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Chapter 1

A rather tall elven woman with straight white hair long enough to reach her knees stood behind a warrior in plate armor. She wore a light leather outfit in black, a duster over her shoulders. Cloth wrapped exposed points so that no desert sand could get into the clothes. The man in front of her was gargantuan, far dwarfing her, and idly stared across the desert of black sand before them both with his helmet in the crook of his arm. It was the beginning of winter, and cold persisted in the Burnt Desert of the distant south.

“What do you think?” Anneliese asked as she stared at Galamon with her amber eyes, arms crossed expectantly.

Galamon turned his head slightly, then looked forward once more. They both knew what she was talking about; not a few hours ago, Argrave, their traveling companion, had revealed the source of his knowledge about all he had done. Whether it was stopping the invasion of their people, the Veidimen, or retrieving treasure after treasure from hidden ruins, Argrave seemed to know all. And this was because he came from a place he called Earth. And this place… he called it Heroes of Berendar. It had been a simulated reality for him—a game.

“Doesn’t matter. I didn’t need answers. I had already resolved to follow him.” Galamon stared out across the unending dunes of black sand.

“But I want to know what you think,” Anneliese insisted, stepping a little closer.

Galamon ground his teeth together, saying nothing as the wind blew across the desert. “I’m reminded of when I was young, and I questioned the meaning of life and the validity of Veid’s teachings. I’m wrought with the same sort of… existential ponderance.”

“So you believe Argrave?” she queried.

His white eyes turned to her. “You do,” he noted. “That is sufficient for me. You’re a reliable gauge for lies and deception. I’ve come to know that. Argrave called you an empath, once.”

She nodded. “I know he believes what he says. His knowledge, too, is without question. Whether it was your vampirism, the situation in Veid, or traversing that horrifying Low Way of the Rose, his knowledge carried us through all. As for what he revealed to us…” She knelt down, her hair falling to the sand. “It challenges many of my preconceptions about the world. I have many questions to ask.”

“What do you mean, he believes what he says?” Galamon looked down at her.

Anneliese looked up at Galamon, then rose back to her feet. “He, himself, knows nothing of what actually happened to bring him here. This… This other world that he described to us…” She rubbed her hands together. “Maybe it is real. But the gods work incomprehensibly. He’s stated we head to this Burnt Desert to cure his sickliness, his weakness, by becoming black-blooded. But if the gods did indeed meddle, why would they place him in a shackled body? Much is uncertain.”

“It’ll never be certain. Myself… I believe it is Veid’s will.” Galamon nodded, fixing his white hair as some wind disturbed it.

“I hate uncertainty. I hate being ignorant.” Anneliese shook her head. “Though it may be beyond my ken to know now, it must not always be so. When the threat of Gerechtigkeit does not loom… I think it would be fun to pursue the answer to his question. For now, I will continue on at his side. Now that he has finally cracked, perhaps I can finally learn something genuine about him. He is quite a dodgy one, refusing to answer questions about himself—who he was before. I have to change that. It will come with time.”

“Hah.” Galamon laughed, scratching his chin.

Anneliese gazed up at him, head tilted in curiosity. “You’re feeling… nostalgic?”

Galamon’s mirth ceased when his emotions were so accurately placed. He shook his head as though dismissing his emotions. “It is nothing. Merely reminded of my youth.”

“How so?”

“Unimportant. Just something you said reminded me of what she… Well, never mind.” Galamon closed his eyes. “Want some advice on people like him? How to open his shell?”

Her eyes grew eager. “You have some?”

“Be patient. Be present,” Galamon disclosed, opening his eyes and gazing out into the distance. “He keeps his thoughts, his doubts, close. Hates to display them outwardly.”

“I know that.” She nodded. “It’s why he jokes, makes light of himself.”

“One day, he’ll hit a wall.” Galamon crossed his arms. “That’ll be your chance.”

“To get some honesty from him?”

“And more.” Galamon smiled faintly.

“Is this what you’ve been trying?”

Galamon’s smile quickly turned into a frown. “No. This is a tactic for you.” Anneliese looked perplexed, and Galamon uncrossed his arms, continuing, “At the very least, it is reassuring that Argrave has done this before.”

Anneliese raised a brow. “Can it be considered the same?”

Galamon looked to her. “There is a difference between a fresh recruit who has done nothing, and one who has spent hours beating a training dummy. At the very least, the latter has a feel for what must be done.”

“Possibly. I think not many could do what Argrave has done, thus far,” Anneliese posited.

“Maybe. Maybe not,” Galamon responded indecisively. “He is definitely… uniquely equipped for the path he’s on.”

Anneliese considered that, grinding her boot into the sand. “We travel tomorrow. I am going to head to sleep.”

“I will stay watch with Garm.” Galamon nodded. “In some ways, we are the same. He’s lost his body, and I’ve lost mine to vampirism.”

“If things carry on as they are, perhaps neither will be true,” Anneliese posited. With one last nod, she headed off to her respite.

***

Argrave crested the top of a black dune of sand, placing his hands on his knees to catch his breath. He conjured and drank water, appreciating the moisture amidst the incredibly dry air. The journey here had a purpose: obtaining the last item he needed to become black-blooded, and to become black-blooded in actuality. Yet that didn’t mean it was easy, and especially not physically insufficient as he was.

One might not think the term ‘insufficient’ described his physique—he was tall, perhaps an inch over seven feet. His skin was pale, ill-suited for a desert, and his dark, almost obsidian hair was full and wavy. Despite appearances, he was plagued with sickliness, making the average flu stick to him like glue. That made combatting his weakness all the more difficult.

Galamon was already waiting at the top, staring out across the land. Argrave wore something different than yesterday; his set of black leather he had purchased from the craftswoman at Jast. It was lighter and much more breathable than the fur-lined gray set he’d worn traversing the Low Way of the Rose. The few pieces of metal on it were brass, faded so as not to reflect light. It was made to cover his body much better, too, preventing the coarse black sand from entering into his boots or any crevices.

Above all, Argrave was clean again. He was getting better about tolerating uncleanliness, yet he did appreciate removing the blood and dirt-stained gray leather outfit that had traversed the entire Low Way without much washing.

Anneliese caught up with Argrave, stabbing Garm into the sand. “…I believed it was ridiculous to bring black leather to a desert,” Anneliese confided, only barely out of breath. “Yet it is not as scorching as I imagined, and this is pleasant. It resembles the hottest summer day in Veiden. The clothes breathe well, yet keep me warm.” She pulled at her sleeves.

Argrave considered this as he stared down at the black sand, hunched over breathless. The night and dawn both had been somewhat chilly, yet during the day, a pleasant temperature prevailed—maybe only because it was on the cusp of winter, granted.

That said, the Burnt Desert was not without its issues—the sand was heavy and abrasive, making walking more difficult than Argrave expected. The air was incredibly dry. In addition, the ground could grow very hot at times. Fortunately, they had not yet encountered a sandstorm.

“…I would come here during the winter, at times,” Garm said idly.

Argrave glanced at him, still catching his breath, and then rose to his feet. He conjured water in his hands, drinking it quickly as he stared at Garm. The man—if indeed he still qualified—was a head atop a stake, simply put. He had brown hair and pale skin. His eyes were black on the edges and had yellow irises, indicating he was a product of necromancy. Unlike other necromantic creations… Garm was fully sentient and retained all of his memories. This was an unprecedented anomaly.

Quite frankly, Argrave didn’t know what to make of the severed head that they had taken from the Low Way of the Rose. It was true that Garm had likely saved Argrave’s life—that said, he did not exactly hide his intents, he was extremely pessimistic, but above all…

Argrave knew nothing about Garm.

Garm had been a key item to unlock the lower levels of the Low Way of the Rose—beyond the initial encounter, one did not engage with him further. He, like hundreds of other key items, languished in the player’s inventory, never to be thought about again. Yet now he was here. Anneliese had sworn to protect the thing, though she had made it clear that the other members of the party would take precedence over his life. The deal had seemed incredibly obvious at the time, yet as things proceeded… Argrave was not entirely sure he could trust Garm at all.

“Never been more grateful for magic,” Argrave said, dismissing his thoughts for now. “Things get too hot? You can cool yourself down. Thirsty? Conjure water. Sandstorm? Ward it off. All the dangers of this place are shooed away by one mage.”

“Yet it cannot stay exhaustion,” noted Anneliese.

“Yeah,” Argrave agreed idly. “My point is magic is the best tool for this place. It’s the supreme power. You catch what I mean?” he looked to Anneliese.

“I…” Anneliese paused, head tilted in thought. “Oh.” She nodded as the answer came to her. “You mentioned a faction has an iron grip over this region. Do you mean to say that they are mages?”

“In a sense. People have baseline needs. If you control those needs, you control the populace. And mages can do that, here. At least… they have,” Argrave amended, realizing this situation could be applicable elsewhere. “A lot of unscrupulous people abound here, willing and able to do whatever they need to get power.”

“Who?” questioned Garm.

“There’s no centralized power, but they’re all part of the same faction, more or less—the Vessels of Fellhorn, the god of floods and rain. These Vessels are probably the only surviving group still worshipping an ancient god.”

“You’re kidding,” said Garm. Argrave turned to look at him. “The Vessels of Fellhorn… they were a minor group. The Order of the Rose employed their aid in making the canals of the Low Way. They’re masters of water—nothing more.”

“Weren’t you listening?” Argrave questioned. “Yeah, they are masters of water. People need to drink water to live, you realize. It’s only natural their prominence would increase in this place.” Argrave waved his hands around. “Couple that with some ruthless practices, and things progress as you might expect.

“You want to drink water? That’s fine, they say: as long as you submit to us, we’ll give it to you. For a small group, that’s unsustainable, largely—any wandering mage can do the same. But while you’ve been… predisposed,” Argrave waved to Garm awkwardly, “they’ve been growing in prominence. From a position of power, they can control all the water in a given region. Any mage that disagrees? They’re hunted and killed. Non-mages submit to the Vessels, or they die of thirst. The Vessels make sure of that. Oases, wells, springs—they dry up. Only the water in Fellhorn’s domain persists.”

“Sounds… effective, I suppose,” said Galamon with a nod.

“Might be. But most figureheads in the Vessels are nothing more than regional despots, reveling in the luxury brought by their authority rather than using it for progress.” Argrave shook his head. “Like this, the savage southern tribes are brought to heel—the southron elves, the barbaric cannibals that battled against House Parbon since the House existed, reduced to little more than thralls because they lack options. Vasquer’s greatest threat for centuries extinguished by attrition, eroded from within.”

Argrave took a deep breath and sighed. “I’m getting worked up for nothing. I’m not—we’re not here to take a stance. When it comes to fighting Gerechtigkeit, it serves no benefit to get involved here. Lot of death, lot of misery… and at the end of it all, very little that would aid in the fight against Gerechtigkeit.”

“I see. All that said… are you expecting trouble?” Anneliese queried.

“The Vessels won’t cause trouble for travelers like us, even if we are mages. Bothering wanderers might disrupt their peace. As long as we don’t make trouble, there’ll be none—no giving water to the thirsty, things like that.” Argrave smiled. “Coincidentally, I do have to make some. So… yes, I am expecting trouble. But not much. Only enough to get what I need.”

Anneliese crossed her arms. “I do hope you will inform us before acting.”

“Of course. I’ve learned my lesson,” Argrave said seriously. “Now that my cat’s out of the bag, so to speak, I’ll tell you two everything… without reservation.”

He pushed the thoughts aside, finally ready to move again. In the far distance, movement caught Argrave’s eye. He saw what looked like a black ball rolling downhill. The familiar sight made him smile. It was an armadillo-like creature, near the size of a boar, that supposedly hunted the bugs native to the Burnt Desert. To conserve energy, it rolled down the dunes.

“A cyrello.” Argrave pointed with his finger. “Cute little thing.”

“It should suffice.” Galamon nodded, shaking some sand out of his gauntlets.

“Suffice?”

Galamon looked at Argrave. “We won’t make it to this town you spoke of. I can see the tower in the distance… but we aren’t traveling fast enough.” The rolling creature came to a stop, the black mammal emerging from its ball and starting to move up another dune in a slow waddle. “That cyrello creature should suffice for tonight’s food.”

Argrave’s smile quickly faded, but he didn’t exactly protest.

“The alternative is bugs,” Galamon said coldly, observing Argrave’s expression.

“I didn’t say anything.” Argrave raised his hands.


Chapter 2

Argrave’s boots met something other than sand for the first time in a long while. The ground beneath his feet was still black, though it resembled baked clay more than sand, and some sparse few plants sprouted from cracks in the soil. They were yellow or gray, though, all dead and decaying. The air was dry to the point Argrave wished to keep his mouth shut constantly.

Ahead, the vast dunes of sand began to fade away, if only for a brief stretch. The first bit of civilization entered into sight; a giant wall of black clay. It was smooth and strong, standing about thirty feet tall. Argrave could just barely see the leaf of a palm tree poking over the walls—instead of green, it was black and purple.

“Maybe we can get a wyvern while we’re here, spare me an awful return hike.” Argrave placed his hand on his back. “Whatever. We made it. This place is called Delphasium.” Argrave turned around to his two companions.

Galamon held Garm this time, though they had worked out a disguise for the severed head. He had been stuck in the back of Galamon’s pack and wore the elf’s helmet—it was far too large, but it hid his existence in a mostly convincing manner. A cloth, too, covered his head, so even peering beyond would reveal only cloth. To an onlooker, it probably seemed as though the elven warrior had removed his helmet and mounted it on his backpack.

“They rear wyverns here?” Anneliese questioned.

“Not here, no.” Argrave looked back to Delphasium. “The southern tribes that still rear wyverns live further south, where great mountains surround the desert. They’re the last bastion against the Vessels of Fellhorn, persisting off a spring in the mountains. Dangerous place. We’ll go near there… but we have no reason to enter the mountains. Ostensibly.”

“Ostensibly,” Anneliese repeated, as though asking him to explain himself.

“It would… be nice to have one,” Argrave said musingly. “You heard about Mateth, I’m sure.”

Even Anneliese could not hide that the idea intrigued her, but Galamon put his hand on Argrave’s shoulder.

“Look.” He pointed out.

Argrave followed his finger. Far away, there was a great black cloud visibly writhing despite the distance. It was no thundercloud. And even Argrave could tell that it was heading toward them, not away from them.

“Our first sandstorm. I suppose I should be glad that was not our welcome. Well, let’s jump into the water, so to speak—to Delphasium,” Argrave said positively. He pulled his duster’s hood down, shaking some sand out of it, then started walking toward the wall of black clay in the distance.

When they neared the wall, a smell that Argrave had been glad to leave behind in the Low Way entered his nostrils: death and decay. Fortunately, it was not an all-encompassing smell, but rather one originating from a place in particular. There was a dead body leaning against the walls. The dark-skinned body was male and unhealthily thin, ribs and bones poking out against the flesh as though trying to escape. His was not the only corpse.

There were other people taking shelter near the walls. Numbering near fifty, they were unmoving, each and all incredibly skinny. Argrave had thought he looked far too gaunt, but these people’s sunken faces and exposed bony frames were uncomfortable merely to look at. Their loose woolen clothing seemed all the looser on their thin bodies. Their dark skin was lined with deformed tattoos, the ink’s shapes distorted by their starvation. They huddled underneath cloth canopies held up by wooden stakes.

Rats tried to get at the corpses, yet the people would ward them off with weak rebuttals. The rats stayed near, waiting in the shade, waiting for an opportunity. Elsewhere, a group of four ate something—as Argrave grew nearer, he saw it to be one of the rodents. Nothing was wasted—they drank its blood for moisture, and they ate all of its bits, even gnawing on the bone with their brittle teeth. Most striking was the lack of greed; all of the people divided the rat’s parts in equal portions, prioritizing the youngest.

These people stayed still, staring from the shade as Argrave and his companions passed. None seemed to expect or want something from them, and despite their state, there was a proud warning in their gazes. Their eyes were the color of gold; bright, sharp, and brilliant. Though they lacked the strength to bury the dead man, they seemed insistent on defending him from the rats, both for sustenance and for the sake of the fallen. Anneliese watched them with intense curiosity, and they held her gaze, watching as she passed.

Once they were far away, Anneliese stepped up beside Argrave.

“Those are the southern tribals,” Anneliese stated.

Argrave interpreted it as a question in part, and so confirmed, “Yes. The Vessels won’t kill them outright. Aggression is against their faith, so they resort to passive aggression. Instead of the usual snide comments, they bar them from the town. The guards throw rats over the walls, directly into their camps. Enough to sustain them, but not enough for them to really live. They want to break them—have them submit to thralldom like those within the city.”

“I see.” Anneliese nodded. “Do the southron elves share their skin tone?”

“Darker, actually,” Argrave answered. “We won’t see much of them, I suspect. They’re all but wiped out.”

“I had wished to speak to my distant kin. Disappointing,” she said, sparing one last glance at the people they’d passed.

“Try not to dwell on those people,” Argrave advised. “We cannot solve this solution to benefit the world with such a small number. Even if it bothers you… we cannot right the wrongs here, not if we must do what needs to be done. Gerechtigkeit will kill all. Picture that, if it helps.”

Anneliese turned away. She could not meet his eyes, but she nodded. Argrave hoped what he said was enough. His words certainly felt empty, even to him.

They followed along the outside of the walls, Argrave leading them toward an entrance to the town that he knew of. Eventually, they saw an established path—though partially buried beneath black sand, the stone road was largely well-maintained.

Six people stood at the gate, guarding the entrance casually. Doubtless they were more numerous to prevent the southern tribals outside from trying to sneak or force their way in. They wore loose-fitting dark gray clothes with chain mail for armor. They wore traces of purple at points, purely for decoration—sashes, tassels, the like. Their helmets were simple domes with a spike on the center, yet they wore masks to protect their faces from the sand.

Argrave saw their weapons—two knives on their belt, plus a spear in hand—and once again lamented that he had not paid off his debt to Erlebnis after using his Blessing of Supersession in the Low Way. He had completely exhausted his supply of liquid magic from the Amaranthine Heart, yet he suspected there would still be two or three days before he regained his ability to use the Blessing.

Seeing Argrave and his company approaching, the guards came to attention. Galamon placed himself ahead of Argrave, ever the diligent protector. His presence was large enough that the watchmen looked visibly nervous—doubtless Anneliese and Argrave’s tall stature amplified that effect.

The guardsmen gathered in front of the gate, and Argrave stopped Galamon.

“Hold.” One stepped forward, using the spear as a walking stick. “State your business.”

“Just traveling, looking to stay within the town. I was told there were plenty of inns here at Delphasium.” Argrave stepped up beside Galamon.

The guard stared up at Argrave, expression mostly indiscernible behind his white mask. His eyes were suspicious, though, and he asked, “Traveling where?”

“Deep south. Argent. Visiting an old friend,” Argrave supplied.

“Some friendship, to travel so far over the Burnt Desert,” the guard noted, his suspicions somewhat abated by Argrave’s knowledge of a city deep within the desert. “You come from the north?”

“Not Vasquer, if that’s what you’re asking,” Argrave shook his head, knowing well the hostility between those in the Burnt Desert and Vasquer. “We came from further north, where the land is frozen most of the year. It’s why we’re so pale. Also why we came during the winter—suspect we’d melt in the hottest time of the year.”

The guard let out a wheezing laugh at that. “Alright.” He nodded. “You can enter. There are no tolls here, not for travelers. Do you know our laws?”

“Pay the taxes. No violence, no theft, and no using magic within the city… unless you’re associated with the Vessels of Fellhorn. And lastly… don’t give water to outsiders.”

“That last rule… that’s the one to remember.” The guard nodded. “Merchants will check for this mark on the back of your hand.” He raised his hand up, revealing a blue cross with four Xs on the tips. There was something mystical about the tattoo—it shimmered like sapphire lake water on the back of the man’s hand. “Since you don’t have them, you’ll have to pay the taxes. As a traveler, you can stay for no more than a week.”

“Got it.” Argrave nodded. The tattoo marked a person as a citizen sworn to a Vessel. They doubled as constant monitors, ensuring those that broke the laws could not do so secretly. Calling it ‘thralldom’ was not entirely off.

The man lowered his hand, gaze moving from between Galamon and Anneliese. “Northern elves, hmm? Rumor has it they sacked a city in Vasquer.”

“I’ve heard the same.” Argrave nodded. “Didn’t confirm it, though.”

The guard’s gaze lingered on them. “Make sure they cause no trouble,” he finally warned, stepping aside.

They passed by the guards, Argrave leading them ahead. Most of their attention stayed on Galamon. Argrave felt a little nervous, wondering if any would be able to see Garm, but he didn’t dare let that show in his actions or expression.

They passed beneath the black clay walls of Delphasium, entering into the town beyond. No comment was made about the helmet hiding a severed head on Galamon’s back, and so they entered into the oasis town without issue. The change in scenery was dramatic.

The outside had been a desolate wasteland of blackness utterly devoid of flora, yet within the walls was a drastic change. The buildings and streets were all made of a clean white rock reminiscent of marble. Black plants lined the walkways, reminiscent of agave or aloe vera, while palm trees with black leaves bearing bright purple fruits filled vast orchards. Though plants black in color were most abundant, extremely bright crops persisted everywhere—reds, purples, yellows, and blues. There were peppers, olives, wildflowers, and other such hardy desert plants.

Though the streets were not exceptionally busy, they were still somewhat crowded. The people wore multicolored loose-fitting robes and adorned themselves with plentiful jewelry. The denizens of the Burnt Desert were disparate from the pale people of Vasquer, skin tones ranging from a light tan color to a dark brown. Their hair was dark, and much of it was bound with golden ornaments bearing bright jewelry or silken cloth with bright dye.

Argrave, Anneliese, and Galamon could not stick out more if they tried. They were ridiculously tall, pale, and majority elven—Argrave had grown used to being watched, lumbering stick that he was, but it redoubled in this place. People openly spoke of them, pointing as they passed. It was a wonder they were not stopped by random people on the street. Perhaps only Galamon’s intimidating presence spared them that.

Yet Argrave walked by, trying his best to ignore things. Eventually, they came to the central square. There a great marble sculpture stood tall, depicting a naked woman holding a horn overflowing with fruit. Two spouts of water rose beside her. It was a depiction of Fellhorn—not the god itself, but of its harvest.

Argrave paused at the fountain, watching the water spray the central square wantonly. His mind involuntarily conjured images of the southern tribals outside the walls, starved and dehydrated. He had known what to expect coming here, but seeing it in person was a different experience entirely.

He bit his lip, mindful not to express his disapproval visually lest he gain the ire of the watching crowd. He turned to Galamon. “The place—it’s this way. It’ll be a bit more expensive because we’re using Vasquer coins, but I think we should be able to pass by the night.” He pointed to both of them. “Now, something to note—don’t let people touch your skin easily. If a Vessel of Fellhorn has skin contact, they can do a hell of a lot of damage in seconds. Shake hands, your hand will shrivel in seconds.”

Both nodded seriously.

“That sandstorm—think it’s going to occupy the south,” Galamon commented, staring beyond the walls. “I’m told they can last days.”

Argrave followed his gaze. If he had been playing Heroes of Berendar, a sandstorm simply meant that his vision would be obscured—in reality, though, traveling during a sandstorm was all but a death sentence.

“We worry about that tomorrow. I need to wash the taste of that cyrello out of my mouth,” said Argrave, stepping away from the water fountain. “You can try spicy food, Anneliese. This will be entertaining,” he said with a smile.

“You speak from experience?” Anneliese raised a curious brow. “You must tell me of the food of the place you come from,” she began, following him.

The three ventured deeper into the oasis town. Near the fountain, a well-dressed man watched them leave. His gaze lingered for a long while, and then he turned, heading for a palatial estate in the distance.


Chapter 3

Elias of House Parbon opened a set of thick stone doors, stepping into a cold hall. His father, Margrave Reinhardt and now leader of the rebellion against Vasquer, sat there at his desk. Looking at the two of them, their blood relation was obvious—both had bright red hair, both had sharp ruby eyes, and both had a robust physique. At Elias’ entry, the margrave set down a dagger.

“Father,” Elias greeted a bit stiffly.

Margrave Reinhardt stared at his son. He said nothing for an uncomfortably long period, and Elias felt the need to squirm. He managed to stay still, though only with his best effort.

“Where is your fiancée?” the margrave asked. “The one that Argrave chose for you to cement our newfound alliance with Jast. Without my knowledge.”

“I… introduced her to Rose.” Elias stepped forward, boldly sticking to his decision. “I figured she should know my sister if she is to be a part of the family. They seemed to be getting along when you called me,” he said optimistically. “Both enjoy books. The two are similar, I think. Ridia is near as sweet as Rose.”

Reinhardt nodded. “I’m glad there is some affection forming between the two of you.”

Elias hung his head. “…I’m sorry. I know I should have—”

“Don’t apologize,” Reinhardt interrupted. “Despite my words… and my frustration… I think you did well.”

Elias raised his head back up, red eyes wide.

“You made a decisive choice as a leader to earn a benefit, and to protect your people. By allying with House Jast, Count Delbraun fights against Vasquer. Powerful allies are a boon to our people. Proactivity is something that I wanted you to learn, and you learned it.” Reinhardt spread his arms out. “The fact that you ignored my authority doesn’t matter, because you considered the people first. I would be a hypocrite to punish you for rebelling when I am doing the same against my liege, the king.”

“Well, I… Argrave is the one who made this happen,” Elias deflected. He’d promised to take the blame for Argrave, but now that derision had turned into praise, he willingly mentioned his name. “He was the smart one. He saw what would happen and made it a reality. I just… was led around.”

Reinhardt looked away with a sigh. “Why has that one become the sole force of change in this family?” He rubbed the bridge of his nose, then said dismissively, “It doesn’t matter.” Reinhardt grabbed the dagger on his desk, tossing it aside. He retrieved a paper, handing it to Elias. “This came not hours ago.”

Elias took two steps forward, retrieving the paper. He oriented it to read it properly, then furrowed his brows. After a time, he raised his head. “Elbraille declared its support of our cause?”

Margrave Reinhardt nodded.

Elias smiled. “That’s… That’s great! Argrave said this would happen, but I wasn’t entirely sure.”

“That boy you brought, Stain…” Reinhardt continued, not sharing his son’s jubilation. “He tells me of some things. He’s been… He said he was ‘keeping his ears on the beating heart of the underworld.’ I didn’t know what he meant, but he elaborated that he was keeping track of rumors.” Reinhardt sighed and shook his head. “I don’t know what he’s saying half the time.”

“He’s a good one at heart, even if he does like to do some… less than reputable things. He didn’t have a good chi—”

“Let me finish.” Reinhardt held out his big hand. “Despite this letter… Stain says a lot of people are talking about unrest in Elbraille. He says people claim someone is stirring the people against the lord, bringing to light certain injustices. Unjust taxes, corrupt guards, malfeasance by those near the duke…”

“That’s… Is that true? These incidents, that is,” Elias questioned.

“I’m not saying Duke Marauch is a saint—far from it—but we need his support in the war. Someone is moving against him, trying to oust him from power.”

Elias stepped away, thinking, then turned back and nodded seriously. “What do we do about it?”

Reinhardt leaned back in the chair, his brawny frame completely hiding the backrest. He sighed for a long, long while. “I don’t know.”

Elias was taken aback, as though he’d never heard his father say that.

“But we need to figure it out,” the margrave said. “Tomorrow, I’ll call together some advisors I trust. We’ll discuss this, decide how to act. Personally, I think that you and Stain should go there and maintain order. Doubtless the duke will welcome it.”

“If someone is trying to undermine the duke, it’s definitely going to be a supporter of Vasquer,” Elias said. “It would be dangerous to go there.”

“I will keep that in mind, should this come to pass.” The margrave shook his head. “But this person, or group of persons, evidently lacks the strength for an outright coup.”

“I see.” Elias nodded.

Reinhardt pointed at Elias. “Tomorrow, I want you up early. Come to me here. We’ll talk more then. For now… ensure your fiancée is comfortable here.” Reinhardt leaned forward once more, picking up the dagger he’d set aside and examining it.

“Thank you, Father,” Elias said, lowering his head slightly. He turned and opened the stone door, stepping out. As he made to leave, he stopped.

Elias turned, grabbing the stone door. “Argrave told me something at the Tower of the Gray Owl.”

Reinhardt kept the dagger in hand, looking up coldly toward his son. “And?”

“He said there was a… salamander. On the hills of Vysenn,” Elias proceeded carefully.

“That volcanic region. Is this pertinent?” the margrave questioned.

“Argrave seemed to be under the impression this salamander might hold some secret in healing Rose.” Elias took his hand off the stone door and stepped back into the room. “I looked into this… and, well, some of it holds true. There are barbarians in Vysenn, known for their regenerative abilities. These salamanders, too…”

The margrave turned his ruby eyes away from his son. “If you think it has merit… look into it further.”

“Thank you, Father,” Elias said once more, a little more excitement on his tone. He left and shut the door quickly.

The margrave dropped the dagger, and it clattered against the desk. “This boy… Maybe I need to meet him once more.” Reinhardt rubbed his forehead, clearly torn.

***

Argrave sat at a table outside in the chilly air of the dawn, warming himself up beneath the sun’s beams. Anneliese sat adjacent to him. The inn they’d stayed at had goat for breakfast—the cost had been exorbitant, but Argrave did not lack money even still. Though Argrave might’ve found the prospect of a new type of meat unappealing, for the first time in a long while, the meat was seasoned—rock salt, peppers, and other such things to give it flavor.

“Those people outside…” Anneliese said, gaze distant.

“Still thinking about that?” Argrave questioned. “I told you, it does nothing for us to get involved. Even if we could change things—something that’d take years—it does nothing for the bigger picture. We, alone, should fight an entire region’s religion, fix an entire region’s problems? I feel guilty too, but I’d feel guiltier if I had to watch Gerechtigkeit kill each and every living thing alive because we spent our time tackling something beyond our capability.”

She nodded, refocusing her gaze on Argrave. “Why do they refuse to submit to the Vessels?”

“Revoked liberties, delegated tasks, forced non-violence, forced worship of Fellhorn, and long-standing hatred,” Argrave summarized quickly. “They refuse to surrender their cultural traditions.”

“Yet life here does not seem so bad.” Anneliese looked around. “If they would simply submit, then…”

“Because this is a trading town, sustained largely by farming,” Argrave summarized. “Beyond forced labor in the fields, we can’t see much injustice. Elsewhere… mining settlements, plantations… We’ll see the worst of the place soon enough.” Argrave tapped his finger on the table. “Unless you can think of an alternative I’m missing, feeling guilty will just distract us.”

“Okay,” she said with a resigned sigh. “It is difficult to suppress guilt when people starve outside the walls.”

“Eat some food,” Argrave suggested. “You were praising our breakfast this morning to the moon and back. We can get some more.”

“It was good…” she confessed. “But expensive. I cannot. And you would eat things like this constantly, from the realm you came from?” Anneliese asked, leaning in close to Argrave.

“Well, yeah. But come on.” Argrave pointed to her. “You had salted meat in Veiden. It was sea salt, granted, but it’s not much different.”

“We salt our food for preservation, not for taste,” she countered. “Yet hearing you describe your home, I suppose I can understand why you detest being dirty so much.”

Argrave tapped his fingers on the table. It still felt a bit awkward to speak of his home so openly, and he somewhat loathed the feelings of homesickness that would swell whenever he confronted it. “I was an outlier, even there.” Argrave shook his head.

“What do you miss most?” she asked, placing her arms on the table.

“Music,” Argrave answered without missing a beat. “I… There were so many instruments, it’s difficult to even begin to list them all. Millenia of cultural traditions and developments were distilled into countless types of music, each and all wonderful and unique. And above all, music wasn’t something reserved for special occasions—parties, festivals, what have you. Anyone could listen to music, anywhere. We have electricity to thank for that.”

Anneliese’s stared up at his face, bright-eyed. She opened her mouth to speak but Galamon stepped up to them, still wearing his backpack with Garm on it. The elven vampire removed the pack, setting it beside the table, and then sat down.

“Galamon, you’re back,” Argrave greeted.

“Sandstorm’s still raging, and it shows no signs of subsiding,” Galamon reported as he settled himself. “Roads are blocked—no travel to or from the town. Even the merchants refuse to go.”

Argrave sighed. “Damn it all.” He looked at Garm, encased in Galamon’s helmet. “How are you, Garm?”

“Fine, I suppose. This one has the steadiest step—the least shaking. And he’s the tallest, so I can see more,” came his muffled voice. “I’m satisfied with this arrangement. Not that I could do anything if I wasn’t.”

“You tell me if you think of anything long-term for disguises.” Argrave tapped his chest.

“I like the helmet,” Garm said. “Feels safe, I suppose. Craft something around the stake, turn it into a walking stick, encase me in a decorative helmet… That might work.”

“Something to consider.” Argrave nodded. “Just difficult finding a craftsman that’s trustworthy.” Argrave scratched his lip, trying to conjure names.

“As I said, this seems to suffice for now,” Garm concluded.

Argrave nodded, letting the silence stretch out. “Guess we have more time to do nothing. It’s more than a little welcome after what happened in the Low Way, but I feel like I’m wasting time.” Argrave leaned back in his chair and crossed one leg over the other. “What should we do? Beyond waiting out the storm, of course.”

“Ideally…” Galamon looked around, eyeing the passersby. “We should secure a place with a caravan. It’ll be slower moving, but should a sandstorm hit in the middle of the road, we’ll have plenty of supplies and a good navigator. We’ll also have a safer place to take shelter without draining your magic.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Argrave agreed. “But it’ll be difficult to get anyone to agree to that. People around here… they don’t seem especially trusting.” Argrave waved his hands about.

Even sitting, they were still watched. People didn’t bother them overtly, necessarily, but there was an inherent caution of them that marked them as outsiders.

Galamon leaned back in the chair, and it creaked against his weight. “True,” he conceded. “You don’t have any ideas on that front? Something sweet to worm your way onto the back of a luxury carriage?”

“Decided to ease off the genius plans, at least until they’re needed.” Argrave tapped his temple. “I’ll let the mental juices ferment in my head. When they’re needed… boom.” He emulated his head exploding. “It’ll go as perfectly as Jast. Trust me on this one.”

Anneliese laughed and lowered her head into her arms, slouching. Her hair fell over her face, and she moved it aside to stare at Argrave with one amber eye.

“I am glad to see you regained some confidence lost in the Low Way,” she said.

Argrave raised a brow, only realizing that fact when she mentioned it. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Galamon straighten, turning on his chair. Argrave followed his gaze, and then caught sight of four gray-robed guardsmen approaching them. Their leader held a piece of paper while the other three bore only knives.

Galamon stood, turning, while Argrave remained sitting casually.

The guards came up to Argrave’s party. The one bearing paper stepped forth, bowing slightly.

“Gentlemen. Madam.” He bowed to each in turn. “We come on behalf of Mistress Tatia of Delphasium.” He held out the piece of paper, holding it above his head as he bowed. It was a small roll, bound by a purple sash.

Argrave gestured toward Galamon to take the paper. The elven vampire took it gingerly, being sure not to crush it.

“Why?” asked Argrave.

The man’s back straightened. “Mistress Tatia is curious about your party of three and wishes for you to join her for a feast tonight in her palace, in hopes you might share stories of the northern lands. Little news passes beyond the Lionsun Castle.”

Argrave bit his lip, thinking through his response carefully. “Let’s say, in a purely hypothetical situation, we don’t attend. What happens?”

“The mistress would be quite sad, but I am sure she would understand,” the man said, expression indiscernible beneath his cloth mask. “Thank you for your time, gentlemen, madam.” He bowed once more, and then stepped away.

Argrave raised a brow, turning to look at Anneliese as the guards walked away.


Chapter 4

Argrave shut the door to their room, taking a breath before turning around. The rolled-up piece of paper that had been delivered to them sat in the center of a table, each of them hovering about it as though it was something dangerous that needed to be watched.

After glancing between his two companions, who remained silent, he stepped up to the paper. He removed the purple sash, unrolling the paper gingerly with his gloves. He read through it.

“Huh.” He lowered it. “It really is just an invitation. Thought there’d be more, maybe. Secret message, a death threat, something…”

“Do you know the sender?” Anneliese asked.

“Sure.” Argrave nodded. He placed one hand to his chin as he recounted, “This Mistress Tatia is a mage, relatively stable and pacific, yet quite… detached and inhuman.” Argrave looked up and added, “Just like most of the Vessels, come to think of it.”

“And her rank?” Anneliese pressed further.

“Not applicable.” Argrave shook his head. “Their source of power isn’t magic. They’re associated with Fellhorn. ‘Vessel’ isn’t a metaphor—they’re conduits for Fellhorn’s aspects. They’re capable of taking and expunging waters in oceanic proportions, and with far more freedom than most magic offers. Each Vessel is an oasis in and of themselves, each with variable capacities.”

“Then perhaps mage is not the best term,” Anneliese posited.

Galamon held out a hand. “All that matters—can we refuse this without consequence?”

“I mean… reasonably, yes,” Argrave said, holding his hands out. “But we wouldn’t earn any friends. If I learned anything from Jast, having Elaine as an ally was helpful in ways I hadn’t even predicted. And with the sandstorm, traveling is impossible anyway.”

Galamon crossed his arms, looking completely neutral at the prospect. Anneliese, though, shook her head.

“Provided there are no ulterior motives, no other forces at work…” Anneliese looked to Argrave, who confirmed this with a relatively confident nod. “If there are no others involved, we were clearly invited as a spectacle—a passing amusement, just as we were for most of the people in this town. The mistress wants something to gawk at.”

“Is that really problematic?” Argrave questioned. “I can trust that they won’t force us to do anything; Mistress Tatia won’t do anything to threaten her peace. A few laughs, a few jeers… and it isn’t as though we can’t embarrass them in turn.”

Anneliese crossed her arms. “I know what I saw. And those that this Mistress Tatia thinks less of are sitting outside the walls, no food or drink.”

Argrave nodded. “I see your point. But… harsh as it is to say, those people refuse to bend… and so they break.” Argrave held his hands out as though it were a pity and shook his head. “I’m willing to be flexible to get what I need—I’ll work in the system instead of struggling to exist without it. So, unless either of you two disagree, I think we have no reason to refuse.”

Both stood around, considering his words without making any final decisions.

“Come now,” Argrave encouraged. “We have little else to do besides wait out the storm, reading books. We’ll have plenty of that to do in the times leading up to the feast, and plenty more to do after.”

“Okay.” Anneliese nodded, and Galamon soon joined her in agreement.

“Then it’s settled. Let’s—”

“And what of me?” Garm asked. “You don’t intend to bring me with, I hope.”

Argrave looked down at him. “That’s a good point.”

“You’d forgotten about me,” Garm accused.

“No,” Argrave insisted, lying through his teeth. “I just think that you would be best suited to staying here, watching over our things.”

Garm closed his eyes. “I… Could you make it so I can see outside, at least?” He looked up at Argrave. “I do not wish to endure the monotony of staring at a wall, or a cloth blanket, for hours unending. Let me see people.”

He seemed pitiable in that moment, and so Argrave nodded.

***

Argrave had cleaned up his black leather gear as best he could, and the three of them walked to the palatial estate of Mistress Tatia. The rest of the city was quite decadent and grand, like a pearl city amidst the desert, yet her estate was doubly so. The marble mansion had a great tower looming behind it, standing tall as a beacon for travelers and personal power. The fence and gate granting entry were made of gold, though Argrave supposed it might be a cheaper metal made in imitation. Argrave was no expert.

The city of Delphasium looked especially beautiful in the night. The moonlight reflected off the marble walkways, giving one the impression they were walking on resplendent pearls. It was a little chilly, but Argrave’s leather more than sufficed for heat.

“Where do they get all of this rock?” Anneliese questioned.

The question caught Argrave off guard. “I don’t… It’s imported, if I remember right, from quarries further south. More tributaries to the Vessels, I suppose.”

“Quite an ordeal, to haul rocks across the desert,” she noted.

“Anything for a drink, I guess.” Argrave looked around.

Anneliese crossed her arms, falling into silence for a few moments. Changing the subject, she said, “I worry for Garm, sometimes.”

“What?” Argrave said at once, incredulously. “Why? Worried someone will break in? That… could be a problem, certainly…”

“No, not in that way.” She waved her hand at him. “He acts like he has come to terms with what has happened to him, but I do not believe he has,” she mused, walking toward the gates.

“He hides it pretty well, then,” Argrave commented cynically.

“He was crying,” Galamon cut in.

Argrave turned to look at him. “When?”

Galamon did not look from the gate ahead as he said, “When you two were enjoying the food this morning. Goat meat, I think it was.”

Argrave could not help but widen his eyes in surprise while Anneliese nodded, her point affirmed.

“Good Lord. That is pretty depressing,” Argrave admitted.

“You wish to speak of winning allies…” Anneliese looked at Argrave, shrugging. “Garm would be a good place to start.”

Argrave pointed a finger at her. “He refused to give us his knowledge, even after we were amply honest with him. He’s made his position on this matter very clear—if he’s going to do anything to help us, he has to receive something in return.”

“Can you blame him? Knowledge is all he has, and we barely know him. I do not know you to take things personally like that,” Anneliese refuted. “And I cannot think that his refusal alone is why you dislike him. I know you well; it takes much for you to dislike someone. The Sentinels are the only I can think of.”

“Dislike him?” Argrave repeated. “Why would you…?” He trailed off, unable to finish the sentence. “Well, fine. Sure. I don’t exactly trust that he has my back. Neither of you can deny he doesn’t exude trustworthiness. If he had legs, I’m sure he’d already have scurried off elsewhere, finding fresh corpses for necromantic projects.”

Neither responded to that, and they came ever closer to the gate of Mistress Tatia’s estate. Argrave stepped ahead, stopping them both.

“Why do you think I dislike him, then?” he asked Anneliese, discontent with this conversation.

She seemed hesitant to answer. After Argrave’s unflinching gaze, she eventually relented, saying, “Two reasons. One—you have told us you know absolutely nothing about him, and that disquiets you. Two—you see yourself reflected in him.”

Argrave’s mouth fell open for a moment, then he laughed. “What, we’ve got a long, thin stick where there should be a body?” Argrave questioned. “What do you mean by that, exactly? What do the two of us have in common? He and Galamon have more in common—they both watch other people eat, unable to do so themselves. As for the crying…” Argrave trailed off, catching a fierce glare from Galamon.

Anneliese continued, saying, “Just as you, he awoke in a world familiar to him, yet entirely unfamiliar to him, with limited capabilities coupled with an array of useful, even unique knowledge. The situations are different, yet similar. Certainly enough to draw comparison.” She gestured toward Argrave, imploring him to consider what she said.

Argrave bit his lips, trying to think of something to say in retaliation. He paused, brows furrowing.

Huh. I’m not trying to consider her point, just trying to think of something to retaliate with.

That alone was evidence enough that she might have a point, and so Argrave lowered his head, rubbing his forehead bitterly. “Hell of a bomb to drop on me just before we enter a place where I have to use my head.”

She laughed lightly. “That… is a good point. I apologize. I simply felt it needed to be said.” She lowered her head to lock eyes with him and then continued mischievously, “Besides, I have found that you work well in stressful situations.”

“Is that right?” Argrave lifted his head back up and smiled. “Well, I’m also good at refusing to think about things. I’ll just hide away this uncomfortable realization for now and confront it later.” He turned on his heel, walking toward Mistress Tatia’s palace.

Anneliese smiled and followed behind. Galamon paused for a moment, watching the two of them. He shook his head and moved to catch up.

They came to the presently open golden gates, where two guardsmen waited. Argrave had expected to be stopped, but the people standing there gave them nods.

“The mistress told us to expect you. Please, enter. You are expected.” The guard gestured politely.

“Should I hold onto this?” Argrave held out the paper he’d been given.

“Ah, yes. I had forgotten.” The guard took it from his hands. “Enjoy.”

Argrave nodded and stepped into the mistress’ estate. Though the entire city of Delphasium was not lacking for decadence, this place seemed to be a state beyond. The lit lamps were made of gold, and the walkways were all adorned with vivacious and green life, thriving and beautiful. Purple cloth hung from windows and pillars, though they bore no banner.

Their party continued on slowly. Argrave found it a little difficult to appreciate the scenery, considering what he had seen outside the walls of Delphasium. He saw a few white-robed people walking about, though there was something off about their skin—Argrave recognized them as Vessels, though he could not get a sufficient glimpse to judge their appearance fully. Evidently Galamon had, for his eyes followed them as they passed.

“They smell of… nothing,” he said in concern.

“They probably smell like water,” Argrave commented quietly. “These people wouldn’t have any of the functions to generate the smells—no oils, no sweats, no tears. They’ve transcended a physical form.”

Galamon looked back, gesturing for Argrave to continue. They carried on, heading toward an open entryway, where purple cloth fell down. People pushed it aside and moved to and from. As they neared, the sounds of revelry started to become apparent.

“About… thirty or so,” Galamon said to Argrave.

“Manageable, I think.” Argrave nodded. “Remember what I said earlier. Allow no one to touch your skin,” Argrave warned, stepping forth to push aside the purple cloth serving as the doorway.


Chapter 5

The first thing that Argrave noticed when entering the palatial estate of Mistress Tatia was neither a sound, nor a sight, nor a smell. Instead, it was a sensation.

The air around them felt incredibly dry. It was strange, then, that the second thing he processed was the presence of rushing water.

Argrave stepped past the purple cloth blocking the entrance, staring into the room. A decadent marble table inlaid with gold at the corners had been arrayed before them. It was low set, falling just short of Argrave’s knees. The top of it had been covered with purple felt. In each corner of the room, there were small waterfalls pouring from golden horns into small pools.

People sat around the table, though instead of chairs, they sat atop mounds of pillows in very casual positions. As Argrave entered, most of them came to attention, sitting straighter and casting curious glances at the newly arrived three. They all wore very bright, eye-catching colors. Argrave recognized them to be Vessels.

Each and every Vessel had a strange, almost aquatic quality to their dark skin. It glistened as though fresh out of a pool, yet not a drop of liquid could be seen anywhere on them. Their hair had a silken quality to it, almost oily, and it seemed to move about, spurred by an unfelt wind.

Argrave recognized some. Most prominently, he recognized the woman at the head of the table—Mistress Tatia. She rested amidst a pile of red and gold pillows, wearing a purple dress studded with gemstones. The dress was loose and exposed much of her dark olive skin. She was a robust woman—not fat, exactly, but certainly fleshy.

Argrave locked eyes with her, and she sat up amidst her pillows. She raised both hands in the air. Her actions had a sort of flowing grace to them, each moving to the next without ceasing.

“Greetings, wanderers from the distant north!” she greeted, her voice smooth and pleasant. “My invitation, it seems, was well-received. I am pleased to see you elected to dine with us.”

Argrave stepped forward, allowing room for Anneliese and Galamon to follow him in. Their eyes wandered around the room while the Vessels sitting watched them.

Placing a hand to his chest, Argrave lowered his head a little. “Thank you for welcoming us into your home, Mistress Tatia,” Argrave returned her greeting.

She beamed, showing perfect white teeth. She gestured toward an empty mound of pillows beside her. “Please, come and sit. You and your companions have been arranged a place at the seat of honor. What may we call you?”

“I am Argrave, and these two are Galamon and Anneliese,” he introduced as he took slow, steady steps into the room, somewhat overwhelmed by the sense of hospitality all were projecting. The sense of consideration and kindness was intense enough to feel feigned. Argrave possessed knowledge enough of these people’s characters to believe he was safe, but recent events had proven he was not all-knowing. His guard remained up.

“Most suspected our invitation would be rebuffed,” a Vessel said—a man with a clean-shaven face. “It is not often that northerners pass through here. The people of the north fear this place—they deem it a land of barbarians and heat, nothing more. But we have quelled things, don’t you agree? That time has passed.”

“I made it here without issue,” Argrave replied, finally making to the end of the table. Mistress Tatia fluidly gestured for them to sit, and Argrave lowered himself onto the pillows. He found that the closer he grew to the Vessels, the moister the air became, as though they were isolated in a bubble of wetness.

“My chefs are still preparing our meal,” Tatia explained as Argrave looked about. “And tell me, gentleman Argrave, how does this town of mine treat you?”

Argrave shrugged while nodding. “Having marble beneath my feet is like walking on clouds compared to that heavy black sand outside the walls. And the food’s been nice. Part of the reason I was swayed to come, in fact.”

“And the two northern elves?” Tatia smiled, turning to Galamon and Anneliese as if prompting them for their answer.

Galamon crossed his arms and nodded, while Anneliese added, “This place cannot have been easy to build, isolated as it is.”

Mistress Tatia sunk back into her pillows and placed a hand on the top of her chest. “Indeed. My predecessor spent his life completing this place, passing away at two hundred and twelve.” She nodded as if in peace. “It is a shame you had to see it sullied by the presence of the tribals. My guards told me you passed by them.” She gestured.

“We did,” said Argrave quickly, hoping to move on.

“There is something I was curious about… regarding the tribals,” Anneliese questioned, leaning forward and moving some pillows aside.

Argrave looked to her, hoping to warn her away from asking an offensive question. She stared at Mistress Tatia undaunted.

“Please, I’d be happy to answer your questions,” Mistress Tatia beckoned with a smile.

“Why starve and deprive the southern tribals instead of killing them outright?” She tilted her head.

Argrave straightened his back and scratched the top of his lip, casting a miffed glance at Anneliese. She did not seem to lack confidence in her question, though.

“Ah. I suspect it may be difficult for a foreigner to understand.” Mistress Tatia nodded.

“The eternal downpour of Fellhorn rains only water, never blood,” a Vessel said zealously. “If they are to die, let them die in the cool embrace of Fellhorn… or at their own hand, in a pool of misery. Either way, His eternal rain will someday welcome them into His Vessels.”

“Indeed.” Mistress Tatia pointed to the one who’d spoken. “We would not truly be the faithful if we bent His decrees for rote practicality. What is practical is often not what is right. Though the southern tribals waged war unending, we Vessels are but humble servants of Fellhorn. He is the unceasing rain and the constant flood. His will is our will. Ours is a different conquest—a conquest of the mind. And of faith.”

Mistress Tatia held out her hand, and the skin on her palm seemed to liquify before bursting up into the air in a steady spout. It was but a small show of the power of a Vessel, no more than a party trick, but it served to illustrate their power. They embodied the water, taking it in and expelling it at will. Though, perhaps ‘at will’ was incorrect—it was at the will of their god, Fellhorn. Their power was, in many ways, similar to Argrave’s Blessing of Supersession vested in him by Erlebnis.

“Each and every living person can be made a follower. Some of these followers will eventually give birth to Vessels. Like this, we bring a peace to this land—that is but one aspect of the great eternal rain of Fellhorn we hope to bring to this desolate land.” The waterspout coming from her hand rose, and then she closed her hand and it dissipated.

Argrave digested those words in silence. They were convincing, almost noble. Had Argrave only seen Delphasium, he might’ve even agreed with them entirely. But the rest of the Burnt Desert was not the same as this place. Argrave looked at Anneliese, grateful at least that she did not seem especially moved.

“Well,” Argrave said, settling back into the pillows now that things had resolved themselves without aggravating their hosts. “I am thankful for both your generous invitation and the beautiful sights within Delphasium.”

“The pleasure is ours,” Mistress Tatia returned.

“If you worry for your safety, fear not the tribals,” one man said from the corner of the table. “Their numbers dwindle by the day. Rats feast upon their corpses, and they feast upon the rats, growing diseased from it. They drink blood for sustenance… all of this hardship merely because they refuse to recognize Him, submit to Him.”

“Indeed,” a woman agreed. “Fellhorn renders all equal beneath Him. The hardships of an uncivilized life—theft, violence, blasphemy… All transgressors are Drained, and society is at peace.”

“Drained?” repeated Galamon.

“It is Fellhorn’s gift,” a man explained. “The transgressor has violated Fellhorn’s laws, and in doing so, they must surrender all within themselves to a Vessel. We Vessels absorb their souls, offering them to our lord Fellhorn. In return, He vests more of His power upon us. Like this, Fellhorn’s eternal rain spreads, and we Vessels grow to accommodate more of His blessing.”

Argrave scratched the back of his neck to hide his expression while Mistress Tatia hurriedly added, “Let us not speak of grim things just before a meal.”

As if summoned by her words, people walked through the purple cloth marking the doorway to the room. They held silver trays of food, and the Vessels clamored happily when the servants came into view.

As the servants continued to lay decadent meals before each and every person present at the table, Mistress Tatia spoke to Argrave.

“Argrave, was it?” Tatia asked, and when Argrave nodded, she continued, “Now that we have told you of our home, I wish to hear of yours, if it pleases you.”

Argrave rubbed his gloved hands together. “Do you want to hear of Veiden, land of the snow elves, or the lands north of Vasquer?”

Mistress Tatia mused, leaning forward as food was placed before her. “You passed through Vasquer, did you not?” she questioned. “Because, truly, what is occurring there at present intrigues me the most. Tumult can spread beyond borders.”

“There’s a civil war,” Argrave stated plainly. “House Parbon intends to combat the royal House Vasquer. Their spheres of influence largely constitute the south and the north, respectively.”

“Tell me more,” Mistress Tatia urged.

***

“This was an enlightening conversation,” Mistress Tatia said, placing her fork down on the table.

“Glad I could help,” Argrave returned, having left much of his grand steak unfinished. It had tasted delicious, but it was far too large for someone like him.

“Perhaps this is the time to forge a relationship with House Parbon,” Mistress Tatia suggested, hoping for counsel. “Doubtless they will be amenable to the people that have quelled the southern barbarian menace that has plagued their Margravate for centuries.”

“I cannot be the judge of that.” Argrave shook his head.

“Well, I am pleased that you came to my palace.” Mistress Tatia smiled. “I am told you had intended to go to Argent.”

“Yes, but at present, a sandstorm blocks the road south.” Argrave clicked his tongue. “Unfortunate thing, that.”

“Indeed it is,” Mistress Tatia sympathized. “There seem to be many more of those, lately, for reasons I cannot begin to surmise.”

Perhaps it’s because things have dried up to a ridiculous point, Argrave wished to say, but wisely refrained.

Argrave paused for a bit, and then discreetly added, “We had intended to travel with a merchant caravan, but many proved unreceptive to outsiders…”

Mistress Tatia raised a brow. “Truly? Now that is a sad thing, indeed. Perhaps I can help out some on that front,” she suggested.

Argrave smiled. Now, those words taste much better than the meal I just ate…

***

“That was a little too tense for my tastes,” Argrave mused, stretching as they walked down the path.

