practice of the royal family’s messages. Orion took it.

“From Prince Induen, if it please you. I deliver this to you on his behalf.”

Orion pulled free the binding with his big fingers, then read through the document. It took him a long time to read through it all, yet once he did, he lowered it and helped the man before him to stand.

“My brother sent you?” Orion questioned, his tone cold. He gripped the man by the shoulders so firmly he seemed liable to pop.

The man looked scared, but he answered, “Yes, my prince, yes he did.”

“Why is he in Veden? Why does he wish to see me?” Orion demanded.

“As to that… I-I could not say, my prince,” the man said hastily. “I am but a servant to the Count Elgar of Veden. One of Induen’s royal knights pulled me aside, demanded I deliver this.”

Orion narrowed his eyes. “Did you see my brother himself?”

“Y-yes, my prince. He has been in Veden for some time, now, dealing with the influx of refugees and preventing its spread. My prince,” the man added once again, as a show of respect.

Orion finally released the man’s shoulders. He patted him on the shoulders. “You were a good man to bring this to me,” he commended loudly. “Here. Take this.”

He shoved five gold coins into the man’s hand, and then stepped around him without another word.

Orion had a bright smile on his face, white teeth barely showing past his black beard. Induen, of all my brothers, helping to curb the plague? I knew I was not misguided. I knew the gods had a plan for all of us. I must tell him of Magnus, and of Argrave’s triumph. It is not too late for our family.


Chapter 49

Argrave set down his backpack and sat in the guest bed that had been offered to them. Dust jumped up off it, but Argrave could hardly be bothered by dust anymore considering all that he’d endured. Anneliese sneezed—he thought it was a cute sound, and Argrave found himself staring at her.

She wiped away her nose, oblivious to him as she examined the room. “Unused for a time… yet it seems sturdy enough that I have no worries. The people here hate me. Me and Galamon, I suppose. They only allowed us to stay because of our generous payment… and our weapons.”

Hearing that made Argrave frown. “There’s perhaps twenty people in this town, and they go to a big city maybe once a year,” he reasoned. “I suppose elves are as mythical and as feared as dragons to them. Nothing will bother us, here. We can rest and recuperate. Enjoy an idyllic life… for a couple weeks, maybe.”

They were in the largest house in this small town. The only resident was an old widow, whose children had all left the village or built houses of their own elsewhere. Durran and Galamon had their own room just nearby. The widow was the only one who didn’t seem to be highly suspicious of his elven companions.

Argrave’s Brumesingers started to sneeze, too, and he laughed.

“Perhaps we should dust up,” Anneliese suggested.

“Absolutely.” Argrave rose to his feet.

Once Argrave began cleaning again, he remembered how much he enjoyed doing it. He was very methodical in his approach, and before long the place was noticeably brighter, freed from a blanket of gray lying atop it. Once that was done, the two of them sat there on the bed in silence.

“Only crickets, endless plains of winter grass in most directions… No noises, no distractions,” Anneliese mused. “I like places like this.”

Argrave thought about it, soaking in the quietude. “It does have its charms,” he conceded. “But I still like big cities the best. Constant noise, always drowning things out, distracting.” He paused, taking in the sounds… or lack thereof, he supposed. In time, his gaze found Anneliese again. “Of course, if you’re with me… that’s a constant distraction. Can’t stop my eyes from wandering to you.”

Anneliese scoffed half-heartedly and looked at him with affection. No—there was something a little bit more intense than just affection between them. He took off one glove and put a hand to her cheek. It wandered across her cheeks, her lips, and then down her neck until her hand rose up to meet his. She held it close to her chest.

“It’s nice and quiet,” Argrave said. “And we have plenty of time.” His fingers fiddled with a strap on her leather armor.

“Argrave…” she said quietly, yet there was some nervous excitement in her voice. Her amber eyes stayed fixed on his hand.

“I know we agreed it was a bad idea… but sometimes I’d like to have a bad idea. Or two,” he said suggestively.

Her eyes finally lifted from his hand to his eyes. “You are unwell.”

“I’m perfectly capable.” Argrave stared back at her.

Anneliese held his gaze for a long time, as though deliberating on something. With a swallow, she said quietly, “I think… it should be fine, now. It is a safe time.”

Argrave raised a brow. “Yeah?”

“Yes.” Anneliese nodded, leaning closer to him. She took her hand off of his and moved it toward him.

“Music to my ears,” he whispered, before leaning in to meet her. It was a gentle and soft kiss. They slowly fell back into the bed, growing more emboldened in every passing second. Their hands wandered naturally, completely in-tune with each other now as they always were.

Indeed, it was a quiet night. Galamon took Durran out of the house, ensuring they remained on the porch with the old widow. Argrave’s Brumesingers curled in the corner of the room, the Starsparrow using them like a nest. And like that, it became a night without distractions.

***

The morning came as it always did. There were no windows in the room they’d been given, but Argrave felt things were a little brighter nonetheless. His Brumesingers curled around the Starsparrow, shielding it from the elements. Their fur was a dark gray, now—the creatures had eaten many souls without an excessive expenditure. The bird nested in their fur as though it was natural.

Argrave stared down at Anneliese, half-covered in their blanket as she leaned up against him. The blanket could not fully cover either of them and the bed was a bit too small for Argrave… yet despite these annoyances, he felt well-rested. Maybe she had already been awake, or maybe they were simply in-tune, but Anneliese lifted her head up to look at him. Despite the exhaustion in their eyes, it seemed like neither could stop themselves from smiling, both grinning like fools.

“Good morning,” Anneliese greeted him.

“That’s never been truer,” Argrave agreed.

She chuckled and buried her face on his chest. Argrave stroked her long white hair, enjoying her warmth in the early morning chill. He was tired. It was a good exhaustion, though.

“We cannot make a habit of this,” she said, voice muffled. “As much as I want to.”

Argrave looked up at the ceiling, sighing with a knowing disappointment. “Are you sure about that? I’m good with my tongue, you know.”

“Of course I know.” Anneliese nodded, ignorant of his implication. “But your words will not persuade me, no matter how good you are at talking. A child would be… Not now.” she sighed.

Argrave stared at the ceiling blankly. “Part of me is glad you misunderstood that.”

Anneliese raised her head, brows furrowed in confusion. As she thought more, her face grew tomato red, and Argrave started to laugh. It echoed off the walls of the wooden cabin they stayed in, and Anneliese poked him in the ribs, demanding he be quiet.

***

Nikoletta of Monticci stopped before a door. She was garbed in the enchanted leather armor heirloom of her house, a blue swordfish emblazoned on the breastplate. Her obsidian black hair was neatly bound in a ponytail, and her bright pink eyes betrayed some nervousness. Her hand hovered near the ring to pull the door open, and she took a deep breath to compose herself before grabbing and pulling it open resolutely.

A few people she recognized turned to look at Nikoletta as she entered into the room. Two people bore red hair—one, the armored Margrave Reinhardt, and two, his son, Elias of Parbon. Parbon’s court mage, Helmuth, stood nearby, alongside several other vassals to the margrave.

Nikoletta entered confidently, and her escort of knights entered just behind her. She strode up right before the margrave.

“Margrave Reinhardt,” she greeted.

“Young lady Nikoletta.” Reinhardt nodded curtly, his ruby eyes steady.

She looked around, then said, “My father has decided to remain at Mateth and resume rule.”

Margrave Reinhardt nodded. “Enrico wants you to gain experience in diplomacy. A good man, your father.”

Though Reinhardt was fully correct in saying so, Nikoletta did not betray that. She looked at Elias… yet did not see what she was expecting to see.

One of his eyes had gone completely brown. It was glossy, resembling wax. A streak of the waxpox rose up from his neck, onto his cheek, and into his eye. The eye did not seem capable of moving any longer. His one good red eye caught her reaction and looked sad.

“Elias… what…?” Nikoletta questioned guiltily.

“I caught the waxpox,” Elias informed her curtly. “Lost my sight in one eye.”

Reinhardt turned away, clearly frustrated by the whole situation. Helmuth, Parbon’s court mage, with whirling violet eyes that seemed unnatural, contributed, “The disease has stopped its spread. There was something mystical about it—something unnatural. Yet now it is gone, in Elias and in everyone. The disease does not spread to others anymore.”

Reinhardt turned quickly and said in frustration, “But too late to spare my son.”

“Leave it, Father,” he directed. Reinhardt looked surprised at his son’s tone, but he said nothing more on the matter.

Nikoletta’s gaze jumped between the two of them, looking where to proceed.

Before she could say anything, the margrave said, “Argrave… left… my castle, heading to the northwest of Vasquer to end the plague.” Reinhardt put his hands on his hips. “Given what Helmuth described… he may have succeeded.” He looked to Nikoletta. “Your father agreed Argrave must be secured before winter’s end. But what of the other matter, this engagement?”

Nikoletta winced as she recalled confessing to her father after his revelation from the margrave. She dared not confess the reason, but she had informed him that she’d done so to avoid getting married. And now…

“My father decided… to proceed with the engagement, at least until the war’s conclusion,” Nikoletta said, crossing her arms. “It will be surface-level alone and broken once the continent is at peace. Gaining support now is the most important.”

“Can you persuade Argrave of that?” the margrave questioned. “He said he would never compromise for this Anneliese.”

Nikoletta considered that. She had known right away that Argrave was attracted to the snow elf from the distant continent of Veiden, yet she never imagined things would progress to this point. The words ‘never compromise’ made her feel strangely lesser and diminished her confidence.

Yet Nikoletta’s temperance won through, and she said, “I think I am best suited for persuading him of everyone.”

The margrave nodded. “You have a history of protecting him, and you are cousins. He may trust you. I have a history of…” He shook his head, leaving the next part unspoken. “Elias, Nikoletta. You two will find Argrave, and you will tell him we wish to have him as our claimant against Vasquer. You will bring him back to the Margravate that we might discuss this in further detail.”

“I still have unfinished business in Elbraille,” Elias protested.

“I will handle the duchess and her corruption. Now that I know of it, I will see it done, son,” Reinhardt informed him simply. Elias looked discontented, but he did quiet down. “Will you visit your fiancée?” he asked.

Elias looked away at once. “Not until the metalsmiths forge the mask I asked for. I would not have her see me like this.”

“She’s to see it eventually, son,” Reinhardt said frustratedly. “She’s to be your wife.”

Elias looked away, saying nothing. Both looked too pained to press the matter further.

“All we know is that Argrave is in the northwest, though only by what he said to me…” Reinhardt said, moving past the matter. “I sent Stain ahead with some trusted men to find out more details. He’s proven rather adept at that. Elias has Stain’s location—once you have his information, you will be on your own.”

“If we can’t find Argrave?” Nikoletta asked. “He’s proven time and time again that if he doesn’t wish to be found, he won’t be.”

The margrave deliberated, stepping away in his heavy metal armor. “Just find him,” he said, betraying that he had no plan beyond that. “Bring him back. With him… we can end things. If we have the savior that stopped the plague on our side, Vasquer’s support will implode… doubly so if it’s revealed Felipe spread the plague personally.”