“Those people…” Anneliese looked back at the golden gate.

“Not exactly paragons, I know,” Argrave finished, stopping to speak to her.

Anneliese turned her head back to Argrave. “What you say is true, but I refer to their deadened emotions. They experience less of everything—joy, happiness, rage, sorrow. It is all muted.”

“Drowned out,” Argrave posited. “It’s why I called them inhuman. They aren’t called ‘Vessels’ because they’re full. They’re called so because they’re empty.”

“Are they powerful?” Galamon questioned.

“Yeah,” Argrave said. “Hard to quantify or qualify as it is standard magic. That little trick she demonstrated, spouting water—it can propel fast enough to tear off limbs, and travel for miles. The stronger ones can do that, anyway. And every moment they touch you, they can Drain you. Steal every bit of liquid inside you. It’s so painful that it’s difficult to stop once it’s started… or so went the lore. Never experienced it.” Argrave shook his head. “Never hope to.”

“Is it prudent to accept a favor from that woman?” Anneliese questioned.

“Being friendly with these people is for the best.” Argrave nodded, resuming their walk back to the inn. “We have to use whatever we can against Gerechtigkeit. Don’t forget this.”


Chapter 6

Argrave blinked open his eyes, staring up at the white ceiling above. He took a deep breath. His lungs felt back to working order, finally. He started to move and found his body happy to obey. He sat up, his head clear and everything in working order. He touched his chest, putting on a pondering expression.

Anneliese looked at him from where she sat at a table, reading a book. “You slept well,” she remarked.

Argrave ran his hand over his face. “Yeah… I guess I did. I feel pretty good, actually.” He turned to look at her. “Had a dream. Went to this barbecue place I always used to go to. You were there. Then it got weird.” Argrave shook his head.

“And you felt this was worth sharing?” Garm remarked.

Argrave turned his gaze to him. He had many choice retorts in mind, but what Anneliese had told him yesterday still stuck with him. He didn’t wish to be unduly prejudiced against Garm. Argrave clasped his hands together and asked cheerily, “How are you doing, Garm?”

Garm could not move, but Argrave veritably saw him shrink away. “I’m… fine,” he responded awkwardly.

“That’s good. Sorry we couldn’t take you with last night,” he apologized. “I hope you understand why, at least.”

“…It’s fine,” he dismissed, closing his eyes so as not to look at Argrave. “Bunch of people eating, smacking their lips—wouldn’t want to be there, anyway.”

“Even still.” Argrave shook his head, then stood, setting aside the woolen blanket and grabbing his duster off a chair. “Where’s—”

The door opened, and Galamon ducked through.

“Speak of the devil,” Argrave said, throwing his duster on quickly.

“The sandstorm has cleared,” Galamon reported, and then slammed the door especially loudly.

Argrave furrowed his brows. “That’s good news, no? Something wrong?”

“…Nothing,” he answered after a time.

Argrave looked to Anneliese, who returned his glance with an unspoken confirmation that something was indeed wrong.

“Right,” Argrave continued. “Well… we should find that merchant Tatia referred me to… His name was Titus, I believe.”

Anneliese shut her book, then came to her feet. “I shall get my things together.”

***

Though Argrave didn’t wish to press Galamon as to what was bothering him, believing it might have something to do with his vampirism, Argrave found later that they did not need to ask.

When they made it to the central square, Argrave noticed there was a particularly large crowd around there. His first instinct was to avoid it, but curiosity drove him to see what they were gathering around. When he grew close alongside Anneliese and Galamon, he found it easy to look over the crowd of people ahead.

Chairs had been arranged in a circle around the fountain statue depicting Fellhorn. Argrave saw strange dark lumps on them but couldn’t immediately recognize what they were. They were many, numbering near fifty. He stared for a while, failing to discern what they might be. Gradually, though, he made sense of it.

They were corpses.

They looked like husks, in truth—the skin had become so dry it cracked at every point, curling inwards to reveal what lay within. Their mouths had not a hint of saliva, and they had shrunk so small that they could not weigh more than fifty pounds, even the largest of them. The skin and bone fell away at points, revealing petrified organs and dried bone. Wind carried bits of them away as little more than dust.

It smelled of nothing. Argrave supposed that without liquids in them, it had no reason to smell of anything. It was a vaguely disconcerting sight, but Argrave had been through the Low Way, and was not as fazed as badly as he might’ve been months ago. To think that could be his fate disquieted him.

He looked to Galamon, understanding what had made the elven vampire bothered so.

“They were executing them, earlier,” Galamon said. “I see, now, why you warned us against touching others’ skin.”

Argrave said nothing, turning his head back. He intended to look for only a bit longer and then move on, but he spotted someone standing by the chairs, and they locked eyes.

Mistress Tatia smiled when she saw Argrave and moved forward. The crowd parted for her, and she came to stand before Argrave.

“Hello!” she greeted happily. “A pleasant surprise, seeing you again.”

Her tone was jarring in the wake of the husks on the chairs, but Argrave managed to return her greeting, saying, “Yes. Hello, Mistress Tatia.”

“Titus will depart soon, I suspect. He sells much of the dye we use for clothes, so we interact on occasion,” she noted, touching her purple dress. “You were on his way to meet him, I suspect?”

“That’s right,” Argrave answered quietly with a nod. He looked past her. “What happened here?”

“This?” She looked around, as though it wasn’t immediately obvious what he was referring to. “Ah. The jails were beginning to grow full. I decided to clear them out, stop procrastinating. A terrible habit of mine, you see.” Tatia laughed lightly.

“What did these people do?” Argrave questioned.

“You should know it well,” Mistress Tatia returned. “Some stole, some used magic within the city, some committed violence, some refused to pay their taxes, some dared to blaspheme against our Fellhorn… yet most tried to provide subsistence to those outside the city… the tribals. Many convert falsely, and then try to subvert our authority.” She placed a hand on her hip and turned around.

“When we welcome someone into our cities, we Vessels…” She strode up to someone in a crowd and tore them from the crowd—a red-robed woman. “…Make them take Fellhorn unto themselves.” She pulled back the person’s sleeve, revealing a cross with four x’s on the tips etched in a strange, shimmering blue ink. It looked like the person had sapphires in their skin, almost, but Argrave knew it was magic. He’d seen them before. The guards outside bore them.

Mistress Tatia released the person, who quickly cradled her wrist and returned to the crowd. “We know when they transgress. Yet if they are not reminded of this… they think we do not.” She stepped back up to Argrave. “Everyone needs a reminder, wouldn’t you agree?”

Argrave bit his lip for a second, not answering. Then, he slowly nodded. “I think I understand.”

“Good.” She nodded. “When you return from Argent, I would love to host you once more. Your stories were quite fascinating.”

“Maybe so,” Argrave responded in non-committal language.

“I look forward to it.” She beamed, blue eyes shimmering against the dawn light. “Good luck on your journey. Welcome to the Burnt Desert—and please, make the most of your time here.”

Mistress Tatia walked away. Argrave swallowed his saliva, especially conscious of the fact he had spit to swallow as he stared at those husks. He turned back to Anneliese and Galamon, and said, “Come on. Let’s get going.”

***

Argrave sat atop a velvet cushion, a book in his hand. He couldn’t read it, though. He simply stared out across the dunes of black sand, watching the road pass them by. Their caravan was hauled by four dark brown camels over the sole stone road of the Burnt Desert. They wouldn’t be able to ride this thing the whole way, but it would take them far enough.

“Comfortable caravan,” Argrave noted, turning away from the black sand.

Galamon nodded. Anneliese stayed silent, staring out.

“Look. I think their message was pretty clear.” Argrave looked back out across the dunes. “Might’ve been for her citizens, but doubtless Tatia sought to give that message to us, too.”

“Indeed,” Anneliese agreed. “Fall in line, obey, and we will be treated fairly, even luxuriously. Transgress but slightly, and no mercy will be shown.”

“And can you do that? Both of you?” Argrave sought to confirm.

“Yes,” Galamon answered without hesitating.

Anneliese did not answer so quickly.

Garm, though, added, “I have no sympathy for any of the people that died. They’re fools, unable to accept they’ve lost, unable to embrace the winners. The terms are fair, if merciless. Break no laws. Submit to Fellhorn. End of story.”

Argrave glanced at Garm, acknowledging the point of his cynicism. “Well, be that as it may, I can’t imagine I’d like to live under these people. Delphasium is probably the best among them to live. The deeper we go, the worse it’ll get.”

“It would be difficult to remove them from power. They are deeply entrenched, supported by legions of people, and are possessed of a strange magic beyond magic.” Anneliese tapped her finger against her temple as she thought. “And at the end of it, we receive the gratitude of a people who refuse to ask for help, who refuse to ask for aid. I cannot suspect they would express their gratitude easily… nor are they in a position to do so. Indeed, the Vessels may be more likely to offer aid against Gerechtigkeit than any of the southern tribals.”

Argrave furrowed his brows, not expecting this sort of talk from Anneliese.

“I see why you want to stay out of this.” Anneliese looked to Argrave. “And I think that it’s the smart thing to do. We should stay this course. Once you become black-blooded, we will leave this place.”

“I’m… pleased you agree,” Argrave said uneasily.

“But I am not especially fond of it,” she said, voice distant. “I liked it here. There is an austere beauty to these dunes. I dislike seeing the Burnt Desert ruled by those who could not care about its future, its people.”

“Yeah,” Argrave replied with one nod. “But part of me… wonders if I’m losing a bit of the big picture.”

“How so?” Anneliese came back to attention.

“We are incapable of changing things here,” Argrave said plainly. “This isn’t a people struggling against the Vessels. The Vessels have already won. They control the Burnt Desert. There is no ‘other faction.’” Argrave took a breath and exhaled. “And yet… Well, who is to say we can’t foster a seed of resistance? Who’s to say this won’t happen at Argent? I did mention I had to cause a little trouble, after all.”

Anneliese tilted her head. “You mean to say… someday, when the world has settled, we will return. And with a different intent in mind?”

Argrave smiled. “Could be.”

“Then I shall hold you to that, Argrave.” She stared at him. “I shall hold my tongue and enjoy of this place what I can.”

“Mmm, yes, you’re all saints,” mocked Garm. “Save the poor, downtrodden tribals. Protect them from themselves. Please.” He scoffed. “The world doesn’t run like that.”

Argrave turned to him. “And how does it run?” he patiently indulged.

“It runs on selfishness,” Garm said it like it was obvious. “Everyone’s self-serving. If the roles were reversed, these southern tribals would be trampling on the Vessels like dogs.”

Argrave laughed. “Great theory… but funnily enough, the Vessels came to power because the southern tribals welcomed them with open arms. Over the years, though, the Vessels grew in number and monopolized the resources, subverting tribes with their own towns and cities.”

Garm looked up at Argrave. “All that proves is that selflessness just gets you nothing but misery.”

“I suppose I’ll have to find out,” Argrave mused, his mood undampened by Garm’s unrelenting pessimism.

“It’ll be too late for you by the time you find out,” Garm said bitterly.

Argrave looked at the severed head. “You sound miffed. You want to look out the window?” he questioned.

“What?” Garm looked at Argrave incredulously. “And let me be spotted?”

“C’mon,” insisted Argrave. “It’s gotta be boring, staring at a velvet cushion all day. Here.”

“What are you—” Garm trailed off as Argrave picked him up and positioned him just right to see the outside.

“There,” Argrave finished.

“This isn’t necessary,” Garm said monotonously. “It’s unnecessary, in fact.”

“Sure, sure,” Argrave agreed. He looked to Anneliese, retrieving one of his books off the floor. He smiled at her. She returned it. They both looked down at their books, and the ride passed by in silence.


Chapter 7

A fire crackled, sending smoke up into the night sky. For the first time in a long while, Argrave sat before a man-made campfire instead of one born of magic. The flame was contained in a bowl of some sort that seemed to be resistant to heat and kept aflame by chopped logs. Above it, goat meat sizzled, dripping fatty grease into the fire which would let out a cascade of sparks.

Argrave and Anneliese sat near, each using the campfire to read. Galamon had his back turned to the flame, watching out into the fading light of dusk. His helmet was off, disguising Garm from sight atop Galamon’s backpack. Across from them sat Titus, the leader of the merchant caravan.

Titus was taller than most, just shy of Anneliese’s height, and had a body clearly adjusted to physical labor. He had golden eyes and dark skin, marking him as a former tribal. Argrave found that, in the three days they had been journeying, he wore only extravagant red and gold clothing. He displayed the mark of Fellhorn, leaving the blue cross on the back of his hand exposed.

“That should be sufficient,” Titus narrated as he leaned forward, gingerly seizing the skewered meat’s stake. He lifted it up, taking it off the flame.

Anneliese shut her book eagerly, placing it inside her bag. Argrave took his time, watching Titus set things up.

Titus reached off the side and retrieved four flat yet wide purple leaves. “These are the leaves of a bitterbite. It is said if one eats too many, they will lose their taste… yet I have had thousands, and they do nothing. Worry not, gentlemen, madam,” Titus said smoothly.

“Just call us by name.” Argrave held his hand out. “The term might apply to me, but Galamon definitely isn’t gentle.”

“I would not dare show disrespect to one who dined with Mistress Tatia,” Titus quickly refuted at once.

Argrave didn’t press the issue further.

Titus wrapped the goat meat in the leaf, and then slowly pulled it free of the skewer. “The leaf of a bitterbite has tangy juices that go well with the spice. Please, gentlemen, madam—enjoy the first bite.” He held out the leaf-wrapped meat, and Argrave touched Anneliese’s elbow, gesturing for her to take it.

She took it, holding it in hand but waiting to take a bite. Titus diligently wrapped another piece of meat, offering it to Argrave. Argrave took it, refraining as well.

“The gentleman Galamon?” Titus questioned.

“He has his strange ways of eating,” Argrave interrupted. “He packs his own food and throws a tantrum if he cannot eat it his way. Don’t mind him.”

“Ah… certainly.” Titus nodded. He bit into his wrapped meat, and only once he had chewed and swallowed did Anneliese and Argrave do so as well. Argrave knew the leaf itself was not hazardous, but some caution was warranted with a stranger.

The leaf added a flavor reminiscent of lime to the meat, though it was much fainter than the fruit might’ve been. Anneliese seemed to enjoy it. Argrave didn’t find it terrible, but frankly he’d rather just eat the meat as it was. That said, Titus’ skills were impressive. The Burnt Desert certainly had cuisine far beyond that of Vasquer, at least in Argrave’s opinion.

“On the morrow…” Titus looked out across the dunes of sand. “I suspect we will reach Malgeridum by this time.”

“The mining city?” Argrave questioned. “That’s good. Fast progress. Hopefully we aren’t blocked by another sandstorm.”

“The gentleman knows the city,” Titus noted, minutely surprised.

“Yeah. Prime example of Fellhorn’s infinite generosity,” Argrave said sarcastically.

Titus said nothing, staring into the fire. Argrave and Anneliese ate in silence.

“You were a tribal once, right?” Argrave questioned.

“Yes,” Titus confirmed.

“Now you’re working underneath Mistress Tatia as a merchant,” Argrave followed up.

Titus nodded in confirmation this time.

“Your life before, your life now—which would you want to go back to?”

Titus laughed. “The gentleman asks me to choose between starvation and servitude.” He looked up at Argrave, his golden eyes reflecting the fire well. “I was born when our tribe was already dead. The tales my elders spoke of—glorious battle against the men of Vasquer, where strength ruled the desert, where we toppled great beasts and rode wyverns across the sandy skies… they were ever just tales, to me.”

“So you like it underneath the Vessels?” Argrave questioned.

Titus grabbed an iron rod and shifted one of the logs aside, staring at the crackling flame. “I know suffering with an empty stomach, and I know life underneath Fellhorn’s eternal rain. They are different in many ways, similar in some.” He stabbed the iron rod back in the sand. “In both, you grow used to loss.”

“Death?” Anneliese pressed, moving closer to the fire.

“Yes.” Titus nodded. “Random death. Outside the walls, tragedy can strike at any moment—rotting from within, succumbing to that without. The Burnt Desert is not an easy place to live. Yet within the walls…” Titus rubbed his hands together near the fire. “The Vessels need to Drain to grow in power, be it from the people or from the world. They constantly hunger for their people to infract, hoping to grow their Vessel with our lifeblood. Some are no different from the accursed bloodsuckers that prowl the night, pressing and pushing the people until a mistake is made. It is a hunt of a different kind.”

Argrave’s gaze briefly flitted to Galamon when ‘accursed bloodsuckers’ were mentioned, but he had tact enough to not let his eyes linger long.

“The only way to ensure your continued existence is to make yourself valuable.” Titus held out his hand.

“And the Vessels of Fellhorn—how are they made?” Anneliese inquired curiously.

“Some babies are taken at birth.” Titus rubbed his hands together. “It is rarely a welcome thing, and so most resist. It usually ends in the family’s death, especially if they were once tribal.”

“Torchlight,” interrupted Galamon loudly. “In the distance.”

Titus came to attention, standing and walking to where Galamon sat. He kneeled, looking out into the horizon.

After a time, Titus said, “I see them. The gentleman has excellent eyesight. My compliments.”

“Looks like they’re heading toward something… a spring in the rocks,” Galamon noted. “Tribals, probably. They have buckets.”

“Spring in the rocks?” Argrave asked, also standing and watching. He could see nothing for a time, until he caught a faintly flickering light in the far distance.

“Mmm,” Galamon confirmed with a grunt.

“Is it a perfect circle of small stones? Is there one big rock jutting up in the back?” Argrave emulated the formation with his hands.

Galamon moved his head around, scanning. Eventually, he nodded. “Seems so.”

Argrave lowered his hands, his point confirmed. “Maybe I’m wrong, but that’s no oasis. It’s a Brandback.”

Titus did not turn his head away as he complimented, “The gentleman has a deep knowledge of the desert. I am consistently surprised.”

“Brandback?” Anneliese asked.

“Big lizard thing. It burrows into the sand backward, opens its mouth a little, and lets its saliva pool. When something steps near to drink, it opens its mouth fully and swallows them whole.” Argrave scratched his cheek. “Those people are probably done for if they’re going for it.”

“They know it is there,” Titus stated. “The Brandback.”

“What?” Argrave questioned. “What makes you say that?”

“These people have decided to choose death before enslavement,” Titus concluded simply.

“But how can you…?” Argrave began to ask skeptically.

“No men of a tribe would not know of a Brandback.” Titus watched passively.

In the far distance, a burst of black sand exploded into the air like a geyser. Once the sand cleared, a thick, fat lizard creature plopped onto the sand, its entire body covered in black, rock-like bumps. It threw its head with its throat swelled like a pelican, something clearly stuck in there. After a time, it settled, its reptilian head glancing from place to place. It slunk off into the distance, using the last light of dusk to find its path.

“One escaped,” Galamon noted. “His bucket is full… yet he isn’t drinking it.”

“He will return to his tribe.” Titus stood from where he knelt. “The hunter may only eat when he delivers his prize before the tribe.”

“Saliva? Some prize…” Garm said, causing Argrave’s uneasiness to rise.

“Hmm?” Titus looked back.

“I said, ‘that’s some prize,” Argrave quickly covered.

“Only they can know their triumph.” Titus looked back out.

***

“Elias is coming here to the Duchy of Elbraille, is he?” Induen smiled. “With his pretty betrothed?”

“Ridia of Jast is not coming, my prince.” The royal knight shook his head.

The knight looked loath to deliver this news, and each of the others in their gilded armor looked similarly uneasy. They served Induen, crown prince of Vasquer, and such a role was safe only if one was capable enough to fill it. The prince was tall, handsome, blue of eye and black of hair… but he had a darkness in him, everyone knew. All the royal family of Vasquer did, in one way or another.

But Induen had a recklessness to him that was unmatched. Even now, they stayed in the heart of enemy territory—the Duchy of Elbraille, which had sworn to aid Margrave Reinhardt in his rebellion against the crown. The prince had plans here, but the servants were as yet ignorant of their master’s whims.

“A shame. Truly a shame,” Induen said, though his joy was not dampened.

“Will we…?” one royal knight began to ask.

“Try to kill them? Capture them?” Induen finished. “Of course not. Why would we do that? All the beautiful work we’ve been doing here would be ruined. Duke Marauch’s reputation is the worst it has ever been. An incident like that might evoke some pity for the fat pig and his whore wife.”

The royal knight seemed a little relieved.

“Severin,” Induen continued, walking across their inn room to another knight. “From what you tell me, two people are spearheading the people in protest of Duke Marauch, no?”

“…yes, my prince,” the knight answered uneasily. “A local priest of Gael, god of justice, and a prominent merchant who was badly affected by the malfeasance we unearthed.”

“That’s good. Two will be better.” The prince smiled broadly. “Here’s what you two are to do. I wish for all of you to find a knight within Duke Marauch’s retinue with a similar build to your own. If no such person exists, make do.” Induen waved his hand. “We’ll have them killed, impersonated by you on another day. Surely royal knights will have no trouble with this.”

“And then, my prince?” Severin asked cautiously.

“The day Elias arrives, and he’s led into Duke Marauch’s castle…” Induen held his hand out and clenched it tight. “…all of you will seize the two dissidents; the priest of Gael, and that merchant. Publicly execute them. Make sure that it’s as brutal and unjust as possible.”

The royal knights had not expected things to take this turn.

“I learned something at Dirracha,” Induen mused, turning around and walking to the window. “The people can be a force greater than the nobles, if angered. The people love the margrave. And their love… I’ll take it from them. It should belong to me, but it doesn’t. Not yet, anyway.” He held his hand to the window. “All love a hero. My enemy is Parbon, with their centuries-old reputation of honor and justice. I’ll take everything from them—material, immaterial, it matters none.”

“That situation will be… dangerous for us, my prince. Even for you. It will surely cause chaos,” one knight warned.

Induen turned and stalked over to the one who had spoken. “Have you gained no courage? We, alone, stormed a castle and killed its lord. And we, alone, will do this.” He tapped the knight’s chest piece. “If a spindly bastard can flip the duke against me, I can undo that just as easily.”

He stepped away, walking about as though to calm himself. He paused and glanced at Severin. “And what news have you on that front, Severin? What has my sister promised to do regarding the bastard?”

Severin looked as though he was loath to speak, but eventually, he disclosed quietly, “…The princess said that he was last seen at Ritmont and has no news on that front.”

Induen pursed his lips, and then shook his head in dismissal. “Fine. Inform me of anything new. For now, we will continue to sow dissent while we wait for Elias. Perhaps the margrave’s son will die. That would certainly be interesting.”


Chapter 8

Delphasium, Mistress Tatia’s town, could not be called grand in scale, though the shining marble streets inside made it seem like a pearl amidst the desert. That place was far behind them, and Argrave felt it had been a suitable welcome to the Burnt Desert.

The mining city, Malgeridum, was giant compared to Delphasium, yet it lacked the magnificence the simple trading town had. It stood at the point where the sand dunes began to fade in way of hills of black rock and dirt, cratered deep into the earth. It had walls, but the city itself was so much lower than the surrounding terrain, it was difficult to spot them from a distance. The first thing most would spot was rising smoke from the ever-burning furnaces, and the tarps waving in the wind to ward off sand.

The road to Malgeridum forked into two separate entrances, each for a distinct district. One district was obviously more maintained than the other, made for residential use, while the other was for labor and production. Argrave and his company stood beside Titus’ carriage, their bags fully packed. They would separate here—Argrave would head for the residential district while Titus would depart for the production district.

“What’s this?” Argrave held a thick round metal disc. It had eight triangles spaced equidistantly on the edge.

“A parting gift for the gentleman,” Titus explained. “I understand that the esteemed persons will be traveling to Argent. Even for those who have traveled there before, the dunes and the hills stretch on forever.” Titus looked out to the desert behind Argrave. “Just as a sailor must use the stars and a compass to mark their path across the ocean, so, too, must men in the Burnt Desert use a compass to traverse this sea of black sand.”

Argrave finally figured things out, and he flipped open the disc’s lid, revealing a bit of glassware above a simple magnetized needle. The cardinal directions were marked.

“This is…” Argrave looked down at it. “Damn. I feel pretty stupid. I was worrying about how I was going to find my way around in case things went sour, but… guess I forgot these stupid things existed,” Argrave laughed and shook his head. “I appreciate this. It’s a very considerate gift. I don’t know what I did to deserve it, exactly. Don’t you need it?”

Titus scratched the back of his neck, embarrassed. “It’s an old thing, in truth, one that I used long ago. But it’s reliable, and I believe that’s the most important thing.”

Argrave nodded and closed the lid with his thumb. “You’re a nice guy, Titus.”

“The gentleman was entertaining and polite—rare company for a merchant as me. And…” He stepped away, retrieving a simple red cloth wrapped around something rectangular. “Here. The madam expressed enjoyment of the bitterbite leaves, and so I took the liberty to prepare some. Please.” He held them out to Anneliese.

She took them from his hands. “Such a thoughtful gift.” She smiled warmly.

Argrave felt something unpleasant in his chest, and he found himself stepping forward between the two of them. “So, you’re headed to the production district to unload things?” He addressed Titus.

“Yes, my men and I will be headed that way,” Titus confirmed. “I apologize, but I could not think of a gift for the second gentleman, Galamon…”

Galamon shook his head. “I have all I need.”

“I appreciate all you’ve done.” Argrave held his hand out, holding ten gold coins in hand stacked atop each other. “Here. I know you didn’t ask, but don’t refuse.”

Titus blinked for a moment, biting his lips in clear hesitation. Eventually, Argrave grabbed his wrist and dropped the coins in his hand.

“The gentleman is generous.” Titus sighed. “May your days be vigorous, and your nights tranquil.” He placed his hand on his chest and bowed deeply.

“Maybe not too vigorous,” Argrave said musingly. “I wish you well.”

Titus straightened, nodded, and whistled with his fingers. At once, his men spurred the camel forward, and they moved down the road, heading for the production district.

Argrave watched their caravan move away, feeling a little bit empty.

“Can talk again, finally,” Garm veritably shouted.

Argrave turned to Galamon and looked past, seeing the gleaming black and gold eyes hiding behind Galamon’s helmet atop his backpack. He really leaves himself open for low blows. So much mean stuff I can say in response to that.

“You did well,” Argrave said instead, turning away to the mining city ahead. “Even still, we have to get inside quickly and find a place to stay. Don’t want to linger in this city long. Not the same type of place as Delphasium.”

***

Malgeridum possessed the bare essential qualities of a city.

The word ‘barren’ was the best fit to describe the place. The Vessels in this city were not so liberal with their resources—not a drop of water could be found anywhere, and every field of crops had tall fences with guards stationed. People lined up outside a stately building, tokens in their hands. The tokens marked hours worked, and the people would exchange them for their necessities.

The streets were made of hardened black clay and each building was packed very closely together, enough so that people could not walk side-by-side in some areas. A few of the buildings were small enough that Argrave could see the roof if he craned his neck a little. It made traversing the place difficult at times, because the population in the place was quite densely packed.

The walls on the outside of the city were not as tall as those in Delphasium, and consequently, the place was filled with black sand blown in from the dunes they had come from. There was a strange, industrial scent hanging about most of the air from the mines, furnaces, and forges, and Argrave was glad that his lungs had recovered from that disease he’d caught in the Low Way. Most people walked about with cloth about their face to protect their airways, and Argrave found himself doing the same.

But as they pushed past the decrepit clay houses, eventually the streets opened to accommodate the wealthier residents of the city—Vessels and their trusted aides. The well-maintained streets lined with orderly estates were like night and day when compared to the hovels they had come from.

“Here. This place.” Argrave pointed out a gated area. Tents lined the courtyards, each occupied by large beds. “Luxury brothel, as I remember, but it’ll rent rooms to foreigners. Other places won’t.”

Argrave walked to the gate, where two men stood on guard. “Hello,” he greeted. “Like to rent a room for the three of us. That possible?”

The guard looked up at Argrave, casting a glance to his fellow. “It will cost much,” he cautioned. “Foreigners… bring trouble.”

“Name a price.” Argrave held his hands out.

“In the northern coin?” the guard questioned, and Argrave nodded. “A hundred gold, including food.”

Argrave widened his eyes. “One night, one hundred gold for three?”

“For each,” the guard corrected.

Argrave placed his hand to his forehead. He knew he didn’t have that much, at least not in pure gold. It wasn’t enough to warrant using a rose gold coin, either. Even if he cared to use the larger currency, the people here would probably bilk him on that front, vastly understating the value of the rose gold magic coin.

“You do realize we’re not asking for your primary services, right? That we just need a place to sleep?” Argrave questioned.

“The master stated this price, gentleman,” the guard stated passively.

Argrave sighed, turning around. He had his hand to his chin. “Galamon, get my lockbox, if you please.” He turned back to the man. “Tell Master Zirun I’d like to work out a price in something other than gold.”

***

Argrave sat on a comfortable cushy chair, sitting straight as he tapped his finger against his temple impatiently. Galamon stood behind him, at the ready, while Anneliese sat in another chair nearby, eyes darting from place to place. They were beneath a canopy in the center of the brothel, surrounded by the employees and the customers. To say the very least of the sights, Argrave agreed with the assessment of ‘luxurious.’

Argrave tapped Anneliese’s elbow with the back of his hand. “What are you looking around for?”

“I think you should know what I usually look for by now,” she returned easily. “I am merely interested.”

With no retort, Argrave shook his head, waiting.

“My mother very nearly took employment at a place like this once… when she was at Berendar,” Anneliese said musingly. “She was offered a very tantalizing sum, so she said.”

Argrave frowned. “Glad she didn’t.”

“You dislike places like these,” Anneliese noted.

“Empty pleasures and venereal diseases—that’s all you’ll get here,” Argrave said, waving his hand in dismissal.

Galamon grunted in agreement.

“But people will always desire this sort of thing,” Anneliese rebutted. “It would be best if—”

“Not now, alright?” Argrave held up a hand to stop her. “The guy’s coming.”

Master Zirun, a short and well-groomed man, strode across the brothel and entered beneath the canopy. He was a Vessel, lacking a mark on the back of his hand that denoted all the other citizens of this city. He had the same wet skin he’d seen on those at Mistress Tatia’s estate. And like them, Zirun wore flashy clothing with too many colors and sashes to count. Golden jewelry dangled from his neck, ears, and fingers—there was probably enough metal to add fifteen pounds to him.

Zirun held his hands out, the metal baubles he wore jingling against each other. “Greetings, foreigners. My guardsmen tell me you have something to offer me.”

“Yes, that’s right,” Argrave confirmed, standing.

“Please—sit.” He stopped Argrave, himself moving to sit across from their party.

“The trade is simple. We have plenty of gemstones here,” Argrave touched his lockbox as he sat down. “We’d like a room for three. Preferably secluded, preferably quiet. No need for any services,” Argrave emphasized. “Just a nice place to sleep.”

“Gemstones, is it?” Zirun leaned back in his chair. “Sir, you do realize this is a mining town, no? Gold, gemstones—we have been blessed with abundance here in Malgeridum.”

“Not pearls, though.” Argrave held out a finger.

Zirun paused for a long moment, but quickly recovered, adding, “Even of pearls—”

“Don’t do that,” Argrave interrupted. “I know you have gemstones of all types—rubies, sapphires, emeralds—so much so that this little city is a geological miracle. I’m not even sure those jewels are supposed to form so closely together, but what do I know?” Argrave spread his hands out. “But pearls… there are no oceans, no water for miles and miles. Pearls are a very rare commodity here.”

Zirun said nothing, and so Argrave took the opportunity to lean in. “Adorn a few of your courtesans with pearls, this place will be the talk of the city.” Argrave flipped open the lockbox, ensuring the lid blocked Zirun’s vision. He retrieved four pearls carefully, placing them in between his fingers.

“Give us a room, plus a suitable sum of gold coins minted in the Burnt Desert… and I’ve got plenty of pearls.”

Zirun entwined his hands, staring at Argrave.

***

“It was a pleasant trade,” Argrave said happily, loading the gold coins into his lockbox. Zirun had given their party coins minted right here in Malgeridum, which would doubtless make things much easier in future visits. The coins were smaller, Argrave found, and they had plenty for the future.

“A few of my girls will escort the three of you to your room,” Zirun informed, wiping the round pearls free of blemishes. “If you’d like, I can send some to provide services, as well. Free of charge, naturally.”

“Not a chance,” Argrave dismissed immediately.

“Yes… most from Vasquer are like that, I find,” Zirun commented woefully. “No matter. Be careful not to wander outside. The gates will remain open, but things are not at ease in Malgeridum presently.”

“Not at ease?” Argrave questioned. “What’s wrong?”

“A revolt in the production district.” Zirun shook his head. “The fools seized a supply depot—ah, this is where the citizens receive food and water in return for their labor.”

“That won’t last long, though, will it?” Argrave questioned. “Those places aren’t very big. Three days of supplies, maybe more…”

“True.” Zirun nodded. “And most Vessels have agreed to wait them out, cordon the place off and count it as a loss until the fools themselves submit to be Drained, or until they try to move.”

“A bit slow-moving, but it works…” Argrave said distantly. “Well, I hadn’t planned on going out anyway. Please, take us to our rooms.”

“Certainly.” Zirun gestured toward his girls. “East wing. The Hidden Tryst room. Take them, quickly,” he directed.

Argrave followed, feeling a strange sense of unease at the news of a revolt.


Chapter 9

The Hidden Tryst room was, as it turned out, a place with only one massive bed. It was large enough to accommodate ten people easily. The three of them had traveled together long enough that such a thing didn’t really cause a problem—the Low Way had dissolved all boundaries. Argrave set Garm up with a book, and the head used simple E-rank magic to turn pages. The room was well-cleaned, it smelled nice, and the bed was soft. A pleasant place, by all standards.

The room wasn’t why Argrave had difficulty sleeping. His mind twisted and turned every which way, thinking about both what was ahead and behind. Once he’d fallen asleep, he’d been disturbed by a nightmare. He had been crucified inside a hole, and the Guardians of the Low Way shoveled flesh-eating worms at him that burrowed into his flesh. By the time he’d woken up, his body looked like Swiss cheese. It had been impossible to go to sleep after that, so Argrave sat beside Garm, reading.

The bronze hand mirror rested facing upward on the table to remind Argrave of his duty. Just beside it was another mirror, though it showed Argrave instead of the game’s status interface. It had been a while since he’d studied himself. His obsidian color hair was much longer, nearing the shoulders at this point, yet there was still nary a speck of facial hair. It was difficult to say if he looked more or less healthy—though his skin was more colorful, his eyes looked tired and his cheeks were as sunken as ever. The game interface on the bronze hand mirror, conversely, showed no such problems.




Traits: [Sickly], [Frail], [Intelligent], [Magic Affinity (High)], [Insomniac], [Blessing of Supersession (MAX)]




Skills: [Elemental Magic (C)], [Blood Magic (C)], [Healing Magic (C)], [Illusion Magic (C)], [Warding Magic (C)], [Druidic Magic (C)], [Inscription (E)], [Imbuing (E)]




“Argrave,” Galamon called out quietly.

Argrave looked up. Galamon had his breastplate over his chest, but it wasn’t strapped properly. Galamon pointed to the strap and beckoned Argrave over. With a sigh, he placed a bookmark in his book and moved to help.

“Let me help milady with her dress,” Argrave said with half-hearted mockery.

“Sand is the scourge of steel,” Galamon said. “I have to be diligent with my maintenance.”

“There.” Argrave pulled the strap tight, then locked it in place. “Milady’s corset is tightened, and I tied the lace.”

Galamon turned his head back and stared at Argrave, and he briefly wondered if he should be concerned. A snicker drew both of their attention, but Garm quickly quieted down.

Anneliese woke up at that point, sprawled out across the bed beneath its blankets. She blinked for a few moments, taking things in. Deciding to commit to waking up, she stretched out, grunting. She sat up in the bed, her long white hair in disarray and her face slack.

Argrave found himself smiling. “She is risen. Rejoice.” He stepped up to the table, picking up his book and turning around. “We should get ready to travel onward. But I’m a little concerned about what we heard yesterday. Revolts are rather unpredictable by nature. I want to check it out.”

“What for?” Anneliese questioned, voice different in light of her recent awakening.

“Just bothering me, that’s all,” Argrave answered distantly. “Leave our stuff. If there’s one thing we can count on, it’s that no one will steal here in this place. We saw the fate of those that do.”

“Am I ‘stuff,’ or do I have the dubious honor of coming with?” asked Garm.

“That’s up to you,” Argrave answered quickly. “We’ll get ready. I hope you can decide if you deserve that honor by then.”

“This is fine by me.” Anneliese rubbed her eyes. “I hope that man, Titus, did not get embroiled in this.”

Argrave looked at her, sharing her worry.

“Something tells me he did.” Anneliese sighed, crawling off the bed before rising to her feet.

***

Argrave stepped into the main room of the brothel, his companions with him. Garm had elected to come along, and so Galamon hauled his pack to give credence to the disguise. The air of the establishment was strange. Neither guest nor prostitute seemed particularly focused on the other. That was an unusual thing, given the purpose of the place.

“You’re here. Good,” Zirun noted, garbed in vainglorious white clothing. “If you hadn’t come, I would’ve sent someone with word. I can share this in person, fortunately.”

“What did you want to tell me?” questioned Argrave, stepping into the room.

“Nothing important. I’ll be out to deal with something the city deems necessary. The bell of duty rings, and I must abide.”

“This duty being…?” Argrave pressed.

Zirun’s workers removed the jewelry on his body diligently, fingers running across his face, arms, and a multitude of other places to free the gold. “My fellow Vessels have deemed that the revolt is necessary to suppress with force. I must obey Fellhorn’s will.”

“What changed?” Argrave stepped in front of Zirun.

The Vessel did not answer, for his workers were removing some piercings on his face. Once they were out, he caressed his lips and said, “I know only that I was called.”

“Right.” Argrave nodded, mind elsewhere. He stepped aside.

At last, Zirun’s workers removed his clothes. Argrave kept his gaze upward. The Vessel’s body began to shimmer like wind over a body of water. His flesh liquified, bursting out into water. Argrave crossed his arms while Anneliese and Galamon stepped back cautiously.

The blob of water moved about in front of them, formless yet with purpose. Floating in the middle of the water was a small orb of rapidly moving water. This orb contained a body—a baby, to be precise, and one that seemed to be straight out of the womb judging by size alone.

The water surged forth with ludicrous speed, leaving nothing behind. The baby in the orb stayed in the center, pulled along with the mass of water.

Anneliese stepped up the spot Zirun had left, pointing with mouth open wide in surprise. “Was that a… a baby?”

“He looked full-grown to me, unless you’re insulting him,” Argrave said drolly.

“You know what I—”

“Yes, that was the figure of a baby,” Argrave cut her off. “Titus told you that they choose Vessels at birth. That baby is their true body, and sole vulnerability in that immaterial state. I told you about their magic, didn’t I? I guess seeing is believing.”

“Troubling,” commented Galamon.

“I don’t get it either.” Argrave shook his head, staring at Zirun’s workers as they moved away carrying his jewelry and clothing. “What we’ve seen thus far—it’s how that body would look grown up, like some… maligned projection. Maybe projection is the wrong word, because they can be injured when they’re flesh.” Argrave pointed where Zirun had exited. “They go like that when they intend on fighting. All that they are becomes water except the foundation of the Vessel; namely, their body before they received Fellhorn’s blessing. Only the baby can be harmed in that form. I’m told it’s mentally taxing, so they don’t do it often.”

“Is Ebonice truly effective against them?” Galamon touched his axe.

“I told you it was,” Argrave said. “The water falls away like… well, water, upon contact. Wouldn’t use it to block attacks, though. Their attacks would probably break the axe. Regardless, we shouldn’t need to fight them,” he said pointedly, as though in reminder.

Anneliese took a deep breath and exhaled. “And your plan to head into the production district…”

“It’s unchanged.” Argrave stepped forward. “All the more reason to see what’s rocked the boat.”

***

Malgeridum was quiet. The small buildings made it easy to see most of what was happening in the flat city. The constantly billowing smoke they’d been treated to yesterday had ceased. In the far distance at the production district, one could see the magic of the Vessels laid plainly. Unnatural tendrils of water danced about the air in ways liquid was not meant to move, unbound by gravity. The water imitated innumerable things—blades, animals, hammers, shields—yet most common was a simple geyser that tore apart walls, the street, people…

The harsh industrial scent persisted in the air, and Argrave drew a piece of cloth over his face, tying it quickly. He raised his duster’s hood over his head and then gestured to Anneliese and Galamon, urging them to follow. Garm perched on Galamon’s backpack, disguised by his helmet as per usual.

All of the people were idle as they watched this suppression happen, so it made traversing the streets difficult. Argrave’s party wove through the idle crowds while watching the distant event happening ahead. It was like some terrible mockery of a water show—less bright lights and beautiful fountains, much more screaming and mayhem.

After a long while of threading through the crowd, they made it to an encirclement of guards blocking the people from proceeding further. The guards said nothing to calm or move the crowd, merely stopping them from advancing with a braced posture and a large tower shield.

Argrave stepped up to their encirclement, and all the guards near paid special attention to their group. He placed a hand on the top of the shield, trying to look beyond at the writhing water.

“Remove your hand from the shield, foreigner,” the shield-bearer said.

“I was told the revolt wasn’t worth suppressing,” Argrave said. “What changed?”

The guardsmen looked up at Argrave, staying silent for a moment before practically spitting, “I don’t need to answer a northerner.”

“Northerner? Hurtful.” Argrave removed his hand from the shield, covering his chest as though wounded. “Bandying the N word about like that… Well, I’m the bigger man,” Argrave mused as he reached into his pockets. “Hear me out. You might hate northerners…” Argrave pulled free some gold coins, having predicted he might need to do something like this. “But you won’t refuse a rich northerner, I hope.”

The guard’s attention was devoted solely to the coins in Argrave’s hand at once, though he didn’t reach to take it. Seeing the inaction, Argrave turned his head to the others nearby, who had doubtless heard the exchange. He waved the gold coins about, as though offering it to each.

“Alright,” the first guard said, freeing one hand from the shield and moving to take the gold. Argrave shut his hand, holding a finger out to urge him to speak first. The guard sighed, and explained, “It wasn’t a problem earlier, because the rebels had limited supply… but they got resupplied. On top of that, there was some trouble in the mines, something with some old southron elf ruins.” The guard shrugged. “That’s all I know.”

Argrave stared down at the masked guardsman for a moment in silence, then opened his hand wordlessly. The guard reached up and took the coins, then continued, saying, “Could the gentleman give us guards some space?”

With a quiet laugh at the change in politeness, Argrave stepped away. His mirth quickly turned into a frown. They walked a fair distance away, where the crowds were not so dense, and Argrave leaned against a wall.

“Well, the man might as well have said it.” Argrave scratched his chin.

Anneliese stepped up just in front of him. “You do think Titus had something to do with this.”

“I don’t know.” Argrave shook his head. “If he was… probably not deliberately. He didn’t seem the ‘conscientious objector’ type. But resupplying rebels? I never saw the cargo he had. We didn’t see him load or unload.”

“When things settle, we should go see what happened up close,” Anneliese said.

Argrave crossed his arms. “I didn’t realize we were the conscientious objectors,” Argrave said incredulously. “Listen, Titus was a nice guy… but we can’t be his keepers. If this is his mess, we can’t get involved. Too much at stake. Would you like to draw the ire of the high-pressure waterjets with legs?”

“Hear, hear,” said Garm from atop Galamon’s backpack. “Let’s get out of this hole in the ground. No use getting your shoes wet for strangers.”

Anneliese took a deep breath and exhaled. “Both of you are right.” She stepped closer to Argrave. “…At the very least, can we discover what truly happened? For me, if nothing else.”

Argrave stared at her amber eyes. He stayed silent for a while.

“This is a slippery slope, Anneliese, and I’m not talking about the wet roads,” he cautioned. “I won’t agree with doing anything more than a simple walkthrough of the streets after the chaos has ended.”

“Thank you,” she said sincerely, clasping her hands together. “I will request nothing more, nor act out of turn. But this event… I need to know more.” She stepped away.

Argrave stayed leaning against the wall, introspecting. Hard to say no to her. At least she’s not asking me to buy a puppy, or… Argrave shook his head to dismiss his thoughts. She’s not stupid. If she’s making a request, it has to be important. And truth be told… I want to know, too.


Chapter 10

Once the revolt was suppressed, the people went back to their usual routine with an odd sense of normalcy, returning to the forges and the mines that they had been operating with an almost rote disappointment. The disappointment didn’t seem to stem from the Vessels’ victory—that seemed an inevitability. Rather, it was almost as though they had been deprived of an interesting happening.

As Argrave advanced with Anneliese and Galamon, they were still treated to oddities. The aftermath of the fight left water everywhere in some places, but the puddles on the ground bubbled as though boiling. Miniscule drops rose into the air, seeking out their origin; the Vessels of Fellhorn from whence they had been born.

Argrave walked aimlessly for a while, observing the carnage alongside all the others. There were bodies to be sure, but most had been captured alive. The Vessels Drained them. It was a gruesome thing. The Vessel would grip their forehead, and then the victim’s body would shrink, their skin would crack and curl, and dust would scatter everywhere. The screams made it clear it was not a painless thing.

During these executions, the Vessels remained the picture of politeness. They would smile or bow at Argrave and Anneliese as they stood wrapped in improvised cloth to cover their nude bodies after reversion from their immaterial form. Their propriety served to display they viewed this suppression of dissidents as a triviality.

Despite their concerted effort to find Titus, they found not a hint of the man—not his caravan nor his person.

“If we haven’t seen Titus, that’s a good thing, no?” Argrave asked Anneliese as they walked, the water still dancing in the air around them.

“There is a reason I asked you to do this beyond the mere concern about his well-being,” Anneliese said, keeping her arms crossed as she advanced. “He was especially anticipatory arriving here… as though he had something large planned. He was nervous, specifically.”

“Meaning…” Argrave narrowed his eyes. “More nervous than you might expect?”

Anneliese pondered that. “I cannot say for sure. Some people are more nervous than others. It may merely be a—”

“Red herring,” Argrave finished, pausing on the road.

“I do not follow.” She paused with him.

Galamon stepped ahead, scanning all nearby warily.

“Something misleading,” Argrave explained quickly. “We’ve been walking around for a while now, though. Are you satisfied enough to move on?”

Anneliese sighed. “Yes. Thank you for your indulgence, Argrave.”

“Sure. Let’s just not make a habit of overindulging,” he said dismissively, turning. “We should get moving while the weather is clear. Don’t want to deal with another sandstorm.”

***

Argrave fell to the sand, black sand billowing past his face. He held Titus’ compass in his right hand while a spell matrix formed in the other. When it materialized, a thin translucent ward spread out, no thicker than a piece of paper, but the whipping sand ceased. Argrave took a few minutes to clear himself of sand, shaking his face and hood to dislodge the small black grains. Anneliese and Galamon came to join Argrave, cooped up beneath his ward.

Above and around, the black sand billowed about them. The sandstorm made it seem as though a thousand mosquitoes moved past them, or as if the night itself made to consume them. Despite Argrave’s insistence to move quickly, his haste had only landed them in the middle of the situation he had most been hoping to avoid. The ward abated the sound, creating an odd zone of quiet that was disconcerting when contrasted with the chaos outside.

“Damn it.” Argrave sighed, out of breath and weary. “I guess we made good progress. Can’t deny I’m struggling, though.”

“Take off the helmet, please,” pleaded Garm. “I’ve got sand in my nose. Shake me about.”

Argrave looked over, then stood before either of his companions could do anything. He lifted Galamon’s helmet off, and then did as the severed head bid, spinning and shaking the head about.

“Stop, stop!” he said at once. “Gods. Somehow, you’re the least gentle one of this party.”

“Are you sand-free?” questioned Argrave.

“Yes. Just set me down. You have shaky hands,” Garm derided.

“Shaky hands? It’s called a ‘benign tremor,’” Argrave said in faux condescension as he fulfilled Garm’s request, sticking the stake deep into the sand. After, Argrave fell to the ground, opening up the lid of the compass and moving it to line up properly.

“We’re headed the proper direction?” questioned Galamon.

“Yeah.” Argrave shut the compass. “If I could keep up with you two, might be we’d be at our next stop by now. Unfortunately… Well, you saw. My legs are glorified sticks.”

“Least you can walk,” Garm commented.

Argrave ignored the head’s comment, feeling that nothing could be achieved by responding to him. He settled down, getting as comfortable as one could atop the sand dune. “We can only wait this out,” Argrave commented.

The other two agreed and took their positions. Silence settled over them as people grew to relax.

Argrave stared up at Garm, rubbing his hands together as he deliberated whether or not to say something. The head was ignorant of his gaze, for he faced forward.

Argrave broke the silence. “Garm.”

“What?”

Argrave adjusted himself so that he could look at the head. “What are your plans for regaining your body?” Garm’s eyes fell upon Argrave, unshaking. After a long while without an answer, Argrave continued, “Because I don’t see a way forward for you.”

“And what would you know?” Garm retorted at once. “You’re some half-baked C-rank mage who’s never dipped a finger into necromancy.”

Argrave chuckled quietly, lowering his head. “Necromancy’s all but died out as a school of magic. The only practitioners remaining are criminals.” Argrave looked up to meet Garm’s gaze. “I wouldn’t trust a criminal with my soul. Especially not if they realize the value of what’s in your head.”

“So what?” Garm pressed. “I have nothing but time. Haven’t died yet, despite appearances.”

“My point is…” Argrave sat cross-legged. “You will never be able to fix this problem on your own. You are limited as you are now.”

“Real keen insight. The severed head has limited options,” Garm mocked.

“Back at the Low Way, you said that you had to be adaptable in your position,” Argrave recounted. “I haven’t seen any of that adaptability since. All I’ve seen is a stubborn adhesion to this mire you’ve been forced into.”

Garm closed his eyes. “What do you want from me? Openness? Honesty?” he asked with disdain. “I can’t teach you spells. I can’t inscribe them, in case you haven’t realized. I can give guidance for what you already have, and nothing more.”

“I don’t know what I want from you,” confessed Argrave.

Garm kept his eyes closed, and silence settled within the ward once more. Argrave recast the spell so that no sand would leak, waiting.

“Why did you come to this place?” Garm finally opened his eyes, staring at Argrave passively. “I can’t discern that.”

“To fix my body. I get sick easily,” Argrave answered after a moment’s pause.

“How?” Garm continued.

“We have to get one more item. The Wraith’s Heart.” Argrave flipped open the compass, mentally routing the path to Argent based on his memories of the game’s map. “After that… we have to go talk to an alchemist living elsewhere in the Burnt Desert. He’ll make me black-blooded.”

“So, this alchemist promised a cure for you, provided you collect some artifacts for him. The Unsullied Knife. The Crimson Wellspring,” Garm tried to conclude.

Argrave shook his head. “Never met this alchemist. Few people remember his name, and he doesn’t know these artifacts even exist. But I know he can and will fix the problems I’m dealing with.” Argrave settled back comfortably.

“So, you’re delusional,” Garm posited as though he’d finally figured things out.

“Maybe. Care to make a bet?” Argrave smirked. “I know a little too much about a lot of things. What I just outlined… I bet everything will happen the way I say it will. There might be some twists and turns along the way, but by and large, all that I say is true.”

Garm furrowed his brows, but Argrave was certain there was some intrigue on his face. “What are you trying to convey to me?”

“The things I know—and I do mean know—aren’t limited to Gerechtigkeit’s coming.” Argrave leaned in a bit closer to Garm. “If you want some proof of Gerechtigkeit, I can’t offer that. You’ll come to know in the future, naturally, but I can’t give you anything now.”

“Because you’re delusional,” Garm concluded, repeating his earlier observation.

“Believe what you want. If there’s one thing I can’t control, it’s what’s in your head.” Argrave tapped his temple. “But there is one thing I can offer you. I can promise you’ll see some proof that my knowledge is genuine. You’ve already seen some of it. You’ll see a hell of a lot more in the future. And I hope that earns some of your trust.”

For the first time that Argrave could recall, Garm looked overwhelmed. Argrave laid down against the black sand, staring up at the writhing sandstorm. He kicked his feet back and closed his eyes, letting out a self-satisfied sigh.

***

In the corner of a ridiculously luxurious room, there was a man with a rather large frame leaning up against the wall. He sat atop a bed, listlessly staring out the window at the setting suns. Despite the luxury of the room, he was extremely emaciated, his skin drawn tight against his bones. His hair was long and uncut, shining like fire against the sunlight. His eyes shone like two rubies.

The rattling of metal echoed out across the room, and the man’s head turned. He pushed away from the wall, moving to sit at the edge of the bed with a weary caution. After a long time of shaking, a final click echoed out, and a large metal door opened up.

A knight stepped into the room, each step slow and cautious. He came to stand in the center. For some reason, his breath was labored.

“…you’re not one of the guards,” the red-haired man said, his voice hoarse and tired.

The new arrival removed his gauntlet and pulled free a dagger. He took two unsteady steps forward.

“I see,” said the sitting man. “You’re here to kill me.”

“Don’t make any noise,” the knight said, though his voice was strained and shaky.

“I can’t comply with that,” said the emaciated man, though he did not move to call for help. “Why are you doing this? Do you hate my House Parbon? Or is there another reason?”

The knight froze like a child caught doing something bad.

“At least answer the man you’re to kill,” Bruno of Parbon said. “Why are you doing this? Are you trying to worsen the rebellion?”

“M… M-my family,” the knight sputtered. “I have to,” he said with conviction and desperation. “I have to.”

“They threatened them.” Bruno nodded, brows furrowed in understanding. “Who?”

“I… I…” the knight stepped forward, holding the knife and breathing quickly.

Bruno stood up. He was much taller than the man and had great presence despite his emaciated state. “You don’t know, do you?”

The knight wordlessly pointed the knife at Bruno, his training enabling him to keep a steady hand.

“If you want to save your family, I won’t fight back.” Bruno spread his arms. “I never had any hope of getting out of this alive. Let my life save others, at the very least. I know enough of politics to know that my brother will only benefit if I die. Vasquer will lose a hostage. Insubordination will seize the northern lands—a noble murdered under house arrest. Such a thing is an affront to the oaths between monarch and lord.”

The knight’s breathing grew more erratic, and he stepped forward. Bruno turned around and knelt on the floor. He sat, head held high, neck clearly exposed.

“Just do it,” Bruno said with conviction. “Ensure, at least, you keep your family safe henceforth.”

The knight’s breathing slowed and steadied. He took a step forward, the knife raised into the air. The knight struck out at Bruno’s neck with all the speed of a snake, and the room was dyed crimson.


Chapter 11

The Dragon Palace, seat of House Vasquer, moved as though it were a beehive with a bear on the outside. Officials, guards, and royal knights flowed quickly, each with their own purpose and with a sense of urgency. Diplomats met couriers, frantically reading and writing letters to send off to Vasquer’s supporters. Royal knights obeyed commands from their commanders, each seeking different leads on the murder of Bruno of Parbon.

One person waded through the crowd with slow, steady steps. Royal knights bearing golden armor pushed through the crowd, acting as a wedge for their master. King Felipe III towered above all present, and though he was broad already, his veritable mane of graying obsidian hair redoubled his presence. He had gray eyes as steady as stone, and a beard all the way to his stomach. He wore elaborate black and gold armor that could nearly be called ceremonial, though enchantments on its surface bolstered its protective ability. A black mantle bearing a golden snake wrapped around a sword hung from his shoulders, barely touching the ground.

King Felipe moved through his courtiers, breathing steady and step calm. He stepped through the Dragon Palace, walked up the stairs leading to his throne, and then moved past it into a large meeting hall. A single large table stood at the center, with innumerable maps splayed out across its surface.

A thin, tall man waited politely in the room, his hands behind his rigid back. He had black hair kept diligently trimmed and rich blue eyes. His clothes were fanciful and bore the black and gold of House Vasquer. He had sharp, sunken features, with a stern air about him that commanded some mystique.

King Felipe stepped into the room, looking about. “Guard the room,” he directed his knights as he stepped forward.

The man placed his hand to his chest. “Father,” he greeted, dipping his head.

“Levin. You remain as magically impotent as last I saw you.” King Felipe came to stand before his son. “Even my bastard shows better results than you.”

“Some are unsuited for standing on the front lines. I know my place,” Prince Levin said smoothly.

“Yes. At least you know that. That separates you…” Felipe stared down with slight approval on his face but shook his head and said nothing more on the matter. “Tell me what you’ve uncovered.”

Levin readily launched into explanation, saying, “The one responsible for organizing the event has been detained. The one who ordered this… remains unknown,” Levin said disappointedly. “The organizer, a royal maid named Therese, has some connections to House Parbon. Her house originates from a cadet branch of their house. She served in the palace, attending to many courtiers.”

Felipe moved to stand over the maps on the table, staring down at the uneven rectangular continent of Berendar. “We allowed a cadet branch of House Parbon in the palace?”

“Her relation was so distant none considered it would hold bearing,” Levin explained.

“And you have nothing of her backing?” Felipe continued.

“Under torture, she revealed all the information she knew. They led to dead ends. Her contacts fled, abandoning her. She will be crucified in the city square on the morrow,” Levin outlined. “I have sent some more seeking leads, but…”

Felipe smacked Levin’s head, and the man staggered slightly. “I give you a kingdom’s resources, you can’t keep one valuable hostage safe? You persist on a thread, Levin. I question if it’s worth maintaining your life. I will not have my funeral overshadowed by brothers fighting brothers for a throne not yours to have.”

Levin shook his head, straightening his back once more. “I know my place. Induen is my better. I am inferior.”

Felipe stared down at Levin. “Be thankful Orion is your elder. I trust him to keep you in line.”

“I must thank my fortune.” Levin dipped his head seriously.

“Regarding your brother… the plague.” Felipe stepped around the table, retrieving another map. “Outline its spread.”

Levin leaned forward, retrieving a writing implement. He drew a circle around part of the northwestern region of the kingdom. “Orion has been working diligently to keep it limited to this area. Travel has slowed in the northern regions on account of winter. When the ice thaws…” Levin trailed off, setting down his tool. “It will spread.”

Felipe stared at the drawing, saying nothing. “A prisoner under house arrest died under our care. This will be perceived as a foolish act of tyranny. The northern nobles rallied beneath us will waver. We cannot expect them to be as steadfast as before.”

“I’ve been working on—”

“No,” Felipe said coldly. “You will recall non-essential men in northern territories. Ensure only that we know that they do not act against us. Now that things have come to this…” Felipe stroked his long beard. “We are weakened. We must weaken in turn.”

“Then I will direct my attention toward sabotage.” Levin nodded.

Felipe lifted his head up, staring Levin in the eyes. “Send men to the northwestern regions. Collect the corpses of those that succumbed to the plague. Spread them across the south, everywhere.” The king leaned over a map of the south. “Make sure Orion remains ignorant. The south will become a hellscape, where dead on the streets will be more common than clouds in the sky.”

Levin’s breathing grew quick and his eyes widened. Once his breathing calmed, he nodded. “I will see this done, Father.”

“At the very least… I can count on your obedience.” Felipe looked over. “Go. See it done.”

Levin turned and walked away. As he walked, his expression grew dead.

***

Wind howled against the stone. In the middle of a cold stone cell, the sounds of someone shivering echoed in the empty dungeon. An orange-haired woman, nude, leaned against the wall. Her pale white skin was marred by jagged cuts everywhere. There was nothing in the cell besides stone and iron—not a single basic amenity. There were only the iron bars of the cell, and a window ten feet above. Not even the tallest could ever hope to reach it, and even then, it was too thin to grant passage.

As the woman sat there, shivering, waiting, a click echoed throughout the cell. The woman turned her head, peering out into the hallway beyond the bars. Another click came, louder this time, and she flinched. The clicks came again and again, each louder. She came to realize they were moving up the wall. The woman stood, moving to the cold bars of the cell.

Something flashed near the window, and she shrunk away. After a moment, a thin rope ladder entered, dropping down. The woman shrunk away in terror, curling into a ball in the corner of the cell. The intruder chipped at the window, sending shards of stone into the cell as the window was forcibly widened.

Eventually, the passage opened wide enough for entry. Someone crammed their way in, and then dropped down, landing. They wore a thick cloak and light leather armor.

“Therese?” the man said, kneeling down.

Therese looked up, terrified. The man moved forward slightly, and she shrunk away as though he intended to hurt her.

“The Bat sent me. Wear this,” the man directed, setting something down and stepping away. “No time for terror, no time for delays. I offer help. Success lies on you.”

Her breathing slowed as she stared at what he’d set down. It was a simple fur robe. She slowly moved toward it, taking it in hand. After she put it on, she winced terribly, opening the scabs on some of her wounds, yet she seemed to relish in the warmth offered by the robe.

“Come,” the man directed, moving to the ladder. “This little climb is the last thing you’ll need to do. There’s a mage waiting outside.”

Therese walked unsteadily, wrapping her fingers on the ladder. She climbed up, shaking terribly. The man stepped up to the bars, peering beyond into the hallway. Once Therese was near the top of the ladder, he walked away, following just behind her on the rope ladder.

Therese stalled at the top, having some difficulty making it through the narrow gap. The man gave a somewhat heartless push, forcing her past. An arm gripped her, pulling her to safety. She yelped and started tremoring once more, but slowly, she realized she was in no danger of falling. The carved side of the Dragon Palace had little room for standing, yet stakes had been stabbed into the side, held up by magic. A big man held her up effortlessly.

The man who entered into the cell emerged, rising to his feet. He held his hand out. “Let’s go. Don’t make noise, lady.”

Therese nodded frantically, and the one holding her stepped off the stake. His boots lit up, and he slowly descended, gales billowing about his feet. Therese buried her head into the man’s chest, unwilling to watch.

After a long time, the man landed soundlessly on something. Therese lifted her head up. They were on a ledge on the side of the mountain that bore the Dragon Palace. Just behind them was a cave—it seemed to have been carved by hand, for it was supported with makeshift wooden pillars and showed signs of excavation.

The big man set her down. “Go into the cave,” he directed.

Therese placed her hand to her chest and walked into the cave, casting glances every which way as though something could leap out at any moment. She spotted someone sitting, though they were of much thinner frames than those who’d entered and retrieved her. She walked up slowly.

Princess Elenore lifted her head, and her obsidian hair fell to reveal her face. She was free of her blindfold, and one could see her empty, horrifyingly deformed eye sockets. Therese was used to the sight, so it was not jarring, but she still could not help but hold her breath.

“Did you retrieve her?” Elenore asked. “Is she fine?”

“Elenore,” Therese said, stepping forward.

“Therese.” The princess rose at once, stepping forth. She very nearly bumped into the woman, but Therese caught her arms.

“You’re alive,” Elenore said, relieved. “That’s… I brought a healer. Come, come.”

Therese’s face was a mess of emotion—relief, indignance, betrayal, joy—but she stepped forth, still leading the princess even now. A woman stepped forth from deeper within the cave, rushing to tend to Therese’s wounds.

“Therese… you did well,” the princess said lightly. “And I failed you.”

With those simple words, the former maid burst into tears, lowering her head onto the princess’ shoulder. Elenore did not reject her, merely standing there while comforting her.

“You will be taken from here… to a safe place, a place I know will never be touched by the war,” Elenore soothed sweetly.

“I didn’t tell them anything, my princess,” Therese muttered into her shoulder. “I did… I did my best.”

“I know.” Elenore touched her head delicately. She pushed the maid away so their faces were before each other’s. “Now… you must persist alone for a time. Live well. Live free. You will be taken care of.” The princess deposited a sack of metal coins into the former maid’s hand. The light of the rose gold magic coins sheening could be seen even through the cloth.

Magic shone at the back of her head. Therese’s body sagged, and she fell onto the healer, unconscious. The healer hauled them away delicately, where yet more joined to tend to her.

Once Therese was a sufficient distance away, the man who’d entered the cell stepped up to Elenore. “Didn’t know you had compassion. You pulled a lot of strings to save one little maid.”

“And what would you know?” Elenore replied at once, all her sweetness gone. “This isn’t about compassion. This is about reputation, power.”

“Oh yeah?” the man asked incredulously.

“Yes,” Elenore said. “Wanton displays of cruelty befit my brother, not me. Everyone who serves me can guess that I was behind what happened to Bruno. With this, they know that those who serve me faithfully will not be tossed aside when it is expedient. Indeed, I can save my people from any trouble, even the attention of the king and his kingdom.” Elenore turned his head. “It’s a message, nothing more. High-profile incidents demand proper replies.”

“Guess I expected too much from a Vasquer.” The man shook his head.

“Don’t overstep, Ruleo,” she cautioned. “We share a goal, and so we work together. Do not presume to grow comfortable.”

“Do not presume,” Ruleo mimicked, then cackled. “Whatever. We’re done here. Give me the payment I asked for, the usual way.” He walked into the cave past the people treating Therese and vanished into darkness.


Chapter 12

Argrave’s legs gave out as his feet sunk into the top of a sand dune, and he collapsed ungracefully onto the ground. As he lifted his face up and shook his head to dislodge sand, a lizard blending in with the surroundings scurried away, heading for the distance. Argrave followed it with his gaze, and far ahead, a great monument loomed above.

“Are you alright?” Anneliese asked, kneeling beside Argrave with genuine concern in her voice.

“Just…” Argrave rose to his knees, adjusting his misaligned backpack. “…exhausted.” He pointed ahead. “Hiking is supposed to be easier the more you do it. I’ve been healing blisters for days, now.” Argrave shook his head. “Whatever. I was worried that I got my directions mixed, but… there’s Argent. In the distance. The silver one.”

The land before them was like a great crater in the earth. The black sand dunes of the Burnt Desert faded in way of rocky hills of igneous rock, descending toward a central point. There were marks in the earth where rivers had once flowed, but they were gone—dried up utterly.

In the center of the crater, there was a fortress city: Sethia. Its gray walls were every bit as grand as Mateth back in Vasquer. At well over one hundred feet, they might have even been taller. The fortifications formed a perfect half-circle around the city itself. Where the missing half of the circle was, three roads led to three high towers, each structure the color of precious metals.

Far beyond, sand dunes ranged once again, and a mountain encircled the sand, seemingly forming a great bowl. A wide waterfall descended the side of one of these mountains, though it was quickly shielded by another tall peak. Argrave saw a vague silhouette flying about, and after a time, distinguished it as a wyvern. In those mountains lived the last free tribe.

Argent was, as its name might suggest, the silver tower. It was polished to the point where it reflected all around it. The reflection created a strange warping effect on its lower half, while the top half reflected the sunlight, rebounding into the air like a radiant crown of gold. It was surrounded by a wall of the same make as Sethia before it. The walls shielded an estate befitting a king.

The other two towers, Aurum and Cyprus, varied mainly in their tower’s color. The copper tower, Cyprus, had long ago been covered with patina—its bright green was pretty, yet decidedly lackluster in comparison to the two other towers. Aurum shone as brightly as Argent.

“One of these things is not like the other,” Argrave sang. “What you see now in those towers is a good display of what’s actually happening in Sethia.” Argrave leaned closed to Anneliese and pointed two fingers out, lining them up with the gold and silver towers. “Aurum and Argent shine brilliantly, and control most of what goes on within the city. Cyprus has faded, and completely lost its splendor.”

“The mountains beyond… that is where the last independent southern tribes are?” Anneliese asked.

“Well, yeah.” Argrave nodded, lowering his pointed fingers. “But don’t you worry about them. Keep your eye on the prize.”

“The prize, is it?” Anneliese’s gaze lingered on Argrave as he rose to his feet.

“That’s correct.” Argrave turned around. “We four have to exploit the faction dynamics within the city to get what I need.”

Though Argrave spared a glance at his place atop Galamon’s backpack, Garm did not react to his inclusion in their party.

“Outsiders will have trouble gaining influence,” Galamon criticized.

Argrave turned his back to the city. “When people are down on their luck, they’re not going to be choosy with the hand reaching out to help them.”

“So… you intend to join hands with Cyprus,” Anneliese concluded, walking past Argrave to stare at Sethia.

“Quick as a whip, little lady.” Argrave moved his head, following her as she walked past. “Argent has the Wraith’s Heart—it might seem counterintuitive to go with Cyprus, but as you’ll find, their faction is willing to do just about anything to get ahead. The current Lord of Copper is a young, ambitious Vessel who wants to recover his faction’s power. He’ll do anything to that end.”

Argrave strode away, continuing, “They’ll take suspicious people so long as they’re helpful. They’ll do anything that needs to be done, provided they pull ahead on the race to nowhere. I intend to pit them against Argent. It’s already what the Lord of Copper wants—I merely need to give him the push.”

“Do wyverns visit the city?” Anneliese questioned.

Argrave turned his head at the non-sequitur. “Look, I know I talked about getting a wyvern way back, but you might want to curb your—”

Anneliese grabbed Argrave and turned him around to face the city. He staggered a little, but she kept him steady and pointed off into the distance. He followed where she was pointing, squinting.

“You see?” she asked as if validated.

Argrave didn’t answer, staring at three flying creatures steadily growing closer to the city. He didn’t know what to make of the situation. As the wyverns grew closer, he saw many people on their backs. Argrave started walking down into the crater, keeping his eyes fixed ahead with his brows furrowed in confusion.

The wyverns narrowed in on one of the towers—Argent. The furthest ahead landed on the wall around the tower. Someone atop its back threw a sling, and the projectile slammed into one of the windows, shattering it. After, the wyvern craned its neck, and the people atop the thing climbed up into the tower. The other two wyverns circled about, one clinging to the tower, all offloading men into the window.

“What in…?” Argrave whispered, still walking into the crater.

“This is beyond your expectations?” Galamon questioned, jogging to catch up.

“What do…?” Argrave stopped. “No… No, I get it.” He nodded. “They’re raiding the tower. Damn it all,” he cursed, moving a little faster. “We’ve got to get down there. I have to see who’s leading them.”

With his exhaustion forgotten in the wake of urgency, Argrave moved down into the crater quickly enough that he could not afford to keep his eyes on the raid happening ahead. He watched his footing carefully as he descended the rocky black hills, sending dirt and dislodged rocks tumbling down ahead of him.

A bell rang out across the city, loud enough to be heard even distant as they were. As they descended into the crater, Sethia’s wall grew too tall for them to see over its top. Argrave gave the walls a wide berth, not wishing to draw the attention of any of those people guarding outside. Instead, he moved around Sethia, hoping to get the best view of Argent that he could.

They were not alone in wishing to view the spectacle, it seemed. People emerged from the city walks, rushing to get a better look at the rare occurrence. Argrave felt that was a fortunate thing, for he did not need to be so restrained in his approach. Soon enough, he had a clear view of the incursion.

The people were southern tribals, as could be expected from the masters of the wyvern. They wore armor made of wyvern scales, each and all beautifully crafted. They offloaded things from the windows, throwing crates and bags of valuables. Gemstones scattered from one poorly tossed bag, and he heard a shouted admonishment from a rider.

Argrave walked while catching his breath, eye on the wyverns now that he had some leeway. Eventually, he saw the person he expected emerge from the tower. A tall man wearing a gray coat of lamellar wyvern-scale armor stepped to the window. His helmet had a grand red plume.

“Durran,” Argrave muttered beneath his breath as he watched. “Nobody else would—”

Argrave’s voice caught in his throat as he spotted another person step up. The man’s shining plate armor stood out starkly beside the tribals wearing armor of wyvern scale. The newcomer bore a mace, and his helmet was made in the shape of a boar with two tusks.

With words escaping him, Argrave watched silently as the raiders began to emerge one by one, climbing back onto the now-loaded wyverns. They clutched their haul tightly. From the city of Sethia, a mass of water made its way over the walls. The southern tribals spotted this, hurrying their escape. The wyverns braced, preparing to lift into the sky.

With their powerful wings creating gales and scattering sand everywhere, the wyverns took off into the sky. Argrave shielded his eyes as he watched them go. The mass of water—a Vessel, undoubtedly—wound its way up Argent until it came to the cone-shaped roof on its top. The water swirled in front of it, and a thin line of water shot out like a bullet into the distance after the wyverns.

Despite the tremendous distance made, one of the wyverns was hit. It swayed, roaring, but managed to rebalance in time to prevent its descent. Argrave could see its blood dripping down into the sand it passed over, gliding for the mountains as it lost altitude.

Argrave turned around, where Anneliese and Galamon watched with as much interest as he did.

“Let’s find a place to talk.” Argrave sighed.

***

“Let me explain things,” said Argrave to his other three party members. They had elected to wait until things calmed down in the city to go inside—being implicated with this happening would be a difficult stain to remove. They sat cross-legged in a relatively secluded part of the crater.

“The… avatar I told you two about, with which I experienced this world before.” Argrave placed his finger on the ground. “I had ten choices each time. A custom-made one, or nine pre-existing ones. Of the ready-made, each was divided into three distinct categories—spellcaster, warrior, or rogue.”

Argrave paused, but all three were listening intently—even Garm, though he looked confused.

“Stain was the pure rogue. Nikoletta was the pure spellcaster,” Argrave continued. “You two met both of them.” He pointed to his two elven companions.

Both nodded.

“I also mentioned Melanie, as I remember—she’s got a warrior focus, but she also has some traits from the rogue side of things. Then there’s Ruleo, who’s rogue-focused with magic abilities… now, I’ve seen two more of these avatars.”

Garm frowned. “What in the gods’ names are you talking about?”

“A game,” said Argrave, pushing past the head’s interruption. “Boarmask is here—the pure warrior. Durran is also here—another warrior with a dash of magic spice. From what I saw, they’re working together.”

The two absorbed the information. Anneliese adjusted her sitting position, then asked, “I think you have more to say than simply unloading this information.”

“Well…” Argrave paused, trying to discern this for himself. “These two have lofty ambitions and enough rolling around in their head to achieve them. I have no doubt they were the driving force behind the raid that happened today. I can say this with certainty because it falls in line with what the player could do—one of the ‘quests’ I described to you.” Argrave kneaded his palm, uncertain if he was explaining things sufficiently.

“Do you believe these people took the Wraith’s Heart?” Anneliese followed up.

“No. It’s not exactly sitting on a table, begging to be taken.” Argrave leaned back, looking to the shining silver tower. “But things won’t be predictable. I don’t like that, as you might guess,” he said with a bitter frown.

“You know what was, and we have seen what is; it should suffice for navigating this place,” Anneliese assured, and Galamon nodded, agreeing with the premise. “Leadership is the head that moves the people, though. What will their response be?”

Argrave looked down, thinking. “The southerners don’t really have a use for baubles and trinkets from the tower. They have more pressing concerns, and don’t value the material as much.” Argrave looked up. “The Vessels will respond as Durran probably intended for them to. I suspect he’s working with Cyprus. It’s a provocation… one that won’t suffice, by my estimation.”

“But why would he…?”

“His brain works in ways I can’t codify in short-form.” Argrave sighed. “I could explain, but maybe you’ll have the opportunity to ask. I don’t want to make an enemy of him.”

Garm looked to have much on his mind but said nothing.

They stewed in the silence before Galamon asked, “What do we do now?”

Argrave turned his head back to Sethia. “Things have probably settled. We can go to a place that I know—no brothel this time, thank the Lord. From there…” Argrave turned his head back. “We’ll have to adapt.”


Chapter 13

Argrave had an important question: how did one gain the good graces of a faction in a xenophobic cult with enough power to rule over a city?

As much as he wished to, he certainly couldn’t walk up to any of the three towers, declare his intention to go inside, and be welcomed. The circumstance in Delphasium had been exceptional, but Sethia was a much larger city, and its lords were not nearly as gregarious as Mistress Tatia had been. Argrave and company would be refused at the gate, he was certain, and he did not wish to test the theory.

In Heroes of Berendar, the player’s induction into Cyprus had been spurred by a random, coincidental happening—a chance meeting, in essence. The player would meet a Vessel serving within the tower of Cyprus, demonstrate their prowess, and… things went from there. Argrave could not replicate that. Causing a chance meeting was even further beyond his purview.

Despite thinking on the matter during the entire journey, Argrave couldn’t answer his question. But with a little refinement from his companions, some half-baked ideas he’d been ruminating on blossomed into one beautiful little scheme.

“This is the home,” Galamon whispered and nodded. It was night, and few people were out. They stood before a rather humble dark stone house. It had no windows, and its doors were shut tight. “I smell dried blood… and not in small amounts. If things are as you say, this is the place.”

Argrave exhaled. “Good. I thought it was, but it’s better to be certain. It’s been a couple of months, you know. Things about the old game are starting to fade from my memory. Too many spells to learn, and they’re overwriting what was once there…” Argrave twirled his finger about his head.

“Do you have a solution for that?” Galamon questioned seriously.

“Only rerunning things through my head constantly,” Argrave admitted. “Whatever. Anneliese is with Garm. Guess you and I just have to wait. Won’t be long. Midnight, I think.” Argrave looked up at the sky, staring at the red moon.

“You don’t really need to be here,” Galamon stated neutrally. “Following someone is best done alone.”

Argrave held out his hands. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

Galamon raised a brow, then shook his head. “As you will.” He grabbed Argrave’s arm, shepherding him away a great distance. They made their way into an alley between two houses. It was quite dark, and Argrave couldn’t even see the house any longer.

The wait was long and boring, and Argrave wished he’d heeded Galamon’s suggestion. Galamon’s patience was boundless, though, and Argrave stood there fidgeting his hands until the elf’s whisper broke the silence.

“Someone’s come out,” he said. “They’re being especially paranoid.”

“Wouldn’t you?” Argrave questioned, craning his head to see beyond the wall. Galamon forced him back.

After a while of tense silence, Galamon pushed Argrave deeper into the alley. “Come on.”

They made their way through the alley, emerging on a street on the other side of the one they followed. Galamon was especially alert, taking quiet and deliberate steps in pursuit. Argrave tried to stay just as quiet and didn’t dare speak—he knew Galamon was tracking with senses other than sight, as the man they were following was not anywhere in view.

“Hmph. Seems he knows the guard patrol routes,” Galamon noted. “He’s made it to the farmland. He’s digging.”

Argrave smiled and exhaled in relief. He had been somewhat skeptical this would work without a hitch, but things had fallen into place. They waited quietly on the street. After a time, Galamon started to move beyond.

They came to a patch bearing pepper plants. Argrave couldn’t see anything amiss, but Galamon knelt down, removed one gauntlet, and then dug into the earth. The elven vampire had to dig very deep, but eventually, Argrave saw a dim blue mark. As Galamon dug more, the rest of it was revealed: a freshly severed human hand with a mark on the back of its hand signifying its former owner as a human belonging to a Vessel of Fellhorn.

Galamon picked up the hand. “This is what you need?”

“Yeah.” Argrave nodded. The thing was mostly drained of blood, and the dark-skinned hand was much paler than it had any right being as a consequence. “That should get some attention, for sure.”

“Then I’m to do the next thing?” Galamon questioned, rising to his feet.

“Yep.” Argrave nodded, tearing his gaze away from the hand. “Go to the house. Scare them. Make sure they think someone’s onto them.”

***

“Excuse me,” Argrave greeted, drawing close to the large gates of the wall to Cyprus. Two men stood in front of the great stone doors of the wall. They bore brown silken clothing covering most of their body, and their spiked helmets were made of dull bronze resembling copper.

“Keep your distance,” the guards cautioned. “Turn back. This is the residence of the Lord of Copper. You have no reason to be here.”

“Is this the place I might report a crime?” Argrave said quickly, ensuring he got their attention.

The guards looked at Argrave and his company of two warily. They might’ve brought Garm, but he didn’t want to risk anything with this little venture. He was safely in their inn.

“A crime?” the guard repeated.

Argrave held out a hand—not his own, strangely enough. The guards looked at each other, then back to Argrave.

***

“Funny how offering a hand to someone in need can earn you friends so easily,” Argrave mused, sitting cross-legged on a once-decadent couch that had not been maintained or changed for several years.

Neither Galamon or Anneliese, sitting just beside him, seemed amused by his joke, and so Argrave sighed as they waited.

“Come on. A bit of levity amidst morbidity is the best way to handle it,” Argrave urged them.

“What we are doing here is beyond merely turning a blind eye,” Anneliese said. “We’re involved. It is merely hard to swallow.”

Argrave had no answer to that, so he stayed silent.

As Argrave had hoped, the hand alone was evidence enough to earn him a meeting inside Cyprus. The guards out front had deemed this matter important, and so they fetched someone more able to handle this matter.

Argrave looked around the interior of Cyprus, taking in the sights. It was the first floor of the tower, so one might expect that it would be the best-kept and most presentable. ‘Disrepair’ was the best term for the room Argrave saw, though. There was one long, if decrepit, tapestry winding about the whole of the room, depicting the god Fellhorn and various Fellhorn-peripheral scenarios. After a while examining it sequentially, Argrave realized it depicted their creation myth.

He was just about to rise to his feet to examine the tapestry when someone came back into the room. Barring his brown-plumed helmet, the man seemed a guard just as those before. Argrave knew who he was: the Lord of Copper’s primary human commander, Captain Jeralian. He was an old man with the air of a hardened veteran about him. His hair was all gray, and his beard was short and patchy as though he was normally clean-shaven but hadn’t groomed in a few days.

Captain Jeralian stepped up to them. He had the severed hand, clasping it by the wrist. “Foreigners. My men tell me that you discovered a man trying to bury this hand.”

“That’s right,” Argrave confirmed.

“And, further…” He stopped, retrieving a stool off to the side. He set it across from them and sat. “You allege to have discovered an underground smuggling ring where the citizens of Sethia are spirited from the city and taken to the southern mountains?”

Argrave paused a few seconds before nodding and confirming, “Yes.”

Jeralian straightened on his stool, back rigid. He stared at them with cold golden eyes. “Describe what happened.”

“Well…” Argrave paused as though gathering his thoughts, but he had long ago prepared what to say. “The three of us were walking about the city, and—”

“At night?” he interrupted.

“It’s nice out at night.” Argrave shrugged. “We’re from the north. We enjoy the cold; the moon is nice.” Argrave held his hands out and continued to explain. “Anyway, we turn the corner and stumble upon this guy. He’s digging near a patch of… those spicy, fruit-like crops.” Argrave made the shape of a pepper with his fingers, acting ignorant of what they were.

“Peppers,” Jeralian interrupted. “Go on.”

“He sees us, we see him. I didn’t think anything was amiss at first, but then he takes off, holding a bag or something. He dropped that hand you see there.” Argrave pointed. “We start chasing him, and—”

Jeralian held out a hand to interrupt. “Why were you chasing him?”

“Because he dropped a severed hand,” Argrave said as though it was obvious. “A fresh one, too.”

“You chased him because of that?” Jeralian pressed disbelievingly.

“You’re acting like that’s unusual,” Argrave retorted, equally incredulous. “It’s the duty of the faithful to ensure no crime goes unpunished—such is as Veid teaches us.”

Jeralian bit his lips, thinking about what Argrave said, then nodded. “Go on.”

“Once we catch up and he sees that we’re foreigners, he starts pleading with us. He tells us about what he’s been doing. Apparently, people come to him—usually former tribals, he said—and they set things up to send people away to the mountains. They sever the person’s hand to get rid of the Mark of Fellhorn, stage a death where it’s difficult to find the body, and use this underground passage to get far enough from the city to make the journey to the mountains,” Argrave concluded, pointing at Jeralian.

Jeralian furrowed his brows, staring at Argrave as though he was a madman.

***

“…and he claimed he could take us to the house where this smuggling ring purportedly is, Master Brium,” Jeralian said, kneeling before a man in a bed.

The ‘Lord of Copper’ fit his title well, even if only by virtue of his copper-toned skin. He wore silky orange clothes, which concealed a thin body with a large frame. The wet nature of the Vessel’s skin made his body seem like genuine metal, shining against the light splendidly. All of the jewelry he wore was copper—rings, bracelets, earrings, et cetera. He sat on the edge of the bed, posture straight and tensed. He was a handsome man with tight, stern features, and wavy brown hair descending to his shoulders.

“Your impression?” Brium inquired, voice low and serious.

“He’s very clearly a foreigner,” Jeralian said at once. “His customs, beliefs, and behaviors are far from ours. Regarding the veracity of his words… the information he offers is too easy to confirm and matches up with some occurrences noted in the city. I can’t believe he’d lie about this.”

“Yet… stumbling across someone burying a hand? Having that same person disclose the entire operation?” Brium asked rhetorically. “If the people involved were that incautious, they would not have lasted this long.”

Jeralian lifted his head once, then quickly lowered it, saying no more.

“He’s telling the truth about this operation’s existence,” Brium finally concluded. “But he isn’t being entirely honest about his role in the matter.”

“What should be done, Master Brium?” Jeralian said quickly.

“Thinking of his character… I believe he was involved with their group, but once he discovered they offered no benefit, he came to those he thought would. He’s enterprising. Ruthless, even.”

“Yet he came to Cyprus, master? Meaning no offense,” Jeralian quickly added.

“Argent or Aurum might offer a one-time reward, or none at all… but I think he doesn’t wish to be powerless. He wants room to grow.” Brium smiled. “He chose luckily… or chose well. I cannot decide which. What of his capability?”

“He claims to be a C-rank spellcaster, while his elven companion is B-rank. The last, the warrior… is intimidating,” Jeralian said with a simple shake of his head.

Brium stood up from his bed. “It seems I must speak to this man myself, discern if he is ruthless and intelligent enough to be of use in Cyprus’ future. He may be of great use… or a waste of time. I’ll decide that.”


Chapter 14

Argrave had been pondering morality the whole time during his journey to Sethia. He supposed it was normal to examine oneself when confronted with the uncaring power dynamics within this southern region of Berendar. Argrave had his own moral code, naturally, and though he might be a bit more flexible than most others, he largely felt he was a righteous person. Everyone did.

And yet Argrave now found himself exposing a secret smuggling ring that offered people freedom from the Vessels, all to earn the good graces of a cult worshipping an ancient god that used its subservient people as walking water bottles.

He reckoned it was a little like exposing the Underground Railroad to become friends with Jefferson Davis.

Of course, Argrave had Galamon scare them a little before exposing them, and hopefully they wouldn’t be genuinely caught… but their operation had gone bust, and there would be no more escapes from the city.

Argrave was drawn from his haze of thoughts at another person’s entrance. He was a bit surprised to see the next comer—Brium, the copper-skinned Lord of Cyprus. Though Argrave could not deny he was surprised he’d climbed the managerial chain so quickly, he came to attention at once, uncrossing his legs and sitting a bit more politely.

“Greetings, gentlemen, madam,” Brium began smoothly, coming to stand before them. “I am the Lord of Copper, Brium. I came here to personally thank the three of you for what you’ve exposed here today.” He placed his hand to his chest in thanks but did not bow his head—that little gesture was a good show of his personality. On the surface he was polite, yet beneath was pride and ambition that did not allow him to bow his head to any.

“A pleasant surprise, meeting the lord of this tower. I am Argrave… of Blackgard,” he hesitated in saying the last part, remembering well what happened when he last used that name. “My companions are Anneliese and Galamon,” he introduced in turn.

“…of Blackgard,” Brium repeated. “What is your home of Blackgard like, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“It’s a bustling riverside city, located where many rivers meet. Place has the only bridge for miles, so it’s a rather busy trade city,” Argrave supplied smoothly.

Brium smiled inexplicably. “I see.” He moved the stool that Jeralian had set across from them, then sat atop it himself. His back was rigid and unbent, and he surveyed each of the three of them in turn.

“This smuggling ring you exposed—I am having men examine it as we speak,” Brium began. “You’ve done a valuable service. Yet strangely, you came to the tower of Copper.” Brium rubbed his fingers together. “Perhaps I am ignorant of your lands, but as I recall… copper is the least valuable form of coinage in Vasquer.”

Argrave nodded, catching the message beneath the Vessel’s words. “Gold and silver are shiny and brilliant. People tend to like those metals for that reason.”

Brium gestured toward Argrave. “And yourself?”

“Copper…” Argrave leaned in until he was at the edge of the couch. “Copper is a strong metal at its core. But when you combine it with something else—a different metal, far from itself—you get something stronger. You get alloys. Bronze. Brass.” Argrave counted the two with his fingers, then waved his hand with a smile. “Both prime examples.”

Brium laughed lightly, raising his hand to cover his mouth. “I see your metaphor. You are different—far from copper, certainly.” Brium lowered his hand, expression stern. “But metalworking is a complex business. The wrong component can weaken the metal instead of strengthening it. How can you be certain you’ll get the results you want?”

Damned metaphors making my head spin, Argrave thought.

“It’s as with anything—I’ve done it before.” Argrave leaned back to emphasize his confidence. “But… if there’s doubt, you can always stick with the reliable—practice, testing. You can make a small batch of bronze alloy instead of converting all your copper at once. Once you’re sure it works, upscale the process.”

Brium stared down Argrave. His dark brown eyes had an intense sharpness to them that made it clear he scrutinized Argrave carefully. After a time, his eyes lightened and he smiled. “Do you enjoy poetry, Argrave?”

Argrave was taken aback by the conversational turn, but he answered, “Some, certainly.”

“Do you write?” he pressed.

Argrave shook his head. “Not poetry, but yes, I suppose what I’ve done qualifies…”

“Perhaps, at a later date, I can share some of my poems with you,” Brium suggested amiably. “I have the feeling you’ll appreciate it.”

Feeling strangely insulted, Argrave nodded slowly. “Another time, maybe,” he said without committing.

“But I digress. Back to this matter of alloys, and power…” Brium lowered his head, lost in thought. After a time of deliberation, he raised his gaze up to Argrave. “I think things are as you say. An alloy… the thought has never crossed my mind, but I believe it’s worthy of, at least, a test batch.”

“I’m pleased you agree,” Argrave said, though the words felt empty.

“But cutting past all this…” Brium placed his hands on his knees. “A metalsmith’s services can’t be cheap. What do you want, exactly?”

“To make a strong alloy,” Argrave said vaguely, “… of which my… metal, is a part of.”

“Let’s set aside the vagaries and speak frankly.” Brium waved his hand dismissively.

“Alright.” Argrave thought of his words carefully. “Beyond eking out a place for myself in this city, Argent has something I want. It’s not the sort of thing they give away, either, even if I ask really nicely.”

“Ah.” Brium nodded as if he’d figured things out. “And bronze is more than fitting to break silver.”

“Yeah,” Argrave simply agreed, tired of this long analogical train.

“Well…” Brium crossed one leg over the other. He held his hands out, placing the tips of his fingers against each other like some kind of diabolical schemer. “I’m going to have to work something out for you to do. And verify the veracity of the information you disclosed, naturally. That said…” Brium held a hand out. “I believe this may serve to be a long and fruitful relationship, gentleman Argrave of Blackgard.”

Argrave looked at the Vessel’s hand, acknowledging that the other intended for a handshake. He triple-checked he was wearing thick leather gloves and was quite thankful for the protective enchantment as he reached out and took the other’s hand.

“Likewise,” Argrave concluded.

***

Their party walked from the tower of Cyprus. Argrave’s steps were heavy. He felt guilty, like he’d done something wrong—the talk with Brium hadn’t assuaged that feeling.

“There’s something I’m curious about,” Anneliese spoke.

“Are all poets deviants?” Argrave tried to guess her question in jest. “The answer may surprise you.”

“No.” She laughed while shaking her head. “This name—Blackgard. You use it consistently. That is what I was curious about.”

“Oh.” Argrave scratched the back of his neck, lowering his head.

“You’re embarrassed,” she noted.

Argrave looked at her. “If I wasn’t before, after that call-out, I definitely am.”

“Your embarrassment only makes me more curious,” she pressed.

Argrave took a deep breath and sighed. He looked between both of them—even Galamon expressed that he was focused on Argrave’s answer.

“It’s half a joke. Blackguard. But that city I described, back there…” Argrave paused in the road. “It doesn’t exist. But I’ve made it before.” Anneliese and Galamon looked at him strangely, and he quickly added, “In the game.”

Argrave continued. “A lot of northern and southern Berendar are divided by a big river—in the future, it becomes an almost natural border between the rebels and Vasquer loyalists. The biggest bridge between the two is an important place to hold in the war. It’s located in a valley, too, so it’s quite a defensible place. There’s a sizable and largely ungoverned native population, too.”

“So this city, Blackgard—you founded it in the game?” Anneliese questioned.

“Yeah.” Argrave nodded. “Probably the best bit of land in the game. Lots of good farmland, choke points preventing raids, pre-existing population, center of trade—”

“But the name,” Anneliese stopped him. “What does it mean to you?”

“Just a name, isn’t it?” Argrave answered, turning back to the road.

“I do not believe it is merely that,” she insisted.

Argrave bit his lip, the answer on the tip of his tongue. “Alright,” he surrendered, throwing his hands up in the air. “If Gerechtigkeit wins, the world ceases to exist—it becomes a void. A void is blackness. I considered that name—Blackgard—just as that. A guard against that endless darkness. A guard against Gerechtigkeit.”

“I see.”

“You see,” Argrave repeated.

“I think it is a noble name,” she said sincerely.

Argrave laughed. “Well, I should probably stop using it, or it’ll stick.”

She tilted her head. “Is that so bad? It is a fine name, and it does indeed represent what you do.”

“Well…” Argrave scratched the top of his head, thinking on the matter.

“Do you not intend to establish this Blackgard once again?” She held a hand out to Argrave as though to encourage introspection. “You said you wish to follow the course you deem best. Is this not part of it?”

“I’m no lord.” Argrave shook his head. “Can’t press some buttons and make people build a whole damned city for me as I could before. Someone inexperienced like me would do a lot more harm than good.”

Galamon shook his head. “You overestimate the abilities of lords, I think.” He looked around. “This place alone is testament to that.”

“Why does it seem like you two are trying to persuade me?” Argrave questioned suspiciously. “We’re thinking about the distant future when tomorrow is uncertain. Let’s stay on task, shall we?”

The two of them conceded with slow nods.

“Good,” Argrave said in conclusion. “I know you two might be blue working with the Lord of Copper back there. He views us as a means to an end. What he hasn’t considered, hopefully, is that he’s the same to us. Argent, Cyprus, Aurum—I don’t intend this to be some sort of power game.”

“How do you mean?” Galamon questioned.

“We’re raising a dog,” Argrave said with a little smirk. “A fierce dog, to compete in the dog fight. We’ll raise Cyprus up… and then we’ll bring in Aurum and Argent, and the two will snarl and bite at each other. And who, you ask, wins in this bloody sport?”

Argrave waited for an answer, but neither Galamon nor Anneliese supplied one.

“Definitely not the dogs, I’ll tell you that much. Poor bastards.” Argrave shook his head woefully. “No, the spectators win.”

“The people of the city,” Anneliese guessed.

“Them, too,” Argrave acknowledged. “But I was really referring to the southern tribals. Guess that guy’s verbose way of talking rubbed off on me.”

Anneliese furrowed her brows, lost in thought. “But how…?”

“If I’ve got things right, we’ll soon be involved with Durran and Boarmask. Ask yourself this—why weren’t any Vessels at Argent when the raid occurred?” Argrave spread his hands out. “Because Cyprus used what little influence they have to make that happen.”

“I think I understand now.” Anneliese nodded.

Galamon adjusted the sword on his hip as he thought, then asked, “Why is Durran working with Cyprus?”

“Were I to guess… Durran hopes to earn a better living situation for the tribals.” Argrave pointed to Galamon. “He’s a tribal himself, you see. The Lord of Copper probably made empty promises. Fellhorn, god of floods and rains, doesn’t like violence, but lies and deception are fair game.” Argrave held his hands out. “This is only my speculation, of course. I think we’ll find out the truth of things quickly enough.”

“I worry about what the Lord of Copper will ask of us,” Anneliese admitted.

Argrave sighed. “Yeah. That’s the uncertain bit. We have to hurry up and wait once more.”


Chapter 15

Argrave found the city of Sethia to be a mix between Delphasium and Malgeridum. While lacking the despotism of the latter, and not exactly possessing the abundance of the former, it met in the middle. Perhaps the Vessels were somewhat cautious of the treatment of their people with a threat—the southern tribals in the mountains—looming so close.

Indeed, they had managed to find an inn at a decent price. The coins they’d obtained in Malgeridum had been of tremendous help in securing a non-exorbitant expense. Only a day had passed in the town, but Argrave suspected he would be spending much time in Sethia, so he was glad to not spend too much.

But now they idled and studied, nothing to do beyond wait for Brium to contact them. Only a day had passed, but Argrave appreciated the change in pace very much. Good food, a decent bed—a welcome reprieve from their time trapped in a storm of sand.

“If I might advise you, Argrave…” Anneliese said gingerly, sitting on a table before Argrave’s bed. He sat half-covered by a blanket.

“You’re smarter than me. Why would I ever refuse your advice?” he conceded quickly.

“Oh. Um…” Anneliese showed a rare moment of pause, taken aback by his words. Cheeks a little red, she gathered herself quickly and said, “I would hold back trying to learn any B-rank spells yet.”

Argrave leaned back into his bed, looking down at the B-rank spell book. He thought about her words, then lifted his head and asked, “Why?”

“Because it is challenging, especially if you have only a shallow mastery of C-rank spells,” she explained patiently. “At the moment, I believe it would be best to focusing on those you are capable of learning, rather than trying to stretch yourself as you are.”

Garm added, “The girl is right. You might have the magic capacity to handle spells of that rank, but if the knowledge is shallow, you’ll only waste your time. It’ll take longer. Much longer. It’s naught but wasted time.”

Argrave bit his lip, then decisively shut the book, setting it on the table where Anneliese sat. “Alright. I’ll heed your advice. A part of me questions if you just want more time to ask me questions about my homeland.” He pointed to Anneliese.

She smiled. “I wonder,” she replied vaguely, though Argrave knew she was only joking.

Argrave lowered his finger, then flitted his gaze between the two of them. “But I’m just curious—why should I hold back on reaching this milestone? Why would it take longer?”

“Because B-rank magic differs greatly from the ranks below it,” Garm said. “Each rank before it adds complexity, both to the matrix and the spell. The increased complexity accommodates increased power. The matrix is larger—it can manifest more raw magic.”

Anneliese nodded as Garm spoke. “But B-rank magic does not merely add another dimension to the spells. Instead, the previously static matrixes become animate.”

“I know about that,” Argrave said. “But why would having a shallow understanding of lower-ranked spells hinder me? For C-rank, I just kept studying, thinking about it… until something clicked.” He shrugged, not fully grasping it himself. “I know it’s far from the image of a scholarly mage, but it worked.”

“The fact you don’t understand why something clicked is the problem,” Garm admonished, and Argrave turned his gaze to face the severed head. “Put simply, you will be adding movement to C-rank spells. If you can’t understand the quintessence of these spells, how will you ever learn how to move them?”

Argrave didn’t respond, and Garm’s face grew serious as he continued.

“Learn more. Come to understand C-rank spells completely and utterly—illusion, elemental, healing, it matters not. When you understand what you did different, you will be ready to poke at the next barrier. Until then, refrain.”

Argrave nodded, taking in Garm’s words in silence. “Thanks for the advice,” he finally remembered to say.

Garm closed his eyes. “There is nothing more unbearable than watching incompetence as an expert,” the head dismissed. “Doubly so when I am unable to do much myself.”

Argrave found it difficult to hold back a smile at the head’s attitude. “But I have—”

Sharp knocks disturbed Argrave’s words and he tensed, immediately looking to Galamon. The elf stood up, holding his Ebonice axe close at hand. Evidently the vampire had not heard whoever was just outside the door, and that set all of them on edge. Argrave quickly lifted Garm and hid him under a blanket.

Galamon opened the door slightly, bracing it with his foot so it could not be forced open. A woman wearing red clothing stood beyond. It took only a few seconds looking at her wet, dark skin to identify the woman as a Vessel. She had sharp, narrow features, and looked so thin as to be starving.

Argrave immediately recognized her as one of the Vessels sworn to serve the Lord of Copper, though for some reason he could not recall her name. “Galamon,” he called out. “She’s one of Brium’s. Let her in.”

The woman seemed surprised, yet not uneasy, that Argrave knew her purpose immediately. Once Galamon opened the door, she eyed him and his axe without much caution before taking slow, almost sauntering steps inside. She looked around the room.

“So you’re the ones,” she said.

“The chosen ones, yes,” Argrave said glibly. “Something you need?”

Unamused by his quip, the woman stared at Argrave coldly. “Argrave?” she asked, and when Argrave confirmed with a nod, she continued, saying, “The Lord of Copper would meet you. He expects to see you and your companions out front of the grand tower of Cyprus.”

“Out front?” Argrave tried to confirm.

“Yes,” she confirmed begrudgingly, as though she loathed the question. “The master says to arm yourself, though he isn’t expecting you’ll need to fight.”

Argrave furrowed his brows questioningly, and then nodded. “We’ll be there shortly.”

***

Though Argrave had been worried that Brium’s request to see them out front meant that he would refuse them access to the tower of Cyprus, that was not the case. Instead, the Lord of Copper stood just outside the walls of his tower, with a small entourage of Vessels.

The Vessels swearing fealty to the Lord of Copper all wore clothes matching the shades of the metal that was their namesake—oranges, browns, reds, and all in between. None of their outfits could be called decadent, barring Brium’s. Argrave, still in black enchanted leather, felt out of place as he approached them.

Brium had been engaging the Vessels near him, but when he spotted Argrave, he tore away from the group without a word and spread his arms wide as though to welcome Argrave with an embrace. Finding himself in a predicament, Argrave slowed and raised his hand to wave.

“Lord Brium,” he said cautiously.

“You’re here. And promptly, too,” Brium greeted, not making to embrace Argrave as he feared. “That’s good. Honestly, you’re early. That’s fine. Let us speak some. I will inform you what is to happen.”

“I’m all ears,” Argrave said.

Brium placed his hands together, then walked past Argrave, obviously wishing for him to follow. “I found nothing suitable to pass to you on such short notice, unfortunately. These things take time. Perhaps that is why you were surprised to have been contacted so quickly, hmm?”

“If you found nothing, then…?” Argrave trailed off, unsure where this was going.

“Ah. My mouth outpaced my mind.” He shook his head, walking down the road. Argrave followed him, the two of them walking side-by-side. “I’m sure you remember a certain happening some… two days ago, I believe. It revolved around the southern tribe’s wyverns, and a raid on Argent?”

“It was our welcome into the town.” Argrave nodded.

“Was it now?” Brium questioned, then continued. “At the time, much of the Lord of Silver’s Vessels were engaged with me.” Brium placed a hand to his chest. “Even Lord Quarrus himself was engaging in a discussion with me. It was a minor dispute—which of the city’s people belong to who and such. This proved an inopportune time for them to have such a discussion—their tower was raided while they were away.”

“Funny timing,” Argrave commented.

“Hilarious,” Brium agreed with a plastic smile. He stopped in the road, and Anneliese and Galamon came to stand with Argrave. “Today, the lords of Argent and Aurum have insisted I meet to discuss this matter. They believe I am subverting them.” Brium clasped his hands together. “I have to correct the misunderstanding.”

“But… what do you want us to do?” Argrave questioned.

“You’re going to come with me to this meeting,” he stated plainly.

Argrave didn’t know what to say to that for a time—it had been the last thing he was expecting to hear. He shifted on his feet and questioned delicately, “Don’t you think, if you want to give them the idea that you aren’t subverting them, bringing a foreigner into the meeting might send the wrong message?”

“I have some plans on that front, fret not.” Brium shook his head. “You’ll learn them once we’re there.”

Argrave was frustrated by the vagary but could not point it out directly. “This doesn’t really test whether or not we’re trustworthy,” Argrave noted. “In fact, it’s really just risking for nothing. I could cause problems for you.”

“Well…” Brium raised a hand to his chin and cradled it delicately. “A part of me likes you. You possess some of the politeness of a gentleman of the Burnt Desert without the obsequious fawning I’m constantly privy to as the Lord of Copper. A pleasant balance.”

“I trust that’s not all,” Argrave pressed.

Brium put on his best smile once more. “I think you know in your head… what’s at stake.”

Argrave’s features grew taut at once. Between the emphasis, the word choice, and the complete non sequitur, there could only be one thing that Brium was referring to—Garm.

“Don’t worry,” Brium said calmly as Argrave’s mind whirled with a million questions. “I don’t care. Indeed, that kind of thing only affirms my choice. Someone willing to step past the line into the forbidden is precisely what I need at this juncture.”

Argrave suppressed the urge to shout and demand, ‘how.’ As much as he wished he could believe that Brium was simply bluffing to extract information from him, there was little room for interpretation. It was no bluff. Brium knew about Garm, and beneath that, he could make Argrave’s life very difficult.

Argrave was certain Brium wasn’t an exceptional schemer or master at espionage. That made the scenario all the more baffling. They hadn’t been incautious with Garm—measures were taken at every turn to ensure he couldn’t be easily seen.

“Once more… don’t let this weigh at you,” Brium said as he reached up and grabbed Argrave’s shoulder. It felt like a spider was on his arm, but he stayed still. “We have a meeting to attend later; I’d like you to keep your tongue sharp for that.” He removed his hand and waved Argrave forward. “Come. Meet the Vessels beneath me.”


Chapter 16

With Garm’s existence made known, the Lord of Copper had gained leverage over Argrave. That was an incontrovertible fact. With a word or two, Argrave could become an outlaw in most of the lands in the Burnt Desert. Fortunately, the significant delays in their travels had enabled Argrave to recover fully from his magic debt to Erlebnis—he could use the Blessing of Supersession again.

“What do think we should do?” questioned Anneliese. The three of them watched the Vessels speak to Brium. “This is… an unenviable position.”

“He has his hands wrapped around something vital: our head.” Argrave nodded, then he looked to Anneliese. “But look at things this way—we skipped a step.”

“How?” asked Galamon in disbelief.

“His trust.” Argrave lowered his head, staring at the road before Cyprus. “He thinks that he has power over us… and so he’s more willing to implement us in his plans.”

“He thinks?” repeated Anneliese. “He does have power over us. Perhaps we should make sure that Garm is safe.”

“I don’t think that Garm is in danger.” Argrave shook his head. “But if you judge differently, we can go back and make sure right now.”

Anneliese sighed and crossed her arms. “If only we still had our druidic bonds, we might confirm that without needing to move…”

“We’ll get new ones soon enough,” Argrave assured. “Perhaps quicker than I thought, if indeed Brium believes we’re under his thumb. They might even be more useful than that dragon our friend Rowe has.”

“…what?” She looked at him incredulously.

“Better in terms of utility, certainly. But for now… I say we go along with what Brium asks of us.” Argrave turned to her.

She looked very torn. But after a while, she gave a slow nod. “Alright.”

***

Brium and his escort of four Vessels stopped just before a plain gray building that was no more than a simple dome of cold stone. Argrave’s party was off to the side, not fully integrated with the rest of the Lord of Copper’s retinue.

“Before we enter… allow me to relay my expectations.” Brium spoke to Argrave, though did not turn his head. “This place is called simply ‘the Stone.’ It is a neutral meeting ground for the Vessels in this city.”

“The place from which all of the lords of Sethia were born—mined from the Stone, forged by Fellhorn into metal,” Argrave finished. “I know.”

“That’s correct.” Brium smiled and nodded. “My distant ancestors were pagan lords, but Fellhorn’s coming changed that.”

“What’s expected of us?” Argrave pressed.

“I don’t suspect you will have cause to speak much,” Brium confessed. “Here is your role—you are mercenaries, hired by me. Your presence is meant to provoke them into action.”

Argrave nodded seriously, then questioned, “Against the tribals? Or…?”

“Against me.” Brium’s smile faded. “The other lords—they are constant, calm, just like the waters of Fellhorn. The southern tribals have been belligerent for years, and yet not once have the lords retaliated. We Vessels only enforce rules on our subjects.”

“And you are not fond of that refusal to retaliate,” Anneliese noted. “Why are you different from them?”

“They are all literalists. Traditionalists,” Brium said contemptuously. “They plan to be but a Vessel all of their lives—a stagnant pool, a still lake, growing only as rivers deposit their rainwater into them. Their power grows, certainly. But… Fellhorn is the god of rain and floods.”

The Vessels alongside Brium nodded eagerly, his zealous followers drinking in his words.

Anneliese pointed to him. “And you wish to become the flood?”

“The southern tribals of the mountains have learned, grown, and adapted. Our current way nets us nothing. The literalist way—remaining as a stagnant pool, offering drink to those who submit—is insufficient to spread Fellhorn’s eternal rain further.” Brium shook his head and clenched his fist, genuinely aggrieved. “I cannot see the faith stagnate like this. Even if I must be the one to stir the waters, they must begin to move.”

“What is the benefit of provoking action against you?” Galamon questioned.

“When is wood weakest?” Brium questioned, stepping up to Galamon and staring up at him. “When it is rotten inside.”

Galamon stared unflinchingly. “Your point?”