Nikoletta nodded without much confidence. With that, the margrave left abruptly, armor clanging heavily as he moved. He left, leaving her alone with Elias and both of their knights.

“This might not end perfectly,” Nikoletta said quietly.

“Or at all,” Elias agreed. “Nonetheless… our fathers wish us to do this. Let’s proceed carefully.”


Chapter 50

“I’m sure that she’ll turn up sooner or later, my prince. That child, Mina, she’s…” Count Elgar of Veden shook his head.

Induen tapped his fingers against the dining table, staring Elgar down with his cold blue eyes. The count had golden hair and eyes just as Mina did, yet shared little with her beyond that. Induen did not like him. “Your daughter is missing, yet you don’t seem to care.”

Elgar placed his elbows on the table and clenched his hands together. “She’s been doing that since she was very young, my prince. She’ll disappear for days, sometimes weeks on end. Typically, I need only send a message to Duke Enrico—she always heads there, the foolish girl. I apologize for her discourtesy.”

Induen narrowed his eyes. Though anger was there, something else marred his features more—confusion, perhaps, or curiosity. “You’ve not sent her away?”

Elgar raised a brow. “Why would I do that, my prince?”

“Stupidity, maybe,” Induen mused, leaning back in the chair and scratching his temple. Count Elgar clenched his jaw tightly at the insinuation yet did not rise to combat it. “Do you hate your daughter, I wonder?”

Elgar furrowed his brows. “Who would hate their child?”

“Well, my father, for one. He never liked me much. I killed his wife, you know. The whole childbirth incident,” Induen pointed out. Both looked serious, but then Induen started to laugh. “Joking, joking. Of course. Of course,” Induen smiled widely.

“Mina is missing, Prince Induen. I don’t know what else to tell you,” Elgar stated once again, leaving no room for argument.

Induen leaned back in and slammed his hand against the table. “Yet you send not a single knight to look for her?”

Elgar stared back. “I have explained my reasonings. That girl had wasted enough resources in frivolous searches throughout her whole life. The waxpox still abounds, and I’ll not have my guards contract it in a fruitless quest to collect her.”

Induen’s gaze was cold and dead. Elgar swallowed as they stared at each other, alone in the dining hall. Just then, the great double doors burst open. Induen turned his head, surprised. The confidence in his posture veritably withered away as his eyes widened.

“Brother!” Orion shouted out cheerily, moving toward Induen with long strides. The prince wore thin casual clothes, rich and black, yet even still he made the formidable Induen look small.

Induen rose to his feet and stepped back, placing the chair between himself and his brother. “Orion. Why are you… here?”

Orion pushed the chair aside with his foot and embraced Induen. The elder prince’s face visibly contorted in displeasure and anxiety, and his hands hovered a fair distance away as though he feared to touch his brother.

Prince Orion pushed away, holding Induen by the shoulders. “I’ve heard of what you’ve been doing here. Working with the sick, stopping the plague from spreading… I cannot describe the joy that welled within once I heard of it. It brought tears to my eyes. And seeing outside… you have done so well.”

Induen swallowed. He never knew what to say when he talked with Orion. He always did his best to avoid his younger brother. He never felt older when they spoke. He always felt deeply uncomfortable, almost belittled, after any interaction with him. Induen tried to avoid his father, too, though never for the same reasons.

“How did you get in?” Count Elgar inquired. “I did not hear the guards open the gate.”

Orion released Induen and turned, expression and tone cold. “I climbed the walls. I trust this is no problem, Count Elgar. The royal family is not barred from anywhere in the lands of Vasquer, and I wished to visit with my brother. On that note… give us some time,” he directed the count curtly.

The count looked as disconcerted as Induen felt. He gave a stiff bow and made to leave. Orion’s stern gaze followed his every step, making the count hurry. He shut the doors behind him. As though his sternness was a façade, he turned to Induen happily.

“I wished to speak with you direly! Of course, I always enjoy speaking with my family, yet now it was especially so—there is so much to speak of, so much to do. It has been too long since we last spoke, brother. We must change that in the future.”

“Why are you here?” Induen reiterated insistently.

Orion raised a brow. “You wished me to come, did you not? Ah, but even if you did not, I wished to talk to you. Let us begin…” Orion pulled a chair back and sat, facing away from the table. “…with the more dire news. Our brother, Magnus, was murdered in cold blood.”

Induen took a mental note of everything Orion said and stepped forth cautiously. “So close to you, I hear,” he said, implying negligence.

“I know,” Orion said, and at once broke into tears. He placed his elbow on his knee as his hand supported his face, tears of molten silver pouring between the cracks of his fingers. “I was foolish. My brother died not minutes away from me, and I was entirely ignorant. The thought will haunt me for time eternal.”

Induen watched the molten silver tears smoke and burn the count’s carpet once they fell. His brother’s strange tendencies and constant oddities were a large part of Induen’s discomfort at his presence.

“But I am near sure we have caught his killers,” Orion continued, voice now filled with an icy anger. “Foul things persisted in the wetlands. I have finally ventured deep within them, and I have discovered the truth of the fall of the archduchy.” Orion rose up. “Foul beings with vengeance in their hearts wreaked havoc across the wetlands… and then, the entire continent. Their magic killed Magnus, I am sure of it. But I killed them. Killed them all to the last. Extinguished them with my bare hands.”

Induen stared at Orion’s hands as he clenched them into fists.

“This plague… the heretics of the wetlands caused it,” Orion growled. “Thousands of lives burnt, scarred, or simply withered away entirely by their revolting rage. But I— No, that is not fair to say. Argrave recognized this! Argrave put a stop to the plague!”

Prince Induen’s vision swirled. “What?” he asked, low and insistent.

“Perhaps you’ve noticed the spread has ceased,” Orion ventured. “Argrave found out the root cause. He heralded a traitor, used her to put an end to this virulent vendetta! And now, the disease will never spread again!”

“What are you talking about?” Induen demanded, voice tense.

Orion held his hands out. “A non-believer and would-be slaughterer called the Plague Jester harnessed the power of the wetland gods to conjure and spread this plague all across the land. Argrave tore this information from the hands of an enemy, and then led a crusade forth by my side to vanquish the enemy.”

“Vanquish the enemy?” Induen laughed twice. His vision was all white as myriad emotions assaulted him from the news. Before he realized it, he was stepping away from Orion, heading to where he and Mina had planned out their tackling of the plague.

As soon as it was brought up, Induen knew it had to be true. The fact that the waxpox had not spread at all in a week was such a bizarre thing. It had struck him as odd the first day he’d seen it. He thought it mere luck… yet this strange happening persisted. He remembered wondering if, perhaps, Mina had been right all along. He wondered if he could rule in this manner.

He made it to Mina’s study and leaned out across the balcony, gazing out at all of the work he’d put in the past few weeks. Innumerable tents, messages, edicts, all to curb the plague… and all of it overshadowed by Argrave’s grand achievement. All of his efforts entirely wasted. He would receive nothing in return for it. No recognition. No praise.

Mina, Induen reflected. She’s Argrave’s friend. And now she’s gone. She was strangely insistent I stay here.

Induen gripped the stone railing tightly enough to hurt his hands. He turned back to the desk, over which he and Mina had drafted out plans for days on end. He stepped to the table, fists clenched, wishing to take his anger out on something.

It was all a lie, he thought, his breathing heavy. But then he paused. He looked at a half-finished piece of writing, and then reflected.

No… no, something is off, his mind noted. She worked as hard as I did. She was desperately attempting to stop the plague in Veden and beyond. Those were not the actions of someone who knew it was to end. Induen lifted his head, his breathing growing steady. And her departure… it was soon before Orion arrived. None saw her leave, and even her father is ignorant.

What’s more… I was never informed of this victory. Elenore has eyes everywhere—if she wished to inform me urgently, she could. She wanted me to return to the capital just weeks ago, now she keeps me ignorant?

Induen turned his head back as Orion entered the room once more. Induen took slow, steady steps toward him.

“Induen… what’s wrong? Why did you storm off so?”

“You said I wanted to see you earlier,” Induen said, his voice surprisingly calm. “What gave you that impression?”

Orion raised his brows, then thought back. “You sent a messenger to the northwest, no?”

Induen smiled. “Me, personally, or someone under my command?”

“Someone under your command,” Orion reflected, brows furrowed. “I believe… a royal knight, the man said.”

Induen took a deep breath, his smile widening. He laughed in revelation. Everything seemed to fit together so well. “I see. I see. Yes, I see it now,” he said, and then began laughing once more.

Orion looked confused. “Did you not?”

“Oh, I did,” Induen lied heartily, for the first time feeling glad of his brother’s presence. His sister had likely deliberately sent Orion here to rattle him, make him emotional… make him do something impulsive. “Tell me, do you know where Argrave is heading?”

Orion answered proudly, “After I head to Dirracha, I intend to petition my father for legitimization. Regardless of the result, we planned on meeting him at Kin’s End. He has asked I deliver some armor and weaponry to his companions—I intend on outfitting them with equipment from the royal armory.”

Induen pursed his lips at the mention of legitimization. “Petition Father, hmm? Well, ending the plague is a meritorious achievement, well worthy of something like that.”

“I am pleased you agree,” Orion concurred happily. “He is a changed man. A B-rank mage, seeking to become a High Wizard of the Order… Him and his fiancée. A lovely woman, his companion. Incredibly smart, resourceful. True love blossoms between them.”

Induen raised his brows, and then stepped up to Orion. He prodded his chest twice. “I’ll tell you what. Father has been quite upset at your absence, you know—I suspect he will not be so pleased if you come back to the capital and then leave so quickly.” Induen stepped away, retrieving a document. “I will give my magic signature to a document advising Argrave be legitimized. While you persuade Father, comfort him with your presence… I will deliver the royal armory’s equipment to Argrave.”

Orion frowned. “Yet I promised I would meet Argrave there.”

“You can.” Induen held his finger out. “But I’d like to meet him first, let me tell him how proud I am. I think it would be best you spend a fair amount of time at Dirracha with Father. Even if he doesn’t say so, he sorely misses you.”

“Certainly, if it’s only a few days, I am sure Argrave would not mind if our meeting is delayed… Doubly so if you explain things…” Orion took a deep breath.

“Oh, and tell no one. Absolutely no one,” Induen coaxed quietly. “I wish to surprise our dear brother. A surprising reunion is all the more joyful, no? Like this reunion. Surprising, joyful, and very, very enlightening… about the true nature of my family members.”

Orion looked pleased. “That sounds like a wonderful plan, Induen.”

“Come here,” Induen said, initiating a hug for the first time he could recall. As his head rested beside Orion’s, he smiled.

He thought back to Mina’s words.

A well-maintained tool performs a task all the better.


Chapter 51

The time that Argrave spent with his companions in the village without a name was probably the happiest Argrave had ever been in Berendar. Though the food was exceedingly simple, their neighbors were unhappy at their presence, and the days were cold and stiff, he’d never known finer company than those he traveled with. Being in life-or-death situations made their trust unbreakable, their honesty comforting, and their presence easing.