“When will an enemy attack?” Brium held his hands out. “When their foe is at their weakest. And the southern tribals have been looking for an avenue to attack for many years now.”

“Provocation after provocation.” Argrave shook his head. “You certainly have your work cut out for you. All of this just to lure the southern tribals down from the mountains? Seems far-fetched. Too many things left to chance,” he baited, trying to get some information out of the talkative Lord of Copper.

“My people need to wake up to the realities. I am certain Fellhorn will see fit to bestow upon me the luck I need. I am certain that the tribals will be ready.” Brium smiled and shook his head.

Now it’s all but confirmed. Brium is working with some tribals. Even if it isn’t Durran who’s talking with them, if I can get contact with these tribals… I can make this flood hit a dam. Of course, he’s not going to let me meet them easily. He’ll hide their existence until the day of the attack.

“I see you’re pleased,” Brium noted, staring at Argrave.

Argrave hadn’t realized it, but he was smiling. He ran his hand across his face to suppress his expression, then said, “Just feels like things are finally going my way for once. Long road ahead, but I’m eager to trod it. I have some ideas to swing things in our favor ever more. But those can come at another time, certainly.”

“Indeed.” Brium nodded. “What I’ve told you, I will soon tell those inside this building. I feared I might have to use the leash around your neck, but you convince me I was mistaken. It matters not.”

“I am glad of that,” Argrave said simply.

“Now, the lords Argent and Aurum have been kept waiting for twenty minutes. I am positive they will be incensed.” Brium stepped ahead into the Stone.

***

The three lords of Sethia were each and all as remarkable as the copper-skinned Brium and matched their titles absolutely, embodying them in their appearance and dress. These appearances were not something coincidental. Each of the three had been tailored over generations to better fit their role, and to cement their status as the lord of their tower.

Argrave knew how they maintained these appearances—breeding systems within their towers. People with desirable traits were ‘hired’ to bear a Vessel for the tower. They were technically free, but realistically forced to remain in the tower, living luxuriously for the purpose of producing heirs with the desired physical traits.

Now, these three lords sat at a table in the center of the Stone, flanked by their own personal retinue of lesser Vessels. Argrave felt out of place. He usually did, though.

The three lords sat in a triangle at the circular table, none facing another fully. The Lord of Silver, Quarrus, was a tall albino man—his skin, hair, and eyes lacked all pigment, making all of his features resplendently white. He had a sharp look about him and seemed to be angry constantly. He kept his hair long as though to show it off, and wore only silver jewelry and clothing. His status as a Vessel seemed to preclude the usual vision defects associated with albinism.

The Lord of Gold, Crislia, was a woman with very strong elven features. Her skin was vaguely gold-like but lacked the intensity of the real metal and was further muted by the wet skin natural to the Vessels. Her hair, though, was a perfect match for the word gold. On top of all that, she wore enough accessories of the precious metal to afford a king’s ransom.

Quarrus leaned forward into the table, clenching his fists as he stared at Brium. “We agreed to meet here with you out of respect for the long-standing title of the Lord of Copper, and of respect for the greatness that has come out of Cyprus in the distant past…” Quarrus slammed his fist and stood. “But you insult Argent by bringing a mockery of our features?” He pointed to Anneliese.

Argrave pulled her back and stepped forward almost instinctively, immediately on edge. Brium raised his hands up to pacify Quarrus.

“You’ve misread me entirely, Quarrus,” he said pacifyingly.

“Silver hair, pale skin—what else am I to make of this?!” Quarrus shouted angrily. “You would make one with the features of the Lord of Silver subordinate?”

“They aren’t subordinate,” Brium said calmly, still holding his hands out. “They’re mercenaries. Above all, they’re a fitting response to what happened to your tower.”

Quarrus breathed heavily for a few moments, staring at Anneliese. After a long time of tension, the Lord of Silver turned, picking up his chair that had been tossed to the ground in his outburst. He corrected it and sat, still a ball of wrath.

Crislia, Lord of Gold, had been waiting for her time to interject, and did so now. “Let us not forget the purpose of this meeting. Yesterday, you called a meeting between you and Quarrus, for the purpose of—”

“I understand why he brought us here, now,” Anneliese whispered into Argrave’s ear, drowning out Crislia’s voice.

Ear tingling, he turned his head slightly at her voice while waiting for her to continue.

“To mark us as his—to bind us closer, eliminating our political mobility in the city. It would be all but impossible to cooperate with Argent or Aurum now. Argent views us as a public insult. Aurum would not risk offending Argent.”

Enlightened, Argrave directed his focus back to the conversation ahead. The Lord of Gold had finished summarizing the purpose of this meeting, remaining the calm mediator.

“What do you have to say for yourself, Brium?” Quarrus insisted, leaning in.

“The meeting…” Brium began. “It was a coincidence that it matched with the time of the raid. I did not intend to distract Quarrus and prevent him from defending his possessions.”

His words were met with a complete, almost incredulous silence throughout the Stone. Quarrus leaned back in his chair, face taut as he stared at Brium.

“Is it so surprising these things should happen?” Brium raised his hand into the air. “Every time the southern tribals raid, they receive very little retaliation. At the best of times, we send a party to demand back what was stolen.”

“Retaliation is not the way of Fellhorn. He rains only water, never blood.” Crislia shook her head. “All those living may still become a part of His eternal rain.”

Brium leaned in. “Things cannot remain as they are. We must retaliate—we must flood those mountains they hide upon, wiping them all clean. If we do this… we dirty our hands but once, and Fellhorn’s influence spreads to those damnable mountains once and for all.”

“You verge on blasphemy,” Quarrus noted, his anger turning to alarm.

“This city was the first to be claimed by us Vessels of Fellhorn.” Brium tapped the table. “And now… we do not expand. Fellhorn’s rain remains constant, nothing more. We lose as much as we gain by the day. All of this… because we allow a cyst to persist? It’s unsightly. It’s stupid.”

He’s genuinely trying to persuade them, Argrave thought. A last-ditch effort to wake them up to follow his deluded fantasies of grandeur.

Yet the two other lords were unmoved by the Lord of Copper’s pleas, both staring at him coldly. Brium stood, becoming animate in his passion.

“We must march into the mountains, induct them into the faith. We have the capability. We have Fellhorn at our backs. If He deems us unworthy, He will make his will known!” Brium pleaded. “But until we take that plunge, we remain as we are—constant, stagnant.”

“Remaining as we are—unchanging, indomitable—are core tenets of Fellhorn’s will, both,” Crislia noted coldly. “We came here with the impression this was merely the action of a misguided young Vessel… but the issue seems to be much deeper than that.”

“Issue? There is nothing wrong with me,” Brium said defeatedly as he lowered himself back into the chair. “But you two refuse to listen.”

“And you did this as some attempt to wake us up?” Quarrus questioned. “A ridiculous notion. I am done here.” Quarrus rose to his feet and made to leave.

“As am I,” Crislia agreed. “Things must change, Brium, you are right. But not for the faith. For you.” She shook her head, then moved away.

Brium was left as the last sitting at the circular table of the Stone. Things had gone nearly exactly as he outlined, but Argrave thought he didn’t look the least bit happy.

“It’s time to get to work, before they decide to handle things,” he said, rising to his feet.

Argrave took a deep breath. The days to come would be turbulent, without a doubt.


Chapter 17

Argrave returned with Brium to Cyprus alongside his escort of Vessels. Once they were inside the first room, with its decrepit tapestry winding about the walls, the Lord of Copper spoke with a natural authority.

“The hunt is on. All know what to do,” he said, and these words alone were enough to send the Vessels beneath him scattering despite the vagary of the command.

Argrave stood with his companions, waiting as the other Vessels left the room. Brium walked to the couch they’d been received on and sat, lounging. Argrave stalked up to him cautiously, waiting until there were none around to speak.

“Do you have something planned for me?” Argrave questioned.

Brium did not turn his head back to look at the three of them, and responded, “Let me hear about these things that you have in mind.” He set his feet on a stool. “If all you offer is your status as a C-rank mage, and the prowess of your companions…”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” Argrave stepped around the couch, coming to stand before the Lord of Copper. “I have deeper ties to this place than I let on,” Argrave began.

“I had surmised as much.” Brium nodded.

“Against Aurum and Argent both… even if the southern tribals do indeed come…” Argrave held his hands out, choosing his words delicately. “It’s a pitched battle, to put it lightly.”

Brium ran his hand across his knee. “How would you know this?”

“You’re saying I’m wrong?” Argrave asked bluntly.

Brium stared up at Argrave, then fixed a piece of his wrinkled clothing. “Let us continue as though you’re correct,” he conceded, refusing to admit his disadvantage.

“There are other regional powers.” Argrave pointed to himself. “I can make sure they support the right side.”

My side, naturally, Argrave thought.

Brium furrowed his brows. “What are you referring to?”

“Well, barring the simple fact that the southern tribals are not as near unified as they let on… there are more than simply tribals in those mountains.” He looked in the direction of the mountains, though nothing could be seen beyond the walls of Cyprus.

“Elaborate,” the Lord of Copper demanded.

“The southron elves, for one.” Argrave raised a finger. “The dwellers of the caves.” He raised another finger. “And… certain others. Foreigners, like me, with whom I have a connection.”

“You have ties with all of these?” Brium questioned. “I question if everyone in Sethia would be as ignorant of you as they are were that the case.”

“If one has rope, they can tie a knot,” Argrave waxed poetic.

Brium smiled. “You mean you can make these ties. And you would expect only the rope from me, I presume?”

Argrave shook his head. “I have my own rope.”

Brium looked taken aback by this. “I will warn you—I reward only results,” he cautioned. “Overpromising earns you naught but severed trust.”

“If you reward results… I’ll be one rich man, I think,” Argrave smirked.

Brium took a deep breath, obviously affected by Argrave’s claims. He placed his hands on the couch and rose to his feet. “My careless action at the Stone has caused you some trouble—your companion is perceived to be an insult to Argent. I may have put her in danger…”

Careless, Argrave thought scornfully. He knew exactly what he was doing.

“Anneliese is safe now, and that’s what’s important,” Argrave dismissed. The woman in question crossed her arms and nodded, agreeing.

“And she should stay safe.” Brium looked at her. “To that end, you will henceforth be accompanied by one of my own—a Vessel by the name of Yarra. You have met her. She retrieved you at your inn,” Brium explained. “She is extremely loyal to me, and her Vessel is one of the larger in Cyprus—indeed, in all of Sethia. She has absorbed the lifeblood of many transgressors. Most threats… she can handle.”

Argrave pushed his tongue against his cheek, trying his best to hold back a frown. He said, ‘you will.’ Not an offer, but a mandate. I suppose I should have expected something to link us to him yet further—he divulged a lot to us. Between Garm, threat of retaliation from Argent, and now this Yarra… he won’t trust us easily.

“That’s fine by me.” Argrave nodded, realizing displaying his reluctance earned him no favors. “But some of these peoples I’ll be contacting—they won’t look at the presence of a Vessel kindly. Getting them to agree to attack Sethia alongside southern tribals is a far cry from getting them to cooperate with followers of Fellhorn.”

Brium walked to the tapestry on the walls, hands on his hips as he lost himself in thought. He turned his head back to them once he’d formed his answer. “She will give you space at her discretion. If you are as valuable as you claim to be, though, it is paramount that she protects you at all times. We Vessels need not sleep, eat, drink, and are unfatiguing… in summary, able protectors. Argent may strike at any time.”

Already got a sleepless protector, thanks, Argrave wished to say.

“Then we welcome the extra hand,” Argrave instead said jovially, spreading his arms wide. “I hope she is amenable to working with us, instead of merely protecting us.”

Brium huffed out a laugh. “You must’ve gained an impression of her. She is quite brusque to all but me.” He nodded, then walked back up to them. “Yes, I’ll tell her to be cooperative. I’ll tell her of your pet project, too, so worry not about exposing your head to her. She’s away, doing some things for me. I will have her come to your inn. Expect her shortly.”

Argrave felt bitter with that reminder thrown into his face, but he suppressed those thoughts and nodded. “Then I’ll… What was it you said? Start the hunt,” Argrave concluded.

***

Argrave looked back at the patina-covered tower of Cyprus.

“Before we make it back to the inn and meet with Yarra, we should talk. Thoroughly,” Argrave said, turning around on the road and speaking to his companions.

“What is there to speak of? Despite unexpected occurrences, things have gone mostly as we predicted,” Anneliese pointed out.

“I’m unsure how the two of you perceive this whole plan of mine,” Argrave admitted. “You two… value honor, loyalty, contracts…” He sighed. “And here I am, entering into employment under someone with the intent to betray.”

“I am contracted only to you,” Galamon said at once. “Any stain is on your soul, not mine. I believe Veid granted you this purpose you have. She would not choose one such as you in ignorance. Your personality is part of Her expectations. As such… I have no qualms. She has ordained this to happen.”

Argrave nodded gratefully, never disappointed by Galamon’s steadfastness.

“I am of a similar mind,” Anneliese confirmed in turn. “Besides, there is no true agreement toward either of you, and I would not expect that man to be honorable in any dealings.” She looked back toward Cyprus. “Speaking personally… I trust you.” She nodded with a smile.

Feeling affirmed and bolstered now that one of his doubts was squashed, he took a deep breath and exhaled.

“This faith you’re showing… enough to make a man weep,” he said, only half-joking. “I’m glad we’re all in agreement to ride down this river to the end. But now we have the biggest hindrance to any creative pursuit.” Argrave looked between the two, but neither provided an answer. He spoke the next words grimly, saying, “A supervisor.”

“…Yet with the concession of freedom in our negotiations with regional powers,” Galamon pointed out. “She is ineffectual. The Lord of Copper mostly assigned her to prevent our escape, I presume.”

“And to spy,” Argrave noted. “That much should be obvious. But I’ve got a hunch about something.” Argrave put his hands to his lips, thinking. “I don’t think Brium knows fully what Garm is… only that he exists. We should try to find out what, exactly, they know.”

“The woman seemed tight-lipped,” Anneliese pointed out. “It will be difficult to get information from her naturally.”

“Maybe so,” Argrave conceded. “Putting all that talk aside, I’m going to be streamlining some of our plans. Brium might have ulterior motives behind Yarra’s ‘protection,’ but… we’ve got free labor. Galamon should know best. Anyone working for me… I work them to the bone. And since Yarra’s got no bones… I’ll work her ‘til she drops.” Argrave looked toward Sethia, a grin on his face.

***

Argrave was fitting some of his spell books back into his backpack when a sharp knock echoed into the room. It inspired déjà vu, being near the same pitch and volume as the last time Yarra had come to their room. As ever, Galamon readied his axe and opened the door cautiously.

The sharp-eyed and thin Vessel stood waiting there. Galamon did not need a prompt from Argrave to open the door wider this time, allowing Yarra to walk in as she pleased.

“Perfect timing!” Argrave said enthusiastically. He put the last three books inside of his backpack and cinched it shut. He lifted it up. “Here. Wear this,” he directed.

Her gaze jumped between Argrave and the backpack he held. She made no move to take it from his hand.

“It’s a backpack. You wear it on your back,” he explained sarcastically. When she gave no response, he continued exasperatedly, “Come now. Brium said you’re unfatiguing—certainly better than bone-shouldered me at carrying a pack on your back. I’m a mage, not a warrior.”

“…I cannot promise it will be undamaged should we fight anyone,” she said, voice dead. Argrave suspected making her laugh would the hardest mortal feat.

“I’m rather adept at avoiding fights. The ones I find myself in… end quickly, I find. Soon, I’m sure Brium and the rest of Cyprus will agree with this assessment. But for now, here.” He dangled the backpack, arms growing tired.

“He is Lord Brium,” she corrected, then took the backpack from Argrave’s hands, throwing it over her shoulder. It had been made to accommodate Argrave, and so the straps were quite loose—she tightened them quietly.

“Excellent. I’m very proud of you.” He nodded. “Now, are those shoes made for walking?” He looked down at her shoes. They were no more than red silken slippers. “It seems not.”

“I will manage,” she disagreed.

“Right.” Argrave looked around. Anneliese and Galamon had already readied everything. Garm was disguised as he usually was—the stake hidden by Galamon’s pack, and his head concealed by the elven vampire’s giant helmet. “Well, let’s be off.” He made for the door.

“Wait,” she interrupted, and Argrave paused mid-step.

“What?” he asked patiently.

She stepped closer. “I need to know where you intend to go.”

“An underground graveyard,” Argrave said plainly. “For the southron elves, in their glory days. I make a habit of exploring elven tombs, it would seem. Though… Galamon did the last one, actually…”

“So you are a necromancer,” she half-noted, half-questioned.

“On the contrary.” Argrave shook his head. “I am a druid. Among other things,” he conceded.

Her gaze wandered to the helm on Galamon’s back, and then she looked back to Argrave. “Why do you head to this graveyard?”

“Druid things.” Argrave shook his head. “It’s a pretty dangerous place. Haunted, ostensibly, but in actuality, it has an animal infestation.”

“Dangerous how?” she asked quickly, perhaps upset she had to ask so many follow-up questions.

“Don’t worry, you’ll be fine, I’m sure. Brium—er, Lord Brium talked about his confidence in you. I’m sure you’ll be able to handle them fine,” Argrave repeated with a smile.

“Please don’t avoid answering,” she demanded, a fire of irritation finally bubbling in that dead voice of hers.

“We’ll talk on the way,” Argrave said, undaunted, and stepped out of their room, his gait light and unburdened.


Chapter 18

Backpacking was a laborious thing. Argrave was coming to terms with its necessity, but he could not say that he was fond of carrying a pack on his back with the bare essentials while traveling across landscapes of varying types. Without healing magic to ease him of blisters and other things brought about by the journey, he would never have made it across the Burnt Desert. Between its dunes of sand and its rocky hills, it was not an easy place to traverse, even in winter.

Now, though, Argrave found great pleasure in the hike they took. They traveled from Sethia to the distant mountains where the southern tribals made their home. The weather was pleasant, the desert was quite beautiful, and the wildlife, terrifying though it might be at times, invoked a dual sense of nostalgia and wonder.

It helped that he had conned someone into carrying his pack for him.

“It’s going to be dangerous to travel farther,” Yarra warned, who kept pace with Argrave. She seemed to have no trouble with the pack, despite being as skinny as he was while half his size. It was the power of a magical body, he supposed. He’d have to get himself one of those soon.

“Because of the tribals?” Argrave looked up to the dark mountains towering above. “Meh. We’ll be fine.” He waved dismissively. “Not much farther anyway.”

She adjusted the pack with her ire hardly concealed, casting glances at Garm atop Galamon’s pack. Despite her constant curiosity toward the head, she asked as many questions as a mute. Argrave had intended to find out what she knew, but her stubborn silence made that difficult.

They traveled along a dry riverbed. Though the valley around them evidenced water had once flown through this area, all water had dried, and the clay-like soil beneath their feet was hard and cracked into tiles of varying sizes. Argrave kept his eyes on the mountain as he walked slower, looking for landmarks he recalled from the game to guide him.

After a long delay, Argrave spotted a strangely split rock that was quite familiar to him and smiled. “Folks… let’s set our packs aside. Someplace safe.”

“What for?” Yarra questioned, while Galamon and Anneliese moved to obey immediately. Galamon freed Garm from his position, holding him in his free hand like a torch.

Argrave rubbed his hands together. “Time to get to work, obviously.”

Yarra followed Argrave’s gaze to a large boulder down in a gulch.

Seeing she still wasn’t removing the pack, Argrave chided, “You were so hesitant to put it on, now you can’t bear to take it off? Just listen. Is that hard?”

She begrudgingly took the pack off and set it alongside Anneliese and Galamon’s. After ensuring that their packs were well-concealed, Argrave proceeded into the gulch, minding his step as it descended slightly. The gulch turned right, driving further into the mountains, but Argrave ignored the turn and walked to the boulder.

Argrave held his hand out and knocked four times, then said loudly, “Gebicca, blood of Burgund, has come to pay respects.”

He waited a few seconds… and then the giant boulder, which had been as solid as any other rock, turned to sand. It fell on him, and Argrave reeled away, coughing. He cleared sand out of his nose, his hair, his ears, and his mouth, then lamented, “Forgot about that bit.”

Argrave continued to spit out grains of sand ungracefully as the others near him stared beyond into the cave. Once he was done, he straightened and examined his own handiwork, a smile lining his face. Though the cave ahead was disorderly and uninviting, glowing blue runes shone on the surface of the cave wall.

Oftentimes games, Heroes of Berendar included, would have restrictions on quests. Even if the player knew the solution to a puzzle, they’d still need to talk to the right person to be able to proceed. That Argrave had been able to overcome this hurdle without doing so was a deeply satisfying thing—and it doubly confirmed that no one had come here before him.

“Care to lead, Yarra?” Argrave gestured ahead.

By the look of her, Yarra’s answer was a resounding ‘no.’ That said, she showed no hesitation in moving forward into the ominous cave. Galamon followed just after, while Argrave and Anneliese proceeded side by side.

The narrow cave abounding with glowing blue runes was a wonderfully unnerving sight in person. The faint babbling of rushing water echoed as they walked deeper. The runes provided light enough to walk forward without issue, though, and soon enough, the narrow entrance widened into something much grander.

The narrow passage widened into a vast cavern. A set of stairs descended deeper into the cave, meeting the smooth, upward-sloped cave floor. At the very top of this slope, there was a small spring, a single trickle traveling down in a straight line. This small trickle divided the cave into two sections, though the erosion was not especially significant.

Coffins of black clay rose up along the sloped cave floor. They were packed closely together as they ascended, like stairs built for giants. The coffins had blue runes along their rims, lighting the place like torchlight. There was an eerie mist about the whole area—dense, almost cloudlike.

“These runes… are incomprehensible,” Anneliese muttered, gazing out in awe. “And this place, so—”

“Don’t get lost in your head, Anneliese. I can tell you what I know about this place after we’re done. In fact…” Argrave turned his gaze to the Vessel, Yarra. “You may wish to prepare to fight.”

Galamon nodded, freeing his helmet from atop Garm’s head and donning it himself. He drew his greatsword, too. Argrave held out his hand, a spell matrix forming. Soon enough, four [Electric Eels] bounded from his palm, illuminating the area better yet as they drifted above his head. He took slow, steady steps down the wide stairs, waiting and watching the entire room.

Their advance into the tomb seemed to evidence that no danger awaited them, yet the atmosphere of the place was decidedly not easing. The dense mist, the coffins, the constancy of the babbling stream above… Argrave’s gaze flitted to a coffin.

Deep within the complex system of caves, a noise rang out—windchimes, almost. It was pleasant to the ear. This chiming grew in volume, slowly melding together into something more complete. It formed a soothing melody, almost playful in tone.

“Be ready,” he cautioned.

And his words of caution proved to be of perfect timing. The mist within the cave began to condense, solidify—in but a second, Argrave found himself facing a black-skinned warrior with large ears and indiscernible features. A curved sword whistled toward his face. Argrave willed the [Electric Eels] to move, and they struck their target far faster than his newly formed foe’s sword could move.

The warrior staggered back, flesh cracking and leaking mist. A guttural and phlegmy howl battered against Argrave’s ears at once, echoing in his head and against the cave walls until it was all he heard. The sound was terrifying enough that he felt all his skin crawl against his leather gear, despite that he had been fully expecting it to come. The pleasant song became discordant ringing.

Yarra was the first to regain her composure… or perhaps she never lost it, for her hand liquified and thrust forth like a spear toward the warrior’s head as soon as it ceased staggering. Its head scattered like the mist from which it was made, yet the attack seemed ineffectual. It did not walk forward—it merely reformed forward, slicing at Yarra’s stomach.

Galamon slashed at it with his greatsword. His blow struck home, both the metal blade and the wind blade following it causing another visible impact. With another near identical howl, the mist exploded backward, blown by an invisible wind. The sight did not distract Argrave from the sound of something scraping—claws on stone, Argrave thought, like a fleeing animal.

“Well,” Argrave began, stepping forth. “The first of them knows that we’re here. It’s like I told you—you can only hit them when they’re trying to hit you. They have to be solid to attack, and as such, that’s the only time they can be hurt.”

“These must be wraiths. Ghosts,” Yarra said with conviction. “This mist is not true mist. I cannot absorb it.”

“Don’t you listen? I told you they weren’t.” Argrave shook his head. “Back in the day, the southron elves used to reign supreme here. They had pets they used for war… and intrigue.” Argrave looked about the cave. “The Singers of the Brume, they’re called. Brumesingers for short. They subsist on the souls of the dead. The little devils are no ordinary animals, and can be held responsible for the warrior we just dealt with. This fog…” Argrave held his hand out. “It’s a magic mist. A brume, I guess. They can travel through it, conjure distractions, conjure fighters…”

Yarra seemed to be trying to find a hole in what Argrave said, but it seemed after some reflection, she simply nodded.

“Don’t kill them, please,” Argrave requested dryly. “They’re very valuable, culturally and otherwise. Though, maybe you don’t care about the cultural part.”

“But how will we stop—”

“Tire them out,” Argrave explained. “They expend their energy every time they try to stop us. It’s a game of cat and mouse, chasing these creatures about ‘til they drop.”

“So we have to continue to fight these mist apparitions until they simply cease?” Yarra questioned.

“Precisely.” Argrave nodded. “There are plenty of other rooms in this place. So… let’s get walking, and let’s stay alert.”

Argrave took a step forward, and the mist solidified once again. A hand thrust out toward Argrave’s neck, a dagger in hand. He raised his arm to block, trusting his armor’s enchantments, but Anneliese was ready. A single white bolt of [Skysunder] struck the hand, casting the arm aside. It dispersed and vanished.

“Should heed my own advice, sometimes.” Argrave lowered his arm, then readied four more [Electric Eels]. “Thanks, Anneliese. Someone else should lead, I think.”

***

It was not especially difficult to find the Brumesingers throughout the vast tomb. Though the rooms were many, each carved of a vast cave system, they needed only follow the mist, seeking out its intensity. The Brumesingers conjured the remnants of the spirits they had consumed—namely, southron elf warriors. Vigilance alone proved enough to combat the majority of their conjured warriors, fortunately. Argrave worked Yarra tirelessly, making her take the lead at all times.

The creatures weren’t stupid, though, and they were pack animals. They quickly gathered together, combining their efforts against the party. Cornering them was impossible. The Brumesingers could travel through the brume they conjured—that was much of the reason Argrave sought them out. In time, they’d make great scouts.

Soon enough, their party of four—five, including Garm—found themselves facing something quite unideal. Ahead, the mist was so thick that trying to see the room beyond was like trying to see through milk. The room had no other exits, so far as Argrave knew, but the fact remained that they had bunched up.

“Little bastards have been running for quite a while…” Argrave kneeled down, clicking his tongue. “Hard to get a notion of how many there are, too.”

“Place ahead is like a deathtrap,” Galamon noted. “The creatures don’t attack immediately. When we’re in that mist, it’s hard to see… and four, five of the attacks coming at once isn’t manageable.”

“Why not make use of that head on a stake of yours?” Yarra suggested. “I question why you brought it.”

Argrave looked toward her. “What, do you think it can warn us if it sees something?” he pressed, finally seizing the opportunity to learn what she knew.

“I know it can,” she shot back.

“And how?” Argrave questioned.

“Because Brium told me,” she said. “He would not disclose that without conviction.”

So, Brium knows Garm can speak. Argrave tried to ponder what that meant of the situation, but he couldn’t really narrow things down as to how Garm was outed.

“I don’t think that’s necessary,” Argrave said, pushing past that and focusing on the task on hand. “We’ll just need a good, steady formation…” Argrave scratched his chin. “…and some patience.”


Chapter 19

Argrave was the farthest thing from a hunter.

But the people with him both hailed from a northern island where hunts made up a large portion of the food supply. Galamon had been a part of many hunts, and Anneliese knew much of the process by virtue of her sheer curiosity. As such, Argrave had learned that their people took two approaches to hunting animals in Veiden; trapping and cornering.

They could not afford to make any traps, and so they had worked at cornering the Brumesingers. Galamon had steered them toward that end. Now, the creatures lay beyond a veil of mist, entrenched deeply. As the saying went, a cornered rat will bite the cat. Patience was their largest virtue. Their venture to capture the Brumesingers became a siege.

The four of them would press into the mist—never enough to leave them vulnerable from all sides, but far enough to evoke a reaction from the animals hiding within. And indeed, time and time again, the warriors of mist would appear, and their party’s patient caution proved more than enough to receive all comers.

Brium’s Vessel, Yarra, proved to be well worth the trust bestowed in her by the Lord of Copper. Once she learned how these warriors summoned by the Brumesingers functioned, she was quite adept at dealing with them. Her control over the water springing from within was masterful, to the point where she left not a drop behind no matter how she attacked. She seemed to have a penchant for manipulating the water within herself into weapons. She would reform her hands into swords, spears, and all manner of war instruments.

This process took an uncomfortably long time. Argrave felt tempted to leave and ensure their backpacks left outside were truly hidden, but he kept those thoughts inside. Over the course of many fatiguing hours, during which Argrave ran out of magic, the fog that had been near as thick as milk began to dwindle. The place started to look like a graveyard sauna.

At a point, the warriors conjured lacked form and distinguishing features—it had been obvious they were southron elves, at first, and their skin had looked truly real. Now, they truly fought warriors borne of mist.

With a retreating slash of Galamon’s greatsword, the last two remaining warriors finally dispelled not into mist, but into nothingness. Argrave had grown well used to their unnatural and grim howls, yet this last’s death knell did not echo across the ancient tomb. The silence that followed was all-consuming.

“Hoo,” Argrave breathed out, some of his tension dissolved in the wake of excitement. The process of getting to the Brumesingers in the game was much the same, though admittedly infinitely more reckless and far less time-consuming. “Alright. Yarra, Galamon, stay near the entrance. Make sure the little ones don’t scamper out.”

Yarra nodded, far more amenable to direction after the nonstop conditioning of the misty siege.

With the two of them standing near the entrance, waiting, Argrave and Anneliese advanced ahead. The room had coffins lined up on each of its two walls, but in the back of the room, stairs rose up to an elevated portion that housed one single, grander coffin.

Argrave stepped around, watching the floors for any movement. Neither he nor Anneliese spotted anything for a long time, but then he heard a faint, rapid sound—it sounded like a dog’s squeaky chew toy, almost. It took him a bit to place it, but then he knelt down, lowering his face to the ground and peering beneath one of the coffins. At once, he smiled in triumph.

He saw the Brumesingers he’d been seeking crouched low beneath the coffins. The white-furred creatures were canids. Their appearance bore the most resemblance to that of a fox with especially large ears. Considering they were desert creatures, the fennec fox seemed a close relative. Their fur was like snow. Their eyes, too, were especially striking—they were like moving pools of gold, a glimpse into another dimension.

The Brumesingers were wheezing in exhaustion, all of their energy spent. Argrave lifted his head up and beckoned Anneliese over. She came to the other side, and her presence made the creatures sidle away in panic, moving closer to the center of the coffin.

“Aren’t they neat?” he said to Anneliese. “Had we found them earlier, they would’ve been as black as night. Their fur changes color as the consume the souls of the dead—white, gray, to black.”

“They are fascinating,” she agreed, white hair scattered everywhere on the stone as she pressed her face to peer under. “What should we do now?”

“I count… four,” Argrave concluded. “A lot of hell raised by four of these little guys. You see why I want them.” Argrave tapped the ground, thinking. “You should take one for now,” he looked to Anneliese. “Eventually, I want you to have a bird familiar for hyper-effective scouting. For now, though… these guys can travel through the mists they produce. Nothing short of fantastic for scouting, espionage… all-purpose monsters, these little ones.”

Anneliese nodded. She held her hand out and a green light shone from her palm—Argrave couldn’t distinguish the spell, but he recognized it as druidic magic. One of the Brumesingers lifted its head, then slowly and cautiously crawled out toward her.

Content, Argrave focused back on the last three. Lacking the magic to cast the spell needed, he triggered the Blessing of Supersession, feeling the overwhelming power surge into him. Surprisingly, the Brumesingers reacted to Argrave’s change—one bolted from beneath the coffin, surging toward the exit like a maniac. Galamon kneeled and received it easily, restraining it with his forefinger and thumb.

When he found it wouldn’t escape, Argrave turned his focus back to the other two. He held out his hand, casting the C-rank druidic spell [Pack Leader]. At once, he felt a strange sensation in his chest. The feeling was vastly different from when he had linked with the pigeons at Mateth. Then, like a cork, it exploded into him.

Argrave came to understand death in that moment.

With this newfound and entirely unexpected epiphany, Argrave’s entire body seized up. His arms lost strength, and he collapsed to the ground. His heart started to beat at the pace of a hummingbird’s wings, his skin felt like it was crawling, and he started sweating uncontrollably. He sight failed, fading into whiteness, and all sound vanished behind a loud ringing.

He did not know when this had come to pass, but Anneliese knelt over him. His vision slowly regained clarity, and he felt something warm on his cheek. Two ‘somethings,’ in fact—on one side, something soft, and on the other, something leather.

As he got his wits about him, he realized Anneliese held his face while the two Brumesingers sat by his cheek.

“There. Your eyes are focusing,” Anneliese said, her voice growing louder as the ringing in his ears faded. “I had no idea something like this might happen. I should have warned you. The spell I used was not like [Pack Leader]. Animals closely linked to things, like…” She trailed off, worried.

“That was…” Argrave began, voice powerless. “…some damn experience.”

“What did you feel?” she insisted.

“Shouldn’t you know?” He croaked out a laugh. “Death,” he relayed.

She said nothing, eyes wide.

“I don’t want to die,” he could only say. “I thought I knew that. But now I know that.”

“You hit your head when you fell,” she said. “I will turn you over, take care of that.”

Argrave accepted this quietly. Anneliese turned him over, and his gaze fell upon the snow-white little creatures that had occupied his entire day. He looked into their whirling golden eyes and felt an indomitable bond between the three of them. There was something more between them. These creatures ceased to be mere Brumesingers—they felt like an extension of Argrave, every bit as important as his arms or legs. He hadn’t felt this intensity when he’d linked with the pigeons in Mateth.

He only realized the back of his head hurt when the pain faded, likely due to Anneliese’s healing magic. She moved him, leaning him up against the coffin. The little white creatures bounded on top of his lap, all of their timidity vanished—rather, it felt like they were now protecting Argrave. Just the same, he felt protective of them.

“Why the hell was that the roughest part of this?” Argrave questioned, only half-joking.

“It seems… these animals are linked intrinsically to death.” Anneliese stared down at them. The one she’d claimed stood near her leg. “Furthermore, it seems there is definitely a strong compatibility between you and them.”

Argrave looked down and raised his hand to rest atop them, some of his energy returned. “You feel anything like this?”

Anneliese shook her head. “[Pack Leader] links your souls. The spell I used merely changes their soul’s disposition toward me. Were I to connect to them with a direct link, as I often did with the bird… I expect I would experience much the same thing, provided I have the same affinity with death as you do.”

Galamon stepped around the coffin, coming to stand before Argrave. He held the last Brumesinger in his hand, and the creature dangled uncooperatively from his hand. It let out small little yelps, though dared not bite at the gauntleted fingers holding it.

“What to do with this one?” Galamon questioned.

Argrave looked up at it, watching it dangle. He started to think, but then stopped himself, picturing the matter like jumping into cold water. He held out his hand and cast [Pack Leader] once more. That dread came again. The sense of death was lessened in intensity, but present nonetheless. Once it was done, he took the Brumesinger from Galamon’s hand, and it crawled down Argrave’s arm to join the other two.

Yarra came to stand beside Galamon, her arms crossed. “Are they of the same family? How many are male or female?” she questioned.

“Why?” returned Argrave suspiciously.

“These creatures could be important for Cyprus’ future. Breeding them could be a very lucrative thing.”

The notion of forced breeding from the Vessels set Argrave into a vision-blurring rage at once. With the Blessing of Supersession still active, he felt the bottomless well of magic within him spin and stir, ready to move, and then…

Argrave stopped himself. That sort of primal anger was so ridiculously foreign, the sheer shock of realizing he’d been the one to experience it dispelled all the rage he’d felt. He calmed his breathing. Going to have to consult Anneliese, read more about druidic magic… almost made a big damn mistake.

“…they’re all from the same mother,” Argrave lied. “Not exactly viable for breeding.”

“Unfortunate,” said Yarra with a shake of her head. “I have helped you with your task. Now, I must do my own duty.”

Argrave tensed. “And what is that?”

“That spring in the main hall,” she said, looking back toward the door. “I must ensure it ceases to be. Who knows where its waters lead? It cannot be permitted to continue.”

Some of Argrave’s tension dispelled, but then he considered her words more.

Who knows where its waters lead, she questions. And she’s right. Those waters might sustain a whole village. And she wants me to stand by, watch that happen.

The roiling power of the Blessing of Supersession at the tip of his fingers was a constant temptation. But Argrave’s logical mind battled against his vying heart, and he eventually rose to his feet. The Brumesingers clung to his clothes before dropping off on the ground.

“Fine. Do as you must,” Argrave conceded, doing his best to hide his unease. “While you’re doing that, we’ll grab one more thing from this place—something to help win the southron elves over.”

Yarra nodded. Some of her disdain toward Argrave was gone, evidently, after seeing him act. The feeling was not mutual. She walked away, and Argrave ground his fingers against his palm.


Chapter 20

The Vessel, Yarra, placed her bare hand in the spring inside the cave. Argrave stood just behind her, watching this act with some degree of curiosity. They had retrieved their backpacks from outside. His Brumesingers were off in the cave, eating some of the still-lingering souls in this place. The foxlike little creatures actually ate with their eyes—not nearly as disgusting as it sounded, actually. Their gaze alone could devour souls that lacked attachment.

The water in the spring branched off at several portions, flowing into separate streams that slid in and out of the rocks, carving into the stone. Once Yarra’s hand met the water’s surface, though, the constant flow started to cease. The streams which had been flowing downhill started to reverse, crawling back up the stone to swell the spring.

As the spring swelled with returning water, the direction of its flow started to change. The water began to course toward the Vessel’s hand as though it was a hole beneath rather than a hand above. Despite the intense movement, once it met Yarra’s hand, it simply… ceased.

In a time no longer than a minute, the great spring quickly became a place of dry rock. Even when drained by a hose, the rock would never look this dry. Every bit of water became part of Yarra, the Vessel of Fellhorn.

“…it was a deep spring,” she finally said, rising to her feet. “Further portions will flow until they meet their end, but no more water will emerge. This visit proved to be of great value to Fellhorn and Cyprus both.”

“I’m glad,” Argrave said, lying. His triumph at gaining the Brumesingers was tempered by guilt. Perhaps he had been naïve to expect that Yarra would do nothing about the spring in this cave. But the guilt didn’t bog him down—it was a reminder to work harder until the time came to turn Sethia to chaos.

Argrave cast a supplementary spell of [Pack Leader], and the Brumesingers quickly scampered across the room, crawling up his leg and taking refuge in his duster. The creatures were light and small—something adapted for the desert, no doubt—and Argrave did not feel especially burdened by their presence.

Argrave pet one of them, then lifted his head and muttered to Anneliese, “Never pictured me as the ‘pocket dog’ type of guy.”

“Pocket dog?” she repeated.

“I’ll explain it another time,” Argrave dismissed. “Yarra. A question for you.”

She waited expectantly, staring up at Argrave.

“How much time do you suppose we have before the lords of Silver and Gold decide to make their move?”

“Lord Brium estimated, at shortest, a week. Other estimates are wildly varied, but the average of these predictions is about half a month,” she explained, arms crossed.

Argrave frowned. “Bit generous, no?”

Yarra shook her head. “If Aurum and Argent were so quick to plan an assault against Cyprus, one of three of the towers of Sethia existing for hundreds of years, then this city would never have survived as long as it has. Order and deliberateness are the prime things to expect from the other lords.”

“Alright.” Argrave raised his hands, conceding. “But the day is nearly done, and I don’t fancy walking around a mountain at night. We’ll camp here tonight. Tomorrow… I have to earn the favor of the southron elves.”

The Vessel no longer held contempt toward Argrave, it seemed, for Yarra expressed neither disdain nor anticipation regarding his grandiose comments. Instead, she asked, “How do your ties to this land run so deep?”

Argrave smiled. “Been here more times than you know.”

“That answer only spawns yet more questions,” she noted, eyes narrowed.

“I’ve got a lot of depth.” Argrave spread his arms out, briefly revealing one of the Brumesingers before it sought cover once more. “I’m going to set up my place to sleep—been an exhausting day.”

Argrave walked away, but then paused, turning and pointing to Yarra. “Do you think you could watch the cave entrance, keep guard? If any tribals see it, they’ll notice the new cave and be upon us during the night. The three of us, we need to sleep… but you…” Argrave trailed off.

She stared up at him for a long while, and then slowly nodded. “I’ll keep watch.”

“That’s good. You’re quite reliable. I see why Brium chose you,” he flattered.

She said nothing, then turned, leaving the correction, “Lord Brium.”

Argrave bit his lip as she walked away, questioning if his repeated mistaken address might bring his loyalty to question. He shook his head and turned. He waited a suitably long time and then muttered, “Finally, some time to breathe.”

Anneliese held her Brumesinger in her hands, gently petting its giant ears. “It was a tiring day,” she confessed.

“And another one tomorrow,” Argrave continued. “Hell, tomorrow might be the most important day of all.”

“True,” said Galamon.

Argrave looked back to the entrance that Yarra had left from. Though Galamon shook his head, confirming she was no longer there, Argrave’s paranoia was not sated. He conjured a ward around them to be sure that she truly could not listen.

“You can talk now, Garm,” Argrave said.

“Gods. What have I to say?” Garm complained at once. “It baffles me how you people manage to reveal me so easily. And who ends up suffering?”

“Didn’t exactly hear any genius ideas about how to hide your presence,” Argrave rebutted at once, then sighed. “No, that’s not fair. But hell, I’m just as confused as you. The only times we were lax at all were on the roads.”

“It’s no matter. I have little to say, regardless.” Garm closed his eyes.

“Get your talking in now, I’d advise,” Argrave said. Despite that, Garm said nothing more.

“If you’ve nothing to add…” Argrave waited a few seconds, then continued, “As it stands, the southron elves are going to be our lynchpin for this entire thing,” Argrave outlined. “They’re going to be our contact between us and Durran, and they’re going to be the primary coordinator for this entire little betrayal of ours. As such, it’s very important that Yarra stays far, far away from any inkling of association with them.”

“You’ve said this enough,” Galamon said.

“But now we’ve had a day with the Vessel,” Argrave explained with his hands. “And we know better what we can do to stop any… unfortunate occurrences. After how easily Garm was discovered, we have to be extra, extra cautious.”

“I can agree with that.” Anneliese nodded. Her Brumesinger let out a whimper and shook, so she knelt and let it to the ground.

“As such, any conversation about plans that I have with the southron elves… I want it to be underneath a ward.” Argrave looked around. “I’m telling you so that the both of you can know how to direct the conversation.”

Galamon shook his head. “I’ll just stay quiet. You two work well enough as a pair.”

“You might not have that luxury.” Argrave turned his head. “The southron elves respect warriors, not mages.”

Galamon sighed. “I’m no orator, but I’ll do what I can.”

With a nod, Argrave concluded, “That’s all I can ask.”

***

“He’s dead?” Elias asked, not fully able to believe it.

“There can be no doubt,” Helmuth confirmed, purple-eyed gaze staring at Elias with some measure of remorse.

Elias leaned back into his carriage’s seat, bringing his hand to his face. His uncle, Bruno of Parbon, had been slain. He felt a deep pit of emptiness within, like something had been torn out within him.

Bruno of Parbon, Elias’ uncle. The first real loss in this war. He had been the impetus of their rebellion, ostensibly, though his capture was merely the straw that broke the camel’s back. His father had been so certain that the king would not dare harm him—yet now, without trial, without any attempt at ransom, his uncle had been slaughtered.

“Sorry about your uncle,” Stain said quietly, sitting across from Elias on the carriage. Though a poorly-dressed youth of plain brown hair, this teenager was formerly Veladrien of Jast… and currently his future brother-in-law.

Elias didn’t know what to say to that. No, he didn’t want to say anything at all. He felt like the carriage he was in was far too compact and reached for the carriage door. It opened, the carriage still moving, and Elias alighted.

“Young lord…!” Helmuth called out, moving after Elias. Stain, too, jumped out.

“I just want to walk for a bit,” he said, stepping ahead quickly. Stain and Helmuth shared a glance, and then pursued the young lord of House Parbon, a fair distance behind so as not to disturb his thoughts.

Elias kept pace with the horses pulling the carriage, walking very quickly. Their escort of knights was much grander than even the one they had taken to Jast, and many of the knights looked to Elias pityingly. Evidently, the young lord was the last to receive the news.

Elias could only watch the ground for the longest time, his mind whirling. It gave him an unfailing sense of dread. But then he grew angry at himself—this was the reality of war. People died. He should not be so shaken simply because his uncle had died.

With that bitter thought, Elias lifted his head, staring far ahead down the road. In the far distance, where the ground sunk into the earth, he saw the walls of Elbraille. Walls were meant to evoke a sense of safety, protection, Elias always thought—the Lion’s Gate just beside the Lionsun Castle had always brought a sense of wonder and safety to his chest.

Now, though, with death on his mind, he felt a sense of danger. Of entrapment. He was tempted to write it off as the idiotic thoughts brought about by recent grief, but he paused in the road.

“Young lord…” Helmuth said, saying nothing more beyond that. Any bitterness or hostility that had come between them at Jast had dissipated in this moment.

“The only danger in war isn’t sword and shield,” Elias said, staring at Elbraille.

“It’s true,” Helmuth agreed. “Most snakes kill with poison, not fang and claw.”

“And we’re about to enter Elbraille, to help the duke suppress this matter regarding unrest,” Elias turned his head. “I knew that I could expect to encounter some enemies here, but now my gut’s screaming at me to turn around and go home. Go to safety. Never had a stronger feeling than this.”

“No shame in that,” commented Stain. “Instinct can save you.”

“Bravery is proceeding in spite of fear.” Elias shook his head. “But… I have to remember my uncle. I must be cautious to the point of paranoia. Not for my life… but for those beneath me.” He turned his head to Helmuth. “Tell the men that we won’t go to Elbraille today. We’ll camp out here today.”

Elias moved back to his carriage, climbing inside. Stain looked to Helmuth, a question in his gaze, but the old wizard merely nodded and moved to obey.


Chapter 21

Come morning, Argrave had fully repaid the small debt he’d accrued to Erlebnis, enabling his use of the Blessing of Supersession once again. Their route to navigating the obstacles ahead was much clearer after a lengthy discussion. And, lastly, the Brumesingers spent the night gorging, turning their fur from a snow-white to an off-white.

The Brumesingers were magic creatures and had been living here for years, feasting on the high-quality souls of the dead southron elves in this tomb. It would be some time before they’d be able to conjure warriors of mist or traverse through the fog to reach any place imaginable. In time, the five-pound furballs would eventually become true forces of nature, especially if Argrave gave them good souls to eat.

“…So these runes are illusion magic?” Anneliese questioned, sitting cross-legged beside one of the coffins with runes across its lid.

“Yep. Between the sand door outside and the runes throughout this place, it’s clear the southron elves were masters of illusion magic. Southron elf illusions, no matter if you’re E-rank or S-rank, can’t be seen through. But… they’re a lot more limited,” Argrave explained, rubbing his finger across the glowing blue rune.

She nodded, staring. “…You didn’t sleep at all last night,” she said quietly, changing the subject.

“Couple hours, maybe. Not an unusual occurrence,” Argrave dismissed, standing. “What can I do? Cry?”

She also came to her feet. “You can talk about it,” she offered.

“What are you, my therapist?” Argrave shook his head with a grin. “We’ve got stuff to do. Let’s go meet with Yarra, rendezvous with the southron elves.”

“I just worry.” She shook her head. “Your habits were improving after we left the Low Way. Now…” She sighed defeatedly. “Now I question if you sleep worse. If you were sick again, I might heal you. This, though… I can do nothing but talk.”

Argrave bit his lip. He knew she was right, but that was only because he wasn’t blind to his own condition.

He stepped forward. “You know, they say if you improve your physical health, your mental health will improve in turn. All the more reason to hurry toward becoming black-blooded.”

She smiled bitterly and nodded. “As you say. Let us go.”

***

“Are you sure that you’re headed the right way?” asked Yarra, some of her confidence in Argrave diminished overnight.

“Yes,” confirmed Argrave brusquely, holding his compass in hand.

“Certain enough to stake your life?” she questioned. “The three of you ran out of food, and there is only wasteland ahead.”

The four ambulatory people in Argrave’s party trod across the dunes of the Burnt Desert. The town of Sethia had long faded behind the hills of distant black sand, and the only landmark still in sight was the tall, tall mountains.

“I’m certain,” Argrave confirmed, coming to a stop and glancing around before turning back to his compass. One of the Brumesingers poked its head out just by his neck, glancing around the vast expanse of black desert excitedly before retreating back into cover.

“How?” she questioned, stopping beside Argrave, her backpack—technically Argrave’s backpack—swaying briefly before settling.

“Eidetic memory,” he said, unfocused.

“What is that?” She shook her head confusedly.

“Photogr—well, no, that wouldn’t make sense to you either. Doesn’t matter. Was a joke, anyhow.” Argrave shut the compass. “Should be around… somewhere.” His gaze scanned the distant mountains. After a time, he stopped scanning and his face lit up. “Aha. I’ve still got it.”

Argrave walked forward again, unburdened and certain. They passed over the top of another dune, and just beyond, there was a relatively flat bit of sand. Almost perfect in the center of this flat plane, there was a sword overturned and partially buried. The blade of the sword had curved barbs and was quite badly rusted.

With quick steps, Argrave headed downhill toward the center of the flat bit of sand. He walked to the sword, and then picked it up, stabbing it into the ground. On the first try, it fell back into the sand. The second time, Argrave used more force, and it stood upright in the sand as he walked away.

“Alright…” Argrave took a breath. He held his hand out, and then used water magic. A steady pour of water flowed from his hand.

“What are you doing?” Yarra asked at once, angrily.

“Keep your hat on,” Argrave said dismissively. “I’m taking us to the southron elves.” He turned his head to look at her. “Well, us, actually. As agreed, you’ll stay outside.”

Argrave was, ostensibly, revealing the location of the southron elves. They were a nomadic people by this point, though, moving from abandoned settlement to abandoned settlement. Argrave would be sure that, even if things did go sour, the elves would never be discovered. All he needed now was to keep Yarra far from them.

She stared at the water, not meeting his gaze. “Fellhorn permits violence against those that would conjure water with magic.”

Argrave kept his gaze steady. “Permitting isn’t encouraging, you know,” he noted as the pool of water grew larger and larger, sinking into the sand and spreading out.

“You encroach on His domain,” she pressed with a neutral, steady tone that was all the more threatening.

With a clench of his fist, the downpour stopped. “Are you going to stop me from doing what I need to do to help Cyprus?”

“I am a Vessel of Fellhorn before I am a servant of the Lord of Copper,” she repeated in the same monotonous tone.

Argrave took a deep breath. Part of him would be happy to be rid of this woman. They were alone, miles from Sethia, miles from any witnesses… and the woman was far too inhuman to warrant any remorse. All of the Vessels were.

But it couldn’t happen. Argrave had to stay close with Brium until the time came to separate cleanly and completely. No nonsensical excuse would repair the trust severed by his best Vessel’s death. It would be a stupid thing to do, and for the sake of ego instead of logic.

“And what do you think Brium would do, were he standing here?” Argrave questioned, eyes narrowed.

At that, Yarra looked away at once, almost visibly recoiling. Argrave held his hand out and resumed his task, growing the pool larger and larger. Once that was done, he removed his glove.

“What are you doing?” questioned Galamon.

“We need blood, don’t w— Oh.” Argrave paused. “I forgot.”

Argrave put his glove back on. Galamon stepped forward, retrieving one of his flasks. He removed the lid, then dropped the remainder of the blood inside it. Nothing odd seemed to happen to the pool of water. Its mundanity was enough that Argrave questioned if he was forgetting something.

“Don’t forget, Yarra. Stay here. Out of sight, preferably. We’ll be back… and when we are, the southron elves will fight at our side when the time comes.”

“We’ll see,” she said.

Argrave took a step forward, toward the pool. Though his body had expected his feet to meet solid, if mushy, ground, it felt like there was nothing but air beneath them. Argrave fell into the water with nary a splash. Galamon counted to three, and then stepped just after him. Anneliese came last.

Yarra peered into the water, shocked. She looked as though she wanted to kneel down and touch it, yet she did not.

Had she been more attentive, Yarra might have noticed a set of golden eyes watching her. A single, off-white Brumesinger crouched low atop a sand dune, watching the Vessel with sublime patience. Its actions were far different from that of an animal.

***

Having fallen to the ground, Argrave rose to darkness. His gloved hand brushed against something hard—a sandy stone, by his estimation. It took him a second to think to conjure a bit of spell light, and at once, the subterranean cave became lit up with light. The cave was made of black sandstone—a rather eerie sight, like some cavern of hell, but this place was precisely where Argrave intended to be.

Galamon joined Argrave, very nearly landing atop him. His quick reflexes spared them both that. The elven vampire growled, “Move,” and Argrave hasted to obey. Soon enough, Anneliese joined them, and Argrave supported her so that she wouldn’t fall as he had.

After she gave a thanks, Argrave questioned, “Is it working?”

“…it is,” she confirmed. “I can see Yarra.”

Argrave sighed in relief. “That’s good. We can keep an eye on her, make sure she doesn’t try anything.” He turned his head around, examining the cave. Recalling his experience yesterday, he questioned Anneliese. “And… you’re not overwhelmed by feelings of death?”

“Not overwhelmed,” she said, emphasis implying that she was merely whelmed. “And the feeling is fading fast.”

“Okay. Do you think we can move?” Argrave gestured ahead.

“…I cannot, not while maintaining the druidic link,” she admitted. “Not without guidance.”

“Okay.” Argrave stepped up, then said, “Gonna grab your shoulders, guide you along.”

After she nodded in confirmation, Argrave wrapped his arm around her and moved her along as he walked in the cavern. Fortunately, the place was spacious enough that they did not need to duck or maneuver significantly. The sandstone was flat and lacked treacherous obstacles, so the task was not excessively difficult.

“Gods…” muttered Garm from atop Galamon’s backpack, just ahead.

“Something more to complain about?” Argrave questioned.

“Oh, nothing,” Garm said sarcastically. “Just wishing I was blind.”

He frowned. “What does that mean?”

“Please, don’t distract me, both of you,” Anneliese interrupted before Garm could give his answer.

The both of them heeded Anneliese’s word, and they trekked through the sandstone cave in silence. They trekked a long, long way, Argrave’s spell illuminating the path ahead. Occasionally, holes of light poked through the cavern—the surface was not too far above. Piles of sand evidenced that they were still in the dunes.

Eventually, though, the flat ground started to go upward.

“Wait.” Anneliese stopped them.

Argrave stopped suddenly, concerned. “What is it?”

“The druidic link… is stretched quite thin,” Anneliese said. “If I go further, I fear it will sever. I think you two should go on ahead. If Yarra does anything, I will come and find you.”

“Sure about that?” Argrave double-checked. “The exit’s pretty close.”

“Indeed.” She nodded. “And if the exit is close, all the better.”

With a nod of surrender, Argrave released Anneliese and pressed on with Galamon, casting glances behind him to be sure nothing would go wrong. Eventually, sunlight started to rear its head more and more, and the cave opened up into a very different sight.

Grassland.

The grass stretched for a great distance ahead. It all led up to a great body of crystal blue water, utterly still and clear and pure. This oasis was flanked by many of the palm trees that they had seen back in Delphasium, with black trunks and purple leaves and strange fruits. Indeed, much of the land had been farmed.

And just beyond the oasis, one could make out houses carved into the stone, with glowing blue runes carved into the paved walkways. Though suppressed by sunlight, those were sure to light up the place at night sufficiently.

“Place is big,” noted Galamon, kneeling. “Not many people, though. Sixty. Seventy.”

“Some are out, maybe,” Argrave thought aloud. “But this is it. The last bastion of the southron elves. Seems it’s just us three.”

“Might as well say ‘us two.’ I know you expect me to keep my mouth shut,” Garm said bitterly.

“You can talk if you want.” Argrave shook his head. “Southron elves don’t mind necromancy all too much. Nonetheless…”

“You like to keep your cards close,” Garm finished. “I’ll stay quiet.”

Argrave sighed. “Thanks, Garm… Let’s hope we don’t have another Stonepetal Sentinels situation on hand.”


Chapter 22

“Wanted to say…” Galamon looked at Argrave as they watched the oasis town, far out of sight. “You’ve gotten tougher.”

“The hell does that mean?” Argrave asked, worried at Galamon’s praise.

Galamon shook his head as though telling Argrave to calm down. “You used to never stop complaining. Couldn’t bear the sight of blood. Hated physical work. That’s different, now.”

“Not my choice, believe me.” Argrave turned his head away. “I like soft hands.”

“Regardless… you’re blind to yourself, at times,” Galamon finished.

“You’re still making potions and poisons next time we need them.” Argrave pointed at Galamon without looking.

“…as ever,” Galamon said with a sigh. “Enough talk.”

Argrave and Galamon proceeded openly and honestly into the oasis town of the southron elves. It would be difficult to approach any other way with both of them being over seven feet tall, and they also didn’t come for deceit and trickery. Of late, that was a rare thing.

“Just a reminder…” Galamon began seriously, and Argrave turned his head to look at the elf. “…don’t use the Blackgard name,” he advised.

Argrave laughed once. “Hadn’t planned on it.”

“I’ve been with you too long,” the big elf noted, looking around the town. People were starting to take notice of them, and anxiously moved to act.

“Tired of me?” Argrave kept his gaze facing forward, keeping an eye on developments.

He shook his head. “Used to you.”

Argrave spotted familiar people and kept his eye on them. “So what’s the problem?”

“Didn’t blink an eye at jumping into a pool of water and blood to enter a cave with a dying race within. It’s… concerning, that’s all.” Galamon tapped Argrave’s elbow. “Keep your hands up. Demonstrate we’re harmless.”

Argrave obeyed Galamon’s command, keeping his hands in the air. “I just broke one of their illusion spells. Though… that’s not the least crazy thing I’ve done, I’ll admit. Maybe you can help convince Garm that I’m as all-knowing as I claim to be.”

“He’s seen enough. If he isn’t convinced, my words won’t change him,” Galamon answered. Argrave saw Garm’s eyes move around in the helmet on Galamon’s back, and then squeeze shut.

A great many of the southron elves moved around the oasis, weapons in hand as they moved to confront the two intruders upon their territory. As they came closer, Argrave saw their features clearer.

The southron elves were far distinct from the pale-skinned Veidimen—they deviated far from their ancestors, enough so it was near impossible to think Galamon or Anneliese might be distant relatives to those present. Most notable was their jet-black skin, far darker than that of the southern tribals or other denizens of the desert. Their hair, their nails, and even their eyes were black. Their ears were much larger, and their bone structure was altogether sharper.

The southron elves were a lean and skinny people, and a little taller than the humans Argrave had seen in the Burnt Desert—a couple inches, perhaps, but not to the extremes of the Veidimen. They wore elegant silk clothing matching in color with their skin.

These elves gathered in front of Argrave and Galamon, most pointing a large glaive toward them. They shouted and cried and made demands, but their voices were too many to follow any sort of direction.

Argrave took an uneasy step back, and then called out, “We aren’t here to cause any trouble.”

But his words were drowned out by a multitude of questions, and the glaives in the elves’ hands did not lower. At the very least, the conflict was not escalating. Argrave was content to wait until things settled enough for him to speak, but then he spotted someone he knew quite well walking out toward them.

“All of you, let me pass!” a loud voice rose above the rest.

A grizzled veteran pushed past the crowd, face marred by scars and burns. Half of his nose had been torn off by something, and one of his eyes was blinded by a burn. Even still, he looked no less of a warrior as he pushed through the crowd, using his own glaive as a walking staff that he did not seem to need.

He came to stand a cautious distance away from the two of them. With silence reigning, Argrave pressed the advantage, using his classic trick—knowing everybody’s name.

“You’re the warrior Corentin?” Argrave pointed.

Corentin shifted on his feet, planting his glaive in the ground.

“I mean… can’t picture anyone else matching your description,” Argrave pressed, lowering his hand.

Corentin pointed with his glaive. “Who told you this? How did you get here?”

“Gebicca, of the line of Burgund,” Argrave disclosed.

Though the hostility from the southron elves did not evaporate, it did diminish into a steady caution in the silence following. The Brumesingers hiding in his clothes came out at this moment, and the sight of their long-dead war pets evoked gasps of silence and mutterings from the crowd.

“Gebicca? Is that right?” Corentin said. “And what did she say about me?”

“She said…” Argrave paused, rubbing his chin. “Well, she said that you’re a real asshole, honestly.”

Corentin laughed. “And Gebicca… why is she not here?”

“Because she’s dead,” Argrave said simply. He picked up one of the Brumesingers off his shoulder, holding it in his hand and petting it.

Corentin stared at Argrave. “Then it seems you have a reason to be here.”

***

Corentin entered into a large room, seemingly emerging from nothing but the wall. He looked about, and then went to retrieve something. After rummaging through a bag in the corner of the room, he pulled free a black cube, etched with glowing runes like those found everywhere throughout the village. These runes did not glow blue, though—theirs was a fell purple.

“Dad?” came a voice.

Corentin turned around. “Don’t leave the room, Iltuda.”

“I won’t,” the woman responded. She was a rather muscular southron elf with a long, braided ponytail. She wore heavy coverings, likely for dealing with the heat of a forge. “But what’s the matter? That…” She looked at the cube in his hand. “Has danger come to the village?”

“I don’t know,” Corentin answered. “Not overt danger. Not an attack. But the Vessels taught us hidden dangers might be the biggest threats.”

“Then…?” she pressed.

“Someone claiming to know Gebicca has come.”

“Someone else?” She raised her brows.

“Yes.” Corentin nodded.

Iltuda removed the thick forging gloves she wore and stepped forward. “What do they want?” she said insistently.

“To talk alone,” Corentin said grimly, then hefted the black cube glowing with purple runes. “I’ll find out what he wants, who he is,” he said, then moved toward the wall he had entered from once again.

“This could be dangerous, Dad!” She tried to grab his arm.

Corentin dodged her grasp easily. “And I am a warrior of our great empire. I am here to protect. Protect you, protect the villagers, protect the empire.”

“Our dead empire,” she refuted.

“Stay inside,” he repeated, pointing, and then walked to the wall. “Step outside, I’ll tan you on that leather rack, young lady.”

“You’re mud.” She shook her head.

“Yeah, love you too,” he said with angry sarcasm, then vanished into the wall.

***

“Gods, I’m turning paranoid…” Argrave tapped his temple rapidly as they waited for Corentin’s return. “Keep thinking about ways this might go wrong. Can’t muck this up.”

“Gods?” repeated Galamon, standing just behind Argrave. “You always said ‘God’ before.”

Argrave looked up perplexedly, then dismissed with a shake of his head, “Whatever. Been here months. When in Rome…”

Southron elven architecture was much more refined than most of the buildings they had seen in Sethia. Though Delphasium had been a place of marble, and was quite beautiful, this place had a distinct flavor and culture to it separating it from anything else. The walls were made of smooth, black sandstone, polished to the point where it shone. The glowing blue runes decorating the walls and ceiling gave an accent to the place that made it seem almost mystical.

The chairs were made of silk and wood—the wood formed the frame, and silk cloth stretched tight made the seat itself. It was a little like sitting in a hammock. The center sunk the lowest, while the edges held firm. Argrave’s Brumesingers roamed at Argrave’s feet, moving about the place frenetically. They were energetic little devils.

“He’s coming,” Galamon notified Argrave, bringing him to attention. Soon after, Argrave heard the sound of steady footsteps coming up the stairs.

When he saw the cube with glowing purple runes in the southron elf’s hand, Argrave straightened his back in the chair and placed his feet against the ground, ready to bolt.

Don’t freak. Don’t freak. It’s just Corentin. He’s just being cautious. Caution—why else would he bring a grenade?

Argrave tried to calm himself, feeling the ring beneath his gloves with the B-rank ward, and thinking of the enchanted leather armor around his skin.

“I’m glad you’re willing to hear me out,” Argrave said, trying to use conversation to ease his nervousness.

“Mmm,” grunted Corentin simply, grabbing a chair from another side of the room and pulling it until he sat across from Argrave and Galamon. “And what brings two Veidimen to the last bastion of the southron elves?”

Argrave tensed at once, worried that Anneliese had been discovered. He calmed and thought on the words further. Argrave touched at his ears—his hair had grown long enough to cover his ears, he realized.

“I’m human, actually,” Argrave corrected, relieved. “Just a freak of nature.”

“I see.” Corentin nodded. He was being a little polite—a telltale sign he didn’t trust them at all.

“I’m going to conjure a ward,” Argrave said, holding his hands out. “Block out listeners.”

Corentin adjusted on his seat, placing the black cube on his armrest, clenched tight in hand. “Go ahead.” He gestured toward Argrave.

Argrave went ahead, conjuring a C-rank ward to envelop the three of them. As soon as it was up, Corentin questioned, “How did Gebicca die?”

Argrave scratched his brow, then said, “…badly.”

Corentin stared with his one remaining good eye.

Argrave swallowed and continued, “She was crushed. Trapped. Removing the rubble would have killed her, and she’d been starving for some days when I found her,” he described, going over the situation the player met her in-game. “Tried to help. Maybe an S-rank spellcaster could have saved her. But I’m not one, and not affluent enough to bring one.”

Corentin ground his teeth together as he stared at Argrave, then he nodded. “Alright. And why are you here?”

“Two reasons.” Argrave raised his hand, counting these reasons on his fingers. “Because Gebicca came to trust me enough to divulge her tribe’s secret… and because I need your help.”

“Help?” Corentin frowned. “And you sought it here? In a ghost town?”

“Don’t need your forces, not especially.” Argrave held his out to silence him politely. “What I want… I want to uproot the Vessels from Sethia, completely and utterly. My situation demands a third party.”

“Your situation?” Corentin raised one brow, his scarred face shifting.

Argrave licked his lips, choosing his words carefully. “The Lord of Silver, Quarrus, has something that I want in his tower. The Lord of Copper is trying to use the southern tribals to wipe out Aurum and Argent before betraying the tribals, absorbing all factions,” Argrave disclosed without qualms. “I need what’s inside Argent. But I don’t care to have the Vessels being the only faction retaining power in the Burnt Desert.”

“So, inform the tribals of the betrayal,” Corentin suggested simply.

“I could.” Argrave shook his head. “But I want to be sure that the Vessels in Sethia are purged. To do that, I’ve been working with the Lord of Copper. The southern tribals can’t win against the Vessels—the Vessels have to fight amongst themselves.”

Corentin took a deep breath and exhaled. “So, you’ll ensure they fight amongst themselves, while you wish us to be a proxy to inform the tribals?”

“Precisely.” Argrave nodded. “You know as well as I do that, without internal dissent, Sethia will never be free from Vessel rule.”

Corentin rotated the cube in his hand. “…We will have to speak to the other warriors. They will be returning soon.”


Chapter 23

Corentin sat in a group of near eight others, in the same house that he had just had his discussion with Argrave. The other southron elves were grizzled, scarred warriors just as he was—obvious war veterans. They were in a loose circle, some standing, some sitting.

“So, just as Durran did, this new arrival claims to have met my daughter?” one asked, a man with a missing nose.

“Yeah.” Corentin nodded, looking out toward the door. “Same tale as Durran, too. Gebicca was crushed beneath rocks. Same account. Only difference…” Corentin turned his head back. “Argrave brought Brumesingers with him. Seems to have tamed them, too.”

The warriors all looked greatly intrigued by this. One, who leaned against Corentin’s wall, asked, “How?”

“I don’t know.” Corentin shook his head.

“You didn’t ask?” the man pressed.

“What am I, a damned interrogator? You ask him.” Corentin crossed his arms and shook his head.

“What good are you, old bastard?” the man with the missing nose asked.

“Least I can still smell things, Morvan,” Corentin returned with a laugh. “You go outside, that cavity you call a nose fills up with sand. What kind of desert warrior loses to sand?”

Some of the others joined the man in laughter.

“You one-eyed prick,” Morvan leaned forward, a smile on his face.

“Let’s stay serious,” another man interjected—though he seemed the oldest, he was the least scarred. All of the others heeded his words at once. “Save the banter for when we don’t have an unexpected visitor. This man, Argrave, claims to be working with the Lord of Copper. This deserves serious treatment.”

“Of course, Florimond,” Corentin raised his hands in surrender.

Florimond looked about. “What is he doing right now?”

Someone stalked to the door of Corentin’s house. “Looks like… he’s letting the Brumesingers play with the children.”

That brief little description immediately made everyone stir.

“Either he’s not a bad guy, or he’s damned good at tugging the heartstrings.” Morvan shook his head.

“This is someone working for the Vessels,” another warrior posited. “With the intent to betray them, too. Maybe he’s a paragon. Maybe he’s a good actor.”

That sobered some of the warriors up, and their smiles faded somewhat.

“But what he’s saying—that the southern tribals are going to attack with the help of the Lord of Copper—it does match with what Durran told us. Everything matches,” Corentin ceded.

“Did you tell him anything about Durran? About the proposition the man’s made to us?” Florimond questioned.

“You think I’m stupid?” Corentin put a hand to his chest. “I kept my mouth shut, tried to let him say his piece.” Corentin lowered his hand.

“And that warrior with him?”

“Quiet fellow.” Corentin nodded. “Looked… I don’t know. Probably the type of guy I’d avoid on the battlefield. Strong, tough, hard. If a man like that would follow him…”

“You’d run from anything, craven moron.” Morvan crossed his arms.

“You stand before that damned giant and tell me how brave you are.” Corentin gestured toward the no-nosed elf. “His hand’s bigger than your head. Maybe that’s not saying much, considering how small the brain inside is.”

The whole room laughed, and even Morvan sunk back into his chair, shaking his head with a grin on his face.

“So, what in the world are we going to say to this guy?” Florimond looked around. “Do we tell him about Durran?”

“Why would we?” Corentin crossed his arms.

“True, true.” Florimond nodded. “Nothing to gain from that. I do think we need to hear more from him—ask questions, work out his personality.”

“And we need to hear this ‘grand plan’ of his.” Morvan raised his hand. “Doesn’t matter if he can manipulate the Lord of Copper if he’s a drooling imbecile. If he’s stupid, we should probably migrate. Been too long, anyhow. Don’t like staying in this place for too long.”

“We should regardless. But…” Corentin began. “Didn’t want to say this, because it’s just conjecture on my end. I brought this.” He pulled out the black cube with glowing purple runes on it. “He kept his eye on it, like he knew what it does.”

“Gebicca might have told him,” Florimond posited.

“My daughter had never seen one of those,” Morvan disagreed. “Smart girl, but… too young.” He shook his head, then lowered his gaze to the ground. “Too young,” he repeated hollowly.

The room grew quiet, as though to comfort the man’s loss. Someone patted him on the shoulder, but no words were exchanged—they didn’t seem needed.

“Yeah, embarrass me by staying quiet,” Morvan finally broke the silence, shaking his head. “Keep talking, you damned idiots.”

People in the room chuckled. Florimond heeded Morvan’s advice, continuing, “So—we ask him questions, try to get a clearer picture of things—everyone in agreement?”

“Aye,” said the entire room asynchronously.

***

“Sounds travel strangely in this place. I can hear nothing.” Galamon shook his head.

“Their runes,” Argrave explained. “They help with privacy. Don’t worry about it.”

Galamon stood beside Argrave, who sat on a rock in the oasis town. The Brumesingers dashed about the open area like little balls of lightning, the southron elven children watching them and playing with them, tossing things to be retrieved or leading them about with feathers.

“Do you like children?” Galamon questioned.

“No,” said Argrave immediately.

Galamon looked down. “You surprise me.”

“Well… if they’re related to me, it’s fine.” Argrave shrugged. “I don’t want to deal with other people’s children. Nephews, nieces, et cetera—that’s tolerable. Otherwise, forget about it.”

“Sons, daughters?” he pressed.

Argrave scoffed and shook his head. “Wrong time to even consider considering that.”

“You cannot control where the mind wanders,” Galamon stated.

“I’m not ready.” Argrave crossed his legs. “End of discussion.”

“I wasn’t ready, either.” He chuckled.

Argrave looked up at him. He bit his lip, considering a question. Before he could ask it, he spotted a decent crowd moving toward them. The old warriors of the southron elves moved from Corentin’s home, striding toward them. Argrave stood, turning around.

“Despite their age, injuries… these men are full of vitality,” Galamon stated.

“Are they skilled?” Argrave questioned, though he knew the answer.

“I cannot tell a man’s skill by sight alone. None can.” Galamon shook his head. “But they’re alive. That is testament to something.”

“They’re skilled,” Argrave told Galamon. “Frighteningly so.”

“Hmm,” grunted Galamon, keeping an eye on them as they moved closer.

The crowd of old veterans was quite a gruesome sight, but strangely, Argrave could not bring himself to pity any of them. They seemed too proud to be pitied. Some were missing hands or had gruesome scars across their bodies—Morvan ‘No-Nose’ was here, just as One-Eye Corentin. The de facto leader, Florimond, was similarly present.

Argrave felt a little nervous facing them all. The Brumesingers, either sensing his nervousness or simply tired of playing with the southron elf children, rushed across the field and took refuge in his clothes.

“You must be Argrave,” Florimond greeted. “And those creatures…” He eyed one of the Brumesingers, who kept their golden eyes on the southron elf suspiciously. “…They are the last Brumesingers.”

“That’s right.” Argrave nodded, looking around the group. “And…” His gaze stopped on Morvan. “You must be Gebicca’s father,” he stepped forward, swallowing. “I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but…”

“I know.” Morvan held up his hand. He was missing a pinky. “Corentin told me.”

Argrave paused, taken aback by this reaction. At first, he dismissed the thought, presuming that the man had time to process his grief since Corentin had informed him… but Morvan definitely wouldn’t process it to this point, and especially not this fast. His breathing quickened as he came to a rapid conclusion.

He’s known. He’s known for a while now.

Argrave tried to think of alternatives, another explanation for this scenario… but nothing came, and the only thing Argrave could conjure was that Morvan had been informed a long time ago. The southron elf locked himself away for a week in Heroes of Berendar. Considering everyone else’s personality had remained the same, there was no good reason Morvan’s reaction to his daughter’s death would change.

“…my condolences,” Argrave managed to squeeze out, realizing he’d been silent for far too long. “Your daughter was a woman of honor, thinking only of her people to the very last.”

Morvan nodded with a bitter smile, and then turned his head away.

With more time, Argrave tried to think of how he could approach this. There had to be something he could say, some way he could spin this to get into contact with Durran—hell, if he said the right things, his task might come a hell of a lot easier.

Then his mind drifted back to the Low Way, where he had stacked up so many lies that it was difficult to keep track of them all. The Unbloodied Blade, the Unsullied Knife, Blackgard… all of that had come back to bite him.

“By chance…” Argrave began. “Am I not the first outsider to come here?”

If he was open and honest, he could expect the same in return. Or at least, that was the gambit.

The veterans acted like experienced poker players, none of them betraying their thoughts with their expressions.

Argrave pressed the point, asking, “Have you met a man with a boar mask? Wears full plate armor, kind of like my friend here?”

The crowd stayed still. They’re not reacting—a swing and a miss, Argrave concluded.

“…or a golden-eyed southern tribal by the name of Durran?”

That got something out of them. The way some moved, their eyes shifted… Argrave didn’t need to have Anneliese’s empathic capabilities to tell that he had hit the nail on the head—though he’d feel a bit more confident if she was by his side, granted.

“Real erratic guy, kind of crazy, really cynical?” Argrave followed, drawing more reactions from them to be sure that he was right in this assumption.

“Why are you asking?” asked Florimond. He had the best poker face of them all—he asked the question with enough confusion that even Argrave doubted if he was on the right track.

“Because he’s the one that I need to inform Brium plans on betraying the tribals,” Argrave said, nervous as all hell he was wrong about the whole thing.

Silence settled in the clearing. The old warriors looked between themselves, silently communicating. After a long while, they nodded between themselves, before at last conveying that to Florimond.

Florimond turned, facing Argrave, and finally confirmed, “We’ve met Durran.”

Argrave felt like some pressure was released from his chest, and he couldn’t help but sigh. “That’s good. That’s great, in fact.”

“You’re friends of his?” Florimond gestured.

“We’ve never met.” Argrave shook his head. “But I know of him. And if he keeps on as he is, trying to work with Brium to take out the Vessels in Sethia… he’s going to get his whole damned tribe killed. Drained by the Vessels,” Argrave continued quickly, hoping they wouldn’t ask the details of the relationship.

“Durran is a friend of the tribe,” Morvan vouched for him. “We can get your message to him.”

“Then that’s all that I need.” Argrave clasped his hands together.

“…but you’re going to need to tell us a lot more about yourself,” Florimond continued. “Namely, your relationship with the Vessels, your plans…”

“Fine by me.” Argrave nodded, sweating inwardly. This was going to be difficult to explain, to say the least, and Anneliese’s magic couldn’t last forever. “I will say this. I advise you migrate your people. The Lord of Copper might’ve had eyes on me—I can’t say for sure.”

He felt that exposing Yarra’s existence would only do more harm than good for further negotiations.

Florimond nodded slowly. “We’d planned on it, anyways. Been too long since we moved last. But come inside—let’s talk.”


Chapter 24

Florimond held a pure white—likely genuine ivory—chisel in his right hand, a hammer in the left. He turned them about in his hand, inspecting them for any flaws or deficiencies. The other warriors looked over his shoulder, leaning atop him to see the thing better.

They sat cross-legged on the floor in a rather strange place—a silk-crafting room. Above, there were innumerable cocoons, each made of black silk. It made Argrave quite uncomfortable, but he hoped Galamon, standing just behind him, would stop him from being hit by any dislodged bugs. There was a loom, too, and a female southron elf attendant, who paid loose attention to the many warriors and two outsiders in her building.

The conversation had gone passably, and Argrave had explained most of what he needed to the southron elves. They had agreed to communicate with Durran, though nothing more and nothing less. That was what Argrave needed.

The chisel and hammer were the items that Argrave had acquired in the southron elf tomb—though the Brumesingers had been the purpose of their visit then, in Heroes of Berendar, the reason the player went was to obtain those items. It was a fetch quest to earn the southron elves’ trust. It wasn’t entirely dissimilar to how Argrave was using them now, yet different enough Argrave had some doubt.

“Been near a century since I’ve seen a complete set of these,” Florimond noted, and the other warriors in the room nodded, clearly impressed. “Do you know what these are?” He raised them up.

“They’re the tools for your illusion magic.” Argrave nodded.

Morvan No-Nose crossed his arms. “Don’t call it magic, you damned palm tree. It’s artisanship. The Way of Worldbending.”

“It’s magic.” Corentin shook his head. “Stop being a pretentious twat.”

Argrave might’ve been uneased by the banter bandied about, but he felt it was actually a good sign coming from these people. If the southron elves hated you, they acted polite. If they welcomed you, they always said what was on their mind, even if it was incredibly rude.

Florimond handed the tools off to the other warriors, who eagerly took them from his hands and examined them. “Why are you showing us these?”

“I’m giving them to you.” Argrave held his gaze.

They all cast a glance at Argrave in that moment—surprise and suspicion bundled together.

Argrave held his hand up. “They’re Gebicca’s, by right. She told me of the tomb. And I’m pretty certain she’d want to give it to you.”

“Don’t pull that noble nonsense.” Corentin waved his hand. “You can’t use it, so you’re giving it to us.”

Argrave laughed. “Even if I could use it, I’d give it to you. Not because I’m some saint, but because I don’t have a use for it.” The people bristled at him when he said that, like he was contesting some point of pride of theirs. Argrave quickly added, “They’re largely stationary things—entryways, traps. I very rarely sleep in the same place twice.”

“Hmph. Stationary.” Florimond chuckled. “You must never have seen our glaives at work.”

Think I’ve hooked them, Argrave thought, but feigned ignorance, shaking his head.

“Warriors have a hard time of things,” one of the veteran southron elves said—a one-handed man named Yann. “Compared to spellcasters like you… vastly different trajectory. Mages start off piss-weak—a militiaman with a spear could slaughter most mages up to D-rank. The spells are slow, then, lacking power, lacking control.”

Argrave nodded, agreeing with this assessment.

“But mages… they don’t have the same ceiling,” Yann continued. “There’s only so much a warrior can do with his body alone. The spellcasters keep getting stronger and stronger, and before long, they leave the warriors in the dust.”

“Of course, not everyone is cut out to be a spellcaster, elsewise we’d still have a few more eyeballs and limbs, I suspect. None of us can cast a spell for crap.” Florimond stood. “At some point, we warriors have to look for other ways to handle things. Ways to exceed the constraints of our bodies.”

Florimond walked to the corner of the room, retrieving a glaive. He turned back to Argrave and Galamon. “Does the big one care to have a spar?”

Galamon placed his hand on the pommel of his greatsword, adjusting his position. He looked down to Argrave, who gave him a nod of approval.

“My blade is enchanted.” Galamon tapped his sword. “I’ll have to use my axe.”

“I’m too old for a real spar.” Florimond shook his head.

“Don’t listen to him,” Morvan interrupted. “He’s a damned force of nature.”

Florimond grinned, then shook his head. “I’ll use the blunt end of the glaive. All you have to do… is block or dodge a swing.”

“Do it outside,” the female loom worker chastised.

Florimond cleared his throat, and then stepped outside. Everyone rose to their feet, following. Galamon drew his axe and moved to stand opposite Florimond. The veteran southron elf twirled the glaive about before holding it in front of him, at the ready.

“If you’ve got enchanted weaponry, you’ve already realized the limits of your body,” Florimond called out.

“Hmm,” grunted Galamon.

“Let’s begin,” Florimond said. He stepped forward, swinging his glaive toward Galamon incredibly simply. Galamon pivoted, holding the axe out to intercept it.

Then, in a manner that made no visual sense at all, the back of Florimond’s glaive struck Galamon in the neck. Galamon twisted his body, moving with the blow, and stepped away. He stepped back, then raised his head, white brows furrowed in confusion.

The old southron elf smiled, while some of the veterans hooted and hollered. Florimond planted the bottom of the glaive in the ground. “You’ve got damned sharp instincts, quick reflexes. Had I been using the sharp side, I don’t think my blow would’ve killed you. You’d be bleeding bad, though, can guarantee you that.”

Galamon rubbed at his neck. He stepped forward, holding his axe out. “Again,” he commanded.

Florimond kicked the bottom of his glaive, setting it spinning about in his hand. With a final flourish, he held it at attention. “Once more, then,” he said, moving forward with a snarl.

The glaive moved once more. The blow was not exceptionally fancy or fast, and Galamon braced himself to receive it. Argrave paid special attention this time—the blade of the glaive seemed to move with a will of its own, and Galamon twisted the axe about, yet never caught it. Finally, it struck him squarely on the forehead.

“Ooh.” Florimond winced. “A bit worse this time. You get caught up in your own head, make a mistake. Seen it happen a thousand times before.”

Galamon stared at Florimond, unoffended. He hefted the Ebonice axe in his hand, and then took a step back. “Again,” he repeated.

“The man loves to get beat.” Corentin crossed his arms, one eye watching the spectacle.

Florimond took his stance, as serious as the first time. He stepped forward, swung, and Galamon waited. He did not move his axe about wildly. Instead, he calmly moved to receive the blow. It didn’t look like it would catch anything, but then, a ringing echoed out.

The distortion settled, and the axe had met the glaive. Galamon locked the beard of his axe around the blade and pulled forward. Florimond was pulled forward briefly but released the glaive. Galamon advanced, then held his hand out and flicked Florimond in the forehead.

The crowd erupted into cheers and laughter, and Florimond stopped himself from falling by placing his hand against the ground. He rose to his feet, rubbing his forehead, then took the glaive out of Galamon’s grasp.

Once the uproar had settled, Florimond called out, “I’m impressed.”

“Yeah, you’d better be!” Yann shouted, then broke off into laughter.

“It’s the blade that’s wrong. Had to follow the way your hand, your arm, your wrists moved,” Galamon noted, staring at the glaive. “That told me where the glaive really was.”

“Took Durran twenty tries to grasp that principle, and I thought he was fast at it.” Florimond shook his head. “Maybe it was a fluke. Maybe it wasn’t. But you get the point I was making, no? This is what we achieve with the Way of Worldbending.” Florimond held the glaive up into the air. “Blades that lie. Arrows that should miss. Outcomes that shouldn’t be.”

Argrave felt pride in his choice of companions, hearing that Galamon outperformed Durran.

“You didn’t see the blade, either,” Galamon claimed.

“Very sharp.” Florimond nodded. “We have to learn our weapons extensively. The sensation of the weight, the resistance—we have to use that instead of our eyes. But back in the day, when our empire rode against the tribals, Brumesingers leaving a melody of war in our wake, each swing uncontested, our charge relentless… nothing could stop us.” Florimond lowered his head, reminiscing.

“And what brought you here?” Galamon pressed. “What changed?”

“Everything. Everything except us.” Florimond shook his head.

“Not too late for you,” Argrave suggested. “Put aside your enmity, help Durran and his people wipe out the Vessels.”

“Hey, there’s a time and a place, huh?” Corentin reprimanded.

“The kid isn’t wrong.” Yann shook his head.

“We can’t afford to wage war.” Florimond stepped forward, using the glaive as a walking staff. “There’s maybe a hundred of us. We’re all trained, all dangerous, but… too few.”

“Maybe I’m wrong… but Durran wants equipment, no?” Argrave raised a brow. “I’m sure you’ve told him the same thing you just told me.”

“That’s right.” Florimond nodded. “You’re sharp, too, it seems, though in a different way from that one.” He pointed to Galamon. “I’ll work something out with Durran. Settling a thousand-year grudge… can’t be done with an outsider as a mediator.” He looked at Argrave deliberately. “But I will tell you this. You wipe out the Vessels from Sethia, as you claim… I can make your elven companion’s weapons like this glaive, here—the axe, the sword, the arrows, it matters not.”

Argrave raised a brow. “You’re serious?”

“Yeah, are you serious?” Corentin questioned. “We’re talking about our people’s secrets, Florimond.”

“Come off it,” Morvan interrupted. “Maybe our knowledge will live on. Look at us here—before long, we won’t have any choice but to inbreed. Population’s thin and grows thinner every year. Can’t we see the writing on the wall?”

Florimond turned and half-shouted, “Let’s not have this conversation here, now,” he said pointedly, and that seemed to gather everyone’s thoughts.

Once everyone settled, Florimond directed his attention back to the two of them. “For now, you may consider yourselves to be welcome among us. We will spread word of you to our people… though I suspect everyone already knows of your presence. We will speak to Durran.”

“I was hoping you could stand as the point of contact between the two of us.” Argrave waved between them. “Difficult for me to do so, in my position.”

“Then we can do that. We will migrate, soon. Take the sword in the desert for us when you leave—destroy it. That will sever the illusion magic. We will travel through the mountains, to Otraccia. Do you know of it?”

“I do.” Argrave nodded. “I’ll return in some days.”

“Then we will look forward to good news from you.” Florimond held out his hand. “I am sure the others will wish to say their goodbyes. Come, won’t you?”


Chapter 25

“…So, in time, I’ll need to return to them to officiate things. The date of the attack, who they’re collaborating with… so on and so forth,” Argrave explained to Brium, sitting across from him. Yarra stood behind him, hands behind her rigid back like she was a bodyguard.

They had returned from the oasis town of the southron elves. It was very late in the evening, and Argrave was quite hungry—he had not eaten since morning. Business came before that, though. As Florimond had instructed, Argrave had broken the sword in the desert. The southron elves were soon to migrate, traveling through the mountains to another home of theirs.

Anneliese had ensured Yarra did nothing out of place the whole while, and as far as Argrave could tell, no one suspected anything. The manifold uses of druidic magic were making themselves known already, though the Brumesingers were far from manifesting their full capabilities. Argrave needed to feed them souls. A strange need, truthfully, but considering the commonality of death, it was much better than your standard pet food.

“Hmm… the southron elves,” Brium mused. “It’s a little unbelievable, but those illusion magics… no one else can replicate them, certainly. They’ve caused the Vessels no end of trouble. How many were they?”

“If you mean ready to fight? Near two hundred,” Argrave exaggerated, attempting to bolster Brium’s confidence.

“Then… excellent work.” Brium leaned back into the chair. “But it doesn’t escape me that you used Yarra to bolster your personal wealth—those pets of yours. They’re certainly more for you than for my cause.”

“Well…” One of the Brumesingers poked itself out of Argrave’s clothes, and he pet its giant furry ears. “I’m no saint.”

Brium chuckled—it sounded fake. After, he raised his hand to his face. “I think I’ve figured you out.”

Argrave furrowed his brows, thrown off. The Brumesinger, no longer being pet, hid itself away once more.

“You’re testing the limits. I don’t think it’s of any genuine concern, presently.” Brium held a hand out, reassuring Argrave. “I’ll warn you, though. A limit broken before a Vessel will not result in merely a warning.” Brium leaned in. “It should not escape you that the punishment for any crime is death. Considering what I know…”

“I also know that you’re compelled to punish me. Not forced,” Argrave returned. “We’re doing great work together, so far.”

Brium stared down Argrave, running a hand across his coppery skin. Eventually he nodded. “You’ve done well. The Vessels have been looking for the southron elves for centuries. No one succeeded before you came along—people only found abandoned towns, ruined places. There has been little cause to hunt them in recent decades. Their mages are all dead and gone, and we seized and burned their books of spells. Nothing more remains of them to challenge Fellhorn’s authority.”

“Any predictions on when Aurum and Argent will make their move?” Argrave probed.

“They’re gathering guards,” the Lord of Copper answered idly at once. “Negating my influence in the city, trying to stifle my income and my workers. Vessels beneath me are being tempted with wealth, power… but the core of my power isn’t in Sethia. I keep that which truly belongs to me in Cyprus. Here.”

“But when?” Argrave pressed. “I don’t want to be caught unprepared.”

“A week, most likely two.” Brium shook his head. “You have time to do more before the fighting.”

Argrave tilted his head. “Not planning on letting me closer into the machinations?”

Brium’s gaze intensified at that moment, as though challenged. “What are you implying?”

Argrave shrugged. “I just don’t think that you’re leaving things to chance with the tribals.”

Brium stared at him for a long while. “I have to speak with Yarra. Go, rest,” he finally said, pointing toward the door. “She’ll rejoin you in time. For now, do nothing.”

***

Argrave stepped out of Cyprus a little relieved to be free of Yarra, though he was not pleased to be carrying around his own backpack once again. Between the three furballs roaming about in his duster and the backpack, he was hauling quite a large load.

“Let’s return to our room quickly. We have a little time to talk. Things are going well so far,” Argrave commented, walking quickly down the road. He felt the old sting of the scars in his lungs.

He spotted someone ahead, wearing a set of baggy robes. They carried a large stick of sorts, the top of it wrapped it cloth. Argrave merely felt it was unusual, ready to pass it by. The person started to approach, though, and Galamon grabbed Argrave.

“That’s a weapon. Be cautious,” he urged, stepping ahead of Argrave.

Argrave kept his eye on the man. He questioned if they would simply pass him by, but the robed figure came to stand boldly before them. He didn’t lower his hood, but as Argrave stared, he started to recognize the person.

“You’re my saviors, is that right?” remarked Durran.

Argrave’s breath caught in his chest at once. Durran had quite an eye-catching appearance. He had a golden tattoo just below his eye, acting like an extension of his golden pupils, and a handsome, confident face that practically screamed ‘heartbreaker.’ His eyes had a certain wildness to them, and his grin never seemed to fade. Coupled with his tan skin and dark hair, he was difficult to forget.

“The hell are you doing here?” Argrave whispered, looking around frantically. No one was near, but that meant little—they were in the middle of a wide-open road, and anyone could be watching.

“Well, I don’t really like talking through third parties. I like to confront my admirers directly,” Durran said, staring uncaringly.

His words confirmed that the southron elves had already talked to him. It had been such a short time, and Argrave hadn’t expected Durran to talk to him at all. The unexpected situation left him at a loss.

“You’re tall. They were right.” He nodded musingly.

“Yeah, great observation, hawk-like vision on you,” Argrave whispered, eliciting a chuckle from Durran. “Get the hell out of here. You maybe think there’s a reason I went to a hell of a lot of effort to avoid talking to you directly? If Brium sees us talking—”

“So you do know me,” Durran noted. “Pretty strange. I’m sure I’d remember meeting you.”

“It must’ve slipped your mind. You had too much to drink that night,” dismissed Argrave. “Forget this. Keep walking,” Argrave directed his companions, and then moved toward the gate of Sethia.

“Gebicca died when I last saw her. I was the last she spoke to, and I stumbled across her by pure chance. I’m pretty damned sure she’d mention any meeting with a weird looking party like you three,” Durran called out as they walked away.

Argrave paused. Durran strode back up to him.

“Let’s have a little date, us four.” He looked between them. “And don’t deny me. You’ve already given me a key to turn your lives upside down. I don’t think Brium would react kindly to the correspondence between you and my elven friends.”

“Probably kill you, too, now that you’ve got some suspicion he’s two-faced,” Argrave called out his bluff.

“I think I could get away with it.” Durran shrugged.

Argrave stared down at him, questioning if the man he knew was crazy enough to do something like this. The worst part was that Argrave wasn’t certain.

“You’re paying for our meals,” he eventually decided.

Durran grinned. “We’ll see about that.”

***

Elias stared out into the distance, where the looming walls of Elbraille were not even visible in the all-consuming darkness. He and Stain sat in their carriage, moving through the night and toward the city. Their cavalry marched quietly toward the gates of the city, but there was a somber air throughout the whole party. The death of Bruno had affected more than simply Elias, he knew, but he needed to put on a brave front.

“You’re sure about this, Stain?” Elias questioned. “Can’t see more than a couple feet away. Maybe we should light things up. We have the—”

“How many times do I have to repeat myself?” Stain returned. “The guy in this city—or girl, I suppose, no need for me to be like that—they’re trying to manipulate the populace, stir them against Duke Marauch. If they wanted to do something against you, they’d want to do it in public. In daylight.”

“But what if they don’t?” Elias insisted. “This would be the perfect opportunity for them to strike.”

“If they had the strength to strike, they wouldn’t need to work up the people. The force inside can’t be strong. We’ve got the strange purple-eyed one watching for attacks—you’re safe, future brother-in-law.” Stain crossed his legs. “Trust me. This is the way to go. Why else did you bring me along, if not to get into the mindset of deplorable bastards?”

Elias ground his teeth. “Not the way I’d phrase things.”

“And that’s why I’m needed. If you can’t even think of saying nasty truths, you certainly can’t predict the nastiness Vasquer’s going to toss at us.” Stain shook his head. “You deal with the noble pomp, I deal with the ignoble reality—killer thing we’ve got going, here.”

“What about once we’re inside?” Elias turned. “I’m sure the duke will welcome us, but once we’re inside… what then? There’s still someone trying to turn things against us. We won’t be safe.”

“We’ll have to win back the people.” Stain spread his hands out. “I’m sure red-haired, red-eyed you will have no problem with that. Give a speech, talk about how honorable you are. Wave your banner around. Mention your father. The name of Parbon has weight. The commoners will swoon at the mere sight of you.”

Elias swallowed, then moved back to the window. “Just… feeling pressured. This has to go right.”

Stain crossed his arms, saying nothing as the carriage moved steadily onward. Inwardly, though, he was considering that the death of Bruno was a break for them, militarily speaking. Killing hostages was against all ‘noble sensibilities,’ and the northern nobles would not be so steadfast in their support of Vasquer. In turn, more southerners would be willing to support Parbon.

He kept it to himself, though. Another ignoble reality Stain had to deal with.

Elsewhere in the city, Induen sat, looking out through the window. Though he could not see the carriage moving by, his men had informed him that Elias, the son of Margrave Reinhardt, was moving into the city during the night. Induen could not provoke the crowd, and as the news of Bruno’s death spread to the people, support for Vasquer would be lessened.

Induen prodded the tip of a white-gold dagger against his finger. “I planned to deliver this dagger back into the margrave’s heart, by hand,” Induen mused. “Prove that I repay my debts.”

The royal knights behind said nothing, fearing to provoke anger by sticking their heads above the cloud. They knew well when their master was in a foul mood.

“I am thinking it would be even better if this dagger was returned to the margrave in his son’s coffin. I’d stab another heart, metaphorically speaking. A heart maybe even more vital to the margrave than the physical one.” Induen looked at the gleaming enchanted dagger, twisting it about in his hands.

“It appears I must struggle with the young lion.” Induen set his dagger on the table. “We’ll carry out the plan tomorrow. The executions will continue as planned. I won’t give the boy the chance to work anything out. I’ll keep him trapped in the duke’s castle, whittling away at him until he’s a nub. Waiting for a mistake.”

“As you command, Prince Induen,” said the royal knights asynchronously.


Chapter 26

Argrave, without much option, took Durran to an establishment that he knew had private rooms for eating. Dawn was just arriving, so their timing could not be better. Some Vessels ran the place, but they worked for Aurum, so Brium would likely never find out about them. Even still, ever cautious, Argrave had warded their conversation.

Of all the characters in Heroes of Berendar barring the custom-made one, Argrave had definitely played Durran the most. Melanie stood at a close second. They were fun to play, mainly, but Argrave liked their personalities the most. He understood them well. It helped him plan a course of action for this conversation rather quickly, suppressing his panic.

Durran was a fairly tall and lithe man with light brown skin and wavy brown hair that generally contributed to his natural charm. With his robe set aside, one could see the golden tattoos all along his skin, some marred by scars. Unlike during the raid, he did not wear his wyvern scale armor, instead bearing simple brown leathers.

“Trying to kill me with the weight of debt?” inquired Durran, who’d taken two chairs to both sit and support his feet. “This place is expensive.”

“If you’re destitute after raiding Argent, I’ve got to seriously question if you can understand this conversation through your haze of stupidity,” Argrave returned, leaving his arms atop the table. “You’d have to be an idiot to lose that much money, after all.”

Durran laughed, then set his glaive against the wall. The cloth wrapped around the blade fell away briefly, revealing a black edge that didn’t look metallic. “Shiny bits of metal don’t mean much in the mountains, unless it’s steel.”

“But I know you spend more time away from the mountains than most,” Argrave said, and Durran merely grinned, saying nothing. “Surprised Boarmask isn’t here. Busy feeding the poor, saving people, giving sermons?”

Durran frowned. “Gods above, how much do you know?” He took his feet off the chair and leaned in. “What’s my mother’s name?”

“Trick question. You don’t know.” Argrave shook his head.

Durran leaned back. “Was asking as a joke, but…” He looked to Anneliese and Argrave. “You three… what in the gods’ names are you? Super-spies? Can’t guess your angle. Northerners—northern elves, at that, sticking out like pearls in the sand.”

“I’m the only one you need to worry about.” Argrave shook his head. “So, you want to illuminate me on this genius idea you had to ruin everyone’s plans? Yours, mine? Were you feeling a little suicidal today?”

Durran looked uneasy, but he set his feet back on the chair. “I don’t know. I had to know who in the world was talking about something I’ve done my best to keep quiet. I kept thinking about it. The whole thing made me uneasy, had to do something. I just—” He started to shake his head, then paused. “Hold on. I came here to ask questions, why am I feeling interrogated?”

“Because I’m better at talking,” Argrave answered smoothly. “Just because it’s weighing at you, you trod across the desert and cause all of us undue trouble? You have to work on that impulsivity. It’s a liability.”

“Better than sticking about, waiting. You want something, you’ve got to—” He stopped, then held his hand out and shook his head. “Whatever. I came here to demand some answers about—”

“And what makes you think you deserve answers?” Argrave interrupted at once. “If I hadn’t told you anything, you’d be leading your tribe to the slaughter. You’d throw yourselves against Aurum and Argent, dying en masse, and then Brium would butcher your people—or perhaps it’d be better to call it ‘dehydrate’ your people. Let’s clear the air.” Argrave pointed at Durran. “You didn’t come here for answers. You came here because you can’t stand that psychopathic wannabe poet with a spray-on tan played you for a fool, and I stopped you from running off a cliff with your tribe following just behind.”

Durran’s face tensed, anger and defensiveness both seizing him. The door of the room opened soundlessly, and the servers outside stopped at Argrave’s ward. Argrave dispelled the ward with one hand, refusing to break his gaze from Durran. The innkeeper and his serving staff entered.

“The meal for today is goat meat, with the house spices plus some gold flakes, courtesy of the Lord of Gold, blessed she be,” the fat innkeeper explained gruffly. “Some bread from the farms, recently baked, and a soup. Considering you’re mostly foreigners, and one of you is an unmarked tribal… twelve gold.”

Argrave pointed at Durran. “He’ll pay.”

The innkeeper looked down at Durran, holding his hand out. Durran finally broke his gaze away from Argrave, then reached to his pocket. He counted out the coins, then passed them to the innkeeper.

“Enjoy.” The innkeeper left them, then he and the serving staff filtered out, recognizing the tension in the room.

As soon as the door was shut, Durran began immediately, “First of all, none of that’s been established. You don’t have a shred of proof. If I hadn’t seen you coming from Cyprus, even your association with Brium would be up for question.”

Argrave laughed as he brought back the ward, blocking out the sound. “What do you want, pal? A journal detailing all of his malice? Maybe a poem or two about sucking your people dry? Sorry, fresh out of incriminating things.”

“Brium promised—”

“Promised what?” Argrave interrupted. “That he’d leave your people alone? Maybe liberate some of the people underneath Aurum and Argent’s control, allow them to return to the tribes? And—let me guess—he swore under the name of Fellhorn? He’s a Vessel of Fellhorn, you must’ve thought—surely he can’t break that vow.”

Durran stared wrathfully, and Argrave leaned back into his chair.

“You trust the guy willing to kill his own people to get ahead? He’s jumping at the idea to get at other Vessels, to get this whole town under his control. It’s not because he thinks the other two are tyrants. It’s because he won’t share power with them.” Argrave tapped his temple. “I thought you were a cynic. How’d you fall for this scam? You owe me a hell of a lot more than this meal. You owe me the lives of thousands.”

Anneliese pushed a plate closer to Argrave. “You should eat,” she urged.

A bit taken aback by the consideration amidst the heated argument, he picked up the fork without much thought and began eating. Durran stared coldly, making Argrave find it difficult to enjoy the taste of his food.

He had time to finish chewing, and so Argrave continued, “Look. Listen. I get where you’re coming from. You feel like you’re on a sinking ship with the tribals, and so you’re desperate to find anything that’s going to help your people.” Argrave waved his fork. “Don’t let that desperation make you stupid. If there was any dissent among the Vessels about the southern tribals’ fate, things would never have progressed to the point they had. You’re dumb, but not that dumb.”

Durran crossed his arms, and Argrave continued to eat.

“Stop holding back. Tell me what you’re really thinking.” Durran shook his head.

Argrave lowered his fork and started laughing, caught off guard. Durran joined him in laughter.

“Gods be damned,” Durran wheezed out after they’d finished. “Look what you’ve done to me. How am I to eat when you hit me with a gut-punch like that, you bastard?”

“Truth is a heavy meal, isn’t it?” Argrave picked up his fork. “It tastes foul, too. But it’s good for you. Good for all of you.”

“Takes a while to digest, that’s for certain.” Durran finally removed his feet from atop the other chair, then leaned into the table, picking up his fork. “I don’t know. You make a lot of sense, but… I’m not sure. Not sure about too much. I have to look into this.”

“Well, whatever you do, don’t pull this little stunt on Brium,” Argrave said firmly. “You’ll find that conversation much drier than this one, I promise you.”

Durran chuckled, weighing the fork in his hand before setting it down as though unable to stomach the food before him. “You won’t answer me, though? About how you know Gebicca?”

“I spoke to her.” Argrave shrugged.

“Where?” he asked.

“Northwestern part of the mountains, crushed beneath rocks,” he supplied readily.

Durran bit his lips. “What’d she look like?”

“Uhh…” Argrave’s eyes rolled back as he conjured the image. “She had jet-black skin, black hair… long-ish, I suppose… sharp, big nose, a bit angry-looking, and a pretty broad chin.”

“And her eyes?”

Argrave paused. “I don’t know. I didn’t gaze into her eyes as she died. Bit weird, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. Don’t know why I asked. Can’t remember, either.” Durran picked up the spoon, settling on the soup. He looked confused.

Argrave enjoyed the meal, feeling quite self-satisfied with the contemplative silence that followed. “Pretty good, isn’t it?” He nudged Anneliese’s elbow.

“Very… hot,” she confessed. “It is too much.”

“Come on,” Argrave pressed. “The more you eat, the easier it gets in the future.”

Durran swirled the bowl of chunky soup around, saying little. Finally, he let the spoon go, and raised his gaze to Argrave once more.

“Alright. Let’s forget all this other nonsense. I just want to know—what’s your position in this? You working beneath someone? Rivals from another town? Interfering for the northern kingdoms? Wandering prophet, maybe, got a god to sell me? That last one would explain all the things you know that you shouldn’t.”

“Argent has something I want. Can’t get it from them directly, so I have to use the tools I’ve got.” Argrave took a bite as he allowed Durran to process his words, and once he’d finished chewing, continued, “I could just go along with Brium, but I don’t fancy letting the Vessels run things uncontested. Hence, I want your people to come out ahead.”

Durran scratched just above his nose. “If things are as you say, I think it’d be best to just let Brium throw himself on the sword.”

“You could,” Argrave agreed, though he did feel a bit disquieted at the notion of the southern tribals backing out. “I know you’re not the type to do that, though.”

“Pfft. What do you know about me?” Durran leaned back, putting his feet up once more.

“Let’s see… your father was a tribal chief, you’re a self-studied mage after you found some stash of spell books—oh, and you’re hiding that fact from the tribe. Especially your father. You like gardening, but this embarrasses you. You killed your uncle because he was… well, worthless, frankly. You hate the traditionalists of the tribes, but you want to see your people flourish nonetheless.” Argrave planted his fork into the meat before him. “Need I go on?”

Durran had grabbed the table while Argrave was speaking, and now he stared wordlessly ahead. Argrave could practically see the thoughts running through his head—Argrave had disclosed things that Durran had never told anyone. He was just shy of having an aneurysm, Argrave suspected.

“I have some more embarrassing bits, but I spared you from that,” Argrave commented. “Mostly because I didn’t really want to say them.”

Durran rubbed at his chest. “Never thought the first one to take my breath away would be some weird-looking northerner. Gods, I—”

Durran stood up, stepping toward his glaive. Argrave watched him.

“List—” He pointed, then stopped himself, curling his fingers into a fist. “I’ve gotta… I’ve gotta go.”

He grabbed his glaive and then made for the exit. Argrave dispelled the ward, allowing him to pass. Once the door had shut, Argrave grinned smugly and hunched over his food.

“I think the food is splendid.” Argrave shook his head wistfully. “Let’s take our time.”


Chapter 27

Durran stepped into a hovel on the edge of Sethia, leaning against his glaive. Once he passed the barrier, he shut the rickety wooden door behind him. He stood there breathing heavily, almost as though wounded.

“Did you—” a man’s voice called out, and then the sound of plate boots against wood sounded out as someone moved up to Durran. “What’s the matter? You’re pale. What happened?” the man insisted. He wore a helmet depicting a boar, though most of him was covered by heavy plate armor.

Durran said nothing, merely waving the concerned knight away. “My brain’s on… fire,” he said, shaking his head. “Need to sit.”

He pushed into the room, eventually leaning against the wall. He slid down, sitting. Though the knight stood over him, concerned, Durran’s mind was lost in introspection.

How could he know? My uncle, I’ve never told anyone—not my father, not any of my friends, not anyone. No one knows. No one knows, I’m sure of it. But he does. I’m glad my uncle’s dead—I’m proud I killed him. But no one should know!

Durran could still recall those gray eyes, cold and dead as stone, staring him down. There was a heartless fury in Argrave’s eyes as he rattled off Durran’s deepest secrets one by one. His words had enough accuracy it was as though Durran himself was spilling his secrets. It was a summary of his essential qualities, all from a man he’d never met before.

“What’s wrong with you?” Boarmask insisted, kneeling before Durran. “Is someone in danger? Is the operation…? If so, we’ve no time to waste.”

“In your land… can any know your thoughts? Can any see your memories? With magic, faith, I don’t give a damn, can they?” Durran lifted his head, breathing brought under control.

Boarmask said nothing. “I’ve never seen you like this.”