Durran practiced with Galamon, trying to adapt to only having a forefinger and thumb on his left hand. When that wasn’t happening, the tattooed tribal delved into books. Of late, he seemed to be inspired about something—he spent a particularly long amount of time focusing on previously untouched necromantic spell books written by Garm. Argrave was somewhat concerned, but he trusted Durran was a good enough person to use necromancy wisely.

Anneliese and Argrave focused on their magic studies. She was half-tutor, half-peer, and Argrave learned much and more studying with her. Never once did it feel like a chore. Indeed, it felt like a blessing, probably because they’d been enduring deadly struggles for weeks on end. Or maybe the blessing was simply the fact he got to spend time with Anneliese.

His study into a particular spell bore fruit after a while.

An invisible tempest swirling in Argrave’s hands splayed the grass flat against the ground. He held his hands out, and the power freed itself. The wind took visible form, though it was like a pane of glass against grass. It was the shape of an armored knight holding a gargantuan tower shield perhaps eight feet tall. The knight braced, then swung the shield from left to right with tremendous force.

Wind split through the vast plain ahead of him with tremendous force. Grass and the dirt in the tempest’s path were both torn asunder, upturned by the seemingly indomitable force pushing past. In only a few seconds, a vast area of wintry grass had simply been removed, much of the dirt beneath it similarly uprooted. The knight vanished, yet the wind kept traveling across the plains before them, splaying the grass flat and slowly losing power.

“Heheh…” Argrave raised his hand to his mouth, hiding a smile as he giggled. Dirt and grass peppered the area of ahead of them. “Good gods.”

“Quite a potent wind spell,” Anneliese remarked, standing with arms crossed behind Argrave.

“Compared to most of the other B-rank spells of different elements… it might be a little less potent.” Argrave nodded. “My [Pavise Gale] wouldn’t do near as much damage as the [Icebound Twinblades] you used at the Marred Hallowed Grounds. The strongest point is the initial swing of the pavise, and after, it weakens by the second.” Argrave turned his head back to her and walked up. “But it’s a lot cheaper than most B-rank spells, it can protect me while it’s active, it forces foes away from me, and it’s fitting when you consider I still have that ring that augments wind spells I got at Jast. Moreover, I intend on keeping my tried-and-true strategy.”

Anneliese tilted her head. “And what is that?”

“Sword and shield,” Argrave said. “Keep my opponents away with one hand, while I conjure [Electric Eels] with the other to do concentrated bursts of attack. Lightning magic is precise and deadly. Most other spells are more… wide range. I might cause more devastation if I use innumerable powerful fire, ice, or earth spells, but I can learn those later. For now, this is highly efficient.”

“And what of B-rank lightning magic? [Electric Eel] is still C-rank,” Anneliese noted.

Argrave put his hand to his chin. “They exist, certainly. You’ve learned some.” He pointed to her. “They’re the deadliest I could learn barring blood magic, but…”

“None are as precise as [Electric Eel],” she finished.

Argrave nodded. “Yeah. I can direct eight eels to attack different targets, and they do so with pinpoint accuracy. No collateral damage, either. Spells like the B-rank [Cloudborn Chain] are incredibly long-range and uncomfortably fast, yet it can only strike one target, whereupon the electricity spreads out for a short distance,” Argrave summarized. “Very deadly, but lacking versatility.”

Anneliese took a deep breath and sighed.

“What’s the matter?” Argrave stepped forth.

Anneliese looked at him with sad eyes. “We’re to be facing foes capable of spells like that in the future.”

Argrave raised his hand to her face and brushed aside a strand of her long white hair. “Our armor is better than you might think. And the whole reason I had you get the Starsparrow was so that we can scout ahead, avoid fights entirely. The only way I see us losing against most normal opponents is if we’re ambushed.”

“Our own capability does not diminish danger entirely. One misstep… one ambush unforeseen… that is all it takes to meet the end. And the likelihood of that is greater now that you are a target of public interest. You are known as a contributor in stopping the plague. A hero to some, yet a target to others… others, who…” She shook her head. “I apologize. It is not like me to be rattled so.”

Argrave took her into his arms at once. “I hear you,” he said, chin resting gently atop her head. “And I worry too, believe me—I don’t have to tell you. I can’t deny I want to stay in this little village with you, living happily until we expire.” Argrave shook his head. “But there’s a big obstacle to that in the shape of a world-ender… and a bunch of little obstacles along the way. We’ve got stupid people grasping for power at the wrong time, ancient evils waking up, and a whole lot of chores to do before we can rest.”

Anneliese laughed quietly into his shoulder. “I cannot picture how you managed that all this time.”

He finally pulled away and held her face before his. “I think you do. Because you’re doing it too, now. You have been for a while. We’re racing headlong to oblivion—whether we stop it or embrace it, I guess we’ll figure out.”

***

Durran was so engrossed in reading on the house’s porch that he did not hear Argrave approach. Naturally, the opportunity was not wasted—Argrave crept up behind him and grasped his shoulders suddenly and fiercely. Durran cried out and thrust his elbow at Argrave’s face in reflex. With a step back, the elbow whizzed by his face, and Argrave stood there laughing.

“You mother…” Durran held his hand to his face, then eventually joined Argrave in laughter. “Good gods. Next time, I won’t miss, you know.”

“We’ll see.” Argrave stepped forth and sat beside Durran. “You’ve been working hard lately,” he noted.

“Well, it’s hard to stand about twiddling my thumbs when everyone else is working night and day. I blame you freaks.” Durran shook his head. He picked up the book he’d thrown aside after the scare. He was still a bit rattled, and he took some time to calm himself, cursing at Argrave.

“But, uh… necromancy?” Argrave noted the book’s cover. Though still a low-rank necromantic spell, it was necromancy nonetheless. The spell Durran read only allowed him to take notice of spirits—harmless, ostensibly, but it was a gateway spell.

“Yeah. Had some plans for a couple people that I dislike.” Durran nodded.

Argrave laughed, knowing he was joking. “Orion might not go down so easily.”

“We’ll see,” Durran repeated Argrave’s earlier claim. “Anybody dies if you drop something heavy enough from a high place. Get a wyvern…” He finally broke into laughter, unable to keep a straight face.

“But seriously,” Argrave cut into the amusement. “Why now? You avoided the stuff earlier.”

Durran scratched beneath his chin. He hadn’t shaved recently, and stubble had formed. “Well… seeing the Corpse Puppeteer, that whole scenario, really got me thinking. That was power. Incontrovertible power. Beyond that, I thought…” Durran raised up his left hand. “Maybe there’s some freaky magic I could pull.”

“Freaky magic?” Argrave raised a brow.

“You know. Reanimate fingers, sew them back on.” Durran waved his left hand about. “I even asked Galamon if he’d be willing to donate.”

Argrave stared at him in awe.

“What? He’d be fine overnight,” Durran said defensively. “Maybe I could give back some blood, I don’t know. Whatever.” He shook his head. “His fingers were too big, anyway, and things don’t work that way. They’d either wriggle at their own will if I gave them souls, or stay stiff if I didn’t, and neither suit my needs.”

Argrave wrung his hands together uncomfortably, acutely aware of the fact he had fingers. “Like I told you… we can make an early trip to Vysenn. Forget fingers, you can regrow entire legs if you head out there,” Argrave advised.

“Forget it. I don’t need it, and it’s a significant detour.” Durran shook his head. “Whenever you planned to go is when we’ll go.”

“It’s just…” Argrave clenched his hands a bit tighter against each other. “Anneliese told me you got that saving me after I passed out.”

Durran stared ahead. “Doesn’t really matter ‘when.’ It just happened, bottom line. I’m fine with it.”

“Thank you,” Argrave said. “I’m grateful.”

“Better be,” Durran said.

Argrave knew his arrogance was spurred by embarrassment, so he only laughed at the former tribal’s response.

They stared out across the countryside of wintry grass in silence, nothing but the sound of the wind in their ears.

“We’ll be heading to a big city after the Tower of the Gray Owl. Dirracha.” Argrave turned his head.

“Yeah?” Durran met his gaze.

“You deserve a break. I’ll give you some money—do whatever the hell you want, so long as you don’t draw any attention. Significant attention, at least.”

Durran’s eyes brightened. “How much money?”

“More than you’ll need,” Argrave said simply.

Durran smiled. “I do deserve it,” he said, poking his chest. “Maybe I can wash out some of those prayers Orion taught me with good memories.”

“I hope so.” Argrave rose to his feet with a grunt. “I still have to talk with Galamon soon.”

Durran watched Argrave as he walked away. “Trying to have a heart-to-heart with everyone?”

“Yeah.” Argrave stopped. “We leave soon. Maybe I’ll talk with him on the road.”

Durran put his elbows on his knees. “I feel less special.”

Argrave chuckled, then walked away.

***

They spent a total of two weeks at the isolated, sparsely populated village on the edge of the northwest. It might’ve been shorter, but the stay was extended by Argrave’s studies into magic, as casting a few B-rank spells consequently delayed the rate at which he was able to repay the debt to Erlebnis. He dared not leave before he was certain he was capable of defending himself and his companions to the best of his ability.

Argrave felt he was snowballing. Becoming black-blooded was no minor thing, and the edge it gave him over others made itself known day by day. Already he had more actual magic than Anneliese, despite the fact she was both several years older and had been at B-rank longer than he had. At A-rank, their next objective in terms of personal power, magic capacity did not matter—it was more about knowledge, talent, and comprehension, all three of which Anneliese had in spades. She knew infinitely more spells at each rank than he did. He planned their route around that.

And so, after the ample amounts of rest and preparation they’d undergone, the four of them departed in the early morning, saying their goodbyes only to the widow who had generously allowed them to stay for a minor payment. Emboldened and well-rested, they headed toward the Tower of the Gray Owl cautiously. The titanic building became visible very quickly, serving as an easy landmark to guide their travels.

For some reason, Argrave felt a sense of paranoia during the whole trip. He had been happy these past two weeks—it was well past time for the other shoe to drop.

He’d be sure to catch it.


Chapter 52

Though Argrave had claimed he would have a heart-to-heart with Galamon… the task proved considerably more difficult once he actually found himself riding his horse next to the elven vampire as they traveled in a relatively safe area.

“Don’t bother,” Galamon said, riding his horse diligently. “No need to make sure I’m fine.”

Argrave pulled his horse up to Galamon. He was starting to learn to ride horses better, yet he still found himself lacking when compared to the experienced rider that was Galamon. Argrave would assume that his companion would ride infrequently, being as large as he was, but apparently such was not the case.

“You heard what I said to Durran, then? Not fond of a heart-to-heart?” Argrave questioned, riding closer.

Galamon looked to him for a moment, his glance alone confirming what Argrave asked.

After deliberating for a long while, he finally constructed something he was relatively sure would work. “Have you thought about what you’re going to do once I cure your vampirism?”

Galamon finally kept his gaze on Argrave. His white eyes betrayed little, doubly so beneath his helmet, but eventually he let out the lightest of chuckles.

“It depends on whether my ten-year period of servitude is up,” he said.