“Way to answer the question,” Durran growled.

“No, no one can explore your mind,” said Boarmask. “If they can, I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

“No tales, no myths?” Durran queried hopefully.

“…that’s the realm of the gods, not mere mortals.” Boarmask shook his head.

Durran lowered his head against the wall. “You have no idea how little comfort that brings me.”

Boarmask grabbed the man’s robes, shaking him. “What happened?”

“He knew you.” Durran freed himself of the knight’s grip easily. “And he knew me—way too damned well. Uncomfortably well. Things I’ve never shared with anyone, he knew them like he did them.”

Boarmask stayed kneeling for a moment, and then he sat down. “He knew me?”

“Your name, epithet, whatever. He knew you were at the raid. Not so hard to guess your name, Boarmask.” Durran settled against the wall, getting comfortable. “Real genius name. Definitely not something a child would conjure.”

“…my old title was much worse.” Boarmask shook his head. “He knew me…? What did he look like?”

“Extremely, uncomfortably tall—could touch the ceiling with his head, that kind of tall. Midnight black hair. His companions were elven. The northern elves. Snow elves, I think you people call them. There was a female with him—one more elf than the southron elves said,” Durran rattled off quickly and idly.

Boarmask looked at Durran intensely. “What color were his eyes?”

“Gray,” Durran said immediately.

“Gods above.” Boarmask raised a hand to his helmet. “Did he seem… sickly to you?”

Durran paused. “He was… uncomfortably thin, yeah,” he confirmed nervously. “Why? Why are you bringing up your gods?”

“The King of Vasquer, Felipe III, has a son named Argrave. Illegitimate.”

“Illegitimate? What in the world does that mean?” Durran questioned, confused. “Is he not a real human? Some kind of freak, half-ghost or something?”

“Born out of wedlock,” Boarmask explained.

“What a stupid thing to call it.” Durran shook his head. “All children are legitimate. Whatever—I won’t question your bizarre northern traditions. Get to the point.” Durran waved.

“You asked me…” Boarmask muttered, then continued, “The king’s son matches your description. And he has the same name.”

Durran sat in silence for a second, digesting that, then questioned, “What does that do for us?”

“It confuses me.” Boarmask shook his head. “I don’t know much about him. He allegedly halted an invasion from the snow elves. I don’t know the truth of that, but I do know that he brokered an alliance between two noble houses.”

“You’re speaking a different language right now. These things mean nothing to me.” Durran shook his head.

“Then put it out of your head. I’ll think on it. All you need to know—he’s the son of one of the most powerful men in the world.” Boarmask pointed at Durran. “What did you learn?”

“I learned that we need to talk with Titus,” Durran said. “And I’m pretty strongly inclined to believe that Brium plans on killing my people.”

“Titus told us—”

“Not to contact him except in dire cases,” Durran finished. “This is pretty dire.”

Boarmask considered this, then posited, “Titus may not be entirely forthright, then. He might be our primary deceiver. How well do you know him? Would it be wise to get in touch with him?”

“Titus?” Durran repeated. He rose to his feet. “I know one thing for certain. Titus won’t rest until each and every Vessel is dead or dying. Now I’m thinking that he might be willing to sacrifice anything to achieve that.”

***

Argrave stepped back inside the inn, glad to be free of Durran. Though he was worried the man might do something foolish, he hoped that their conversation had rattled him enough to help keep his mouth shut and his actions measured.

Though Argrave was half-relaxing at this point, glad to be returned to his room, Galamon stopped him and grabbed his shoulder.

“There are people in our room,” he informed Argrave, staring at the wall which hid the room they’d been staying in.

Argrave took a breath and exhaled. The innkeeper, a non-Vessel woman, seemed to be only idly cleaning her tableware after serving a meal to the others. She did not seem tense or nervous.

After a time of searching, he spotted the only other person in the room. The man stood as Argrave spotted him and walked closer.

“Argrave,” he called out, coming to stand a fair distance away just before a table. Light from the fire burning in the hearth nearby fell across his face.

“Titus?” Argrave questioned incredulously. “What are you doing here?”

Titus, the merchant who’d taken them from Delphasium to Malgeridum, looked no worse for wear than when they had left. As ever, the well-built former southern tribal wore an extravagant set of red and gold clothing. He gripped the edge of a chair, staring at the three of them.

“I believe the gentleman was not expecting to see me again,” he greeted.

Argrave shifted on his feet, the matter of the people in their room still weighing at his mind. That the two were here together—no coincidence, Argrave presumed.

“You were headed for Malgeridum,” Anneliese said. “And you work for Mistress Tatia. Why are you here?”

“Madam Anneliese,” he greeted her. “Did you enjoy the—”

“Just answer her question,” Argrave interrupted, feeling annoyed.

Titus shifted, adjusting his grip on the chair. He pulled back the chair and sat. “I came to find you three,” he disclosed, then gestured for them to sit.

Argrave stepped closer but refused to sit. “You’ve found us. What happens now?”

Titus’ gaze jumped between the three of them. “Have I done something to offend?”

“Showing up at the place we’re staying, for starters,” Argrave said. “The odd time of your arrival. Let’s skip the preambles, shall we? Why are you here?”

Titus placed his hands on the table, tapping his fingers against the wood. Eventually, he lifted his golden eyes to Argrave and said, “Mistress Crislia, the Lord of Gold, would like to speak to you. She is waiting for you now.”

Argrave felt a chill. He was already involved with a lot of people that he didn’t really want to be involved with, and now another had shown up—not at his doorstep, either, but behind it, already lurking in his room.

“I thought you said you worked for Mistress Tatia.” Argrave crossed his arms.

Titus held Argrave’s gaze. “I never said that.”

“But we asked, and you nodded,” Galamon pointed out.

“I don’t recall ever…” Titus rubbed his hands together.

“I do,” the elven vampire said coldly.

Titus looked up at the giant warrior, then swallowed. “…I admit, I was minutely deceptive. But I never imagined you would become so deeply entrenched in the politics of the Vessels. I did not think—”

“Didn’t think you would ever get caught in the lie?” Argrave interrupted, then sighed. “Whatever. It doesn’t matter, not anymore. Do you have anything else to say, or shall we go?”

“You agree to come?” Titus questioned cautiously.

“She’s waiting in my room. Can’t really refuse her,” Argrave noted. “But Brium has eyes on me. A Vessel named—”

“Yarra won’t be coming, not for a while yet. Mistress Crislia made sure of that.” Titus shook his head.

“You know about that,” Argrave noted. “I’ve got to question your role in all of this.”

Titus had nothing to say to that. He stood up, pushing the chair aside, and then moved to their room.

“…Should we go?” Galamon questioned.

He nodded. “Be ready,” Argrave cautioned, following after Titus.

Argrave did his best to recall every detail about Titus. He could recall little—the man was not a major player in the Burnt Desert, at least not in Heroes of Berendar. He had vague recollection of a dye merchant with that name, someone that would recolor the player’s armor and weapons. Even of that, Argrave was unsure. Months had passed, and he had nothing to reference anymore—no more wiki to search. Titus was never someone involved with two major Vessels, Argrave was certain of that. This entire thing had come out of left field, and left Argrave feeling very unsteady.

What good am I? Tens of thousands of hours spent on the game, yet variables keep popping up left and right to make sure nothing goes smoothly. Some help I am. Utterly useless, he chided himself.

He felt a hand on his shoulder and turned quickly.

“Do not think that way,” Anneliese said simply, shaking her head.

Argrave felt a brief wave of emotion, but he collected himself. “You’re mind-reading now? Trying to spook me, make me forget? Very effective strategy,” he commented with a laugh.

She smiled, then pushed Argrave forward. “Go on,” she commanded lightly.

Titus stood at the doorway, holding the door open. Though the innkeeper looked at them strangely as they passed, Argrave made it to the door.

Crislia, the Lord of Gold, sat in a chair at the center of the room. Her features were predominantly elven, and she bore gold in abundance, the same as before. Two Vessels stood just behind her. They had the same features as her—golden hair, vaguely golden skin, golden eyes—yet they seemed more… imperfect, somehow, like reserves.

“The mercenary Argrave,” she greeted. “If that is indeed what you are. I am glad you decided to come without issue. It shows that I am not dealing with someone… unreasonable.”

“If people give reasons, I’m sure to respond with reason,” Argrave said, stepping in slowly and cautiously. “So, what brings you to my humble and temporary abode?”

“Address the Lord of Gold with the respect she is due,” one of the Vessels at her side reprimanded.

“Varia.” Crislia raised her hand, silencing the Vessel. “They come from the north. We cannot expect them to be as couth as we Vessels. I take no offense.” She shook her head. “Please, Argrave, continue as you were.”

“Why are you here?” Argrave repeated, considerably more brusquely.

Crislia paused, staring up. “I am here to discuss the future of Sethia.”


Chapter 28

Mistress Crislia, the Lord of Gold. Though Argrave was embarrassed by his lack of knowledge of Titus, he knew plenty about the master of Aurum, the golden tower on the outside of Sethia. The knowledge came from facing her as an enemy, though—the player could only ever collaborate with Cyprus, and Aurum and Argent would always be ones enemies were that the case.

The Crislia Argrave knew was narcissistic and greedy. She didn’t lack for ambition, both for spiritual and physical matters. She would constantly try to expand both her physical wealth and her Vessel by Draining people, sacrificing their souls to Fellhorn—typically, both would expand at the same time. She was fond of forcing merchants to infract so she could both seize their wealth and their soul.

“What did you wish to discuss about Sethia?” Argrave inquired, making no move to proceed further into the room toward the three elven Vessels across from him.

“Brium’s speech, heretical though it may be, did resonate with me,” Crislia said, crossing one leg over the other. Her gold ankle bracelets rattled against each other, metallic rings echoing about the room like muted windchimes. “Even if he is misguided.”

Argrave took a breath, and nodded slowly, reminding himself to play the part of a loyalist. “Brium speaks a lot of sense, I find.”

“True. The southern tribals—they are unruly beasts, obsessed with war and glory and honor. The fools are utterly unable to set aside grudges,” she criticized condescendingly. “Well, those tribals still resisting, anyhow. Most beneath our banner have been brought to heel.”

“Someone should do something about that,” Argrave commented, reflecting Brium’s sentiments outwardly.

“And that is just the point.” Crislia leaned forward against her crossed legs, very obviously trying to make use of her sex appeal. Anneliese frowned and glanced at Argrave but calmed quickly when she saw his stoic face. “I tried to broach the subject with Quarrus, but the Lord of Silver cannot be reasoned with. Despite being the one who suffered the raid from the tribals, he is adamant we stay our course.”

Argrave felt an uncomfortable inkling. “It sounds to me as though you’re coming to view things as Brium does.”

She did not confirm it, but from Crislia’s expression alone, Argrave knew he was right. “I cannot very well approach his tower in the open. As such, I have deigned to come to you—a mercenary, largely free of prying eyes.” She leaned back. “I wish for you to tell Brium this: if he surrenders to me, I will collaborate with him, and be the herald of the flood he so desires to wash away the southern tribals in the mountains.”

“Surrenders how?” Argrave tilted his head.

“If he becomes my vassal.” She spread her arms out. “It is only the natural course of things. Gold has always stood far above the likes of silver and copper.”

Argrave nodded slowly. “And what of Argent?”

“A city must have a firm central power to properly shepherd the ignorant into doing what is good for them,” she said with a smile. “I will tolerate no other to contest my power. Quarrus has already proven… disagreeable.” She leaned back further, crossing her arms. “Have you more questions, or will you deliver the message?”

Argrave hesitated for but a moment, then gave a quick nod. “I’ll get this to him.”

“Excellent,” she said, rising to her feet. “I will leave you, then.”

The elven Vessel walked past, her two other companions eyeing Argrave as they moved past. Titus was the last to leave. His gaze stayed on Argrave as he left—it seemed emotionless.

Once the door shut, Argrave stood staring at it. The Brumesingers, as though summoned, lowered themselves from Argrave’s clothes and started to prance about the room, playing. Their fur seemed a little darker than before, faintly tan. The souls of the dead were abundant in this place, it seemed, and they had plenty to eat.

Anneliese conjured a ward at once.

“I dislike that woman. Argrave, I—”

“That’s the easy way out,” Argrave interrupted her. “And it’s walked right into our hands. A lot of the uncertainty—whether or not the southern tribals are capable of fighting the Vessels, whether or not I’ll be caught playing the double agent… if I persuade Brium to accept Crislia’s offer—and I’m sure I can—I can get the Wraith’s Heart as easy as anything.”

Argrave’s words brought a silence over the group, and whatever Anneliese had to say, she didn’t continue.

“Brium would agree. I’m sure he would. He might betray Crislia later, but he’d definitely agree now.” Argrave turned around, facing his three party members. “We could stroll into Argent and pluck that heart freely. We’d be gone before the sun rises the next day, headed for the Alchemist.”

Galamon crossed his arms, staring down at Argrave. Anneliese remained silent.

“Do it then, you damned fool,” Garm encouraged. “You owe these people nothing. You’re no hero. You aren’t a savior. Stay in the good graces of the powerful. Regardless of if some ancient calamity is actually coming, having powerful friends here only helps you.”

Everyone stayed silent, and so Garm continued.

“Even if you help the southern tribals and all of the Vessels are purged from this city, their new fledgling government would be of no help to you. They’re small, insignificant, and with manifold enemies on every flank. They’re good for no one. And considering your covert role, I doubt they’d be grateful. They wouldn’t even know you’d helped them!” Garm shouted.

“Garm,” Galamon veritably snarled, turning his face to the severed head.

“Hold on.” Argrave finally spoke up, raising his hand. His eyes were bright with epiphany. “Did you get sand in your ears, Garm? Do the Vessels seem the grateful type?”

“Well…” Garm said, voice muffled from beneath Galamon’s helmet.

“On the contrary. What we’ve seen, it’s shown us that these Vessels don’t see people as people at all. Gratefulness, reciprocation—those words aren’t in their diction.” Argrave stepped around. “Long-term, neither the tribals nor the Vessels seem like good options. Ungrateful pricks, one and all. Might sound like I’m being mean, but it’s true. I’ve met the tribals.”

Galamon furrowed his brows, watching Argrave as he paced about.

“But here’s the key difference. The Vessels don’t care about life—hell, most of them we’ve seen have an active interest in Draining people’s souls.” Argrave paused, pivoting on his heel to face his party once again. “It’ll be easier and safer for us to help force a collaboration between Crislia and Brium. But dispel these notions of pragmatism versus morality. There’s no extra benefit. So, should we erase the last pocket of resistance to the Vessels? That’s the only question.”

“You might be saving your life. Does safety mean nothing to you? Don’t be a fool,” Garm insisted.

“I’d sacrifice a bit of personal safety to do the right thing,” Argrave summarized. “I think I’m fine with that.”

“Talk is talk. When you die later, there’ll be no time for regret.”

“That’s just the thing.” Argrave shook his head. “I’ve been working hard to become powerful, but I’m still walking about like a little player.” He spread his arms out. “The whole point of being powerful is getting what you want, no? And I really want to do things my way. I won’t die.” He shook his head confidently. “None of us will.”

“You are a maddening idiot,” Garm rebuked.

“On the contrary,” Argrave disagreed. “Every time I look in my mirror, it tells me I’m intelligent. That’s a fact, strangely enough.” He shook his head. “Brium and Crislia are going to have an unfortunate miscommunication. Aurum and Argent will proceed onward as they have been, and attempt to wipe Cyprus off the map. Then, in the ensuing battle, they’re going to be removed from power. All of them. Forcibly. Any questions?”

“Not a question.” Anneliese raised her hand. “An observation, though, and a hypothesis.”

“Please.” Argrave gestured toward her.

“Titus knew about Garm,” she said with certainty. “I gleaned that from his wandering gaze, and his mental state. As for my theory regarding that…” She hesitated, a bit uncertain. “Titus may have been the one to inform Brium about his existence.”

Her words made Argrave pause, and he stood there in silence for a minute. He thought back to the journey, and to the man’s mannerisms—he had been very generous and pleasant company. His lack of prominence in Argrave’s memory made him lower his guard with the traveling merchant.

But that journey had been when they were most carefree with Garm. Argrave had set him by the window in an attempt to be nicer to him and win his favor. When they had spotted the Brandback, Garm had spoken up—Argrave had tried to cover for him, but Titus had heard the head, that much was for certain.

“Hah,” Garm laughed. “I told you it was unnecessary, giving me the window. Look what happens.”

“Yeah, next time I’ll encase you in clay and keep you in a bag,” Argrave snapped back at once, then directed his attention to Anneliese. “But what’s the reasoning for him being the one that told Brium?”

“He loathes Crislia. I can guarantee you he does not serve her out of loyalty. It is such a complete and utter loathing as to be uncomfortable,” she stated. “And he felt guilty when looking at us.”

Argrave nodded, putting the pieces in place. “But anything else…?”

“He knew about Yarra, and knew she would be coming,” Galamon supported Anneliese. “Further, he was able to delay her arrival.”

“That might be Crislia’s influence, though,” Argrave argued.

“Crislia never mentioned Yarra. She seemed to be ignorant that Brium did have eyes on you—she said so plainly. She spoke to you precisely because she thought none were watching you, if you recall,” Anneliese countered.

“It’s…” Argrave scratched his chin. “It’s plausible—more than plausible. But this guy, Titus—I know nothing about him. That’s why I was getting all moody earlier.” He pointed to Anneliese.

She nodded. “I thought that might be the case. But you cannot know everyone in millions.”

“I should know enough to avoid something like that from happening,” he disagreed. “Getting blindsided like this—I’m putting everyone at risk.”

“You sought me out because I’m good at handling risk,” Galamon pointed out.

“Can’t rely on you for everything,” Argrave dismissed.

“Why not?” Galamon asked simply. Argrave didn’t have an answer for that.

“Do what you can. Do what you excel at,” Anneliese urged. “But do not loath yourself for occasional shortcomings. I dealt with that, once. It is an unpleasant thing, to constantly undermine yourself.”

“I can’t be complacent,” Argrave insisted. “Too much at stake to settle for good enough.”

Anneliese sighed. “You are a maddening idiot,” she repeated Garm’s words with resignation. Strangely, he did not feel the need to contest the point when she made it.

“Let’s wait for Yarra,” Argrave concluded, stepping away. “Then… we’ll set things in motion. Or resume things, I suppose. Crislia’s visit doesn’t change a thing. In fact, it might just speed things up tremendously…”


Chapter 29

Though Argrave had wished to inform Brium of what Crislia had said immediately, the Lord of Copper had been preoccupied with something. Anneliese and Argrave spent that time planning for how to handle the changing situation. Ridden with anxiety, he had returned the next day, catching the Vessel early in the morning.

“She told me to know my place?” Brium questioned, one hand placed atop the other on the table as he stared at Argrave.

“Well…” Argrave trailed off, acting hesitant to repeat it.

Brium sat there for a while in the silence. He tapped one finger against the back of his hand, gaze distant. Eventually, he stood up, pacing about the room.

“…I’ll give her an answer. Tomorrow.” He turned his head to Argrave. “And things will be expedited because of it. When one is spurned, love can turn to hatred overnight. She must have something prepared for both answers—Crislia plays both sides against each other; she always has. Immediately after my refusal, there will be retaliation.”

Argrave took a deep breath and gaze a steady nod, resolving himself. On this front, he and Anneliese had been correct. He had done everything he could. He could only hope Durran moved as quickly as he did and did not lose himself in indecision.

“Indeed, we might expect their attack tomorrow, as soon as my answer is given.” Brium placed his hand to his chin. “This suits me fine. I have everything in place. But you… you will head to the southron elves. You will prepare them, and then I will expect to see them coming to Cyprus tomorrow morning. Yarra will accompany you to gather them—no exceptions.” He pointed his finger. “I will stall for your arrival.”

Though hesitant, Argrave did eventually give a nod of agreement. “She’ll have to wear a veil, but I can certainly make this happen.”

“Then make it so,” the Lord of Copper snapped. “Rushing water is always cleaner than stagnant water. And Sethia will soon become as clean as ever.”

***

“Why did you lie to me?” Durran demanded, holding his glaive to Titus’ neck. The blade was made of a black bone, and sharpened enough to rival any blade. The merchant wearing red and gold sat across from him with hands still, maintaining complete ambivalence to the situation.

“Because it was easier,” said Titus.

“Easier?” Durran repeated. “No—I know that’s not true. Even if you’d been honest that Brium intended to betray us, I would have gone along with it. You’re one of us—you used to be. You know we would take this chance to liberate Sethia. You just wanted us to be unaware. Wanted us to die.”

Titus pressed his finger to the glaive, pushing it away. “I won’t answer,” Titus said boldly. “Go. Do your duty. After Crislia’s intervention, the battle will come all the sooner.”

Durran stood. “Answer me, damnit, or I’ll cut your head clean off.”

Titus’ golden eyes remained firm. “You would lose the battle without the men under my control to help you.”

“I don’t care. We haven’t attacked yet. I can call this thing off—I still have that luxury. If you won’t explain yourself, I’ll ruin whatever you had planned.” Durran readied his glaive.

“Durran…” Boarmask interjected, voice cold and cautious. He stepped up beside Titus.

“I won’t answer.” Titus shook his head. “Stop bluffing. Sit.”

Durran swung with all his might, rage fueling the swing. Titus remained still yet closed his eyes. Then, a ringing sounded out as metal met metal. Boarmask held his hand against the blade. It had bit through the gauntlet’s plate, cutting into the knight’s hand. Blood dripped out.

Titus had his teeth clenched, staring at the glaive. Sweat dripped down his brow, but he stayed firm.

“I’ll kill you too, pig. Don’t think I won’t,” Durran said coldly. “These are my people’s lives, and he was ready to throw them away. He would see them battered and broken in the streets of Sethia. I need a reason to let him keep breathing.”

“This is not the answer.” Boarmask shook his head, voice tight with pain.

“It is an answer. Even if it’s wrong, it’s an answer. I don’t like leaving questions unanswered, you see.” Durran pulled his glaive back.

Boarmask stepped in between Titus and Durran. He drew the mace at his side, holding it in his hand.

“There is no sense in this.” Boarmask shook his head. “I won’t allow things to fall apart. Sethia must be liberated. The injustice here cannot persist.”

Durran took a fighting stance, holding the glaive before him. “Tolerate one injustice to end another. Whatever happened to the honor you constantly talk about?”

“This isn’t an easy choice for me,” Boarmask replied. “But we cannot let things fall apart. After things have settled, I will help you bring Titus to justice. But not here, not now.”

“I can’t work with him!” Durran yelled. “Not until I get answers. So step aside, or I’ll finally answer that burning question of who’s stronger?”

“This, here, is precisely why I hoped your people would die,” Titus said bitterly. “Fine. I will tell you.”

Durran stood there, not taking his gaze off of Boarmask. The armored knight dropped his mace, raising his hands to the air. Only then did Durran relax.

“Talk, then.” Durran gestured, standing over Titus.

“The Vessels, the southern tribals—there is no future in either,” Titus said. “The Vessels are merely the current tyrant.”

“What are you talking about?” Durran demanded.

“We work together to end the reign of the Vessels, establish another foothold for your people to fight back against the unending rain of Fellhorn.” Titus waved between the two of them. “I have no love for the Vessels. They stole my baby from me, claiming it as a Vessel. They Drained my wife, Drained my twelve-year-old child… all because he was ignorant of Fellhorn’s laws.”

Durran’s intensity softened a little, a vague semblance of sympathy weakening his anger.

“Yet centuries before, the southern tribals ruled over this vast desert. They wrested control from the southron elves—burned their cities, butchered their people, destroyed their knowledge.” Titus crossed his arms. “And after? The tribals turned their gaze to the north—Vasquer. They threw themselves against the Lionsun Castle, hordes dying yearly.

“Centuries of rule, and to what end? Your people achieved nothing!” Titus stood up, staring Durran down. “Ignorant savages, condemning their people to death. A tyranny of a different type—a human tyranny. I would not suffer your people’s control over Sethia. I wished to build something different. Something better. And I won’t apologize for that.”

“No matter who got in the way, is that it?” Durran spat.

“Yes, that’s it.” Titus spread his arms out. “There’s your answer. I kept you ignorant because you are the enemy to the people as much as the Vessels are.”

Durran stared him down in silence, hand clenched tightly against his glaive.

“We will work together to remove the Vessels. With Crislia’s intervention, the battle will come soon. But as far as I am concerned, your people are yet another blight on this beautiful land.” Titus shook his head.

Durran backhanded Titus, sending him sprawling against the chair. The flimsy wooden thing shattered. He turned in the same movement.

“We’ll do our part, Titus,” Durran said coldly. “And then we’ll settle things.”

Titus stared up at him bitterly, slowly rising to his feet amidst the shattered chair.

Boarmask’s gaze lingered on Titus for a long while, and then he moved for the door, following after Durran.

***

With a direct command from Brium, Argrave had no choice but to leave Sethia immediately, still sore and unrested from the wearying journey to the elves. Things had mostly aligned with their expectations, barring Yarra’s presence.

They arrived back at the flat stretch of sand they had first entered into the southron elves’ territory. Argrave didn’t know if the elves had time enough to migrate, but the sword stabbed into the sand was broken—their magic would no longer function, even if Yarra did the correct ritual. He supposed it didn’t matter anymore, anyway.

“Break the seal, once more,” Yarra directed Argrave.

Argrave looked to Galamon, who stood behind Brium’s trusted Vessel. “Need to spill some water, first. Time for blood.”

Galamon removed his helmet from atop Garm’s head quietly, placing it over his own. He set the backpack down. His Ebonice axe was the only weapon that could be drawn without making noise, and he did so. Yarra crossed her arms, ignorant, and begin to turn to look around. The elven vampire’s axe descended, cleaving into her head.

Water burst into the air near a hundred feet as though a hole had been made in a dam. Yarra staggered toward Argrave, who stepped back to avoid her. She fell, but as her body made contact with the black sand beneath, her flesh turned to liquid and a great mass of water exploded out. The explosion caught all of them, tossing them back. Argrave landed on his back a fair distance away, much of his face stinging where he’d been cut by high-pressure water.

A great sphere of water rested where Yarra once was, an infant form encased in the center. Argrave could see blood on the back of the baby’s head through the crystal-clear water. Focused, he raised his hand and started to use the spell [Electric Eel]. Blue eels of lightning emerged from his hand, sparking loudly as though crying out in the silence of the night.

The sphere of water took on purpose in that moment, going from an unrefined mass of water to a dangerous Vessel—tendrils of water rose into the sky, each and all twisting and writhing toward the three separate targets. The attacks seemed sluggish compared to what they had seen at Malgeridum. That was the effect of the blow to the head, Argrave knew, and he’d long ago instructed Galamon to do just that.

Anneliese conjured a B-rank ward with her enchanted ring. Jets of water slammed against the golden shield, and it cracked in a multitude of places. Galamon seized the initiative, pressing against the Vessel’s onslaught. Each swing of his Ebonice axe made the approaching tendrils lose their animation, turning into harmless water.

Argrave, though, left himself open, retreating. Yarra’s attacks were unrelenting and dangerous. He dodged as best he could, though he had little doubt that his enchanted leather gear saved his life many times. With greater distance, the water needed to be stretched thinner. The orb in the center, encasing the Vessel’s infant form, began to thin.

Common perception dictated that water conducted electricity well. The opposite was true. Water—pure water, unpolluted by dissolved mater—was actually an amazing insulator. Argrave only knew this bit of knowledge because the Vessels were resistant to electricity in Heroes of Berendar, a fact which spurred him to research the science behind the matter. He would need to strike very close to Yarra’s true form to end her, and as such, he needed to stretch her thin.

A jet struck Argrave in the cheek, casting him to the ground. His vision blurred with pain, but he remembered his role. The electric eels he’d been conjuring the entire time rushed forward toward the Vessel’s physical body. The baby was drawn away by a current, twisting about and away with inhuman speed as it tried to get away from the assault. Argrave hounded it as unrelentingly as it had hounded him.

The water rushed back, trying to protect the infantile form, but Argrave kept his pursuit up. Blood started to drip into his eyes from a wound he didn’t know he had, but he persisted. Eventually, as the water rose up into the sky, sparking eels nipping at its heels, Yarra ran out of water to flee into. The electric eels surged into the water, and the infant form protected by Fellhorn’s blessing sparked with electricity.

After an unbearably long moment of suspense, the titanic mass of water sagged like a body losing life. Then, gravity seized it, and it all came crashing down, filling the vast pit where the illusion magic formation had once been.

Anneliese managed to escape the rushing tide of water without getting wet at all—Argrave was far enough he didn’t have to move. Galamon, though, trudged out, water draining from holes in his armor. His expression was hidden by his helmet, but he seemed incredibly bitter. Once he freed his feet of the water, he walked up to Argrave, patches of wet sand stuck to his armor.

“Clean,” said Argrave, out of breath. “Not as clean as I’d have liked, but…” Argrave moved to the newly formed pool, using the water to clean his face.

“It’s done. These things… are very difficult to deal with. I question our chances,” commented Galamon.

“She was one of the strongest,” Argrave reassured. “A wyvern is a great match for them.” The Brumesingers emerged from Argrave’s duster, scattering over the sand and watching Argrave, almost worriedly. Argrave healed his cheek, then searched out other cuts to tend to.

“We have stepped past the point of no return,” Anneliese noted, joining the two of them. “If things go awry…”

“If things go awry, then we’ll work something out.” Argrave shook his head. “Let’s get our bearings… and then get ready.”


Chapter 30

Argrave’s hand emerged from a still body of water, grasping onto a sandy beach. The sand fell away, and he fell back in. A second later, his hand came back up, and he used his elbow to raise himself up out of the water.

“Good Lord.” He gasped, water dripping off his face. “Cold. Didn’t think about how much of a nightmare this place would be.”

Argrave felt a colder glaive pointed against his neck, and he raised his head up, blinking water out of his eyes.

“That’s because it’s an emergency entrance to this place,” Corentin said, staring down at Argrave with his one good eye. “And I’m questioning how you knew of it.”

Argrave shamelessly grabbed Corentin’s glaive, and the old one-eyed veteran laughed and helped Argrave out of the pool. Soon enough, Anneliese emerged, having little trouble freeing herself from the pool.

Lastly, Galamon came up. Weighed down by plate armor, he had to climb up the side of the wall, digging his hands and feet into the sand bank. Corentin offered a hand, but Galamon refused it, coming to stand tall.

“…I’ll have to do rust treatment. Again,” Galamon said bitterly.

“Who’s this one?” Corentin inquired, staring at Anneliese.

“Another friend, completely trustworthy,” said Argrave, rising to his feet while shivering. “Water’s too cold. I hate this.”

“Welcome to Otraccia. You’ve come a little too quickly.” Corentin shook his head. “We’ve only just migrated here. Beyond telling Durran what you’ve told us, we haven’t had time to do anything else, least of all deliver supplies to the southern tribals.”

“Yeah.” Argrave nodded, shaking himself about to cast off some of the water. The Brumesingers jumped out of his duster, shaking themselves off of all water. Argrave shied away as he was pelted with water droplets. “That’s because things are moving a little too quickly,” Argrave said grimly, shaking cold water off himself.

“What do you mean?” Corentin stabbed his glaive into the sand and crossed his arms.

“The battle will happen tomorrow morning.” Argrave conjured fire, holding his face a little close to ward off the cold. “Things have gone a lot faster than I thought they might.”

Corentin’s one eye grew distant. “Gods above.”

“The Lord of Copper sent me here to gather fighters—something I don’t intend on doing, naturally,” Argrave assured at once. “I know well that your people aren’t exactly fit for a large-scale confrontation of this sort. I was hoping, though, that I might get some of the war relics you promised the southern tribals. A Sand Courser, most preferably. We have backpacks. We left them outside the illusory entrance, because they’re filled with books. Not exactly suited for water.”

Nor is Garm, Argrave thought, but kept that to himself. It wouldn’t be dangerous, per se, but he still felt hesitant to bring the head into the town in case something unforeseen should come to pass.

Corentin took a deep breath and exhaled, then nodded intently. “A Sand Courser? I can’t decide this. Wait here. I’ll bring the others. They’re checking out the old buildings, making sure the forges and such still function.”

The one-eyed veteran took off in a steady jog, but Argrave paused before sitting down. The enchantments on his gear had warded off the majority of the water from seeping in, but his clothes were still a bit heavier.

“Do you think these supplies will help, if we even get them?” Anneliese questioned.

“If we get them, they’ll do more than just help. It’ll probably be our lynchpin for the raid on Argent.” Argrave sat cross-legged in the sand, waiting. “Maybe I didn’t talk them up enough. I just never thought we’d be the one to use them.”

Anneliese sat down beside him. Galamon was removing his armor, shaking the water off it annoyedly.

“I’m a bit nervous,” he confessed to Anneliese. The Brumesingers came to him, curling up near his legs.

“A bit?” she repeated.

Argrave furrowed his brows, then shook his head defeatedly. “Fine. I’m really nervous.”

She laughed, then grabbed his wrist, giving silent support with a gentle grip. Argrave turned his head, locking eyes with her. He said nothing for a time—he didn’t know what to say. Something finally came to mind.

“What happened here? We feed a stray dog, it follows us to our new home,” Morvan No-Nose shouted out, prompting Argrave to turn quickly and leave his words unspoken. “And it brings friends,” the southron elf noted, coming to stand before them.

“Morvan,” Argrave greeted, rising to his feet. “Everyone. Didn’t expect to see me again so quickly, I’m betting.”

“It’s like I was telling them. He just missed us too much,” Corentin shouted out from the back.

The old veterans laughed, and Florimond came to stand before Argrave. “Corentin informed us of the situation. The battle is to start tomorrow?”

“According to everything I’ve been told, yes.” Argrave nodded.

Florimond turned around, looking at his men. He said nothing, lost in thought, but eventually turned back to face Argrave. “Alright. We’ll lend our support.”

Argrave smiled and nodded excitedly. “That’s good. That’s great!” he praised.

“The boys and I, we’ve been talking,” Florimond continued. “We’re old. Some of us… well, most of us… we’re almost too old.”

“Yeah, Florimond has a hard time functioning as a man anymore,” Yann called out.

“I’ll give you a crack in the head, ‘can’t function.’” Florimond turned about, laughing. Their easy-going banter seeped into Argrave’s mind, easing his frayed nerves somewhat. “As I was saying, we’re old enough to fight… but too old to be of much use for much longer.”

“What are you driving at?” Argrave held his hands out.

“The southern tribals,” Florimond turned back. “There’s bad blood between us. For centuries, there has been. Giving them arms, armor—that won’t be enough to put that to bed.” He looked back to the veterans. “We’ll be joining you.”

Argrave’s eyes widened. “What?”

“Even if the Vessels are wiped out, we have to make peace with the tribals,” Morvan noted. “We can’t function if we keep wandering about, isolated migrants roaming from hidden town to hidden town.”

Florimond nodded. “We need a place in this new world. And we won’t have one if we don’t get involved. The tribals need to know we’re their allies, not their enemies.” The old elf crossed his arms. “Durran’s a good man, but he can’t control everyone’s actions, everyone’s thoughts. Fighting with them, side-by-side… they’ll never forget that.”

“It’ll help if they’re afraid of us, too,” Yann noted.

“Well…” Argrave put his hand to his chin. “I’m not in the position to say no. I can take every bit of help I can get.”

“Then it’s settled.” Florimond reached up, grasping Argrave’s shoulder. “We’ll prepare. And then, tomorrow, I’ll lead my men into battle at your side.”

***

It was a cold morning. Durran sat there, watching the suns rise ever higher above the sky. He had donned his armor—wyvern scale armor—and sat atop rocks, arm wrapped around his glaive as it leaned against his shoulder. His wyvern, a great gray beast, lounged nearby, resting.

“Not a cloud in the sky,” Boarmask noted, staring out. “It’ll be a fine day for things.”

“Clouds mean rain,” Durran said. “It hasn’t rained in years.”

Boarmask grew silent at Durran’s answer, and the two watched the rising suns in silence.

“I meant what I said.” Boarmask broke the silence. “I’ll help you with Titus, when things are done.”

“And what will you do, hmm?” Durran turned his head. “Give him a fair trial? I don’t think we have the same idea of justice.”

“Every man deserves a fair trial.” Boarmask crossed his arms, plate armor creaking. “No matter what they’ve done.”

Durran shook his head. “Life isn’t fair. Don’t bother trying to make it so. You’ll just end up with a gut full of spite, loathing this twisted world.”

“Durran!” someone called out, and Durran twisted his head back. A warrior wearing wyvern scale hopped over the rocks, making his way over to the pair of them. “Durran, it’s your father.”

“What happened?” Durran rose to his feet. “Has he gotten worse?”

“No.” The warrior shook his head. “Better, actually. Best I’ve seen him all year. But… he’s asking to see you.”

Durran ground his teeth together. Then he held his glaive toward Boarmask. “Hold this. If you see Brium’s signal, blow the horn. You know the drill.”

Boarmask took the glaive, and then Durran set out, scrambling up the rocks adeptly. Eventually, the mountains cleared up into a large, open valley. The place was beautiful, overgrown with life, a large river running down its center. Homes had been built into the side of the valley, carved out from the rocks. Nearly each and every home had a wyvern just above it, nesting in a cave. People flew atop wyverns from place to place, and the place was a hive of activity.

Durran ran up the center of the valley, moving past the great mass of people as he followed the river. All were readying for war, their weapons prepared for combat and their armor at the ready. People seemed to bubble with excitement, young and old.

In the back, there was a crude stone palace. Durran paused at its foot, catching his breath, and then entered with slow, steady steps. The stream running down the valley originated from this place, and consequently, it was well-guarded. Wyverns and men both stood at attention here, watching and waiting. None barred Durran’s entry, and he made his way for the back.

Inside, there was a bed of stone holding an emaciated man with a large frame. His wispy white hair was silver from age, but the man still had powerful golden eyes. He rather resembled Durran, though seemed much sterner. A young woman attended to him.

As soon as Durran entered, his father’s golden eyes locked on him. “Boy,” he called out, voice hoarse.

Though his father’s voice was nowhere near as powerful as it once was, his words still had an almost instinctive effect. At once, he ran to his father’s bedside and kneeled.

His father grabbed his armor and shook him weakly. “What are you thinking?”

Durran offered token resistance, then seized his father’s wrist and pulled it away. “Father, you’ve just woken up. Don’t strain yourself. You may make things worse.” He looked to the woman attending him. “Give us some space.”

“Worse?” his father repeated as the attendant left. “I’ve got one foot in the grave, how much damned worse can it get?” He wheezed, then coughed. “But I hear it. Outside. Men preparing for war—it’s a sound I’d never forget. The nervous cheers.”

Durran took a deep breath and exhaled.

“Stop this foolishness,” his father said at once. “You bear my name, Durran. We don’t have the numbers to do this.”

“But I—”

“I won’t hear it. I am still chief. This ends, now,” Durran’s father commanded. “You will go outside. You will tell them my order. I will not have the last of our people, the last of our great beasts of war, perish in this assault.”

Durran stared at his father, saying nothing.

“Don’t give me that look, boy,” Durran’s father reprimanded. “I am still chief. Disobedience will not be tolerated. You have nephews eager and willing to take your place. You’re my son, true enough, but the tribe comes before you, before me.”

“You’re talking about banishing me?”

“Not talking about. Threatening. Key difference, boy.” The chief shook his head. “Now, go. Go!” he shouted, pointing out the door.

Durran rose to his feet, walking to the entrance. The female attendant made to go back inside, but Durran grabbed her wrist.

“My father said he wished for some time to be alone with his thoughts,” Durran said. “Give him some time. He’ll call you when you’re needed.”

The female attendant nodded, and Durran walked outside, staring out across the valley. His gaze was grim and torn, and he clenched his fists tight.

“All the times he chided me for being weak… now he wants me to back off?” Durran muttered.


Chapter 31

Brium stared down at the area beyond the walls of his tower, Cyprus, pushing a curtain aside to look through the barred window. A great abundance of people stood at attention behind him—most of them were ordinary humans, while two were Vessels. They were all armed for war. The Vessels were in their liquid form, silent and still, water tendrils wound like a snake poised to lunge.

At the walls surrounding the foot of the copper tower, a great blockade waited, tense and cautious. Soldiers formed the bulk of the ward, while the Vessels, some bearing gold and some bearing silver, acted as the commanders. They were organized, divided into three units numbering near two hundred each. The frontliners bore great tower shields burrowed into the ground, mindful of the archers posted on Cyprus’ walls. Those behind the shield-bearers kneeled, watching the walls and the giant gate of the tower between the small cracks in their allies’ shields.

The industry of Sethia had ceased and many of the people came to watch. Unlike the raid at Argent, the guard was organized, deliberately keeping people inside the walls. But even the guards, too, were consumed with curiosity and nervousness, casting glances toward the tower of Cyprus. People resorted to climbing the walls of Sethia to get a better view. The archers atop the city’s walls did not hinder those people.

“It’s like two animals snarling in each other’s face, practically at the throat, yet neither doing anything…” Brium mused. “Neither want the danger. Threatening. Posturing.” The Lord of Copper turned his head back. “Though we aren’t equals. One is a lion.”

“My lord,” Captain Jeralian said. “I don’t think we can delay much longer. They’ve been demanding you appear and be judged for near an hour.”

“It isn’t as though we’ll struggle in the fight ahead…” Brium shook his head. “But has he really disappointed me like this? Yarra wouldn’t let him. She’s more than a match for his party.”

“My lord,” continued Jeralian, frustrated. “What should I do?”

“Go and join the garrison.” Brium waved his hands, not even deigning to look back. “It’ll be another hour yet before they genuinely act. Gold and silver—shiny metals and intimidating besides, but ultimately weak and useless. Everything is in place.”

The Captain of the Guard moved off, his order received. Brium continued to watch.

“The Lords of Silver and Gold demand that Brium, Lord of Copper, appear to receive judgement for his heretical ideals!” the commanding Vessels shouted, remaining in physical form to do so.

A man wearing red and gold clothing, his face hidden by a red cloth wrap, also climbed up the walls of Sethia. He looked around, watching the soldiers blockade the gate to Cyprus. He reached into his pocket and pulled free a disc. It was silver, polished to the point it reflected the sun nigh perfectly. He held it level with his face, tilting it up and down in the direction of Cyprus.

The light of the suns above reflected on it, blinking at the archers on the opposite wall of Sethia. Though some were annoyed by the light, one of the archers reacted as though awoken. He stepped away from his companions, looking around, and went to an empty spot on the wall. He retrieved an arrow from a hidden crevice and nocked it silently.

Before any of his fellow archers could realize what was happening, the man pulled back his bowstring and fired the arrow recklessly at the blockade. The arrow sang as it traveled, leaving a noise like windchimes in its wake. A purple light trail appeared where it traveled—those closest saw that this trail of light was composed of strange runes.

When the arrow impacted with a soldier’s shield, black sand exploded in all directions with tremendous force. Screams of confusion and pain both split the air. The watching crowd in Sethia grew tense with uncertainty, murmuring to each other in shock. A sandstorm started to writhe in the wake of the explosion, black particles twisting about and battering those closest.

When the initial confusion settled, a single cry dissolved the uncertainty of the blockade.

“Attack!” one of the commanding Vessels shouted moments before their body dissolved into water.

The cry of war was soon echoed by the other commanders who followed the first Vessel in assuming their liquid form. Great masses of water exploded outwards, coursing toward the walls at the foot of Cyprus.

“What?!” shouted Brium, leaning close to the window. His composure was broken, but that did not last for long. He turned his head back. “Send the signal,” he directed one Vessel, his confusion and rage vanished in wake of a cold military demeanor. “And you—ensure that archer is caught.”

The Vessels could give no affirmative, but both moved at once, one writhing up the tower’s stairs to a higher level. The other moved past Brium, breaking the bars on the window to enter the fray quickly. The soldiers in the room moved, knowing their duty.

Brium sat on the window, watching the unfolding chaos. His hand gripped one of the broken bars. His fingers swelled as they clenched the metal as though filling up with water. The iron began to compress, creaking.

Below, the soldiers marched to the outer wall of Cyprus. The disciplined archers fired at them as they approached, their job only becoming easier as their targets marched closer. It might have seemed nonsensical. Walls were made to defend—without an opening, nothing could be done to those inside.

One needed a siege engine to break walls. The Vessels filled that role.

The commanding Vessels flowed past the warriors they led, infantile forms trailing along. Their liquid bodies braced against the walls, tendrils of water gripping into the stone. Then, like great battering rams, tendrils of torso-thick water struck out in unison. On the first blow, the thick iron gates rang like giant gongs, each Vessel’s blow leaving inch-deep impacts into the metal. The second blow came, wrenching the gates from the walls. The doors barely remained standing, stone crumbling where the hinges had been freed. When the third barrage of water struck the iron, the gates exploded backward as though blasted, crashing into the poorly maintained gardens of Cyprus.

Before the dust even settled, the attacking soldiers marched through the open gateway. The defenders dropped boiling oil at them through murder holes as they passed. It proved to be of varying effectiveness. Many blocked the assault with their shields, while some were hit, screaming in agony as the oil burned them.

The commanding Vessels did not follow their soldiers in assault. Instead, they writhed up the side of the walls, cresting the parapets and confronting the archers. As soon as the archers spotted the Vessels, they let out a primal screech of fear and ran. The closest chose to jump off the wall rather than confront the servants of Fellhorn.

The Vessels rampaged unopposed, pressurized jets of water cutting through any opponents with little resistance. They flowed along the wall, leaving a trail of blood and gore in their wake. Yet as one passed over a grate in the wall, a great geyser of water erupted. The assailant was one of Brium’s Vessels. The ambusher sought out the infant form of its foe, and the surprise attack landed cleanly. A burst of blood marked the first death of a Vessel.

At the top of Cyprus, the Vessel Brium ordered to send the signal materialized in physical form. Nude in light of her transformation, the woman stepped up to a strange apparatus, grabbing a bag of loose powder and dumping it into a metal cone. She pulled a latch nearby, and then stepped back.

A great copper flame erupted into the sky. The sound was deafening, the crude explosion echoing for miles. The flame was the same size as the tower itself and persisted for only a second or two before dissipating. It left a trail of smoke drifting into the sky, making Cyprus seem like a spent candle.

Sethia fell into chaos—the fighting force assaulting Cyprus was not the extent of the forces within the city. Vessels of differing allegiances moved to action, emerging from their estates and businesses to survey the situation and take action. The civilians in the city ran in a frenzy of fear and dread, their reckless stampede worsening the discord.

No one seemed to know the meaning of the flame signal, but soon enough, astute observers noticed the distant mountains stirring. Flying dots emerged from the rocky peaks, and the people felt their hearts beat faster. Soon, these far-off figures took form, solidity, winged forms resembling a locust plague come to ravage crops.

As the flying figures grew closer, the roars of the dreaded wyverns echoed against the black walls of Sethia. The people encased knew what those cries meant. To some, it heralded a forgotten past. To others, it was only a call heralding a coming flux.

Yet just as the wyverns told the people what approached, actions within the city made it clear that it was not coming—it was already here.

Cloaked figures bearing daggers glowing with purple runes stayed near the entrance of prominent places, waiting for Vessels to walk past. When they emerged, the hiding assassins ambushed their prey, stabbing with their daggers. Each blow landed sent black sand dancing through the air. A great many of the assailants failed—Vessels were difficult to fell.

Elsewhere, archers fired at the Vessels that had assumed a liquid form. The chiming of the arrows drowned out the panicked screams, and purple runes danced in Sethia. Each arrow exploded just as the first had, killing indiscriminately. Many more civilians were killed than Vessels. Nevertheless, the assault was devastating.

In minutes, every military force was mobilized. The guards of the city chose their allegiance. Though those belonging to Argent and Aurum were more numerous, the servants of Copper were well-organized, obviously anticipating the rebellion. Brium’s men quickly grouped up, seizing a portion of the city that was well-defended. They were joined by Vessels of the same allegiance.

A great many of Fellhorn’s faithful were torn between moving to confront the wyvern threat coming ever closer or the traitors in their midst. The purpose of the entire event—seizing Cyprus—seemed to have been forgotten as the city was torn by infighting.

Yet beyond the black rock and dirt hills surrounding Sethia, in the vast sand dunes of the great Burnt Desert, there was a wind stirring. It could not be a normal wind—it picked up black sand, winding it about as it rose ever upward into the air.

This wind continued to speed up, picking up more and more black sand, until it became a small tornado. Purple light shone within the whirling sand and wind, the twisting force rising ever upward toward the sky.

This tornado of black sand bent downward, bowing toward the town of Sethia. Like a tensed coil, it sprung forward, scattering purple light and clouds of sand in every direction. The corkscrew headed for the tower of Argent with a singular focus. People manning the silver tower screamed in fear and panic.

The veritable railgun struck the side of the tower with considerably less force than it appeared to have. A great curtain of sand descended, forming a stairway right up to the broken window of the tower of Argent. Near twelve people stood at the foot of the sand mound. Most striking among them were three exceptionally tall people with pale skin.

“Thanks for the ride,” Argrave called out, purple runes swirling around him.

“That was the last Sand Courser we had,” Florimond shouted. “How you knew of it baffles me.”

“Don’t think too much. Just focus on the battle ahead,” Argrave returned, placing his feet on the sand before him. “You boys have fun!”

Argrave started to climb up the newly made entryway, heading for Argent. Though he tried to run, he soon slipped, and Galamon had to stop him plummeting ten feet to the ground below. After this, the three of them proceeded slowly up to the silver tower of Argent.

The veteran southron elves turned toward the chaos ahead of them. Their explosive entrance had drawn much attention. Their figures were vague and uncertain, black armor shimmering against the sand. Each step they left seemed to be jittery, repetitive, and illusory. Their march forward was structured yet seemed unstructured. Such was the power of their magic.

Argrave made it to Argent and looked out across the vast chaos of Sethia.

“Good Lord. Talk about high stakes.” Argrave mused.

“Go inside,” Galamon grunted, pushing Argrave into Argent.


Chapter 32

Argent was a decadent place. The walls and floor were made of silver, polished so as to reflect all within its walls. Just about everything else was an imperial purple—furniture, carpets, curtains. These decorations had gemstones, and though bordering on gaudy, they did further the beauty of the place. It was truly a home for a lord, by Argrave’s reckoning. It was a shame, then, that such a pretty place was marred by the heartless bastard owning it.

The moment that Argrave’s feet met the silver ground of Argent, he activated the Blessing of Supersession. It felt like a cork in his chest had been removed—a cork holding back all the world’s oceans. His own magic supply felt meager and useless as absolute power rushed over him. The feeling was growing familiar, and that disquieted Argrave.

After a second of allowing himself to adjust to the feeling, Argrave held his hand out, using the C-rank [Electric Eel]. The magic constructs started to form in his hand, then jumped up into the air. One, four, thirteen, sixteen—their numbers amplified by the second. He threw away notions of the magic debt he’d accrue, focusing instead on one thing—ending this quickly.

“You said it’s on the seventeenth floor,” Galamon said, looking toward the stairs. “Is that up or down?”

“It’s the second highest floor, so up,” Argrave clarified, stepping toward the stairs.

The floor they were on was empty. All within had undoubtedly moved to confront the chaos outside and were on a lower floor—perhaps some who had been outside would be moving to confront Argrave, having seen his flashy entrance, but he doubted they’d make it here quickly.

Argrave kept a steady speed, diverting much of his attention to keeping the ever-growing cloud of electric eels from bumping into a wall and dissipating. He was tempted to send his Brumesingers ahead to scout, but he wasn’t confident he could maintain focus if he accepted yet more stimuli.

The stairs were, fortunately, a straight shot to the seventeenth floor. Galamon led, and Anneliese covered the back, her single Brumesinger trailing closely behind. She held Garm in hand, the severed head fully exposed. He watched Argrave, expression pensive—doubtless he had questions about the Blessing of Supersession. They kept a steady pace for a long while, passing by room after room of varying purpose.

After a time, Galamon stopped Argrave. “People above. A group. They’re scared… but not warriors,” he disclosed, voice echoing from his helmet.

Argrave paused, brain struggling between maintaining and growing the cloud of lightning above and digesting the information given to him.

“Oh.” Argrave nodded, the answer coming to him. “The breeders. It’s how the Lord of Silver maintains their appearance. They’re harmless, but there could be guards—Vessels. Be cautious.”

Galamon nodded, and then stepped up with quiet steps. Once they got far enough up the stairs, Galamon ducked quickly, dodging a burst of water that struck the ceiling behind and dented the silver. Anneliese stepped forward, conjuring a B-rank ward with her ring, and then the party advanced upward.

Jets of water assailed the ward, chipping at it, yet it remained firm—the attacks could not even be compared to Yarra’s. Two bodies of water danced about the luxurious room. A group of people was huddled in the back, but Argrave could not focus on them.

Galamon stepped out from the ward, his bow readied. He fired an arrow at one Vessel. The thing did not bother moving—the projectile aimed at a great mass of water and did not approach its infantile form, so perhaps it did not fear the attack. But the arrowhead was made of Ebonice, and where it touched, great portions of its body were rendered useless.

With its movements hindered, Argrave urged a great deal of the eels swirling above him to pursue the Vessel. It tried to flee, but with a diminished mass, it was slow. Near twenty sparking constructs struck the heart of the Vessel, and it immediately lost all purpose, leaving behind only a charred lump. Its water flooded the room, pushing aside beds.

The second Vessel in the room closed the distance instead of playing defensively. Galamon set aside his bow and retrieved his axe, stepping out to receive it. As it writhed along the surfaces of the tower while heading toward Galamon, it peppered them with small attacks.

The Vessel engaged with Galamon cautiously, striking out with non-committal attacks while its infantile form stayed in the back. Argrave looked for another opening, another opportunity to jump in, yet the Vessel remained cautious. Feeling frustrated by the loss of time, Argrave brought the bulk of his electric eels, sending them after the Vessel in a bullheaded rush intended to end things quickly.

The Vessel retreated, fleeing from the electric eels. Argrave’s attacks were fast, though, and soon enough, they managed to hit home. Writhing like a beheaded snake for but a moment, the Vessel died and its water dispersed, flooding the room. Argrave looked about, assessing for any danger. Eventually, he relaxed a little.

Screams echoed from the back, and Argrave’s gaze was directed toward the huddled people in the back of the room. The majority of their features were snow white—hair, skin, even eyebrows. There were many women, with only a few males in their number. Nearly all of the females were pregnant.

“The Lord of Silver is chosen from these people’s offspring. Their appearance is perceived to embody silver, and so they’re kept here,” Argrave explained to his companions with a bitter mutter. “The other lords each have something just like this.”

His voice seemed to spark fear—the majority of the albinos seemed to have a great deal of difficulty seeing properly judging by where they looked. Argrave continued to use [Electric Eel], intending to replenish the now-diminished supply.

No one took action, and so Argrave realized he’d have to do something. “The Vessels are dead,” he called out. “You should stay here, out of sight. Soon enough, everything is going to be over.”

“Argrave!” he heard Anneliese call out and whipped his head back.

She conjured a B-rank ward as she moved, then pulled Argrave into its cover. A jet of silver liquid slammed into the golden shield. It succeeded in halting the attack only for a second before its sheer power punctured the ward. Argrave tried to pull his head out of the way, but he felt heat on his ear—he’d been cut. The jet hit the wall behind, puncturing the metal and exposing the sky beyond.

The Lord of Silver, Quarrus, stood at the stairs, descending from a higher floor. His white hair danced through the air, almost alive, and his pink eyes were cold. Argrave prepared to cast his own ward, but the lord’s hand reformed from silver water into its physical shape.

“Brium’s mercenaries,” he said coldly, lowering his hand. His body began to bubble beneath his silver robes, expanding. “More capable than I imagined. Yet that ends.”

***

Battle made Durran forget all else. He’d forgotten his father’s decree that he would be exiled, he’d forgotten the coming confrontation with Titus…

Perhaps that was why Durran enjoyed it so. Or perhaps it was in his blood. He was from the proud southern tribes, incubated in the fires of war.

The wind whipped at his face and he clenched the reins of his wyvern tight in hand as it soared above the city of Sethia. The battlefield had become a site of wanton slaughter. The wyverns of the southern tribes attacked the Vessels, leaving those on Brium’s side alone—for now, at the very least. Durran was nervous with anticipation, having informed his men of the betrayal to come.

And dealing with hundreds alone, fighting boldly on the outskirts of the city, were the southron elves. Durran had heard tales of their terrifying prowess, and that proved to be true—Durran could not count them because of their strange illusion magic, yet perhaps ten of them faced hundreds, dancing through the ranks of the enemy and leaving innumerable dead in their wake.

“Durran,” shouted Boarmask above the whipping wind. “I need you to land. I need you to let me off!”

“What?” Durran returned. “Why?”

“Titus!” Boarmask shouted. “His men—they’re killing civilians!”

Durran looked down to Sethia below. It was difficult to spot Titus’ men. They moved mostly covertly. Yet still, as Durran flew about, he saw archers fire strange, enchanted arrows that seemed reminiscent of southron elf magic. Though aimed at Vessels, the damage caused by each projectile was devastating. People were buried beneath explosions of sand, whipped by sandstorms…

“Alright!” Durran shouted back, pressing down on his wyvern’s neck. Recognizing his command, the great beast descended toward the city. It eventually landed on the walls of Sethia, and Boarmask removed what was keeping him strapped to the wyvern and jumped down.

“What will you do?” questioned Durran.

“Help the people get to safety!” Boarmask shouted. “And deal with Titus, should I find him,” he said grimly.

In the far distance, a Vessel took aim at Durran. A jet of water pumped through the air. Unable to twist his body, he held his hand out and conjured a D-rank ward—it shattered, yet the jet was diminished enough that water splattered his face harmlessly.

“Good luck, pig!” Durran shouted to Boarmask as he pulled on the reins, and the wyvern jumped free of the city walls, ascending once more.

As he flew, Durran noticed something emerge from the top of the tower of Aurum. He thought he was hallucinating—the tower seemed to be growing. Further scrutiny clarified the image. Golden liquid poured out from the windows of the tower, rising up into the sky. It was like the purest honey at points, molten gold at others, and before long, Aurum seemed to possess a golden crown to match its splendor.

“The Lord of Gold…” Durran muttered to himself.

Crislia, the Lord of Gold, took her place atop the tower of Aurum. The sunlight above passed through her form, dappling the black desert and the war-ravaged Sethia with resplendent rays of gold. The mass of metallic liquid contorted, shimmered, as if adjusting.

With nary a sound, spikes of gold shot out, each and every one directed toward the many wyverns roaming about. The attacks were deadly and rapid, killing dozens in seconds. They tore through the great beasts, the pride of the southern tribals, as easily as parchment. Their prized mounts descended en masse in a fountain of blood.

Durran pulled on his wyvern’s reins, and the beast turned only barely enough to dodge the jet of gold directed at him. It tore through a stone building below, destroying it utterly. Durran felt the fear of death in every facet of his being… and he started to laugh. He spurred his wyvern onward, flying toward the golden monster.

The Lord of Gold’s form began to shimmer once again, and Durran knew it was preparing for another assault. Durran clenched on the reins tighter, roaring in tandem with his wyvern. Then, from Cyprus, a great blur of copper sprung forward as if launched. Brium slammed into the Lord of Gold, and the seemingly indomitable force was blown backward.

The Lords of Copper and Gold remained suspended in the air over Aurum, both falling ever so slowly, stunned. Liquid gold and copper rained down, scattered from the intensity of the impact. The metallic liquid drops turned to water once they contacted the earth. Durran pulled his wyvern around, trying to assess the situation better.

The two stunned lords surged to life, both masses of metallic liquid writhing, grappling each other. The battle seemed incomprehensible to a human eye—two masses of liquid contorting, shifting, straining in every direction. The Vessels’ heart—their infantile form—was not even visible. Durran knew only that he saw more gold than copper.

Brium pushed away suddenly, disentangling from the struggle. The Lord of Gold strained out, remaining fixed on the tower. As if coordinated, several purple streaks shot out from the city of Sethia. Durran was certain they were Titus’ men, but he could not confirm that.

The arrows struck the Lord of Gold in tandem, and black sand burst outward, powerful enough to contest the veritably godlike Vessel. Then, Brium’s assault resumed. The mass of copper liquid collided with the gold once more. A single copper spike shot through the gold form, and Durran barely spotted a flash of crimson on the other end.

Crislia, the feared Lord of Gold, started to sag. Her golden form turned to sludge, it seemed, blackened and rotted as she was inside. Then, it became water once more, and a great deluge of water fell upon the tower of Aurum, flooding all within its outer walls.

Durran knew, then, that the Lord of Gold had died.


Chapter 33

Argrave had been preparing for—and loathing—the possibility of a confrontation with the Lord of Silver, Quarrus.

One of Quarrus’ attacks had been sufficient to completely destroy a B-rank ward, and even left a hole in the silver wall beyond it. Argrave was confident in his enchanted armor… but he couldn’t deny his heart was beating the fastest it ever had. He pulled his duster’s hood over his head, drawing it tight as he watched the lord at the stairs.

The title of lord wasn’t one fabricated by the minds of men—it was a seat bestowed by Fellhorn. The Vessel’s non-physical forms took on some qualities of the metal they were named after. The liquid was denser, packing a harder punch while simultaneously offering better defense. Those qualities were dangerous enough, yet the true issue lay in the fact that the metallic veneer obscured the Vessel’s heart—their infant body.

Argrave had a plan. All of his companions knew it, even Garm. The setting—a room in Argent—was precisely as Argrave expected. They had all they needed to bring this plan to fruition. Yet the fact remained this: they were facing a force vastly more powerful than they were.

“Galamon,” Argrave called out, keeping his eyes locked on the Lord of Silver ahead. “A minute left ‘til the cork comes back on. Use the egg—stall, please.”

“I’ll do my duty,” Galamon said before Argrave had even finished speaking.

Argrave felt guilt and relief twinned when Galamon stepped forth, Ebonice axe in hand. Argrave stepped back with Anneliese, heading toward the center of the back of the room, opposite Quarrus.

The rings on the Lord of Silver’s hands clattered to the ground. His earrings phased through his ear, passing through his now-liquid body. His necklace, bracelets—they all fell, scattering down the stairs as Quarrus’ flesh faded in way of his silvery water.

“I need to spend my time readying the eels to capitalize on the opening we’ll make. I’ll trust you to lead me,” he told Anneliese bluntly as used the C-rank [Electric Eel], summoning sparking constructs. “The Brumesingers will help Galamon.”

“Right.” She nodded, not taking her eyes off the opponent ahead.

Argrave cast a druidic spell—a subset of the spell [Pack Leader]—and his small foxlike druidic bonds clambered down, bunching near his feet. He had given them an order to protect. They raised their heads and sang, their howls like windchimes. Mist started to rise out from their gray fur like steam, spreading across the room.

Quarrus’ liquid form steadily surged outwards, clinging to the walls so as to surround their party. The already silver walls were replaced by liquid, almost as though they’d turned to mercury. The water left by the deceased Vessels flowed toward his form, subsumed into the Lord of Silver’s Vessel. The windows were shrouded, and all sunlight ceased—the only thing keeping the place lit was the electric eels dancing above Argrave’s head, bathing the room in an eerie blue light.

The room’s reflections had been bad enough before, but as the silver occupied all of the walls, their reflections stretched on infinitely. Argrave saw himself, the breeder slaves, Galamon, Anneliese, and Garm, each and all reflected without end. The complete inability to stop Quarrus’ advance gave Argrave a sense of dread and powerlessness—not panic, though.

Spread out as he was, Quarrus could attack them from all directions. The tradeoff for spreading himself thin meant weaker attacks. ‘Weaker’ meant he was still strong enough to cut through flesh like butter, though.

Argrave had been counting on Quarrus doing this.

Galamon raised up his hand, holding a black object with an egg-like shape. It had purple runes on its surface. He tossed it on the ground forcefully…

And the room became black at once.

Galamon had used one of the southron elves’ war relics. Black sand spiraled out, a great winding tornado shrouding the room in chaos. The sand battered at Argrave from every direction, disorienting him yet further. The only thing visible was Galamon standing in the center—the sand was least dense there.

Argrave didn’t know much about the Vessels’ anatomy, but he knew they still needed to see, just as any human or elf. Already, Quarrus sent attacks at the elven vampire. The Brumesingers’ mist warriors appeared at Galamon’s side, drawing attention and causing the Lord of Silver to aim poorly.

Anneliese led Argrave away, seeking cover behind furniture in the grandiose room. Without sight, Quarrus sent out his attacks randomly. Metal creaked loudly when attacks missed, and screams echoed out from the breeder slaves, both rising above the din of the chaos. All the while, Argrave readied his eels ever diligently.

Twenty or so seconds passed, but they felt like an eternity. As the sandstorm thinned, Quarrus’ aim became better. He ignored the mist warriors, focusing only on Galamon.

With near forty eels in the air, Argrave shouted, “Ready!”

His words were met by a deadly barrage of silver from the lord surrounding them. Anneliese conjured a ward as she led Argrave along. The Lord of Silver’s attacks, though spread-out and ostensibly weaker, still pierced the B-rank ward. Argrave took hits in the shoulder. The enchantments on his armor protected him, yet it felt like a mule had kicked him.

Galamon reached into a satchel, retrieving a cube. He was about to press something on its surface, but Quarrus diverted all of his attention to the elf. Numerous jets of silver shot out from the wall, forcing the vampire to dodge. The dodge had been anticipated, though—more attacks followed, a thick volley striking Galamon just below the shoulder.

Argrave barely processed what was soaring through the air until it landed a few feet from Argrave. Galamon’s arm had been severed cleanly, the cube still clenched in its hand. The vampire’s cry of agony split the air, reminiscent of the guttural roar of a demon.

The assault did not relent there. Quarrus sought to finish Galamon, striking from all angles. The vampire moved differently than he had before, dodging more like animal than something intelligent. It proved effective—Galamon dodged the next wave of silver spikes, then ran, path unpredictable. The sight of Galamon’s movements brought back repressed memories, and Argrave felt fear as he recalled Barden.

Quarrus hounded Galamon relentlessly. The elven vampire ran with speed unmatched, blood pouring from his arm. He headed for the back of the room. There, the breeder slaves sought refuge. Galamon seized many of the slaves, screaming, and overturned a bed, hiding himself beneath it. Quarrus hesitated in the attack, as though fearing to damage the slaves nearby.

Argrave felt repulsion, guilt, horror, as he knew what Galamon was surely doing. With blood, Galamon would regenerate. In his frenzied state, many would surely die. At the same time, beneath all the guilt was a twisted relief that his companion would not die.

Anneliese crawled out, grabbing Galamon’s arm and sliding it over to Argrave. Realizing her intent, Argrave kneeled, pulling at Galamon’s gauntleted fingers. His grip proved tenacious, but Argrave freed the cube.

“Galamon!” Argrave shouted, the southron elf war relic in hand. “The arrowheads!”

Yet his voice was returned with nothing. Quarrus devoted his attention to attacking Argrave and Anneliese, evidently unwilling to damage his valuable breeding stock to kill Galamon. It was a symptom of arrogance—the Vessel did not believe his life was threatened.

“Galamon!” Argrave shouted, conjuring a ward with his ring to block a barrage of silver liquid. He could feel the magic in the ring diminishing—he was running out of wards to conjure. Four, maybe more.

“The arrowheads!” Argrave shouted once more, his voice joined in chorus with Anneliese.

Another voice broke through the chaos. “Hold me up!” Garm shouted.

Anneliese looked down to Garm in her hands.

“Trust in me!” the head shouted.

Argrave nodded vigorously, and Anneliese raised Garm without a second’s delay. A spell matrix conjured before his eyes, and then a black and red wave scattered about the room. He heard another guttural howl—Galamon’s, undoubtedly.

“Throw the arrowheads!” Garm shouted, voice enhanced by a strange magic.

The Lord of Silver attacked once more, foregoing small rapid attacks in favor of a single strong one. It proved effective, this time—it broke past Argrave’s ward, taking him in the leg. Argrave fell to the ground, screaming. As he lay there, a bag landed beside his head, black arrowheads spilling out.

Argrave pushed past the pain, grabbing the bag of arrowheads. He pushed an indent in the cube, and it lit up with purple runes. He loaded the spilled arrowheads into the bag, then cast the cube inside, giving the bag a shake.

In no position to manage a good throw, Argrave held the bag out to Anneliese. She understood what he wanted, taking the bag in hand. She tossed it to the center of the room. As it bounced before coming to a stop, Argrave feared the bag would open, and the cube would slide out… yet it did not.

Argrave took cover behind a bed, bringing Anneliese along with him. Purple light exploded from the bag. Argrave felt small fragments batter his body and lost all hearing—all sound was replaced by a constant ringing.

The Ebonice arrowheads had been caught in the center of the war relic’s explosion, fragmenting and scattering about the room. Once even the smallest shard of fragmented Ebonice met with the Vessel’s body, they would dispel his power vested in him by Fellhorn. It was but a moment… but that moment was enough to expose Quarrus’ heart.

Argrave spotted Quarrus’ true form at once, newborn form suspended in the center of the room as it clung to the ceiling. Though the Ebonice fragments had struck some of Argrave’s electric eels, dispelling them, enough remained—four. He willed them toward Quarrus’ infantile form. The Vessel saw its coming doom and tried to relocate its body, but it was split apart too severely to flee.

The electric eels struck home, sparking. Argrave saw something fall. He couldn’t distinguish it at first, but he realized Quarrus had severed his connection with the water to avoid being hit. The Vessel’s infant body landed atop one of the breeder slave’s beds. It cried loudly, like any infant might.

Argrave sat up in panic, causing another wave of blood to pour from his leg. He raised his hand, ready to dispatch it with a final spell. One of the slaves stood, running across the room. He feared the woman intended to protect the child. She reached her hands out, and Argrave steeled himself to finish things as his hearing returned.

Yet he did not have to. The Lord of Silver’s slave dealt the finishing blow, screaming in rage and sorrow. Silence followed, and time seemed to freeze. All of the water in the room turned black then exploded, surging out the windows and the freshly-made holes in the wall.

Argrave collapsed backward, barely able to keep his head above the rushing tide. Anneliese pulled him atop one of the beds.

“You are bleeding. Stay still,” she directed, setting Garm aside. “I will heal you.”

“Just the leg.” Argrave shook his head, teeth clenched tight. “Just enough to walk. Then… check if Galamon is fine. Physically… and otherwise. We have to hurry. Not much further yet.”

“I live,” cut in a cold growl, and Galamon moved across the room. He held his helmet in hand. His mouth and neck were covered with blood. The stump where his arm once was already twitching and writhing. It grew, reconstituting.

Argrave tensed as Galamon approached, fearing the vampire. Galamon strode up to Argrave’s bedside and grabbed Garm by the hair.

“What did you do?” Galamon demanded of Garm.

“Saved everyone,” said the head.

“The hunger… it’s afraid. Afraid of you,” Galamon insisted.

“It’s necromancy. Obviously,” Garm spat.

“Galamon…” Argrave raised his hand up. “Let go of him. It’s over.”

Galamon looked down at Argrave. It wasn’t rage in his eyes, nor bloodlust. It was something else. Argrave couldn’t place it. But eventually the vampire acquiesced, setting Garm down gently. Argrave’s Brumesingers jumped up to the bed, sitting beside his stomach.

“I… will watch the stairs,” Galamon said, putting his helmet on. He grabbed his arm off the ground, then moved away.

Argrave looked to Anneliese, seeking her insight.

She shook her head. “He isn’t fine. But he can get through this.”

Argrave nodded, stifling his uncertainties. He knew the spell Garm had cast. He wasn’t worried about Galamon’s condition. The spell, [Voice of the Corrupt], merely terrified the spirits of the undead—Argrave supposed Garm had used it to bring Galamon back to his senses.

But that spell was B-rank, meaning Garm was capable of using spells of that rank. That, alone, was alarming enough… yet the spell used fragments of souls. Typically, a necromancer would use sacrifices to fuel it.

Failing that, one’s own soul would degrade.

Argrave stared at Garm, complicated thoughts disturbing his brain.

No time for the third degree, not now. He’s an ally—even if I can’t trust him, his life is tied to ours, and I know he wants to live. The Wraith’s Heart is close at hand… and after that, the Lord of Copper. Argrave lifted his head, feeling the soothing healing magic from Anneliese seize his leg.

“Let’s end this well,” Argrave said, looking up at Anneliese.

She met his gaze, then gave a determined nod.


Chapter 34

Argrave grabbed a silver handle from a shelf, pulling free a black box. It was large, and he was unprepared for the weight—Anneliese put her hand beneath it to stop Argrave from dropping it. They lowered it to the ground together. It was a black cube chest with a silver locking mechanism.

The four of them stood in Argent’s treasury, entirely unopposed. The place was a fitting treasury for the Lord of Silver… but quite disappointing for Argrave. Fine art, silver statues, or sculptures of lords past might indeed be quite expensive, but Argrave would have preferred enchanted items. In Heroes of Berendar, you might be able to sell an expensive painting to a blacksmith—that wouldn’t fly, here.

Instead, Galamon wrenched free gemstones from statues and poured boxes of jewelry into their lockbox. Once the box was full, he moved on to the backpacks, haphazardly tossing valuables in alongside the books and supplies he held. The elven vampire still had a grim air to him—he was far paler than normal, and instead of dour, he seemed enraged. His arm had healed to the elbow already, yet it seemed to be taking much out of the vampire. He drank from his flasks very frequently, draining them one by one.

Argrave knelt down to the chest, lifting it open—Quarrus had not bothered to lock it. There was a silver medallion within, atop a pillow of purple silk. It was a strange, primitive looking thing, with strange letters on it. In its center, a woman held a horn up, pouring water from it.

“The inheritance medallion.” Argrave raised his head to look at Anneliese. “With this gone… no more Lords of Silver. No one will ever hold this seat again.”

Anneliese looked at him seriously. “Is that… prudent, taking it?”

“Well… the ancient gods are a bit more vindictive than the others. At the same time, they don’t pay much attention to the mortal world. I think.” Argrave took the medallion. “Destroying it might be problematic. Merely taking it, though…” Argrave weighed the medallion in his hand, then stuffed it into his pocket. “Every bit helps.”

Argrave stood from the box, walking to a corner of the treasury where things remained more on the curio side of things. He opened a few boxes—most of them were worthless things, truly just oddities—but eventually, he saw what he’d been looking for within. He turned the box in question about.

A gray, slightly transparent model heart lay within the plain box. Argrave touched it. The thing was lifelike enough that Argrave would not have been surprised to feel heat, but it was dormant. In the wake of the grim battle not moments ago, he could not muster the excitement he’d been anticipating at obtaining the Wraith’s Heart, the final piece he needed to become black-blooded.

“Time to go.” Argrave turned around. “Leave the rest of the treasure. Maybe the freed breeder slaves can take…” Argrave trailed off, feeling the words weren’t fitting with Galamon’s presence.

“We should assess things in Sethia, alter our plans accordingly,” Anneliese suggested.

“Getting out is more important than doing some people-watching. Quarrus made a big commotion, both by fighting and dying—might be some of his underlings are sauntering up those stairs. While it’s a fight we can win, I’d rather sidestep it altogether,” Argrave commented, stepping toward the stairs.

“…what of the albinos?” Anneliese asked quietly. “They saw—”

“Leave them,” Galamon interrupted. “Please. I’ve done enough damage.”

Argrave stared at his vampire companion. He couldn’t recall him ever saying ‘please’ before.

“Galamon… you couldn’t—”

“Walk, Argrave,” he interrupted. He raised his severed arm up—the forearm was already taking shape. “I could’ve done something. I took responsibility for all the pain my hunger causes when I chose not to die all those years ago.”

Argrave could say nothing in response, and so he turned toward the stairs.

***

Durran’s wyvern reared its head back, swinging its horns upward into the Vessel’s body. The water resisted like taut rope, but eventually the wyvern’s strength prevailed, and water scattered. The Vessel’s heart pulled away, seeking safety. Durran cut the straps on his saddle, freeing his body from the wyvern’s back. He strode up his winged reptile’s head, jumping from its snout in pursuit of the infant form of the Vessel.

The distance between him and his target seemed too great, even with the reach of Durran’s long glaive. As he dropped, he readied a spell in one hand. He threw his glaive forward, and then sent out a burst of wind magic to propel his weapon. The glaive whistled through the air, striking the Vessel’s physical form cleanly.

Durran fell more than dozen feet, landing on solid stone. He grunted in pain, glancing down at his leg—blood dripped out of his wyvern scale boots, onto the paved streets. Something had broken, obviously, and badly. Water rained down on him from the dead Vessel. He laughed as it drenched him, teeth still clenched tight in pain.

He stood on one leg and hopped down the street, keeping a hand to the wall to support himself. He retrieved his glaive, then whistled. His wyvern craned its neck down to reach him, and Durran grabbed hold of its horns, maneuvering gracefully until he took a seat on the saddle. He pulled up on the reins, keeping a low profile to avoid being pulled from the back of his mount by fierce winds.

Durran’s wyvern was one of the few still remaining in the sky. Others had been injured and could not fly. Others were outright killed. Their attacking force had been devastated… yet the city of Sethia more so. At this point, ruined buildings had become more common than standing ones. Corpses lay everywhere. The streets were buried beneath black sand and rubble.

As he flew higher, his gaze went to Argent. Water poured from one of its top floors. The Lord of Silver had been fighting there… and judging by the waterfalls coming out of the windows and freshly made holes, he had lost utterly. Durran couldn’t picture what had gone down there. He had seen the Lord of Gold—he had been seconds from dying to her. He could not picture a way to end her.

But more presently, he saw the Lord of Copper.

The copper mass of liquid seemed indomitable as it writhed about the city, dispatching opponents indiscriminately. Brium had not yet betrayed them, but Durran could see it coming as clear as day. This well-executed betrayal on Brium’s end showed his true nature… and more simply, Titus had confirmed it.

The men underneath Titus were much of the reason the city had become as it was. Though Durran did not know how, they brought a great trove of weapons to the field—southron elf war relics. Titus’ people destroyed many Vessels, yet their victories came at a great loss of life.

Durran held his hand to his leg, casting low rank healing magic he knew in a desperate attempt to heal his wound. As he soared above, he saw the last of Brium’s guardsmen storm the final holdout of the forces beneath Argent still standing in Sethia. An overwhelming feeling of dread came over Durran as he realized that things were coming to a close and the truth would come to light in seconds.

***

Brium took form atop one of the highest buildings in Sethia—the belltower. The bell had fallen down and crashed amidst rubble, but the top of the building was largely intact. Brium, human form reassumed, sat on the edge, observing the battlefield.

He was furious. Things had gone very well—his forces had defeated all of those within Sethia with ease. Though he was worried about the confrontation with Quarrus, his worries were unfounded. The mercenary, who he initially thought had disappointed him, proved to be far greater than what he promised, single-handedly eliminating the Lord of Silver.

Yet Titus had ensured that his conquest earned him not a verdant paradise, but a war-torn ruin. The southern tribals and the citizens both died in numbers far too great. Brium had wanted Sethia—he seemed likely to obtain a shadow of its glory now, now.

And even as he watched, the southern tribals moved away from his men, moved away from the heart of the city. Their movements made it obvious—they knew of what Brium intended to do. Another machination of Titus, to be sure.

As Brium sat, far removed from the conflict, his vision twisted. He was drawn to the sight at once, for his vision was typically flawless. In the far distance, two balls attached by a rope twirled through the air—they stayed suspended in midair, unmoving, purple light twirling around them. Brium squinted. They seemed to be growing, far in the distance. Brium felt curiosity, but no danger.

Brium’s head reeled back and he grunted in pain. The balls hadn’t been growing larger—they’d been growing closer. Magic must have affected his sight. He stood, climbing further up the roof. His vision was dyed red and distorted, and he was near certain his cheekbone had been cracked.

As he turned, he saw a glaive swinging for his chest. Brium raised a hand, but the glaive soared over and struck his neck. No blood came, though—his flesh had already liquified.

“Damn,” cursed a warrior whose words sounded muddled—his voice sounded like something was wrong with his nose. “Should have gone for the neck first.”

Brium’s flesh morphed into liquid, and his copper body spread out. The southron elves swarmed near him like pests. The Lord of Copper could not distinguish where they were—they seemed to be twenty and five simultaneously, blinking in and out of existence.

“Think we need the biggest prize, boys!” Corentin shouted, voice distorted and echoed by the strange illusion magic of his people. “Well, the biggest left unclaimed. It’s third place, but it’s on the rankings. Only way the people won’t forget our generous contribution, am I right?”

“We can’t make a trophy out of it,” Florimond noted, voice similarly garbled. “Turns to water, after all. At least we can drink him. Wonder if he tastes like copper.”

Brium took in the waters vested in him by Fellhorn, letting their nature calm his rage before he blindly attacked the new foe.

Crislia and Quarrus both died because of arrogance. I will not meet the same fate.

The Lord of Copper surged down the belltower, striking its base. The thing cracked incredibly loudly, then began to crumble. The bell near the top fell once more, ringing once before being smothered and muted by rubble. His vision was affected by the blow to his eye, but he still had sight sufficient to get to a place of safety.

Brium took flesh once more. “We go on the defensive! Follow my lead!” he shouted. “Heed my words, as the new Lord of Sethia!”

Leaving this directive, Brium once again assumed his liquid form. The people under his command obeyed his command quickly and relayed his command just as fast. In not a minute, the quieting battlefield once again became consumed by conflict.

“It runs well,” complimented a voice from behind Brium. A mighty slash followed it, meeting the Lord of Copper’s form. It was ineffective, but Brium reeled away due to the fact that he was entirely ignorant of his foe’s approach.

“This’ll be troublesome,” noted Florimond, standing atop a high building. Brium fired a copper jet, yet it seemed to pass through his chest as though the elf wasn’t present at all.

“We have to hit its heart, don’t we?” Morvan said, standing atop Sethia’s walls. “A bit hard to see… but as long as we keep at it, we’re bound to hit something. Or… I guess we’ll die.”

“Told you not to throw that damned sling,” Yann rebuked. “Could’ve chopped his head off.”

“Don’t give him a hard time. That big pale bastard, Galamon, said he axed one on the head—it lived. Wouldn’t have been that easy,” Morvan returned defensively.

The southron elves stood before the Lord of Copper, isolated amidst enemies. Yet the Lord of Copper stayed still, cautious of his incomprehensible foes.


Chapter 35

“The dangerous thing about Brium is…” Argrave trailed off as he stared out over the city of Sethia, standing atop the mound of sand that had been built by the Sand Courser.

Argrave had chosen what he thought was the ‘right thing.’ He’d endeavored to liberate the city from the hands of the Vessels, even if it did create some uncertainty and loss of time. Yet now… Sethia was the worst he had ever seen it. Heroes of Berendar never had an outcome with such devastation, such loss of life.

“What is it?” Anneliese interrupted Argrave’s thoughts.

Argrave shook his head. “The dangerous thing about Brium is that he always fights as though the opponent is stronger; cautiously, with contingencies. All the desperation of a cornered rat. Guess that was something taught by being surrounded by two powerhouses—silver and gold.” Argrave kneeled down. “Those damned southron elves… I’d ask what they’re thinking, but I know. Honor and glory.”

“Argrave,” Galamon called out. “Skyward.”

Heeding Galamon’s words, Argrave looked upward, scanning the blue sky marred by drifting black sand. A gray wyvern cut through the air at them. Argrave stood, readied, yet it began to slow.

Durran’s wyvern gripped onto the side of Argent, using wings and legs both. The claws against metal creaked unpleasantly—sounded like nails against a chalkboard, almost—yet the creature did stop.

“Hey,” Durran called out, shouts rising above his wyvern’s labored breathing. “I’ve got a trade for you.”

“War profiteering?” Argrave returned. “Hardly the time. I’ve got things to do.”

“Heal my leg,” he pointed down, “and I’ll take you to the skies.”

Argrave furrowed his brows, looking to Anneliese. She nodded and whispered, “He is being serious.”

Argrave turned his head back. “We want to get near the fight with Brium.”

“Gods above…” Durran shook his head. “Fine. I’ll land near the bottom of this mound—come quickly. Think I feel my damned leg bone pushing against the armor.”

Argrave flashed a thumbs up, then turned to move. Behind, Durran’s wyvern soared through the sky. Powerful winds assailed them, loosening sand, and Argrave slipped. He collapsed to his back and started to slide down the hill of sand nauseatingly quickly. The Brumesingers in his clothing yelped in terror as Argrave used all of his spatial coordination to stop from careening off the side.

The terror ended when Argrave’s feet met the ground outside Sethia. He straightened his back and shook his duster free of sand, doing his best to act as though he wasn’t on the verge of vomiting in fear. Durran’s mount landed a fair distance away, walking on its two legs toward them.

The southern tribal fell off his mount’s back ungracefully, landing on his side. Anneliese rushed down, but instead of tending to Durran, asked Argrave at once, “Are you hurt?”

“Some bruises tomorrow, maybe.” Argrave shook his head, very proud his voice didn’t waver. “Deal with him.”

Anneliese moved to Durran and started to treat his wound. The man did indeed have bone sticking out of his leg, but with everything still attached, he could be healed. Argrave and Galamon put their things in the wyvern’s saddle, preparing to ride. They paid special attention to Garm’s situation, ensuring nothing would come free. In two or so minutes, they were ready to move. It felt like hours to Argrave.

“Magic… is a thing of beauty.” Durran sighed as he tested his leg.

“Ruminate later,” Argrave directed, pointing to the wyvern. “Liftoff, pilot.”

With one final step, Durran moved toward his mount, gracefully assuming the rider’s position. Argrave got atop its back as well, followed by the other two.

“Heavy load,” Durran noted.

“She can take it.” Argrave shook his head.

Durran pulled up on the reins, looking back. “How do you know it’s she?” he questioned as his beast took to the skies.

“Larger. Horns. Cleft tail,” Argrave said at once.

With a jump and powerful beats of its wings, the gargantuan reptile started to gain altitude. Argrave was fine with heights, but he could not deny he felt nervous.

“Did you really kill the Lord of Silver?” Durran questioned, shouting above the noise.

“No, I found him like that,” Argrave shouted back, holding onto the back of Durran’s saddle. “Genius question, by the way.”

Durran asked no more questions, holding his glaive in one hand and the wyvern’s reins in the other. He led his mount toward the distant battle between the southron elves and the Lord of Copper, where purple light and echoing booms danced about the air. Titus’ men, coupled with the southern tribals, had taken care of most other resistance.

Riding a wyvern was a terrifying yet wonderful thing. He could feel the beast’s presence beneath him, and his body shifted slightly every time it moved its wings. The wind battered at him intensely, wearing at his grip constantly unless he kept a low profile. The speed was not ludicrous, yet it was far faster than was comfortable. The experience made Argrave think of freedom, strangely.

With trepidation, Argrave freed one hand, using his own magic reserve to conjure more electric eels. He stopped at eight, for he felt half of his magic was gone by that point. The sparking constructs easily kept pace with the wyvern.

“I’ll land with my allies,” Durran called out. “They’re preparing to help the elves, looks like. This fine with you?”

“Yeah,” Argrave answered.

Durran started to bring his beast down, and Argrave soon realized where he wanted to land. Men cleared out of the way for the wyvern to land atop a largely ruined building. The wyvern collapsed amidst rubble, and Argrave gingerly hopped down from the creature, landing beside its wings.

The Brumesingers emerged, finding flat ground as solace. One of them climbed up to his shoulder and nipped his ear, as though to express its displeasure at the constant rapid movement—Argrave could not muster indignance.

“This satisfies you?” called out Durran, not dismounting.

“Yeah. I’ll take things from here.” Argrave nodded.

“That’s elven magic!” a man’s voice roared out. “All the deaths, tribals and city-dwellers alike, they were caused by southron elf weapons, southron elf interference!”

The voice was loud enough that it could not be ignored, and Argrave turned a tired head toward its source.

“They may be fighting at our side, but they are not on our side!” a grizzly tribal insisted.

“Belhard!” Durran shouted. “Now is not the time. Unity!” Many in the crowd echoed Durran’s sentiment, shouting their agreement.

“Unity cannot bring back my brother!” another disagreed—a guardsman from Sethia, likely under Titus. “That elven magic—we see it happening even now, in their battle against the Vessel! There is a reason our ancestors wiped the southron elves out. Let them fight the Lord of Copper alone. Regardless of the winner, we end them after!”

Argrave felt the need to say something, but he was an outsider flanked by elven companions—and moreover, none of these people knew him. His voice was a foreigner’s voice. He knew his contribution would be unwelcomed.

“Anneliese?” Argrave questioned, hoping she might think of something.

“…all I can think of is helping the southron elves now, having them speak for themselves,” she suggested.

“Alright. Best we’ve got.” Argrave nodded, then grabbed her elbow, moving her along to the distant fight between the elves and Brium.

But then a bell rang out, and everyone’s attention was directed to that. Once the loud sound quieted, a voice rose above it, shouting, “People!”

Titus stood at a high point, overlooking the crowd. He held something to help project his speech—only a cone, but it sufficed.

“People on the roofs,” Galamon noted. “Archers. We should be ready to find cover… especially if they still have those elven arrows.”

Argrave scanned around, barely spotting them with Galamon’s directions.

“People of Sethia!” Titus shouted out. “The magic weapons used in today’s battle were not from the southron elves,” he disclosed grandly. “It is their magic… but they did not give them to the combatants!”

A chorus of voice saying a multitude of things followed, but Titus turned around and rang a large bell once again.

“The southron elves got involved in this fight because of one man.” Titus held his hand out. “They gave this man supplies, relics of their people… and even joined the fight themselves! They are our allies!”

Argrave frowned, catching where this was headed. The southern tribals within the crowd, too, caught on at once.

“Durran distributed the elven war relics to agents within the city!” Titus pointed. “The elves trusted that man with their weapons… and he ordered the wholesale slaughter of the people within Sethia, to ensure his control of the city would be completely unopposed!”

“That’s nonsense!” Durran shouted. “Complete garbage! I didn’t even know the elves were coming to the fight!”

“People of the tribes—who was the sole point of contact between the elves and the tribes?” Titus spread his arms out. “It was Durran! He was the sole person to speak to them!”

Argrave had a bad sensation in his stomach as his brain followed people’s thoughts.

Durran was the intermediary between the tribes and the elves.

Durran was one of few tribals to leave the tribes and enter the city, usually secretly—the tribals had no idea of who he spoke to.

The elves had promised weapons alone to the people of the tribes. Argrave wasn’t sure if this was public knowledge, but it was a damning thing if brought to light.

All of these points in tandem with people’s grief and rage… Simply put, Durran was shaping up to be public enemy number one. Argrave looked to Anneliese, and she looked very worried.

Argrave shouted out, “I brought the—”

His voice was quickly drowned out by the thousands of others. He had wished to bring his role in things to light—enough to stall for time to get the southron elves to weigh in.

“Argrave,” Anneliese said into his ear. “We should prioritize dealing with Brium. None of the truth can be brought to light if the elves don’t—”

An explosion rocked the earth, and Argrave’s head darted to the side. A blast of purple magic of the same magnitude they had caused within Argent filled the sky above Sethia. Copper water showed the streets and roofs, reflecting the sunlight splendidly as they fell.

Then the copper water turned to black.

“They… won,” Argrave said as he realized. “We need to hurry.” He pulled Anneliese forward. “If we’re to remedy this, the southron elves might be the only way we have.”

Anneliese nodded. She and Galamon followed behind Argrave, hurrying to the site of the battle.

The place was utter mayhem. The streets had been torn apart, the buildings were nearly all collapsed, and there was a great crater in Sethia where the battle had been centered.

Many of the veteran southron elves laid dead, their illusory armor still flickering and distorting their figure. Argrave scanned things, horrified, looking for any alive. He spotted one person kneeling before a body, and rushed up.

Florimond knelt there, hand to his chest. Morvan lay before him. It looked like he had been cut across the chest. The wound was deep, cutting past the ribs. He was dead.

“He’s joined… his daughter, now,” Florimond called out as they approached. “They’re all joining family members. All except me.”

“Florimond…” Argrave began, hesitating to ask him for help yet again in wake of the death before them.

“Don’t call me dead yet,” another voice cut in, and Argrave turned his head. Corentin pushed out a piece of rubble, then collapsed. “Got my leg. Gods damn it all…”

Florimond stood from Morvan’s corpse, moving to help Corentin. He supported the man with his shoulder, and the two rose to their feet. The wound to his leg couldn’t be healed—the flesh had been severed completely. Fortunately, the bleeding was staunched.

“Argrave,” Florimond called out. “We won.”

Argrave was stunned, but he replied, “You did,” almost habitually.

“And we won alone,” Corentin noted. “None will forget that. Florimond threw one of our relics, smacked it with the side of his glaive, right into the copper bastard’s mass. The thing exploded inside him. Devastating.” Corentin shook his head.

Argrave nodded, then decided to bite the bullet and tell them what was happening. “I can’t let you rest yet. There’s—”

“Someone was using our magic,” Florimond noted. “I know it. And we need to clear our names.”

“It may… be beyond saving,” Anneliese noted, watching the crowd. “The whole crowd is aflame. And many of them are collaborating with Titus. His people are the most numerous in the crowd—I am sure of it. If he can buy their loyalty in battle, he can buy their words in a crowd.”

Argrave took a deep breath, mind whirling. “Titus wants complete control of the city,” he said.

“I agree.” Anneliese nodded. “He wants to eliminate all competing leaders. There is only one left, now—Durran.”


Chapter 36

In the alleyways of Sethia, someone crawled away on their knees, veritably pulling themselves forward using the walls. They pushed aside rubble, heaving, then eventually collapsed against a building, breathless.

“Haah… haah,” the man breathed. Covered in grime, dust, and sand, the man was entirely nude. He was ridiculously skinny, appearing both dehydrated and starved. His hair and eyes were brown. His skin was the color of copper.

If any of the residents of the city saw him, they would know he was unmistakably the Lord of Copper.

Brium did not consider himself a fool. He knew when he had lost a battle. His enemies waited beyond, letting the elves tear at him like wolves hunting a lion. All of his allies were vanquished. His death was inevitable. As such, rather than perish, he elected to commit the only cardinal sin for Vessels of Fellhorn—severing his connection with the ancient god.

Two Vessels before Brium had done such a thing. It was an abominable act, and all who had done it had died miserably. Brium was no more than a mortal man, now. He looked much older than he once did—near forty, his true age. He was weak, friendless, and surrounded by people hostile to him. But he was alive, and that alone was sufficient.

After having caught his breath, he tried to rise to his feet. Something stopped him from doing so. Brium raised his head up, only to see a man in plate armor holding a boot to his shoulder.

Boarmask stood there. His namesake, the boar helmet, was badly dented. Part of the mock boar’s eye was caved in. His armor had been ripped asunder in many places, and even now, the man was bleeding.

“Planning an escape?” Boarmask questioned. “You aren’t why I’m stalking these streets. But the world must consider itself fortunate that I was watching. A tyrant such as you cannot escape judgement.”

Brium raised his hand up. He opened his mouth, but his tongue was dry, and he could form no words. Boarmask raised his mace up. Light fell onto his helmet, revealing a blue eye as cold as the deep sea.

“Reap the misery you have sown.”

Boarmask’s mace descended. After a second, the man pulled away his foot and mace both.

“Gods above, nurture these souls I send to you, wicked though they may be,” Boarmask prayed as he cleaned his mace. “There is one more I must send to meet you. I beg of you—watch over me, and ensure I walk the righteous path.”

Boarmask limped into the alleyway, where Titus’ voice grew ever louder.

***

Now that Titus had brought his plan into light, many of the oddities and inconsistencies throughout their journey started to make sense to Argrave.

Regarding the weaponry… the only place where that many elven war relics could be found was in Malgeridum, deep within a cordoned section of the mines. Titus presumably found them there. The revolt was likely a distraction to move them—and it would explain why Anneliese noticed Titus was nervous and anticipatory.

His strange, uncertain allegiance started to make sense, if only just. Since he knew much about Durran and the tribals, he had likely been the intermediary between them and Brium. He was near certainly the Lord of Copper’s primary agent in this coup, influencing guards and population alike.

The mystery remaining, though, was how this dye merchant had grown to this position of prominence. Was it a variation between fiction and reality? Was it a set of coincidences, one after another? Had Argrave brought this about by changing things? Or were powers beyond Argrave’s ken influencing matters?

Argrave stepped into the square where the victors gathered, listening to Titus. Blue eels sparked and swirled around him dramatically. His Brumesingers flanked him, filling the air with their mysterious fog as they sang their chiming song. Following behind were Anneliese, Galamon, and the southron elves. Everyone noticed their presence—flashing lights and growing mists were eye-catching, after all.

If they wanted to be heard in a large crowd, they must be seen—and Argrave made damn sure they’d be seen.

Anneliese held her hand up and cast [Skysunder], the loudest spell that they knew. It achieved the same effect as Titus’ bell—everyone focused on them.

Argrave spread his arms out and shouted, “People of Sethia! People of the tribes! All of the lords of this city are dead and gone! The Lord of Gold, slain by her own people! The Lord of Silver, felled by my hand!” Argrave revealed the silver inheritance medallion—it was a ceremonial thing, and so easily recognizable. “And lastly, the Lord of Copper, slain by the heroic elves of the Burnt Desert!”

The crowd greeted this with enthusiasm—it was the sort of friendly welcome Argrave hoped to receive, that they might be more receptive to further direction. Durran turned his gaze toward them, too, and urged his wyvern to rest not too far from them.

“Despite what Titus claims, the southron elves did not provide Durran with any weaponry whatsoever.” Argrave stepped forward, standing atop rubble to reach a higher place. “I brought the elves into this struggle for independence—no one else!” Argrave waved Florimond up to where he stood.

“It’s true,” Florimond added as he came to join them. “We provided no weaponry to the people here. We were aware of the coming battle only days ago—there was no time to distribute weapons to anyone.”

“He’s covering for them!” a member of the crowd shouted. “The elves need the tribals’ protection!”

“Do a people who would confront the Lord of Copper alone seem the type to scrape and bow for the sake of protection?” Argrave countered quickly, anticipating Titus’ men might try and sabotage things. “No! They seek peace, not protection.”

“I can attest to the southron elves’ innocence in this matter. Yet how can any trust Durran?” Titus shouted out. “The tribals know he was the one to discover the southron elves, despite what this foreigner claims!”

He discredits me by naming me foreigner, Argrave deduced quickly. “If none know of this collaboration besides the tribals, then how do you?!” Argrave questioned. “Where is your proof?”

“Because I was once a tribal,” Titus replied quickly. “And I still have friends there. Belhard!”

The man who’d spoken against the elves earlier rose, almost on cue. “Aye! Titus has kept in contact with us. He suffered underneath the reign of the Vessels, fighting for independence from within!”

“Then it seems just as likely that he is the one who armed men with elven war relics as Durran,” Argrave suggested at once.

A few voices rose up, booing, and the power of the few bought voices within a crowd made itself known. A mob was a volatile thing—humans were reasonable creatures, by and large, but within a crowd, one could project their opinion infinitely. People join in protest simply to be a part of the group. Self-awareness and personal identity were muted in a mob, and reactions trended toward the emotional side of reasoning.

The large majority of the people likely did not know who Titus even was, but the crowd soon joined in expressing their disdain for Argrave’s accusation.

Titus rang his bell and made to speak, but Argrave seized the opportunity.

“I accuse no one!” Argrave explained. “There is simply no proof in this matter! A proper judgement cannot be made.”

“And why not?” another voice chimed in. Boarmask appeared on a roof, holding a man by the neck. “I captured this man. He had these,” he explained, holding out arrows that had purple runes etched into the arrowheads. “How did you get these?!” Boarmask demanded of the man, shaking him about.

Argrave nodded at the unexpected contribution.

“Titus! Titus’ men gave them to us, gave us all our plans!” the man shouted, choking from Boarmask’s grip.

Those words could not be booed, but a silence did take over the crowd.

“The man’s been badly beaten—he’d say anything!” Titus refuted, and his men planted in the crowd joined in support.

“Argrave…” Galamon muttered, stepping up to him. “Titus’ archers are getting twitchy.”

Argrave nodded, feeling a sense of nervousness.

“What’s more,” Titus continued. “Durran, son of the current chief, led his people into war against his father’s wishes!” He pointed to Durran, still mounted atop his wyvern. “Your father said he would exile you if you went through with this!”

Argrave’s heart froze. In the game, Durran could reconcile with his father and earn his support if the player took certain actions—he didn’t know if the Durran of this reality had. Though Argrave looked to Durran, hoping to all that was holy that wasn’t true, he could glean nothing, for the man wore a helmet. Argrave looked to Anneliese.

“…Titus isn’t lying.” She shook her head.

“He led men into war against the wishes of his dying father!” Titus declared damningly. “If that proves anything, it shows that Durran is one who would do anything to gain power! By giving elven war relics, ordering indiscriminate slaughter, he sought to weaken Sethia, control it completely with his tribals!”

Dying father? Argrave noted. Durran’s dad never…

“People!” Titus shouted, stepping forth to the edge of the tower he stood atop. “For centuries, the Burnt Desert has been trampled beneath the heel of tyrants! For the first time in ages, we have liberated this place from the cruel, from the unjust, from the wicked!”

Cheers began to swell, and Titus continued, “In the distant past, the southern tribals waged war unending—with each other, with the north, with the southron elves!” Titus spread his arms out and paced about. “And after them came the Vessels—tyrants of a different breed, religious fanatics fueled by zeal and following cold laws of an ancient god. We have suffered beneath them, all of us! They took the very water from the earth, the very blood from our veins, our souls from our bodies! My own wife, my children, both Drained by the Vessels!”

Argrave sought desperately for a point to interject, feeling the crowd slowly slipping away into Titus’ narrative. His words seemed ironclad, though, and Argrave did not dare force his way into things lest he draw yet more ire.

“In Delphasium, our people labor for hours unending, tending to fields and feeding grapes to their overlords!” Titus pointed north. “In Malgeridum, the Vessels prostitute our women to the rich, while the men work in the mines, breathing metal and fire day in and day out to be rewarded with only food and drink!” Titus pointed east. “In Carlandian, people toil away, crafting fineries and papyrus that the Vessels use wastefully. Tyrants all—untenable, intolerable, unjust!”

Titus paused to take a great breath. “This land—this great land, with its stark beauty, does not need to be ruled by those past!” He stepped to the edge. “We cannot allow a man like Durran, a man who would do anything to gain power, to once again lead us toward death and misery! We need a nation to mend the wounds caused by despots! We have that opportunity! Let us go forth into a new age, embracing change! Embracing unity between the southern tribals, the southron elves, and all the people of this vast desert!”

With that, Titus turned and rang the bell. Perhaps he did not need to, though. The great ringing was completely muffled by the deafening cheers that erupted following Titus’ speech. Argrave could feel their voices shake the air, almost.

“His archers are all but ready to fire,” Galamon said loudly in Argrave’s ear.

Argrave nodded. It was a game of chicken, now—Titus had no plans to back down. Argrave could tell that the man was willing to do anything to achieve the future he envisioned. That impression was drilled into the crowd’s bones just as well as Argrave’s.

An incredibly loud noise split the air, sending the mist spawned by the Brumesingers dancing away in a whirl. Durran’s wyvern roared, head held high, maintaining its volume for nearly ten seconds. People stumbled over themselves, afraid, and many readied to fight.

Durran walked atop his wyvern’s snout and removed his wyvern scale helmet.

“Let this ‘tyrant’ speak,” he said, wrath in his voice.


Chapter 37

“You,” growled Durran. “All of you. Before the battle is even finished, you devolve into base vultures. You pick at a carcass still warm, still pumping blood.” He looked about the crowd. “You paint me as a monster at the direction of some snake merchant, who puts forth his own claim to the city in the same breath.”

The people beneath Titus raised their voices, but Durran increased his own volume, drowning them out. “I thought to help people. The purest motivation, devoid of politics, of ambition. I left the tribes, saw the people of Sethia suffering… and I knew that something had to be done, even if it cost me my future in the tribe.” Durran spread his arms out, and his wyvern lifted him higher. “It seems, though, that good intentions are always marred by opportunists. I should have known better.

“So go forth,” Durran continued, waving his hands dismissively. “Go into your ‘new age,’ striving for a better future, led by men like Titus who butcher your brothers and sisters to frame another. I’ll have no part of this anymore, even if you beg. But I won’t stand here and let anyone accuse me of wrongdoing.”

“Durran!” Boarmask called out.

“Forget it.” Durran shook his head. “Titus. If there’s one thing we agree on, it’s that my people offer no future for the desert. But you… you are no different than the Brandback buried in the sand, luring people in with promise of an oasis only to swallow them whole. I won’t endanger myself to save fools—not any longer.”

Durran strode down the back of his wyvern’s neck. People shouted at him and threw things.

Titus made a hand signal, and Galamon tensed, grasping Argrave’s shoulder to remind him of the archers. Argrave knew that Titus, ruthless as he was, wouldn’t remain content in allowing his strongest opponent to simply walk away. Thinking desperately, Argrave willed the electric eels he’d summoned earlier away from his person until they hovered above the belltower Titus stood atop. It was a conspicuous move, but Argrave felt no other option.

“Durran,” Argrave called out, voice tight. “One of the men with me is injured—Corentin. I think I’ll need you to give them a ride… for safety,” he alluded.

Argrave pointed to the roofs where the archers watched, and Durran, with a higher vantage point, spotted them and caught on quickly.

“Fine,” he said, acting bitter. “Hurry things along. If I see these snakes any longer, I might vomit.”

Argrave locked eyes with Titus. The two held their gaze for a long while. Argrave spread his arms out, letting the electric eels dance a little faster. Eventually, the dye merchant lowered his hands, and Galamon’s tense grip slackened. The archers soon slid down the roof quietly and jumped off. Argrave called back his eels, though kept Titus’ position in mind.

“…the bodies,” Florimond said. “They need to be delivered home. I don’t wish to leave them in the open sun. Corentin—you should go with. I’ll stay. I need to speak for my people, should the need arise.”

“I can bring the bodies,” Durran said, gaze distant. “But not much else.”

“We can walk back to Otraccia,” Argrave suggested. “Sorry to impose, Durran, but… can you help them out?”

“Might not be welcome home anymore,” Durran noted, keeping his wyvern steady as he stared out across the crowd with cold eyes. “Otraccia is as fine a place to go as any.” Durran stopped scanning the crowd, setting his eyes on Boarmask. “And what will you do?”

“My business here is not yet done,” Boarmask said simply. “But I won’t act rashly. Not yet. I refuse to make things worse. So go… Durran, Argrave.” The masked knight looked to him as he mentioned his name. “You rather resemble your brother… though much skinnier,” the masked knight noted.

Argrave didn’t know how to respond to that for a time, but eventually he managed, “Hopefully a lot less heartless.”

“I don’t know.” Boarmask shook his head. “Time will make that clear.”

“That’s true… Rolf,” Argrave said the man’s real name, then walked away, content to leave him unsettled. As Argrave left, Boarmask never tore his gaze away from his departure, stunned.

***

“Now you see the merit of your help,” Garm noted as they walked across the warm sand. “You leave hated, unwanted. You extend your hand only to have it bitten. If people find you have a heart of gold, they won’t admire it. They’ll mine it until every vein of gold is dry, leaving you only with a withered husk of stone.”

Argrave trod up the dunes silently, turning to look back at Sethia. The place was badly flooded and largely ruined. Galamon walked with them, unfocused, while Anneliese led them, her expression indiscernible.

“You sure know how to cheer everyone up, Garm,” Argrave finally responded, voice and gaze both distant. He thought back to the battle against the Lord of Silver. “How’s your soul?”

“My soul?” Garm repeated, confused.

“Spare me the act.” Argrave turned from Sethia, facing the head atop Galamon’s backpack. “You used [Voice of the Corrupt]. Barring the fact that’s a B-rank spell you supposedly can’t cast, I know you haven’t done any soul harvesting recently, so you must’ve used a piece of your own.”

Galamon devoted his attention to the conversation, while Garm’s black and gold eyes stayed fixed on Argrave.

“The proof,” Garm finally said. Argrave raised a brow in the silence that followed. “You’ve given plenty proof.”

“About Gerechtigkeit?”

“What are you, exactly?” Garm asked. “The things you know… I have no choice but to acknowledge it. You’re not an extrasensory of some kind—it seems you have a base of knowledge to fall back on. What is it?”

Argrave said nothing, thinking of how to answer this. Garm continued his inquiries. “You mentioned avatars… and other strange, convoluted things. Are you the hand of some god? A prophet? I certainly don’t see you kneel and pray at any time, so it’s doubtful.”

“You’re willing to admit, then, that I’m telling the truth?” Argrave stepped a little closer.