Argrave laughed. “I’d very nearly forgotten about that,” he admitted. “I don’t really know what you like to do, though. I don’t know what you want out of life.”

“I am simple.” Galamon shook his head.

“Simple how?” Argrave pressed, lowering his head as they passed beneath bare branches. Winter was past its prime, and the hibernating trees seemed to be a little livelier. Perhaps, in time, leaves would adorn them once more.

Galamon slowed his horse to pass by a treacherous part of the terrain. “All I’ve ever wanted… is to do something decent that secures my family’s future, and then retire with them.” Galamon took a deep breath and sighed. “The people around me always made me do more. Demanded more of me. First Dras, now you.”

Argrave looked vaguely uncomfortable. “I didn’t mean to…”

“I’m fine with it,” Galamon assured at once. “I am proud of what I’ve done. I just never planned to do it.” Galamon stroked the side of his horse’s neck to comfort it. “Veid charts my fate. If this is what she decided for me, I will rise to meet the task.”

Argrave nodded, thinking more on what Galamon said. “Why do you have so much faith in Veid?”

Galamon considered that. “My parents taught me to.”

Argrave had not been expecting such a simple answer.

“You’re dissatisfied?” Galamon noted. “I fought in war after war alongside Dras. That tested my faith time and time again. After I… contracted vampirism, I wandered Berendar. My faith was challenged constantly. No challenge ever bested that faith my parents instilled in me.” Galamon examined his gauntleted hands as they clenched the reins. “I know other gods are real. I have seen the ways of other people. And what I concluded… is that I love the Veidimen. I love our ways. I am partial to my kind—I wish to see them prosper before others, I will admit it. And Veid… she protects those I love. Such is her sole purpose. She molded our society, our people, our ways. And so I love Veid.”

Argrave always had some difficulty understanding Galamon as a person. Now, though… now, he felt like he got a glimpse into the man he truly was. He hadn’t intended to, but it happened nonetheless. This might be the most Galamon had talked about himself before.

“I respect you,” Argrave said plainly. “And I admire you. I wouldn’t be here if not for you—not just because you saved my life. You were a model for persistence.”

Galamon nodded. “I’m glad. I try.”

Argrave bit his lip, deliberating on whether or not he should say something. Eventually, he asked, “How would you feel if I supported Orion?”

Galamon’s mouth noticeably tightened. “Supported?” he questioned.

“I think he can be a genuinely good person… if he has the right influence. As it is now, his family life… it’s part of the reason he is who he is.” Argrave rubbed his hands together. “Instead of a crusader, maybe I can make him a proselytizer. A peaceful proselytizer,” he posited.

“Can you?” Galamon asked sharply.

Argrave sighed. “I don’t know.”

Galamon looked guilty at his sharpness. “I don’t like him. I think he’s a danger to the Veidimen. I would sleep easier if he died.”

“You don’t sleep anyway,” Argrave pointed out.

The elven vampire furrowed his brows for half a moment before he caught on and laughed. A laugh from Galamon was a rare and scary thing, so Argrave smiled.

Feeling he should leave on a positive note, Argrave tried to conclude the conversation. “I’m glad you told me honestly,” he told Galamon. “And I’ll take your counsel into mind. Believe me.”

“Hmm,” Galamon only grunted.

“Another day or two of covert travel, we’ll make it to Kin’s End,” Argrave changed the subject. “There, we can get you and Durran better outfitted, get better weapons. From what I remember, you didn’t ask for much, did you?”

“My greatsword is more than enough.” Galamon shook his head. “I asked for replenished enchanted arrows, plus specific armor requests. Durran had the ostentatious orders.”

“Excellent.” Argrave nodded. “Things are looking up. But we’ll proceed carefully, as always. Now more than ever, caution must be the sole thing we trust in. This civil war can be resolved splendidly… and it might just be time for me to step outside of my comfort zone.”

“Meaning?”

“Doing things I’ve never done before. Not in Heroes of Berendar. Creating options that weren’t there for me,” Argrave said plainly. “I’ve caused things to go out of control. That, alone, tells me I have an effect. But if I play things wisely… maybe it won’t be all bad.” Argrave smiled, his gaze distant. “In fact, it might be fantastic.”

***

Argrave and his companions took shelter just behind a hill. Beyond, there was a large town nestled between hills. It was not large in the sense that it was populous—indeed, with rocky terrain and sparse natural resources, it was in an inopportune location, and consequently could not support a large population. Yet the houses and buildings in it were each and all grand and impeccably constructed, and the tall wall around made it seem even formidable.

Anneliese opened her eyes and took a deep breath, while the Starsparrow perched itself on her shoulders. “Alright. I have examined things thoroughly.” She adjusted herself, gathering her bearings after using druidic magic for so long.

“Take your time,” Argrave eased her.

“I spotted Orion’s royal knights. They were standing outside a building, guarding. I presume Orion is within,” she began. “Beyond that, I believe things are as you said. I searched for those wearing the uniform of a High Wizard but found none. I noticed no sizable military force beyond militiamen and guards for important Order buildings.”

Argrave nodded, parsing through what she said. He let his paranoia run rampant as he considered everything he knew about Kin’s End. “Orion’s royal knights?” he said. “Are you sure of this?”

Anneliese paused. Without a word, she cast the druidic spell again and the bird vanished from her shoulder. Argrave waited patiently, and she spoke again after a time.

“They are not those we traveled with, the Waxknights. I…” Guilt flavored her tone, as though ashamed of her lack of awareness.

Argrave took a deep breath and exhaled. “It’s fine. We caught it, and that’s what’s important.” He nodded carefully. “I’d like you to see what you can glean about those within the building. They might still be Orion’s knights—he may have simply changed them out.”

As Anneliese carried out Argrave’s directive, he shared a glance with Durran.

Though Anneliese said nothing for a long while, she eventually contributed, “There is a man within. He looks… he looks somewhat like you. Tall—taller than me, but shorter than you.”

“Blue eyes, and a lithe build,” Argrave finished, recalling Induen’s appearance all too well. “Am I right? Or is he quite skinny? It could be Levin.”

“No… no, your first descriptor was more accurate. He seems a warrior,” Anneliese noted. “Though he is dressed in fine clothes, clearly not meant for battle.”

Argrave took a deep, long breath, obvious questions rushing to his mind at once as he struggled to grasp why Induen might be here. He felt his heart beat a little faster and brushed his cheek that had been wounded by Induen months ago almost by instinct.

“Survey the whole town once more,” Argrave directed her. “The inside of each building, every nook and cranny. Any places ambushers might be.”

“Of course,” Anneliese agreed readily, and then the party settled back into quietude.

Argrave felt anxious, so he rose to his feet and gazed over the hill.

After a much longer time, Anneliese’s bird returned once more. She held her forehead as though pained. “The homes all seemed… ordinary. None were waiting in ambush. There are only four royal knights down there—two without the home, and two within. I cannot speak to the presence of magic users within the town.” She shook her head in regret.

Argrave nodded. “You’ve done enough.” He took a deep breath. “If Induen has no agents in the town beyond the four royal knights with him, he won’t notice if I search the town for magic users so long as I avoid where he is. If he does have more there… A-rank mages, for instance… we cut our losses, move past Kin’s End.”

“Argrave… this is the man that attacked you, right? The man who gave you Foamspire?” Anneliese questioned, and when Argrave nodded, she continued, “Yet he is not dressed to fight… I do not believe he bears a sword, even. Nor does he seem particularly incensed.”

Argrave took her observation into consideration. “Four royal knights… and Induen. That’s…” He rubbed his thumb against his palm.

He could not deny Induen still intimidated him somewhat. Yet the more he thought of it… the more he felt he would be capable of fighting against that. Induen was unarmored—he might have some enchanted items, but spells beyond B-rank did not work well as enchantments. That was the reason Argrave and Anneliese only had rings that conjured B-rank wards. Induen himself was B-rank.

“I’ll survey for spellcasters in hiding,” Argrave said. “Galamon, you’ll come with. Keep an eye out for anything suspicious. I won’t step foot near Induen unless I’m one thousand percent sure this isn’t some ambush. Orion might have his reasons for sending Induen, or…”

“And if you don’t find anything wrong?” Galamon questioned.

“I’ll…” Argrave rubbed his hands together.

Induen. He was a man far too comfortable with death. He enjoyed it—reveled in it. Acts of cruelty and eccentricity were commonplace from him. That, coupled with being the crown prince of Vasquer, boded ill for the future. On top of that, he had a great deal of Princess Elenore’s support, even if she did only view him as a tool. So long as he remained around…

“Induen is a problem for the future,” Argrave concluded aloud. “A problem for the realm. A problem for us.”

Argrave had been merely avoiding the problem this whole time, but in the back of his head, he knew what it might eventually come to. Could someone like Induen be redeemed? Moreover, should he be? Argrave thought the answer was no on both counts. The man enjoyed orphaning children, senseless violence, and was completely intolerant of anyone with agendas divergent from his own. Worse yet, he was talented enough to do real damage in a position of leadership.

Durran adjusted the way he sat. “You mean…”

“Provided I find nothing amiss in the town… he’s far from Dirracha. Alone. Isolated. Not prepared for combat, on top of that.” Argrave tried to make sure his nervousness didn’t bleed into his voice. “There might not be a better time. You have to seize an opportunity, some would say.”

A grim silence set over them as Argrave all but confirmed what he had been implying.

“That would end your association with Orion permanently,” Anneliese counseled.

“I know.” Argrave nodded, looking to Galamon. “But no matter how much I juggle it in my head, I cannot see supporting Vasquer as an option. They’re too far gone.”

Anneliese looked to the town below. “I do not believe he means to kill you. He comes unarmored, he has only few guards,” she said simply. “And… he has knowledge of your mother.”

“What does that matter?” Argrave furrowed his brows. “I’m sure plenty do. And I don’t care all that much anyway.”

“I… I do not know.” Anneliese shook her head. “Ignore my thoughts if you wish.”

Argrave looked at her, then glanced to Kin’s End. Though it was a savage sentiment… he would be more comfortable fighting Induen than talking with him.

“I won’t risk walking into a trapped building. I don’t see why it’s worth the risk just to hear him out. But…” Argrave took a deep breath. “I don’t know. I’m not confident in killing him from afar. Royal knights are royal knights for a reason… and Induen wouldn’t hesitate to involve the populace to save his skin. If I get close, maybe I can restrict his movements…” Argrave shook his head. “Galamon and I will scout things out. From there, I’ll make a judgement call.”


Chapter 53

There was a thin line between caution and paranoia. It was thin enough that Argrave lost sight of it completely. Maybe it was never tangible to begin with.

He felt half a fool as he wandered around Kin’s End, looking for any single person who might be a threat to him or his companions. He and Galamon scanned the building Induen stayed in from afar, checking for other people within or secret compartments where enemies might hide. They checked everywhere inside, and miles outside the town. And the conclusion?

This was likely the best circumstance he could encounter Induen.

He had only four guards—royal knights, and perhaps the finest quality in all Vasquer. All four were mages of B-rank, though low within the rank at best. Induen had not advanced to A-rank, and he was unarmored and unsupported. The only armed men in the town consisted of a militia, perhaps twenty, and all attended the wall. There were two attending Wizards of the Gray Owl, both of which manned an administrative center opposite where Induen stayed. The Tower was not accepting acolytes at this date—they had no reason to man this place thoroughly. Even if they were Induen’s people… they were C-rank.

As that conclusion settled upon them, Argrave confronted the reality of what he was going to do. Though he spoke about putting an end to Induen permanently… the fact remained that it persisted in his mind like a dark cloud. Everything, from the irony of the town’s name to the fact he might become known as a kinslayer… it clung to him, pushing aside important thoughts.

After an hour of walking, thinking, searching… the bottom line came to him. Argrave had to face his fears for the good of the future.

He’d done it time and time again the past few months. This one, though… it felt markedly different. Maybe it was because he was premeditating a murder if he didn’t hear what he wanted to hear. Maybe it was because he had already faced Induen before and walked away with his teeth cut.

No answer came to his question as he took slow, steady steps toward the two golden-armored knights standing out front the quaint house that Prince Induen was waiting for him in. The knights caught sight of the three of them at once—Argrave, Durran, Anneliese. Galamon was elsewhere, his bow readied. Durran had the Ebonice axe. Everyone was ready for any outcome.

The knight’s eyes followed them from behind their gleaming golden plate helmets. Argrave took the lead, his finger rubbing against the enchanted ring that conjured B-rank wards just beneath his glove.

When Argrave stepped up, the two knights looked at him for a time before saying anything. He saw them focus on his eyes like they were jewels then pass to his companions, evaluating.

“The prince is inside,” the royal knight on the left told Argrave.

“The bastard is outside,” Argrave returned.

The royal knight stared up at him, eyes steady.

“He’ll receive you now,” the right-side knight directed.

Argrave smiled. “You see, that’s the first mistake. Orion wouldn’t ‘receive’ me. No—I suppose that’s the second mistake. You left the windows unblocked.” His gaze jumped between the two of them. “I’m trying to recognize either of you. Were you there the last time Induen and I spoke? I can’t remember.”

Induen’s knights were so good at playing it straight that Argrave might’ve believed them if he had been bluffing.

The knight on the left side stepped forward. “You should go inside.”

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” Argrave said plainly.

“Why would we care what you think?” the knight on the right side stepped forward in turn.

Argrave held his arms out. “Care to find out?”

He could practically feel the tension of his companions behind him, ready to fight. Argrave himself had all of his will focused on the ring around his finger, ready to conjure something at a moment’s notice.

The door opened quickly, nearly spurring Argrave to action. He found someone looking up at him—Prince Induen, with his icy blue eyes and manufactured smile. Memories came back… and Argrave might have reacted to them, had there been any fewer people at his back.

Induen wore all white, which contrasted starkly with his obsidian hair. It was an elaborate, somewhat ceremonial suit, with tassels of gold on the shoulders and gemstones for buttons. He had long sleeves. It was far from anything used for combat. Argrave studied his hands—three rings, no fewer. He looked for necklaces and found one.

Assume all three rings are enchanted, plus the necklace. Assume he’s got plenty of spells on hand—defensive and offensive both.

“Argrave.” Induen clasped his hands together. “You ruined my surprise. You…” He stared at Argrave’s eyes. “Orion didn’t lie about you.”

Argrave shrugged. He felt like he could not blink. “I don’t like surprises.”

“And you’re good at ruining things.” Induen smiled. “You had father’s eyes, and now you’ve ruined that with some… freakish things.” When a silence set in, he laughed. “I kid, I kid. So, will you come inside?”

Argrave was somewhat surprised by the question—Induen didn’t ask many questions that left room for refusal.

“Why don’t we take a walk?” Argrave suggested.

“A walk,” Induen reiterated, clenching his hands together a bit tighter.

“It’s like standing, but you move your legs and travel elsewhere.” Argrave nodded, deliberately incendiary to draw a reaction from Induen. “There’s an old fountain just outside town. Dried up, but it’s a pretty view. Nice place. No one around to hear.”

This was one justification Argrave had for talking to Induen instead of simply killing him outright from a distance. Though he planned things to be clean, perhaps a single shot from himself or Galamon… there might be other casualties. The prince was still in a residential district. If things weren’t clean, and Argrave and Anneliese start using B-rank spells, coupled with the royal knights… people might die. Induen or his royal knights might use people. Closer up, he could minimize damage.

Despite Argrave’s provocations, Induen only stood there, staring. His gaze jumped around. “This is that tribal… and your fiancée,” Induen noted, eyes landing on Anneliese.

“Order reversed,” Durran joked, holding his glaive like a walking stick at his side. His hand hovered near the Ebonice axe at his waist.

Induen’s gaze lingered on Anneliese far too long for his comfort, and then jumped back to Argrave. “Alright. A walk.”

Induen brushed past Argrave, walking down the street. His four royal knights hurried after him, and Argrave watched them for a bit. Induen turned, walking backward as if taunting Argrave. With a deep breath, they followed.

Despite Argrave’s paranoia, they simply passed the gate of Kin’s End and walked up the hill where the old, decrepit fountain waited. It was a grand, giant bowl that had once been filled with water spawned by magic. Now, it was in disrepair. Induen sat on the edge of it, his four royal knights off to the side in loose formation.

“So… we’re here,” Argrave called out, standing a decent distance away from Induen as he sat on the edge of the fountain.

Induen crossed one leg over the other. “I brought your armor. The one Orion had custom-made for your companions.” Induen shrugged. “Unfortunately, my little brother is a bit paranoid, so I can’t show it to you.”

“That’s nice,” said Argrave, caring little in light of the situation.

“I also sent Orion with a document bearing my magic signature,” Induen continued. “It petitioned Father for legitimization. Yours, namely. You’d be named Prince Argrave of Vasquer.”

Argrave frowned. Seeing that, Induen tilted his head back and smiled. “I’ve caught your attention, have I? Ahh…”

A wind passed through their party, and Argrave said nothing as he thought of what this meant. “Usually, you hit me before giving me nice things,” Argrave noted.

Induen crossed his arms. “I made… a mistake,” he said hesitantly. “I should not have hit you.”

Now Argrave was well and truly befuddled. He adjusted his feet, taken aback. He’d never seen Induen so… compromising. He hadn’t expected to win any ground with this man—all he’d hoped for was a quick end to the battle.

“From the beginning… I was led about by the nose,” Induen disclosed. “Both of us were.”

Argrave frowned. “By whom?”

Induen smiled. “Perhaps you’ve already guessed,” he ventured. “It all started with her, didn’t it? She probably gave me Foamspire precisely intending I give it to you. She constantly stoked my anger against you. Yet now… she got heavy handed. She’s been driving me against you since day one, but she got rushed.”

“Elenore?” Argrave frowned. “What are you…?”

“You know things. You have friends, agents. Mina of Veden—I thought she might be Elenore’s, but I’m certain she’s yours, now,” Induen said quickly. “You travel from place to place, achieving things that are… obscure.” Induen tapped his temple. “And then it came to me. It might be my sister’s not as irreplaceable as she makes herself out to be. It might be… the Bat has a predator every bit as skilled as she is.”

Argrave didn’t feel the point Induen was making was as cogent as he sold it to be, but he was stunned enough by the development words did not come to him right away.

“If Elenore wanted me dead… there’s a lot easier ways to do it than by using you,” Argrave posited.

“She wanted to damage me,” Induen said. “She’s always wanted to undermine me. A kinslayer—there are few worse crimes in Vasquer. This rebellion… people wouldn’t attack me in Dirracha so brazenly. She must’ve spurred people in the city to attack, provoke a reaction from my guards.”

As Induen said it, Argrave thought there might have been some truth to his claims. It was only a nugget of truth amidst misinformation, though.

Induen stood up off the fountain and stepped forward. “I’ve been looking for a way to sever from her… The truth is, she offers a valuable service, and she’s incredibly wealthy. The information is more important than the wealth. But you…”

As Induen stepped closer, Argrave maintained a cautious distance. Induen looked briefly incensed, but it faded in a flash.

“I know you have more than you let on. All I’ve heard—it’s the only way. You have information. Real, valuable information, perhaps beyond even her purview.” Induen pointed at him. “Mina of Veden. She stalled me by your directive, didn’t she?”

After a deep breath, Argrave gave a slow, steady nod.

Affirmed, Induen nodded. “But even if you’re not as great as I suspect… it doesn’t matter.” Induen shook his head. “Elenore is a problem. She needs to go. And I need… competency, when I come to reign. And before it,” Induen said with a smile.

“I traveled covertly, with few guards, to avoid her eyes,” Induen explained. “One of my knights, an informant, I—” He paused. “Well, he’s not a problem anymore. Don’t worry about the details. The fact is, Argrave… brother…” Induen put both of his hands on his waist. “I want you to help me deal with Elenore. Deal with… other obstacles. And then, I want you to help me utterly annihilate this rebellion. In return… Mateth, Jast, and Elbraille. Anything you name in the south that’s not already promised to my brother… I’ll make it yours. Wealth unimaginable.”

“What?” Argrave said despite himself.

“You heard me.” Induen nodded. “Any land, no matter how large. Just not Parbon. Felipe has decided that is Orion’s, and publicly. Even if Father dies… Well, let’s not get into that.”

“Why?” Argrave furrowed his brows.

“I need competency!” Induen explained heartily. “You get things done yourself. It’s all I’ve seen. You went from some skinny, malnourished youth to a B-rank mage and newly praised hero! When I succeed Father, I need a new generation of power to build. A new elite as my pillars.”

Argrave crossed his arms. “What would happen?”

“Well…” Induen turned around, deliberating. “We would return to Dirracha. Deal with… pressing matters I mentioned earlier. There’d be a ceremony to welcome you as a prince. I’d establish you in a position of power—Father’s close council, for instance—and once spring comes… we’d end the rebels.”

“I see,” Argrave noted.

“Your companions would be well-treated,” Induen assured. “Orion suggested the tribal be named your first royal knight—I have no objections to that. And your fiancée… she should stay in the capital, become intimately acquainted with the family. Perhaps a period of six months.”

“Intimately acquainted?” Argrave smiled broadly, taking a step forth. “Six months?”

As Argrave drew near… he was acutely aware that he was larger than Induen.

“You wed an elf, brother. This is something that will take time. She must be introduced to Father, the court… everyone,” Induen explained.

Argrave laughed out his nose, a big smile on his face. “No. This is just another form of control, another form of threat. You can’t trust me, can’t surrender one iota of power over me. I’m… Yeah, you had me for a minute. I thought, ‘What the hell? Does he deserve a quick death instead of a slow one?’”

Induen gazed up at Argrave. “You’ve gotten bold, brother.”

“A little,” Argrave concurred.

“Do you understand your situation?” With those words, the royal knights moved to support Induen. “These men are royal knights.”

Argrave stepped forward. “I know them. Many of Orion’s knights died fighting things I killed.”

For the first time, Induen stepped back. Argrave held both his hands out and conjured [Pavise Gale] on either side. The two mage royal knights pushed Induen back and conjured wards in the same motion, and the gargantuan rectangle shields of wind bashed against a golden ward, sending air bouncing in all directions wildly.

A noise split the air, and a bolt of fire traveled toward Induen. It was an enchanted arrow, fired by Galamon. Induen looked liable to be struck… but he conjured his own ward almost lazily, and it bounced off.

“I brought two sets of armor here, one too big for any of those present… You think I’d gloss over the fact you had a man lurking?” Induen shouted over the ward.

“Doesn’t matter,” Argrave returned, his conjured knights still pushing and cracking the wards. “I get things done myself, as you said.”

Argrave triggered the Blessing of Supersession.


Chapter 54

Five B-rank mages versus two. It was an overwhelming disadvantage, if viewed without knowledge of who they were.

In reality… there was a reason Argrave had confidence enough to talk to Induen.

With the power of the Blessing of Supersession welling within his being, he lapsed into his strategy as though it were a habit. Four royal knights and Induen stood before him—he loosed [Pavise Gale] time and time again from his hands and Garm’s eyes both, preparing [Electric Eels] intermittently. The titanic conjured knights slammed their shields of wind into B-rank wards, chipping them away as quickly as they were placed. Argrave’s Brumesingers remained at his legs to defend him in case of stray spells. The rampant display of power left the royal knights only one option—a frantic defense. Even Induen, reckless as he was, remained safely behind their wards.

They thought to outlast him. It was standard for fighting mages—most B-rank mages could only cast just a few B-rank spells before being drained. That wasn’t an option for them, though. More and more eels joined up in the sky, sparking, waiting for an opening. Durran joined in, dropping his glaive and hacking with the Ebonice axe to aid in tearing down the wards before them. Eventually, they broke past the rightward knight’s ward, and a pavise struck the golden-armored man squarely in the shoulder. He took to the air toward Kin’s End, flying dozens of feet while half-spinning from the power of the blow. Galamon, who’d jumped down from the walls of Kin’s End, fired an arrow at this knight when he landed, yet Argrave could not tell if it hit.

Induen shouted a command, and in a few seconds the strategy shifted. The royal knights pressed forward with their wards, pushing Argrave back slightly so they could not draw near. When one ward broke, a knight pushed past with it, conjuring two blades of blood magic—the C-rank [Putrid Paramerion]. He thrust both toward Argrave as fast as Galamon might’ve. Mist warriors conjured by his Brumesingers rose to defend him.

Durran swung the Ebonice axe down before the mist warriors could do anything, catching one blade with the beard of the axe. It dissipated in seconds before the magic-breaking axe. The knight was surprised the weapon could contest his own, but all too quickly grabbed Durran’s arm with his now-free hand. The other blade stabbed toward his back.

Yet Anneliese had not been twiddling her thumbs behind them. She cast the C-rank [Skysunder], and a bolt of white lightning struck the knight squarely on the chest. Durran winced as the lightning traveled into him, but he was not as severely affected as the knight. After disentangling, Durran pushed the spasming knight away, and Argrave finally rained dozens of [Electric Eels] on the man. To finish him, Argrave cast one more [Pavise Gale]. The tower shield swung by the knight struck his foe squarely in the breastplate, caving it in and sending the knight far away from the fight.

In a moment of laxness, Induen stepped forth. A guillotine blade of ice formed before the prince far too quickly, likely conjured by an enchanted ring, and hurtled toward Argrave. Anneliese stepped beside Argrave and conjured a ward to block it, yet the spell was powerful enough to shatter the ward in one blow. Though exposed, Argrave only tried to punish Induen for his overextension. His eels in the sky came down, but Induen retreated, once again protected by B-rank wards conjured by his knights. Argrave abandoned the attack, and the eels danced gracefully backward like a splash upon the surface of water without striking the ward.

Argrave suspected the only reason his foes had not fallen was because they used enchanted items to conjure their wards—they were faster and more numerous. Even still, he trusted in the Blessing of Supersession more than their enchanted items.

Argrave resumed his unrelenting assault once more. He felt like a commander of giants and a leader of titans as the countless knights of wind assailed his foes with earth-shattering blows. He was a Roman commander amidst his Legion, each and all battering against a foe that desperately clung to safety. And above it all, like a cloud of divine judgement… his eels grew in number with every passing second.

He barely heard an ordered series of whistles. Argrave saw the knight that had been blasted toward Kin’s End running behind Induen and continuing past him, heeding that command. He would be retreating, looking for allies. It’s fine, Argrave thought. Let him run. Anneliese made sure there were no forces for miles. One of his knights is dead or dying, the other is retreating. Fewer foes to contest.

The assault was noisy and eye-catching, and the residents of Kin’s End came to the walls to watch this happen. He could not hide what was about to happen from the world. Countless pointed to the eels above Argrave, and yet more watched the relentless battering of conjured knights, blowing winds across the plains of wintry grass and disturbing the very earth.

Despite the relentlessness of Argrave’s assault… his opponent’s desperation was no less intense. Even with Durran aiding with the Ebonice axe, his foes seemed to have an unending supply of wards to block his spells. They were better equipped, without a doubt. He felt like a hammer striking down on an anvil.

As time passed, Argrave felt some urgency. Galamon rejoined them, taking the Ebonice axe from Durran and increasing the efficiency of the attack. Though strained… their foes refused to fall. He could see Induen desperately struggling to hold back the tide, both casting spells and using the enchanted items he wore on his person alongside his knights.

And then… the Blessing ended.

Great howling winds moved across the plains as the effect of the numerous [Pavise Gales] faded. Argrave stood there, his hands held out as Induen waited behind a shield of gold, breathing heavy with panic. He slowly rose to his feet, and he and Argrave locked eyes.

“Defend me,” Argrave said loudly yet evenly. It felt unnecessary, for his companions and his Brumesingers were already doing that. In time with his command, the [Electric Eels] in the skies came to blanket them, swirling about through the air. They were like divers in the midst of an ocean surrounded by a school of swimming fish. As they were umbrellaed by the eels, the place grew all the brighter. The fountain and grassy hills were illuminated by bright blue light.

Argrave held his hand out and cast a spell with his own magic. Two thick strands of blood erupted from his wrist. They took form in his hands, solidifying into a great recurve bow as tall as Argrave himself. He raised his other hand up, and an arrow took shape. He nocked the arrow for his [Bloodfeud Bow].

Induen could only wait on the other side of the ward, the thousands of [Electric Eels] swirling about around Argrave and the whole battlefield like some grim curtain of white death. He barked something—commands, questions—to his knights. He looked around panicked for any opportunity—any escape, any freedom. But escape was out of the question; Argrave would rain lightning upon them the second they were freed from the ward. As Induen looked for options, the dark red arrow on Argrave’s finger grew larger and larger. The pain kept Argrave focused.

Eventually, Argrave met Induen’s eyes. He had never seen this type of expression before. It was panic, anger, indignance, fear, all bundled so tightly together as to become another emotion altogether. The prince was tense, coiled like a rabbit ready to bolt. His eyes were pleading, almost, painted yellow by the golden wards he hid behind.

The eels swelled outward, then surged inward toward the ball of golden light protecting Induen. As they passed by Argrave, he released the arrow. The scene ahead became a great blur of power, shattered golden wards, and white light. The electric eels struck the royal knights in the hundreds, turning them into sparking beacons. Dirt and grass scattered upward and everywhere, as though a missile had struck the earth.

“If he’s not dead, cut his hands off, take his necklace,” Argrave said somberly, knowing Galamon would hear. It was not cruelty—he had to restrain Induen, for he was a spellcaster.

Galamon obeyed immediately, pushing into the great cloud of dust. Argrave could hear nothing at all. Dirt and grass peppered him from above. As the dust settled, there was a great gash in the earth ahead that extended for hundreds of feet. Induen stood at its beginning. The arrow of blood had struck the prince in the thigh, and his right leg had been severed just below his hip. He seemed to be unconscious. As Galamon ruthlessly obeyed Argrave’s orders, though, the prince awoke, screaming in agony.

Argrave stepped up to Induen, past his two dead royal knights. He was dizzy from using [Bloodfeud Bow], but compared to his first use, it was entirely manageable. Hundreds of the eels still persisted, whirling in the air around Argrave as he walked. Induen gazed up at him with eyes full of hate, pain, and fear. Argrave scanned his body for enchanted items, ensuring he was at no risk.

“Search the bodies,” Argrave commanded loudly. “Take all of their enchanted items, barring the armor—we can’t carry that. After, move to the gates of Kin’s End.”

Everyone moved to obey Argrave’s order without a word, still consumed by the rush of battle. Induen breathed heavily, his eyes fluttering as he struggled with consciousness. Death hung over him.

Argrave picked up Induen’s detached hand and began removing the rings from it, stowing it in his pocket. Induen tried to crawl backward into the crater created by the [Bloodfeud Bow], but Argrave put his foot on Induen’s chest.

“You…” Induen said, voice hoarse and pained. “You’re no… brother of mine. You were useless. A waste of life,” he tried to shout, yet it was weak. “You’re not my brother!”

Argrave cast a simple D-rank ice spell that was no more than a spike and jammed it into Induen’s eye. It penetrated deep, well beyond the eye and into the brain beyond. The prince spasmed, his body losing focus, and then he sagged back. Argrave pressed his foot against the back of the ice spike, pushing it deeper until it came out the back of his head.

With a hole the size of a fist through his brain… Induen was dead. There was no room for doubt.

Argrave removed all the enchanted rings from Induen’s hands, and then moved back to his companions. They robbed the dead as quick as they could, and then moved for the gate.

“Get the armor from Orion as fast as we can, if Induen wasn’t just lying,” Argrave said to his companions as they moved. “If people try to stop us, subdue them—don’t kill anyone.”

“Right,” Durran answered, everyone else responding similarly.

Argrave shouted warnings and assurances, and that was enough to cow the terrified crowd. They treated the four of them like calamities, doubly so because of the cloud of [Electric Eels] above Argrave. Yet the fact remained that everyone saw them, each of them. In time, this event would spread across all of Vasquer. Let it, thought Argrave. Induen is hated.

The two sets of armor were sitting on a stand within the building Induen had been staying at. Galamon’s was a set of bleak gray plate armor that shone with protective enchantments on every portion. It seemed a ridiculously thick and heavy set. After tossing aside the helmet, knowing his own was better, Galamon started putting everything on, aided by Argrave.

Durran’s was a set of lighter lamellar scale armor. It was still made of wyvern scales, to Argrave’s surprise—he had not known Durran had requested it to be as such. It looked quite formidable, gleaming every bit as intensely as Galamon’s. Durran put it on with Anneliese’s help.

“Don’t see the weapons I asked for… damn,” cursed the tribal. “Do we change our course, travel elsewhere?” Durran questioned as they armored up.

“Dozens of S-rank mages enforce the neutrality in the Tower of the Gray Owl,” Argrave said. “Felipe can’t afford making them an enemy, even for his son’s killer. If we get in before news reaches… they’ll protect us, even if dozens of mages break their oath of neutrality to earn favor with the king.” Argrave stepped to the window, looking at the tower. “So, we travel without sleep. Ride our horses ‘til they die.”

“What about getting out?” Anneliese asked. “The king will surely have the place encircled on every side—he’ll ensure there is no way for us to leave.”

“Magic,” Argrave said. “I’ll have to… curry favor with some people, Castro being the primary candidate… but others exist.”

“…Are you okay?” Anneliese asked with concern as she finished up with Durran’s armor.

He looked back at her. He was trying not to think of what he’d done. “I can figure that out later,” he said simply. “For now… let’s go. This will have consequences. I’d like to get ahead of them.”


Chapter 55

Argrave fled from Kin’s End as fast as the horses would carry them. The scouting they did was less detailed than usual in their haste—it would be more important to make it to the Tower of the Gray Owl than it would be to dodge potential ambushes, and much of the area ahead was simply a vast plain that required no scouting.

But the tower was not so far, fortunately. As they grew nearer, it loomed over their head more and more, like a great gray rod planted in the ground by the gods. Even from a great distance, Argrave could see the sparking enchantments holding such a titanic piece of architecture upright, the magic grappling with both the fast winds at high altitudes and the great weight of the tower itself.

There were stables a fair distance away from the tower. Argrave and his companions moved their horses near them, the creatures panting with exhaustion. They had very nearly ridden them to death. Once there, Argrave dismounted, legs stiff and unwieldy after the breakneck ride.

“You there,” Argrave told a stable worker. “Take care of our horses. Just remember my face, give our horses back when we leave,” he said, handing the boy five gold coins. “Five more when we return,” he promised. He didn’t know if they’d leave by horseback, though.

The boy nodded quickly, seemingly terrified of Argrave. With that, they removed their luggage from their spot atop the horses and left, heading to the entrance of the tower. Argrave felt an urge to sprint.

“Can they enter without badges?” asked Anneliese, referring to Galamon and Durran. “As I recall, these places have magical restriction for those without them.”

“First couple floors have stupidly expensive temporary lodgings, yeah. Nobility study here—some of them bring servants, retinues of knights… the Order makes money by charging hefty rent.” Argrave nodded. “Beyond those first floors, no. The restriction will kick in.”

Once Argrave’s foot met the stone of the tower… he took a deep breath and exhaled. “Christ… We made it. Most terrifying horseback ride of my life. Or maybe it was the first one,” Argrave conceded.

“What now?” questioned Galamon, directing their attention back to the important matters.

“Now…” Argrave nodded, recalling what he had planned. “Now, we head to the fourth floor, get you two registered for temporary lodging, establish the purpose of our visit. From there… I don’t know how long we’ll stay. Ideally, it’ll be a very short time. Realistically, I’m not sure how easy Castro will be able to win over. If that fails, we might have to turn to another S-rank mage for aid, which would take… I don’t know.” Argrave shook his head, exhausted.

Already, people were staring at them from their eye-catching appearance alone. Once news of Induen’s death reached here, he was sure they’d be the center of attention. He’d probably be doing no favors for his reputation in the Order of the Gray Owl by blatantly abusing their policy of neutrality, but he didn’t especially care. He’d be paying them back for this favor in time.

“Let’s go, then.” Argrave nodded, steeling himself. He felt like a lion among sheep—he’d just killed a prince, and now he was preparing himself to have a pleasant conversation with a receptionist.

Yet as he walked, he noticed someone distinctly moving toward him. At first, his frayed nerves made him interpret the action in a negative light. As the person grew closer, however, his paranoia morphed into surprise.

Elias of House Parbon approached Argrave. Argrave stared at his waxpox-scarred eye in shock, yet the heir to the Margravate of House Parbon was smiling.

“And here I thought Stain would be wasting all of our time,” Elias said. “Argrave. I…” He paused. “Your eyes. My father told me about it, but I didn’t think that… I suppose seeing is believing.”

Argrave recovered from his shock quickly. “Yeah. It seems we both had some changes on that front. What the hell are you doing here?”

Elias’ finger brushed just beneath his eye. “Don’t worry about this. I made a mistake, that’s the bottom line.” He studied Argrave’s party. “Nikoletta and Mina are both here, as well.”

“What?” Argrave’s brows furrowed. “What’s going on?”

“We have to talk about the future,” Elias said plainly. “My father sent me here to talk to you. Nikoletta’s father, too. And Mina… It was a coincidence we met up at all.”

Argrave shifted on his feet and looked back to Anneliese. She nodded, confirming Elias’ sincerity. He crossed his arms and looked back to Elias. “I just recently had a talk about the future. It ended very poorly for the other party.”

Elias frowned, not catching Argrave’s meaning. “Is that a…?”

“No, just a stupid joke.” Argrave shook his head. “I mean… Christ, you caught me at a poor time.”

“We didn’t think to catch you at all,” Elias admitted. “Stain said he heard rumors you broke into the B-rank and predicted you might head to the Tower to seek advancement into a High Wizard.”

Argrave scratched the bottom of his chin, embarrassed he had been so easily predicted. At the same time, he thought of an opportunity. “By any chance… are you staying in a temporary lodging?”

“Yes.” Elias nodded, perplexed. “We have guards with us, so it was necessary. Why?”

Argrave smiled. “I’ll talk only if we can stay with you. The lodging is stupidly expensive.”

“As long as you answer us honestly, done,” Elias confirmed.

“You may regret that,” Argrave cautioned.

***

Prince Levin strode through the vast greenery of Princess Elenore’s greenhouse, admiring the vibrancy of the garden. Or at least, so it seemed—though his face smiled, his eyes seemed almost bored.

As he wandered, he eventually made it into the central square, where a great fountain dominated the center. He stepped past small streams that flowed out of the water show, walking toward a pink metal table just beside it. Princess Elenore sat there, wearing green just as ever. She heard his steps and faced him as he walked.

“Hello, sister,” Levin greeted.

“Levin,” she returned passively.

Levin took a deep breath. “It always surprises me that you recognize my voice, considering how infrequently we speak.”

Elenore said nothing. Levin pulled back a chair and sat without asking.

“I take it you will not be attending Magnus’ funeral?” Levin began, setting his hands upon the table.

The fountain continued to babble and bugs in the greenhouse chirped as both of them let the silence hang.

“I cannot leave the greenhouse,” Elenore finally said.

Levin nodded. “Or so Father decreed.”

She smiled pleasantly. “I imagine Magnus’ murderer will not be attending, as well.”

The prince laughed and smiled in kind. “Have you not heard? Orion killed his murderer. So he claims, anyway. Who am I to doubt him? I was not there. He died by strange magic foreign to Vasquer. But I will be going, if that’s what you were asking. I arranged the event, after all.”

He said that he arranged the event with such pride the phrase took on double meanings.

Elenore tilted her head, eyeless sockets seeming to gaze into Levin’s soul. “Magnus went to the wetlands to discover why the plague was spreading so fast in the south, you know.”

“And such a queer thing,” Levin said, leaning back in his chair. “Our selfish brother does something entirely selfless, for reasons I could not begin to guess.”

“If only he’d told someone what he’d discovered before he died,” Elenore mused. “That someone might inform me. And I might know.”

Levin smiled, but it was bitter. “If only.” He took a deep breath and sighed, then leaned in and placed his elbows on the pink table. “So many tragedies and near-tragedies to those close to you.”

“Are they not close to you?” Elenore raised a brow.

Levin shrugged. “Well, who can say? But I do wonder why my sister expends so much effort to bring Argrave and Induen closer.”

“Who can say?” she parroted.

Levin turned his head to the side, admiring the fountain as it poured. “It is simply vexing as to why you go to such lengths for a baseborn. So many cards used, favors called… maybe all the favors you’ve made, trapped here in this greenhouse.”

“Maybe,” she conceded.

“Something in the air tells me that I may be called upon for my funerary services sometime soon,” Levin pondered as he admired more of the greenhouse. “Orion was rather fond of Argrave. I’m sure he’ll be devastated by the news. He may do something foolish. How unfortunate.”

Elenore simply faced forward, remaining quiet. Levin turned his gaze to her missing eyes. He did not seem to be appalled in the slightest.

“A person is driven by needs and wants,” Levin posited. “Safety and succor are foremost among those needs. Men and women will do anything for both. Yet wants… they determine all else. Once safety is obtained, people dedicate all of their time to their desires. If you know what someone wants, you know how to make them move. People might seek empty pleasures. They might seek fulfillment.”

Elenore crossed her arms. “An interesting theory.”

Levin nodded. “I am wondering who might want Argrave dead.”

“You generally dispose of the bastards of the family,” Elenore pointed out.

“Well, I was quite young when Argrave was born.” Levin shook his head regretfully. “And Felipe forbade it when I was old enough to assume that duty, for reasons I cannot guess.”

“Yet you want to?” Elenore questioned.

“Not especially,” Levin said ponderously. “Not any more than anyone else, I suppose.”

“What do you want, Levin?” the princess finally asked outright.

Levin smiled—it seemed to be his first genuine smile. “Now that is the age-old question, hmm? If you knew what I wanted, you might be able to make me move, as you’ve made so many others. I’d be in your web. Or your… bat’s nest? I can’t think of a good metaphor for bats, tragically.” Levin leaned forth. “I’ll tell you what I want. I want to know what you want, dear sister.”

“Well, you’ll need to persuade me to tell you,” Elenore said casually.

“See? You get it. You know what I want, and now you’re trying to make me move as you wish.” Levin shook his head. “You were always bright. I question how someone as smart as you ended up blinded and crippled by Father, locked up in this elaborate cage. Oh—but then, Father didn’t do the deed personally, did he? A certain special someone did…” Levin’s smile was cruel enough to move people to tears.

Princess Elenore said nothing in response.

At her non-reaction, Levin looked sorely disappointed. He looked off to the side, then said, “By all rights, you’re the weakest in the family. Blind, no feet, no magic to your name, no swords at your side… yet sometimes I wonder if you’re more dangerous than me… than anyone.”

Elenore leaned back in her wheelchair. “Such a thing to say. You could kill me right now, brother.”

Levin leaned in. “I wonder,” he said, looking around. “I must be going now. We both have each other’s weakness, so things will continue on as they are for time eternal. I do wonder how long that eternity will last, though. Allegiances are changing like the weather, and the royal family dips in number day after day. Oh, provided Archduke Regene stays asleep, of course.”

Levin walked away quietly. Elenore’s eyeless sockets seemed to follow him, watching as he left.

“You are slower to hear than I am, it seems,” she whispered, half to herself. Her face had the slightest of smiles. “The jackal surprises once more… a legion of ghostly snakes… hmm.”


Chapter 56

Argrave stepped through the door, mindful to duck beneath the doorframes now that he’d returned to the Tower of the Gray Owl after all these months. Within, numerous recognizable people waited for him alongside a large retinue of knights. Mina and Nikoletta sat near each other, but there was an awkward air between them. Stain sat by the windowsill. Elias walked to a table in the center of the room, standing before it with his hands hovering just above the wood.

“Crowded place. Not enough for a party,” Argrave noted as his companions filtered in behind him. “Are you sure we can stay here? And I mean physically.”

“Mina and Nikoletta have a room next door.” Elias nodded.

“Ah,” said Argrave, looking at them pointedly.

Both of them frowned, though one for different reasons—Nikoletta seemed discomforted by his eyes. “You’ve… changed a lot, I see, cousin.”

“Heard that plenty.” He nodded. “We can talk about it later. To business,” Argrave ordered.

“Well…” Elias began, taken off-balance by the speed of the conversation. Eventually, he nodded in agreement, his one good eye fixing on Argrave. “Yes… to the point, then. It would probably be best to lay it out plainly.” Elias cleared his throat. “We’d like you to fight at our side in the war against King Felipe. Not as a commander or common spellcaster—as a claimant. Our claimant, to Dirracha and all the lands of Vasquer.”

The words were somewhat surreal, so Argrave did not have a visceral reaction. He looked back to Anneliese, and she smiled bitterly. Durran nodded intensely just behind her to encourage Argrave, while Galamon merely kept his eyes on the knights of the Margravate throughout the room.

“Your father isn’t blowing steam at the mention of my name?” Argrave turned back.

“My father thinks you succeeded at stopping the spread of the plague,” Elias returned. “And Mina corroborates that.”

“So do I,” Stain finally interjected. “People walking from the northwest are singing about you, Argrave.”

With a shrug, Argrave made his way to a chair and pulled it up to the table Elias stood before. He sat. “Orion did most of the work.” His gaze wandered to Nikoletta. “Claimant? Make her do it.”

“I refused. I don’t want it. Besides, I am a woman, and that alone would stifle support.” Nikoletta shook her head. “I only wish for peace and prosperity in Mateth. I am not made for dealing with court intrigues and management of a vast land. Acting as regent for my father alone stressed me beyond compare. To go beyond that in scale? I would rather not.”

Argrave rubbed his forehead. “What in the hell…? Why would you think this is a good idea?”

“Your actions the past few months have been tremendous,” Elias told him plainly. “Going to Veiden, allying us with Jast, stopping the plague… and from what you told Nikoletta, it seems you know of a lot of future tragedies. You will be hailed as a hero by the people—and the people, they’re what’s important.”

Argrave placed Induen’s royal signet ring on the table. It depicted Vasquer’s heraldry—a sword, with twin snakes coiled around it. “I killed Induen, you know.”

The room went quiet. Everyone studied him and the ring as though he was joking.

“You heard me,” Argrave continued. “Kin’s End. He was waiting for me there. Ironic name for the town, I suppose, or maybe it was fate. Tried to name me Prince Argrave of Vasquer, offer me great stretches of southern land. Once Induen tried to suggest keeping Anneliese hostage, negotiations broke down. That was the breaking point, but I killed him for… various good reasons,” Argrave summarized shortly.

Everyone stared at him in pure shock. Argrave couldn’t fully describe the emotion he was feeling. He felt pride in his accomplishment supplanted by guilt at that pride. He felt relief at Induen’s death coupled with fear at possible reprisal. He felt both hopeful and deeply uncertain of the future. All of it melded together to create a strange, careless apathy.

Argrave looked from person to person. “I imagine the enthusiasm of your offer has dulled somewhat. King Kinslayer is not as appealing a prospect as the heroic bastard, protector of the weak.”

Nikoletta stood and walked forward to him. “You killed him?” When Argrave nodded, she continued, “You, personally? You used no proxy, like a… a higher ranked mage? A military force?”

“I jabbed an ice spike through his eye about a foot long,” Argrave described succinctly. “After some… magical dueling.”

Nikoletta put her hand on Argrave’s shoulder to support herself from falling. “Gods above… I need…”

One of her knights came over and helped her to find a seat.

“How many…? I mean… Who saw this?” Mina asked, aghast.

“Few hundred people. A royal knight escaped—Induen sent him for reinforcements. I imagine word will spread very quickly. That’s why I came here.” Argrave spread his arms out.

“Wasn’t he…? I mean, I heard Induen was… not weak at all,” Stain noted from the windowsill. “Gods be damned.”

“World’s a better place without him sucking air.” Argrave crossed his arms. “I saw an opportunity. I took it. Induen deliberately orphaned children for pleasure,” he said loudly and deliberately. “Frankly, he got off easy.”

“And you should be so lucky,” Elias said, his voice urgent. “If Felipe catches you, you won’t get off easy at all. All the more reason we should hurry. The margrave sent us to bring you back—so come back. We can protect you. Moreover, Duke Enrico is prepared to allow—”

“Do not mention that,” Nikoletta cut in. “We are trying to persuade, Elias. Recall what triggered Induen’s demise.”

“…Right.” Elias nodded, then stroked his chin briefly. Argrave was perplexed at their exchange, but he could not ask before Elias continued. “The south is prepared to utilize every force at our disposal to safeguard you. So come with us, Argrave.”

“Mmm…” Argrave put his finger to his lips. “I like the sound of ‘dozens of S-rank mages’ better than ‘Parbon Margravate.’ Tempting, but I think not.”

“The Tower? You’ll stay here?” Elias sought to confirm. “King Felipe will have this place encircled, and he’ll demand you be given to him. He won’t… at least, I’m relatively sure he won’t attack the Tower, but you won’t be able to leave.”

“You think I did this on a whim?” Argrave looked to him. “I wasn’t expecting to meet any of you. I have a plan. If it falls through, I have other plans. And besides… going to Parbon once again is not in my calendar.”

“You do owe me a favor still, Argrave,” Mina pointed out. “A big one. And I surely won’t forget that fact.”

Elias put his hand on his hip and stared down at Argrave. “So… you refuse our offer. You won’t act as claimant. Won’t even consider it.”

“When did I say that? Relax, both of you.” Argrave looked between Mina and Elias. “Give me a moment to think.”

As Argrave sat there in contemplation, Elias walked away, everyone still reeling from the news of Induen’s death. Anneliese put her hand on Argrave’s shoulder, and he looked up. He put his hand atop her own and returned the resigned smile she flashed him.

The two of them had already talked about this at length. And the conclusion?

“When spring comes… when the fighting begins in earnest… I will be your claimant,” Argrave finally said. “Provided my status as a kinslayer doesn’t make the margrave rethink things.”

Elias stepped back up to Argrave, his one good ruby eye fixed on him. “You speak seriously? No lies?”

“On my terms.” Argrave put a finger to his chest. “Nikoletta. How much did you gab about Gerechtigkeit?”

“Err…” She looked up from where she sat. “I told my father. It spread to the margrave, and to Elias.”

“Once things get worse… a title like king or queen has a hell of a lot less meaning. It’ll be a desperate struggle for just about everyone,” Argrave informed them, gaze distant. “If only for the sake of stability after the war, I’ll do it. I can’t promise I won’t abdicate when it suits me.”

“That’s…” Elias bit his lip.

“Hey.” Argrave pointed to Elias. “You have no idea the magnitude of problems that we face. The civil war is just one medium-sized checkbox on my list of ‘shit that’s wrong with the world.’” Argrave tapped his finger against the table. “I’ll fix this kingdom. I’ll make sure it stays fixed. I’ll utilize my status to the best of my ability to stop the world from turning upside down. But when all is said and done?” Argrave threw up his hands. “I can barely comprehend being a king. I can think of a hundred better candidates. I won’t deny wealth and power are enticing, but after all the things I’ve been through, peace and happiness rank a lot higher in my hopes for the future. A king—a good king, which I’m sure you want—that’s a busy job. Early retirement sounds peachy to me.”

Elias seemed cowed by Argrave’s intensity. After he shifted on his feet a few times, he gave a slow nod. “Alright.”

“Alright,” Argrave repeated, finally relaxing.

“It might not matter anyway,” Elias noted tiredly. “Odds are stacked against us. Most of the south was ravaged by plague. A lot of our fighting force died out, and though the harvest went smoothly… saboteurs burn granaries and assassins attack local lords constantly. It’s become a struggle to persuade undecided nobility, while Vasquer does not have the same issue at all.”

“Eh.” Argrave waved his hand half-heartedly. “We’ll win. But I’m starving,” he noted. “Do they have food here?”

“We’ll win? On what basis?” Nikoletta demanded, standing from her chair and stepping up.

“Relax.” Argrave held his hand out. “I told you I have a plan.”

“I want to know why you’re confident,” Nikoletta insisted, crossing her arms. “It’s past time for you to include us in this.”

“I trust Mina to keep quiet, but you expect me to spill my guts about military plans to people notoriously terrible at keeping secrets? In front of half a dozen knights, all of whom may be enemy informants, no less?” Argrave scowled, then rose up until he stood over everyone. “You learn a lot risking your life day-by-day, foremost among those lessons being caution. I expect you to save your indignance for a better time, Nikoletta.”

Nikoletta stepped back from Argrave, not able to meet his eyes. “I-I’m sorry,” she said.

Argrave pushed his tongue against his cheek, now aware he was being unnecessarily intimidating. “Don’t apologize.” He patted her shoulder. “I get your perspective. You’re gambling a lot—all of you,” he said heartily. “Some bastard-turned-kinslayer being your only hope, I can see why you might want a lot of assurances. So let me give you some,” Argrave said, mind pushing past his fatigue as he worked out a speech.

“I won’t go into specifics, for the sake of ensuring they fall through,” Argrave declared, gaze jumping from person to person. “But there are forces within Vasquer that lay untapped—forces which surpass all of what the enemy’s got. I know the inner workings of many factions within and without this kingdom. You want assurances? That’s good. Then know this—I want a quick end to this war. I turned down Induen, killed him and four of his royal knights in single combat. That should tell you what I think of Vasquer’s chances.” Argrave pointed around the room.

“When spring comes… I’ll bring a spring of my own. A new beginning, fresh buds that’ll make the south and all of Vasquer flourish like never before. Some people you called ‘enemy’ yesterday… when I return, they’ll be at my back.” Argrave pumped his fist. “The rot within Vasquer’s leadership… I’ll make it fester. So you can focus on building an army, Elias, Mina, Nikoletta—and you can keep it. I don’t need it. I’ll bring an army of my own. And I can damn well guarantee you it’ll be bigger and better. So rest easy. I certainly am,” Argrave finished, taking a good look at everyone’s reactions.

Missed my calling, Argrave concluded. Went to college—should have just been a motivational speaker.

“On that note, I’m tired, I’m hungry, and I’ve got things to do.” Argrave rubbed his eyes. “So, are we done?”

No answer was vocalized, but then Argrave supposed that was answer enough. It seems more and more responsibility piled up. With his companions by his side, it didn’t seem all that heavy any longer.


END

You've made it rather far in the series, finally concluding the fourth volume. I hope reading the antics of the unhinged and the insane tickled some fancy, but above all, I hope you enjoyed reading.

As with the prior books, this one is being edited after its stay on Royal Road and Patreon, and will be coming to Amazon in the matter of five or so weeks after this one was released. It may be out already. Please enjoy!




Take care!
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