Garm’s eyes followed Argrave. “My soul… yes, I used some of my soul. Much of it was to save myself. I die with you, in case you forget.”

“I asked that question a minute ago, and you answer it now?” Argrave shook his head.

“I’m making a point. It’s an analogy.” Garm closed his eyes for a moment. When they opened once more, they seemed fiercer, somehow. “I’m a walking… Damn.” He trailed off, recognizing he used the wrong word. “I embody a contradiction.”

“Embody,” Argrave repeated. “Even that word is a bit ill-fit—”

“You think I’m not aware I live only because of your party’s generosity?” Garm interrupted, voice cold. “My existence can only be sustained by selflessness, yet I preach constantly about the virtue of self-importance.”

“We brokered an agreement,” Anneliese said. “The others agreed. It—”

“A deal maintained only because you people are stupid enough to keep your word,” Garm butted in once more, then laughed. It was a bitter, slow chuckle that slowly trailed off. “I always found the Veidimen foreign. A people who value contracts, honor, loyalty, above even their own life. It seemed ridiculous. Yet here we are. Excluding one notable exception that happened today, my presence has only hindered you. Still, you keep me around.”

Argrave crossed his arms. “Yeah, we keep you around. You think we shouldn’t? I don’t know as much as I want, but even the Order of the Rose wasn’t this… absolutist, shall we say, about these things.”

Garm lowered his gaze to the sand below. “It’s a personal philosophy, not a cultural one. I’ll spare you my tale of woe—I don’t care to relive it by telling it to others.” He raised his gaze back to Argrave. “But every time I tried to be generous… I was disappointed.” He laughed through his nose, then added, “Even landing as I am… the man who made me this way… I taught him. Hah!”

Garm laughed as though it was the funniest thing in the world, repeating the line, ‘I taught him.’

“I helped him devise the theory that makes you three drag me about as the burden I am. I was on a selfish streak until that point, but then I decided to be golden-hearted once again. Look at me now.”

“You’re alive,” Argrave said simply. “He isn’t.”

Garm sighed. “I know. Disappointing in some ways, oddly comforting in others. But the point is this.” Garm’s brows furrowed. “It’s hard for me to muster the will to do something that doesn’t benefit me. Not after what I’ve been through.”

“But…” Anneliese prompted him, catching he had more to say.

“But that boy, Durran,” Garm began. “He reminds me of myself. Same sense of humor. And he projects that very same disappointment I feel. That… coupled with how you fools have treated me… I don’t know.” He trailed off, taking a pause to gather his thoughts. “All I can do is think—I’m more brain than skin. And I’ve been doing much thinking.”

Garm’s gaze jumped between the three of them. “I’d like to ask a favor. I want to talk to Durran. You said a while ago you want him as an ally. Maybe I can make that happen. Almost… like confronting myself, in a manner of speaking. But… and though I loathe to say it… if you can give me this last bit of proof, if you can become black-blooded as you claim… I’ll help you. All of you. No more holding back. I’ll cooperate. Fully.”

Argrave smiled—it felt like the first time he’d done that today. “I’m happy to hear it.”

“Don’t act like it’s earth-shattering,” Garm cautioned. “We’ve established I’m a burden who can offer very little genuine help. My magic takes months to replenish—that one spell I used set me back immeasurably.”

Anneliese raised her hand to draw attention. “Durran may not be as you think, though. His anger is not genuinely toward the people, I believe—it is toward himself. His own weakness, his own inability.”

Garm smiled knowingly. “All the more reason, then.”

***

Galamon held his gauntlet in hand, sitting atop a rock. His arm had been cleanly severed, destroying the armor with it. It had been a difficult task to remove the flesh from the metal, but now that it was free, he could not reconnect it with the rest of his armor. It was yet another thing he needed a smith for.

They were in the oasis town of Otraccia. Argrave spoke with Durran and the southron elves—he’d practically ordered Galamon to rest, perhaps in an attempt to allow the vampire to regain his focus, put his self-loathing to bed.

“Galamon,” Anneliese interrupted, and the vampire raised his head up quickly, surprised. “I have never come this close without you noticing before. You are very disturbed.”

Galamon said nothing.

“Do you know…” she began, stepping closer. “I am the reason those slaves in Argent are dead?”

Galamon frowned at once. “Don’t comfort me with pedantry. Regardless of any mistake you might’ve—”

“Come to think of it, so is Argrave. And Garm.” She knelt down, staring at him. “We were aware of your vampirism—aware you are a hungry, bloodthirsty fiend. Yet we travel with you. We refrained from killing you.”

He stared at her, his expression still fierce.

“You see how ridiculous that sounds, no?” Anneliese said flatly. “I know you will piece yourself together, given time. But… I simply wished to contribute that to your thoughts. Everyone, it seems, is blaming themselves. Durran blames himself. Argrave blames himself. Even me… everyone feels responsible for misery around them. Like… we failed. We were found lacking.”

Galamon dropped the gauntlet he held.

“I… understand your point,” he finally said.

“Argrave relies on you. Seeing you like this makes him worry. And I do not like him to worry. That is all.” She shrugged, then rose to her feet.

“Cold words.” Galamon shook his head. “Fine. Never thought I’d be told to stop whining and suck it up.”

“That’s not—”

“Relax.” Galamon held a hand out. “Joking.” He rose to his feet, standing with a straight back. “Let’s go, then.”

Nothing more needed to be said, by Galamon’s estimation.


Chapter 38

“When you said you had something to show me…” Durran trailed off, then looked to Argrave. “This is one of the last things I expected. You’re…”

“Not a necromancer, no.” Argrave shook his head. “He is, though. And he wishes to speak with you. The southron elves don’t care much about necromancy, so fret not.”

Durran stared down at Garm, brows furrowed and eyes wide. “Not ominous at all.” He nodded his head slowly. “Listen… I—”

“You should listen,” interjected Garm annoyedly. “Argrave. Let me speak to him alone.”

Argrave looked down at Garm. “Sure about that? What if…?”

“If he ends me… avenge me, pretty please?” Garm mocked. “Just put me in the sand, walk away. The elves need to talk to you—that much I know. This one’s too bothered to be of much help. I’ll talk to him.”

Argrave shrugged, then planted Garm into the sand. “Alright. Be gentle, Durran—he’s more sensitive than he looks.” He walked away in long strides, casting glances backward occasionally.

“I know this is bizarre,” Garm began once Argrave was far away. “But I don’t want to be slowly introduced to you. I don’t have the luxury of patience, grooming you to understand what I am. I need to speak, now.”

“This is some…” Durran ran his fingers through his matted hair. “What are you?”

“Living misery,” Garm introduced himself. “And Garm, High Wizard of the Order of the Rose.”

Durran stared for a moment, then shook his head. “This should mean something to me?”

Garm sighed. “Foolish of me to think one secluded in the mountains would know of my Order… It doesn’t matter. I was once an A-rank mage. Still am, technically… but limited, as you can plainly see. Argrave has been accommodating me the past month.”

Durran shifted on his feet. “Alright. Still not getting the full picture, but… you’re a powerful spellcaster. You were a powerful spellcaster,” he amended. “Still don’t see why we should be speaking. Still don’t know… how you speak,” he added, obviously disturbed as he gazed at the stake protruding downward from his neck.

“I’m speaking to you because we’re alike, and we’ve gone through similar things.” Garm paused, then lowered his voice. “Galamon, the big one—how near is he?”

Durran said nothing, very suspicious. Eventually, he scanned the distance, then said, “Pretty far.”

“How far?” insisted Garm in a whisper.

“One… two hundred feet, I guess.”

“It should be fine, then, but keep your voice down. That one hears all, and I won’t draw suspicion by conjuring a ward.” Garm cleared his throat—an action that disturbed Durran—and then continued. “You. I can practically smell it on you. The frustration with other people. The frustration with yourself. Your weakness. Your ineffectual leadership.”

“Are you about to tell me not to feel this way? A head on a stick comes to cheer me up because we’re similar?” Durran laughed. “What is this, a joke? Comedy can’t solve all woes, if this is what you’re getting at.”

“But you’re also pragmatic,” Garm continued in a low mutter. “And after that little awakening back at Sethia, doubtless you’re feeling a bit… disillusioned. You’re realizing how stupid the average person is.”

Durran stared down at Garm, silenced by his words.

“You’re right to think that. People can be stupid, provided they’re led poorly,” Garm stated matter-of-factly. “But you… you’re weak. Nothing. No more than dirt, unable to enact meaningful change. You need power to save people from their own stupid decisions—power the world has proven you lack in totality.”

Durran’s golden eyes gained back some of their fire as he stared down at Garm. “In totality? You’re taking the putdown a bit far, totem pole.”

“Do you know why it is I traveled with the three of them?” Garm questioned. “I needed options. I needed a way to earn a new body. But things can change. The winds can shift.”

“Sensible goal, I guess.” Durran stared down at Garm cautiously. “Can’t imagine life is easy for you as you are now.”

“It’s misery, as I said earlier,” Garm confirmed. “I need a change, fast. Ever had sleep paralysis? It’s a terrifying thing, and that terrifying thing is my entire life. I feel like I’m losing my mind every day. And now… my soul is damaged. You probably don’t understand the meaning of that, but… it is…” The head struggled for the words. “It’s bad for the mind, to say the least.”

“Is it my turn to comfort you?” Durran questioned.

Garm sighed. “You are just like me. Damned smartass. No wonder people hate me.”

“Hate? Women love me, I’ll have you know,” Durran quipped.

“Love you for a week or two, maybe more, ‘til they realize they’ve made a mistake. I’ve had my fun in the sun, believe me—you can’t fool me,” Garm answered, undaunted. “You can see why that might be hard for me, now.”

“We can agree on that, at least.” Durran nodded slowly.

“We’ll agree on more, if I’ve read you right—I know I have. You’re weak. You resent this. You’re proud of being talented, of being handsome, of being superior… not for vanity, but because you believe that you can handle the future best because of it.”

Durran didn’t answer, but his pupils shook as if he’d heard a sentence he’d been thinking for years.

“Imagine lacking arms, legs, even a torso… lacking independence.” Garm stared up, unblinking. “I know you don’t pity me. I wouldn’t. But I… I know power. I know power better than any of the people you’ve seen today. Any you’ve seen die today. Brium, Quarrus, that golden one… forget her name… in my prime, they were nothing to me.”

“Seems that worked out well for you,” Durran interjected.

Garm blatantly ignored him. “We’re on a limited time frame, so I’ll speak my offer plainly. You’ll help me. Quietly. Argrave, Galamon, Anneliese, even your lizard pet—you’ll tell no one of our arrangement. And… in return… I’ll make you know power, too. Power beyond your conception.”

“Pretty sure it’s a universally bad idea to accept a bargain with a head on a stake,” Durran pointed out.

Garm smiled. “Maybe so. But time is running out fast. Soon, Argrave will become black-blooded—the damn boy is so confident, it’d be more surprising if he was lying. He’s under the impression he’s the only one that knows this Alchemist, but the Order of the Rose knew of him, too. You’re going to follow along—he wants you as an ally, and it should be simple enough.” Garm’s smile slowly dropped. “They won’t want this. I don’t plan on giving them a choice, though. I’ve been waiting too long for one bit of freedom.”

Durran furrowed his brows, then finally whispered, “What exactly is it you want?”

***

Florimond returned to Otraccia at night. Argrave was ready to receive him—the other southron elves tended to the bodies that Durran had brought back. Argrave certainly wasn’t going to sleep. The elves of the village treated Argrave strangely—treated him as simultaneously a guest and a danger. He supposed it was respect. He wasn’t used to that.

The leader of the old veterans didn’t give news, first. Instead, Florimond asked Argrave, “Their bodies. They made it safely?”

“Er… yeah,” Argrave confirmed. “They haven’t been buried.”

“I’ll do that tonight.” Florimond shook his head, his large ears swaying with the movement.

“Maybe you should rest first,” Argrave suggested. “Well… not my place to give you advice. What happened at Sethia? Hated to leave like that, but it’s clear it wasn’t exactly safe.”

“Titus… is already the de facto leader.” Florimond shook his head. “He took control quickly. But… well, it did not feel like an armed takeover. He had medical needs tended to, food distributed, water collected, shelters established…” Florimond retrieved something. “And he gave me this. Instructed me to bring it to my people.”

Argrave looked down. Light was dim, but he recognized it was paper.

“You’ve read it?” Argrave questioned, looking up.

“It’s a proposal to us. A pact of non-aggression, mutual defense… and promises of supplement, aid, cooperation. Permits free entry into Sethia, gives exemptions from tolls and taxes. Priority in trade. All of it, free, and for the southron elves alone.”

“That’s…” Argrave trailed off. “It sounds like a very good thing. And that might be the problem. A honeyed apple hides poison all the better. It asks nothing of you?”

“There are some things.” Florimond nodded, unrolling the paper. Argrave conjured light, scanning the document quickly. The ink was old and dry, suggesting the document had been drafted some time ago. “We have to recognize Sethia as independent… support Titus as its leader… and agree to use their soon-to-be minted coins in all of our dealings. Mutual defense, too, might be considered a ‘condition.’”

Argrave soon confirmed the things Florimond described with his own eyes as he read the paper.

“But he…” Argrave hesitated to argue against the document. This was regarding the southron elves’ future—what place did he have to argue?

“I know what you think.” Florimond nodded. “This is a man willing to butcher innocents to gain this power. He tried to frame one of his allies when it was politically expedient.” Florimond stepped away. “I cannot make the decisions for my people, though. I will tell them everything—believe me, I am as wary of Titus as you are.”

Argrave rolled up the paper and held it back out to Florimond. “Don’t forget he was ready to kill more people had I not threatened him personally.”

“But he does not demand fealty,” Florimond noted, taking the paper. “Instead, he suggests cooperation. He seemed… amenable to negotiations, too, if we were unsatisfied with the proposal.” The elf held the paper close to his face. “We are isolated, protected. With the Vessels gone from Sethia, we are the safest we’ve been in decades. I see no reason we cannot probe, figure out whether or not he can be trusted.”

“If that’s your decision,” Argrave said cautiously. “Regardless, I am eternally grateful for your help. What you’ve done… What you lost,” Argrave noted, looking away where he knew the bodies of the veterans lie. “You have my condolences.”

“Morvan would tell you to shove your condolences…” Florimond lowered his head, then laughed. “They were glad to be sacrificed. They fought for hope. Hope… For the first time in a while, I have some. Our future might not be so bleak.” Florimond looked at the paper. “But maybe I’m an old man, fooled by a snake merchant.”

“Be careful,” Argrave warned. “Titus… I wish I knew more about him. I wish I could give you better advice than that. You might try asking Durran.”

“You can’t be expected to know everything, everyone.” Florimond stepped up to Argrave, looking upward into his eyes. “Did you get what you needed at Argent?”

“I did.” Argrave nodded.

“Then what is next for you? My people made promises to you—they remain valid.”

“I’ll leave early dawn.” Argrave looked to the sky. “Should reach where I need to be in a day. There…” Argrave took a deep breath and exhaled, as what was coming slowly set in. “Going to get some cosmetic surgery. Change my blood from red to black. Once that’s done, I’ll come back here, call in that promise.” Argrave shrugged. “Though, with the war relics you gave us, feels like I’m asking too much…”

“Cosmetic surgery? Are you joking?”

Argrave lowered his head. “Well, it’s not cosmetic.”

Florimond snorted. “You’re the sort that likes to be mysterious, I see.”

“I’m caught.” Argrave smiled.

“You should sleep,” Florimond suggested. “Our homes are open to you.”

Argrave looked away. “Can’t sleep. Won’t bother trying.”

“New to bloodshed?” Florimond questioned.

“No. Not that.” Argrave shook his head. “Sad as it is… gotten a little used to blood.”

“Guilt, then,” Florimond concluded.

Argrave frowned. “How’d you know?”

“It’s obvious.” Florimond nodded. “You have the guilt of a leader. You feel that the plans you made are insufficient. All the suffering—it’s on your hands.”

“A bit true.” Argrave closed his eyes. “If I had been smarter, better—”

“Pointless questions.” Florimond pushed Argrave lightly. “Reflect on mistakes—correct them. Ruing your inability is a useless thing.”

Argrave digested the words, then laughed with a shake of his head. “I think Galamon said something like that, in the past.”

“Because he was a leader once, too.” Florimond pushed Argrave’s shoulder once again. “I’ve said enough. I must… bury those I lost.”

Argrave nodded. As Florimond left, he called out, “Thank you, Florimond. For everything.”


Chapter 39

“You want to give us a ride?” Argrave questioned Durran.

“I do.” Durran nodded, spinning his wyvern scale helmet about in his hands. Up close, the armor was quite impressive—a coat of gray lamellar wyvern scales stretching down to the knees, held together with studs of what looked to be brass. His glaive was made of wyvern bone. It was done in the style of the southron elves. All-in-all, impressively armed.

Argrave crossed his arms. “Why?”

“You probably saved me from Titus,” Durran answered at once. “I owe you a debt.”

“I’d expect you to default on the first payment of any debt you got.” Argrave shook his head. “And it’s not probably. I did save you from Titus.”

Durran laughed. “You act like you know so much about me. It’s a bit perplexing.”

Argrave stared at Durran. The man was obviously in better spirits—he couldn’t help but spare a glance at Garm.

“I know an uncomfortable amount about you.” Argrave nodded. “Your favorite color is gray… particularly when supported with burgundy.”

“Maybe that’s why I’m coming,” Durran suggested.

“Because your favorite color—”

“No, because you know so much about me,” Durran interrupted.

“There is something I don’t know,” Argrave confessed. “Your father. You said he was dying?”

“Well… he improved in time to dish out some spiteful, life-ruining nonsense, but yeah.” Durran nodded.

Argrave looked to Anneliese, and she nodded, confirming he was being honest. Argrave turned away. Did he just catch an illness randomly? It’s certainly possible… but it could be foul play, too. Argrave juggled the idea, but then realized, Does it really matter, now?

“How in the world do you know so much about me while being ignorant of common knowledge within the tribe?” Durran stepped forth back into Argrave’s sight.

“For reasons you couldn’t comprehend or codify.” Argrave snapped back to attention. “Listen… the place we’re going is very out-of-the-way.”

“That’s fine. It’ll be nice to have a last long voyage with my girl.” Durran looked to where his wyvern was. Some of the southron elf children played with the creature cautiously. “She isn’t mine. She’s the tribe’s. She’ll go back to the tribe when I set her loose. She’s still young, and she needs to have children. Not many females left living after the battle.”

“Finders, keepers, maybe?” Argrave suggested.

Durran was confused for a second, but he placed the meaning after a time and laughed lightly. “She’s a social one. She won’t last long away from the others.”

Argrave sighed. “Maybe you can get another, then, bring it too. I’ll take it.”

“That’d be a sight, watching you try to fly.” Durran turned his head back. “But you still never answered me.”

Argrave looked over to Garm. “Ought to have him talk to people more,” he noted. “Happy to accept free transportation. I’ll need to get things together, secure things on the back of your wyvern… then we can get going.”

***

Durran’s wyvern hovered above endless blackness. They were only a few hours past sunrise, and the suns had not yet come over some distant mountains, keeping the black desert illuminated only by the pale blue light of dawn.

Even if the place had been better illuminated, the only thing they’d be able to see better would be the eternal black dunes of sand. Not a bit of civilization could be seen in any direction, even from their significant height. To be lost in this place was a death sentence, it seemed—nothing lived here. Even the Brandbacks, titanic predators, did not lure prey in this place.

“You sure you aren’t taking me somewhere secluded to do me in?” Durran shouted over the winds.

“Given how many people hate you now, I don’t think seclusion would be necessary,” Argrave returned.

The great wyvern continued to glide onward, Argrave confidently directing Durran where he knew to go. He used the mountains and the compass as his guide. Beside him, he saw Anneliese struggling with her hair—one of her braids had come loose, and strands of hair battered about everywhere. Argrave leaned in, shielding her from the wind, giving her time sufficient to correct the issue.

“Thanks,” she said. “Perhaps I should cut it. Given how much we travel, it only causes problems.”

“That would be a tragedy,” Argrave stated. “It looks too good to cut. Though, your choice, naturally.”

Anneliese tilted her head but said nothing in response. Argrave turned his attention back toward the dunes of sand.

Now that they approached Argrave’s final goal, he finally felt the nervousness set in. He had been obsessively checking everything to be sure that nothing was amiss—the Wraith’s Heart was fine, the Amaranthine Heart still functioned, the Unsullied Knife still retained its power, and the Crimson Wellspring had not a single crack.

Still, becoming black-blooded as Argrave had a thousand times more weight than it had in Heroes of Berendar. Failure and success both promised to be monumentally emotional things. If Argrave failed, now… To say the least, the prospect made falling off this wyvern seem not so bad.

But Argrave was not worried about failure. The Alchemist might be temperamental… but he would be as eager to perform this surgery as Argrave would be to receive it. Such was his nature. Argrave was more worried about whether or not his companions would get through this unscathed.

Argrave spotted a shift in the constant sand dunes and tapped Durran’s shoulder. “There!” He pointed. “Where the color changes.”

“The lighter shades of black?” Durran questioned, and Argrave nodded. “No, those are just quicksand pits. Must be somewhere else.”

“That’s the spot, Durran,” Argrave insisted.

Durran turned his head back, staring Argrave down, but then eventually swallowed and nodded. As they neared the pits of quicksand, the wyvern started to slowly descend, spurred downward by its rider. They circled around, and Durran eventually landed atop a dune of sand a fair distance away. The landing scattered sand everywhere.

“Whew,” Argrave breathed out, then stepped off the wyvern. His legs, weak from the ride, collapsed beneath him, and he slid down the dune a bit in a sitting position. His Brumesingers abandoned him immediately, jumping to safety. Once Argrave came to a stop, he overlooked a vast plain of deadly quicksand.

Well, somewhat deadly quicksand. As long as one wasn’t stupid, they could easily get out, even if they landed in the center of one of the pits. It wasn’t meant to catch humans—it was meant for animals. Indeed, meant. They’d been constructed here, not formed naturally.

Argrave’s Brumesingers came to his side, their golden eyes glowing. Apparently, they had much to eat here—plenty of souls drifting about, ready for feasting. Anneliese stepped up to Argrave, her own fox held in her hands. It quickly jumped down from her arms and watched the pits ahead, eating souls in silence with its kin.

“Desolate,” Anneliese noted.

“Depressing,” Galamon confirmed.

“Dastardly,” Argrave finished the alliteration with an ill-fitting word, then sighed. “Now I’m thinking about Brium, that poet creep…”

“This is the treacherous path you mentioned?” Durran walked up, too, still holding his wyvern’s reins as he walked. “Hope there’s something I’m missing.”

“Nope. Pick a hole, any hole… actually, that hole, specifically.” Argrave pointed one out. “I’ve taken this path too many times to forget it.”

“You want us to jump into quicksand?” Durran frowned.

“Us?” Argrave repeated. “I thought you wanted to give a ride, nothing more.”

“I still want answers.” Durran shook his head. “If I have to tag along until I get them, so be it.”

Argrave frowned, suspicious of that answer. Durran was whimsical, but not to this degree. He had a purpose, certainly. He wondered what Garm had said to the man—it had to be something related to that. Argrave wished to simply ask, but he feared he might make Garm feel distrusted when things seemed to be improving.

Still, Argrave knew he didn’t have the luxury to relax his vigilance—especially not when he was at the cusp of becoming black-blooded. Argrave liked Durran. He wouldn’t mind having him tag along, temporarily or permanently. He was talented, diligent… but his loyalty was untested.

I’ll have a word with Anneliese and Galamon, have them keep a closer eye on Durran, he decided with some measure of guilt. He felt paranoid. He wasn’t about to let guilt ruin months of blood, sweat, and tears, though. He wanted to trust Garm, but their own experience had proven he was capable of deception. Durran was no saint, either.

“Well, I don’t exactly loathe your presence. If you wish to follow, follow.” Argrave rose to his feet with a grunt. “But maybe I’m just a madman about to jump into quicksand. Ought to consider that.”

“Some say genius and insanity are two sides of the same coin,” Garm commented. “Fortunately, you’re none too genius, and by the law of inverse… I’d say we’re safe.”

“I see Garm has volunteered to enter first,” Argrave said with a bitter smile as he walked back up to the wyvern.

As Argrave tussled with his backpack, unstrapping it from the wyvern’s back, Durran walked up to Argrave.

“Hold on a minute,” Durran said cautiously. “You’re just going to… jump in? I mean, the thing probably isn’t deep enough to even take you. You’ll just get stuck. What is it you’re expecting to happen?”

“There’s a path below,” Argrave explained.

“A path,” Durran repeated.

“Yeah.” Argrave nodded, then pulled his backpack free. He put it around his shoulders. Anneliese and Galamon moved to do the same, retrieving Garm and their own luggage.

“Alright, alright.” Durran nodded. “Alright, I’ve got some rope. We can make a stake, stick it into the sand. Should be enough to pull us out, in case things go awry…” he mused, planning.

“You can if you want.” Argrave nodded. “But if you take too long… I won’t be able to guide you. Place isn’t exactly intuitive, though, I warn you.”

Durran frowned. “What do you mean, not intuitive?”

“Well…” Argrave began, then waved his hand. “All these questions,” he complained. “You talk more than me.”

Durran held his hands out, offended. “She asks innumerable questions—you don’t seem to have a problem with that!” He gestured to Anneliese.

“She’s an exception.” Argrave shook his head, then walked down toward the quicksand. When he reached the pit he’d pointed to earlier, his step didn’t even slow before he plunged his foot in, wading deeper. Already, he was sinking. His two companions were just as unhesitating in entering after him. Even their pets, the light gray creatures resembling fennec foxes, clung to them as they sank.

“Gods above…” muttered Durran. He was stunned for a minute, then he started to laugh. “Never thought I’d see the day someone made me look reasonable.”

He removed the reins from his wyvern and cast them to the ground. He removed the saddle, too, and threw it aside.

“Live well, girl. Hope my people treat you better than they did me,” he said as he put his head to her face. With a deep breath to gather courage, he turned. Argrave was already leg-deep into the pit.

Durran took slow, steady steps toward the pit. If it were a normal pit, he suspected they’d already have stopped sinking by now—instead, they kept drifting lower.

“You coming?” Argrave called out, chest covered. “Water’s nice and warm.”

“You have no idea how much I want to pass.” Durran shook his head, but eventually stepped out.

Argrave lifted his head up as the pit covered his neck. “Joke’s on you. This was all an elaborate murder-suicide.” He left those words before he inhaled, filling his lungs.

Durran stared as Argrave’s face vanished. He started to laugh once more.

“This guy…” Durran muttered as he watched his body sink ever lower. Eventually, the pressure around his feet lessened. He could move his feet freely, he found. Despite that assurance, he couldn’t hold back the fear from the uncertainty. His wyvern moved closer to the quicksand pit, watching Durran disappear.

As his face vanished, Durran heard the roar of his wyvern—maybe she thought he’d died. Durran was half-convinced he did. Eventually, though, he kept descending, and dropped down.

Durran landed on his feet. He was surrounded by darkness. A light soon filled the room. They seemed to be encased in a cube of obsidian. On each side of the room, there was a portal containing a mass of moving sand—instead of downward, though, it flowed sideways.

“I’m really wondering what Garm told you that you’d genuinely follow,” Argrave said to Durran.

“What is this place?” Durran looked around, awed.

“A path,” Argrave repeated his earlier claim. “What, that’s not obvious?” he said drolly with a smile on his face, then lowered his gaze to his compass. “Alright… follow me, people.”


Chapter 40

“Keep watch on Durran,” Argrave said to Anneliese and Galamon. “I told you before he’d be a good ally, but… he’s volunteering to carry Garm, he’s following us without reason… My scheme senses are tingling.”

“I was going to tell you.” Anneliese nodded. “I picked up the same… though without ‘scheme senses,’ granted,” she noted with an amused smile. “For what it is worth, I feel no malice from either.”

Argrave nodded. “Reassuring. But you don’t need to feel ill-will to put someone six feet under, just an abundance of ambition. I’d say the two of them could qualify.” Argrave put his hand to his chin. “Maybe they’re trying to probe for information, get the truth out of me… but damn, whatever happened to asking questions?”

“I’ll take the rear, then.” Galamon raised his hand.

“Right. Thanks.” Argrave nodded. Just then, Durran emerged from the portal of sand just beside them, holding Garm in his hand upright. The other hand held his glaive—he used it as a walking stick, somewhat.

“Took you long enough,” Argrave greeted.

“Why in the world did you send me off alone in this scary place?” Durran complained. “Here. Don’t know what this is, but I got it.”

Argrave received what Durran held out—it was a strange obsidian idol. “It deactivates some animated guards ahead,” Argrave lied easily. He had just wanted some time alone to speak with Galamon and Anneliese. “Unless you care to fight them?”

Durran was already looking around the new environment, barely heeding Argrave’s admonishment. He supposed he could not blame the man—the place they were in was ridiculous. The room wound about in ways that seemed to be geometrically impossible. Pillars of flowing black sand rose into endless abysses. The pathway ahead, which resembled polished obsidian, curved up to the wall, and then the ceiling further down the hallway.

“To reiterate—follow what I do absolutely,” Argrave informed Durran, his voice being the only disturbance in the absolute silence of the strange dimension. “Don’t ever run or jump unless I tell you to. If both of your feet are in the air at the same time, it’s over for you, most likely. Galamon might catch you—he’ll be taking the rear, just in case.”

Durran watched everything like it was seconds away from jumping out and biting him.

“This place is no petty illusion,” Garm noted. “All around, I see it—magic, twisting, writhing, dancing. I can’t even fathom its purpose. And its creator… Why was this built?”

“Cool scenery, maybe,” Argrave suggested, only half in jest. In the game, it had been only that: a neat, if simple, little puzzle to occupy the player’s senses. In reality… who knew?

The Alchemist knew, Argrave was certain. But the Alchemist wasn’t exactly an open forum.

Argrave and his two elven companions were not devoid of nerves, either. Argrave started to step down the pathway, trying to keep his breathing steady. He constantly repeated the advice he’d given Durran in his head as he started to walk along the wall.

Transitioning from walking the floor to walking along the walls was a powerfully disrupting sensation. One’s body was accustomed to certain constants, and yet now, before its eyes, these constants were broken. It wasn’t like his feet were stuck to the ground—no, rather, gravity itself seemed to move with the path. It was no illusion, either.

“Gods above…” Durran called out as Argrave walked further into the stretching hallway before them. “Though… the gods might not be ‘above’ in a second,” he mused as he followed, with Galamon taking the back of the party just as he’d promised.

The silence of the dimly illuminated black landscape was marred only by the sounds of their footsteps—Galamon’s metal boots, Anneliese’s and Argrave’s leather, and Durran’s wyvern scale boots each made distinctive sounds. Argrave was hyper-focusing on his steps to ensure that none would be misplaced, but he felt that focus was making him all the worse for wear. Argrave’s Brumesingers squirmed within his clothes, perhaps sensing his terror through the druidic bond.

I’m on the floor right now, Argrave told himself. Nothing strange, just floor. Don’t look at the weird sand pillars. Just keep walking.

Yet his own thoughts felt like dogs nipping at his heels, and Argrave started to talk to ward them away.

“Durran,” he called out. “A question for you.”

“Can it… wait?” the man answered from further back.

“Why are you really here?” Argrave ignored, pressing onward. “To follow someone into something like this—it’s not something you do for answers, especially not when you don’t know the value of them.”

Durran didn’t answer, and the five of them walked through the ever-twisting hallway. Argrave was about to demand an answer when the southern tribal finally broke the silence.

“Garm told me a lot. About Gerechtigkeit, about why you’re here, about what you’ve done… so let’s not act like the ‘how’ of these things doesn’t have value,” Durran answered back. “I’d have to be an imbecile to miss that there’s something interesting going on with you. Considering I’ve been exiled—self-exiled, I guess—not like I have much better to do.”

It was Argrave’s turn for the long silence, now. That answer gave him a lot to digest. Garm had divulged much to Durran—the extent of his knowledge of Argrave, basically. Which begged the question…

“What spurred you to spill your guts, Garm?”

“What, you’re mad at me now?” the head answered at once. “As I recall, just outside Sethia, you said you’d prefer to have Durran as an ally. I took a little initiative—what’s the problem?”

The polished obsidian pathway opened up into a large square. As they stepped out into it, the abyss seemed to extend in all directions. It seemed if one reached their hand out, eternal darkness would eat it. The pathway extended no further.

“And that’s it?” Argrave questioned, stopping and staring Garm in the eye.

Garm stared back. “I know I kept something from you in the past… but I meant what I said. I will help you. All of you.”

Argrave held his gaze for a while longer, studying Garm’s expression. His black and gold eyes did not waver as they stared back, studying him in kind. He tried to see beyond… but they were just eyes, blackened or no. He could not see the thoughts in his head.

“Not what I meant.” Argrave finally shook his head, diverting the conversation. “I mean, did you tell him about the Alchemist? That’s another important bit.”

“Told him a little. Not enough for your high standards of caution, I presume,” Garm said with a smile.

“Let me explain… after we jump.” Argrave looked upward. He bent his knees downward, then jumped up, slightly rotating backward as if doing a backflip. At once, true gravity seized him—or perhaps it wasn’t true at all. He fell toward the abyss above. His stomach churned, and he felt like vomiting. He passed through the darkness…

And landed on his feet, perfectly. Though uneasy, Argrave was surprised by how smooth and comfortable the landing had been. Durran came next, surprisingly—he landed on his knees. Galamon was third. He’d rotated too far, and ungracefully collapsed on his back. He recovered quickly, standing before Argrave could offer help. Anneliese was last. She landed on her feet, though not steadily enough. She fell backward.

Argrave supported her with his arm, keeping her from falling. He was flustered, but he said, “Careful now,” as he helped her regain her balance. “How’s that? Been working on the gallantry.”

She calmed herself from the frightful fall, then laughed once she processed what Argrave had said. “With whom?” she questioned.

Argrave only smiled in response, then turned to examine the road ahead once he was content she was steady.

The place before them made the dreary blackness they’d come from seem a lie. Though the path ahead was the same polished obsidian, a vast jungle of uncountable different colors lay before them. All manner of life sprung from every corner of the place—the ceiling, the floor, the walls. It was only barely distinguishable they were in a cave.

“Should be safe, now,” Argrave told everyone. “But don’t wander carelessly. Anneliese, Galamon, you know what I’m about to say… but still, make sure you listen, just in case.”

“Never seen anything like this…” Durran said, awed.

“You’ll get to know this jungle very well,” Argrave assured. “All of you will be staying here. There’s wildlife enough to sustain you. I will be in a bed… but I envy you, honestly. But enough about that. I’m to meet the Alchemist.” Argrave looked back at Durran.

Durran pointed ahead. “One man made this place?”

“I don’t know.” Argrave shook his head. “But here’s the thing, Durran. I know you like getting attention… but in front of the Alchemist, you want to be the least interesting thing in the world.” Argrave walked up closer until he loomed over the man. “I expect you to stay outside. Do not talk to him, do not enter his house. Even if he wanders outside, ask him nothing. If he talks to you—don’t see why he would—answer quickly, bluntly, and honestly. Be rude, be mean—I don’t care, and he won’t either—but be honest.”

Durran nodded hesitantly.

“I’m not fucking around here,” Argrave insisted, pointing at Durran. “He’ll end you. Garm was right about the fact that I want you as an ally—I won’t deny that. It’s the only reason I let you come this far, dubious as your motives are. If you want to live, heed these words like they’re the word of every god you hold dear.” Argrave pressed his finger against Durran’s chest.

“Anneliese and Galamon will make sure that you don’t step out of line, even if they have to break your legs. Live like the dead. Capisci?” Argrave leaned down closer. Durran looked confused, so Argrave translated, “Do you understand?”

“I get it,” Durran pushed Argrave’s hand away.

“I’m serious,” Argrave reiterated. “I’m not saying this for my sake. I’ll be fine if you mess around. You’ll be paste if you mess around. All of you will stay far away.”

“You intend to meet this Alchemist alone?” Anneliese frowned. “You didn’t mention this.”

Argrave turned away from Durran. “Better this way. Less contact. Get in, get out.”

She shook her head. “I want to come with you.”

“Do my words mean nothing?” Argrave asked, exasperated.

“I know you’re serious,” she insisted at once, stepping closer. “And I know to listen to your words. But—”

“No.” Argrave put his foot down. “You can come after the surgery, when I’m recovering… and when he isn’t around.”

Anneliese looked frustrated and concerned, but after a long time of silence, she surrendered with a nod that made Argrave feel bad.

“I’ll be fine,” Argrave assured. “Hell, doing this alone will probably make it easier.” He took a deep breath, then turned over to the vibrant jungle ahead. “Right… Everything’s already in my pack.”

At the most nervous he’d ever been, Argrave stepped away.

“Wait here. You can visit tomorrow, probably. This guy is quick, if anything.” Argrave waved.

Everyone waved back. The sight made Argrave feel hesitant to leave, and so he quickly turned, walking down the obsidian path before him.

The jungle ahead, with its constant noise, was just as bad as the unending silence of the distorted entryway. The sights before him were uncomfortably familiar. He’d come here time and time again. Usually, he was excited—this time, it felt like his task was so monumentally important, his excitement was buried beneath pressure.

A castle of sleek, sterile obsidian came into view. The architecture was foreign, almost alien—angular where one wouldn’t expect a castle to be, round where it ought to be angular. The door itself was round, almost as if bulging outwards, and stood over thirty feet tall. Argrave paused at the door, removed his backpack, and retrieved the things he needed. He gave his Brumesingers commands with druidic magic, and they took their place.

He scrutinized each in turn: the Amaranthine Heart, the Wraith’s Heart, the Crimson Wellspring, and the instrument of surgery—the Unsullied Knife. They were exactly as he remembered them. With them in hand, he pushed open the door. It took some effort, being as large as it was.

Argrave didn’t notice the room at all—the sole figure within dominated his sight.

The Alchemist was standing, back straight, waiting. He must’ve been twenty feet tall. His black hair was like silk, and it extended downward, forming robes around his vaguely humanoid shape. His ivory face was flat and squat, lacking a nose or nostrils at all, while his eyes were gray. He held his hands before him, crossed over each other. The tips of his fingers were palms, each with five digits of their own.

Argrave took a deep breath and exhaled. No pageantry, no babbling, Argrave—to the point.

“I want to trade.” Argrave spoke loud and clear, with a will tempered by the constant hardship he’d endured thus far. “I’ll instruct you on how to perform a surgery that allows you to replace a human’s blood with magic blood. I will provide the materials for said surgery. I will also provide a knife that allows for painless alterations of all physical and mystical. In return, you will perform the surgery I teach you… on me.”

The Alchemist closed his eyes, then opened his mouth. Where teeth and a tongue had once been, one giant gray eye watched Argrave. Its eyes, too, both contorted into mouths. The eye focused on Argrave. The Alchemist’s lips lowered, almost as if the eye was squinting, and he leaned in. After a long moment of observation, the process was reverted and his face returned to normal.

“Shut the door,” he said, voice like splintering ice.

Argrave nodded, saying nothing, then turned to pull the door shut.


Chapter 41

The Alchemist living beneath the hot sands of the Burnt Desert was nowhere near as insignificant as his name implied. The master of this obsidian castle was not merely a practitioner of alchemy. He embodied it. Literally.

His body was alchemy manifest.

The principle of alchemy—fantasy alchemy, at least—was that of exchange. The most famous example would be turning lead to gold. In Heroes of Berendar, alchemy was dually a process by which potions were created, and a magic of conversion.

The Alchemist had displayed these qualities when Argrave had entered. His eyes and teeth had receded back into his head, whereupon they were alchemized within his body to form a single giant eye that better scrutinized Argrave. His body was a constant boiling ocean of alchemy, able to reform what he had into whatever body parts he needed.

Now, Argrave followed this hulking monstrosity through his abode of sterile obsidian. He was alone. The Brumesingers, Argrave’s companions—all were outside, idle.

The Alchemist’s silken black robe of hair sunk into his back as they walked, leaving a blank slate of ivory flesh behind. Slowly, lips formed, eyes just after them.

“You are a servant of Erlebnis?” he asked from the newly formed lips, voice harsh and loud.

The sight of the shifting flesh might have terrified Argrave had he not gone through the Low Way in the past, yet more disquieting was the fact he was being asked any questions at all. He was not surprised the Alchemist had seen through the Blessing of Supersession so easily, though.

“No,” Argrave answered, suppressing the urge to add extraneous details. Answer only the question you are asked, he reminded himself, repeating it mentally like a mantra.

The lips and eyes on the Alchemist’s back merged into one giant eyeball that shone with green light for but a moment. Argrave could see spell matrixes within the eye’s pupil. Argrave knew not what the monstrous figure was doing, and he didn’t dare ask.

Soon enough, the eye was replaced by the black robe once again, and Argrave heaved a sigh of relief.

There was much mystery surrounding the Alchemist. Argrave had dedicated weeks of research to writing the wiki’s article for this character. He had combed through countless in-game books, looking for references, even symbolic references, to link the Alchemist to anything—a faction, a religion, a god.

Argrave’s experience with Heroes of Berendar narrowed things down… but gave nothing concrete.

Firstly, Argrave knew the Alchemist had associated with an ancient god. He didn’t know the details of this association, nor did he know which ancient god, nor any details beyond the fact that the two were linked.

Secondly, Argrave knew the Alchemist had once been mortal, and that his change was brought about by magic. Details were hazy on this end, too—some records claimed it was a hostile spell, others claimed it was a ritual taken willingly for the purpose of embodying alchemy.

Thirdly, the Alchemist was old. Millennia old, at least. Argrave knew he was aware of Gerechtigkeit. He could be enlisted for the final battle, something Argrave was sure as hell going to do.

Beyond that, the giant man before him remained a mystery. The Alchemist was not receptive to questions. He was more apathetic than cruel, but he was also entirely intolerant of the most insignificant annoyances, questions being foremost among them. Argrave’s personal conjecture was that the Alchemist lived in such a secluded place to avoid people, and to avoid harming people—some of his dialogue expressed dissatisfaction with his rage, and guilt for wanton slaughter.

But that was just that: conjecture.

The Alchemist came to a giant set of polished obsidian doors. He did not need to raise a hand—the doors started shifting aside as he neared. Argrave knew what was beyond. He had come here time and time again. Even still, it had been months since he had seen it, and viewing it in-person was an infinitely more captivating thing.

Shelves of polished obsidian rose one hundred feet into the air. The walls themselves seemed to emit a steady purple light, making the place seem infinitely gloomier than it already was. The shelves held books, and every single book, without fail, had a white cover. A great many of them had lettering on the cover—even more were blank. Spread out across the room were obsidian tables. They looked like altars, in truth, but there was no discernible religious significance to them.

Argrave had seen many libraries and studies of vast scale in his time on Berendar. He’d seen the libraries within the Order of the Gray Owl’s buildings, the ancient library in the Low Way of the Rose, and the cold stone library in Veiden, managed by Rowe. None could compare to this place, at least not in scope.

The Alchemist stepped into the room. His arms stretched out as he retrieved many of the books with blank covers. The mini-hands at the end of his fingers served to bring precision—with it, he effectively had ten normal-sized human hands, with which he adroitly maneuvered books and writing implements.

Before long, the gargantuan robed figure turned to Argrave, five books held in his right hand with five writing implements in the other. Seeing the small hands on the tips of his finger clutch books and pens tightly was vastly disconcerting—so disconcerting, in fact, that he did not understand the Alchemist’s meaning immediately.

“Explain your trade,” the Alchemist instructed coldly once Argrave did nothing. He had already begun writing with two of his hands, perhaps noting his personal observations.

Argrave straightened his back at once and ran through his planned lecture. He stepped to the closest obsidian table and laid out his things, then inhaled, readying himself.

Argrave pointed down to the gray, vaguely opaque heart. “This is the Wraith’s Heart. It’s a perfect mirror of a real human heart. Moreover, it has the capacity to take aspects of magical artifacts and embody them, if they are alchemized inside your body.” Argrave pointed to the Alchemist. “The Wraith’s Heart can be considered empty, at present.”

The fell figure wrote down what Argrave said, each of his five small hands writing and moving diligently to inscribe on the blank books.

“To that end, these two items stand to fill the Wraith’s Heart emptiness.” Argrave touched the purple rock on the table. Sensing the enchantments near it, veins rose and linked to Argrave’s gloves. “This is the Amaranthine Heart. It extracts vitality… or lifeforce, from anything that it links to. It can additionally sap magic. What it absorbs can be extracted as liquid magic.” Argrave pulled his finger away, and the veins of the Heart snapped, fading into nothingness. A single dot of black liquid appeared atop it, like a drop of perspiration.

Argrave stepped to the side and reached out for the Crimson Wellspring. “This item is called the Crimson Wellspring. It is capable of converting most organic matter into blood. Unlike most other artificial bloods invented in the past, this one is capable of sustaining vampires, meaning it possesses genuine vitality.”

Argrave took a step back and gathered his thoughts. “These two items, working in tandem inside the Wraith’s Heart, will serve to subvert some of my normal biological processes. Together, they can produce magic-imbued blood. You have achieved something similar with chimeras,” Argrave said, pointing to the Alchemist. “But the magic-imbued blood proved corrosive.”

“Yes. The body rejects false blood,” the Alchemist said—his first interjection.

“As such, we look to other creatures for a model,” Argrave continued, undaunted. “Creatures that have naturally occurring magic within their blood—dragons, wyverns, my pets the Singers of the Brume, certain species of elves… they all share one thing in common; their blood is not corrosive because their body creates it for them. It isn’t the magic that is being rejected—the blood is being rejected.”

The Alchemist ceased writing. He set some books down, then reached away, retrieving books that were not blank. Argrave barely saw diagrams of creatures—anatomies of the creatures he’d mentioned. The Alchemist studied them.

Argrave put his hand to his chest. “To ensure my body does not reject the magic blood… the third thing to be alchemized within the Wraith’s Heart is to be my own heart,” he explained, voice shaking somewhat. “And further, it establishes the necessity for the Unsullied Knife.” Argrave pointed to the scalpel on the obsidian table. “Crude tools could not extract my heart and replace it with the alchemized Wraith’s Heart without death. And that is the crux of the surgery—heart replacement. I know you are capable of that already.”

With those final words, Argrave exhaled. He reviewed what he had said, ensuring that nothing had been left out. The Alchemist said nothing, moving with purpose throughout the library as he examined countless texts and wrote in his blank books. The wait was insufferable, but Argrave could only suffer it.

The Alchemist finally stopped moving about and stared down at Argrave. “Will you tell me where you found these items?”

Argrave met the Alchemist’s gray-eyed gaze with his own. “No.” He shook his head.

It was pointless to answer. Gratitude and offense were both equally impossible from the Alchemist. Argrave gained nothing by answering, something that the player in Heroes of Berendar learned quickly. The Alchemist very rarely rewarded the player for doing anything. One would fetch him an incredibly rare item… and receive nothing in return.

“What do you believe will happen when this alchemized heart is placed within you?” the Alchemist questioned.

“It…” Argrave swallowed. The man sounded like a doctor, asking a leading question. “My body will have to reform itself to accommodate the magic within my blood. Everything within… will change, and morph. It will be very painful,” Argrave finished.

“Yes.” The Alchemist nodded. “It will. As such, I am establishing another condition to our trade. If your screams annoy me, I will take your larynx.”

Argrave blinked. “Will I… get it back after?”

“No.”

Can’t you just make a ward around me? You’re an incomprehensibly powerful mage! Argrave wished to ask, but he’d already pushed his luck by asking one question.

He nodded. “Okay.”

The Alchemist raised a hand up, pointing to the door. The mini hand on the tip of his finger pointed, too. “Go. You will be led to a room on the outer wings of my castle. You will stay there during your period of change, so that I might observe these changes. I expect your companions to tend to your needs while you are here. They will be given access and informed of things.” He lowered his hand. “Once you arrive, strip. I will come when I am prepared.”

Argrave nodded once again, then turned. Beyond, the once-dark hallway had been illuminated with purple lights, leading him down its path. He had been expecting such a sight.

That conversation had been extremely disorienting and illogical, but Argrave felt that things had gone well. Though, perhaps it was because it was only logical that it felt illogical—it didn’t match a conversation between two normal humans.

Though Argrave was carrying four fewer things in hand, his steps felt heavy. Heart surgery, he noted. And my surgeon is a whack job.

***

Anneliese kept a close watch on Durran and Garm, sitting amidst the giant bushes some distance away. She held her knees with her arms, and as she sat there, she tapped one foot against the ground rapidly.

She hated this feeling more than anything she’d ever experienced, she was certain. Her gut writhed, her throat was clenched, and it felt like an ocean of nervousness raged through her chest. Beneath it all was a thin sheet of anger and betrayal.

All along the way, Argrave had expressed how dangerous this Alchemist would be, and how they would need to be careful. Then, at the end, he tossed ‘they’ to the wind, and goes to meet the man alone. Anneliese knew he was right about this. It was for the best. Even still, she felt the need to rush in, join him.

But… she wouldn’t.

So much had been put into this. Argrave had toiled for months, grinding away at his own sanity, to achieve his goal. It was selfish, fundamentally—curing his sickly body—but there was a selfless purpose beyond it.

Anneliese would be certain that absolutely nothing went wrong. Maybe it was because it was the only thing she could do. Regardless, she kept focused on Durran and Garm, the jungle around her dulling her focus none.

Galamon touched her elbow. He held something out—meat, she noticed.

“Wildlife is abundant here. Argrave was right,” he said.

“I am not hungry.” She shook her head.

“You can only wait,” Galamon said coldly. “At least do it with a full stomach.”

She acknowledged his words with a frown and blinked a few times. Eventually, though, her gaze once more settled on the two ahead.

Anneliese did not pray often. She valued Veidimen culture over its religion. Now, though…

Veid, please protect Argrave, she prayed.


Chapter 42

Argrave recalled that he had once complained in an online forum about ‘fade to black’ cutscenes in video games. The screen would go dark, and then someone would narrate what had happened. ‘It’s lazy,’ he recalled writing. ‘Devs didn’t want to animate a surgery.’ Argrave was sure he’d been about fifteen years old when he wrote those nonsensical complaints.

Now, Argrave wished for nothing more than his vision to fade to black and a month to pass.

Instead, a twenty-foot-tall giant wearing robes made of his own hair rearranged furniture to prepare for Argrave’s heart surgery. He secretly hoped he’d have a panic attack and faint.

The Alchemist moved a table closer and placed a bowl of obsidian there. More and more things piled up beside Argrave, and his breathing started to quicken as he questioned what, exactly, each implement would be for.

Eventually, Argrave decided it would be best to stare at the ceiling. He saw the Alchemist eat something—a collection of herbs, it looked like. Then, the man’s finger retracted into itself, reemerging as a dripping rod of bone. The Alchemist held up a cup, filling it with a thin liquid the same color as the herbs he’d just consumed.

When the cup was filled, the Alchemist held it to Argrave. “Imbibe,” he commanded.

Argrave sat up. It was very difficult to refrain from asking what he was to be imbibing. When he drank, it tasted like a subtle, leafy tea mixed with cough syrup. He laid back down, distinctly aware of it traveling through his body.

The Alchemist stood over him, staring down. “Breathing will slow. Emotions will vanish. Blood will thicken,” he commented, watching.

Should I be awake for this? he questioned internally. As if reading his mind, the Alchemist continued, “I would prefer you asleep or comatose, but I obtain more information if you are alive and conscious. Observe my actions. You will write a report when I am finished.”

Argrave nodded, then waited. The Alchemist merely stood over him, staring down. It wrote on blank books off to the side. Argrave realized it was drawing a diagram of him. Minutes passed, and Argrave merely stared around at the obsidian ceiling and the ivory-fleshed monstrosity looming above him.

“You have the faintest blood of a feathered serpent,” he said. “Vestigial remnants will change your period of adaptation.”

What does that mean? Argrave questioned. Strangely, it did not panic him at all. It felt like it didn’t matter, actually. He realized that his limbs felt very heavy. That didn’t matter, either—he had no desire to do anything but lay here anymore. Even blinking was starting to feel cumbersome.

The Alchemist raised his hand up. One of his fingers grew an eye on its tip. He positioned it directly above Argrave’s chest. It was eerily still, like it wasn’t living at all. Off to the side, the Alchemist’s other fingers prepared implements. Foremost among them was the Unsullied Knife. As Argrave watched, he put things together calmly.

Ah. He’s using an eye like an endoscopic surgical camera, Argrave realized. And he mixed a potion inside his body that would suppress my functions, to make things easier for the surgery while allowing me to retain my consciousness.

The Unsullied Knife drew near his flesh. The white scalpel’s red inscriptions shone all the brighter in the Alchemist’s hands. Argrave felt nothing as it approached—fear, panic, all were gone. It touched his flesh, making the first incision.

Though, perhaps incision was not the right word. His flesh moved aside, bunching like clay, revealing bone beyond.

“The tool puts living things in a state of minor stasis,” commented the Alchemist. “Souls, flesh, blood; all suspended. It interacts with all realms of the world. This instrument could even excise the Blessing of Supersession that blooms within you.” The man spun the scalpel about in the small hands at the tips of his fingers. “Provoking an ancient god in this manner could be very interesting.”

Something cut past the dull haze that had obscured Argrave’s emotions, and his breathing grew a bit faster.

“Stop breathing,” the Alchemist chided. “My next action will not be further warning.”

Argrave laid his head back against the table. The only thing he saw was the sleek obsidian ceiling.

If I keep staring upward, it’s like a really long fade to black, Argrave realized. He found some serenity in the constancy of the ceiling.

The serenity was broken when one of the Alchemist’s fingers moved into view, a tong-like implement holding something white. It was placed in a bowl. Argrave turned his head, looking at it.

I think that’s bone, he recognized.

“Refrain from observing distractions,” the Alchemist commanded. “Direct all attention toward the operation. Firsthand experience and testimony add paramount details to all collected data.”

Argrave lifted his head up, staring at the sight below. To say the least of the situation, he saw much more of the color red than before.

I think I’m going to have a nightmare about this later, Argrave reasoned. I’m sure this would be pretty disturbing if I had all my faculties.

“Your lungs have scarring. You should have been more careful.”

Huh. Guess he does have some compassion, Argrave thought.

“You are a terrible subject of comparison,” the Alchemist finished. “You deviate far from all human norms, making you a poor control. Tall, frail of bone. Weak, sickly organs. Yet… your body’s adaptations to the magic integrating with your blood and flesh will be far more pronounced.”

That sounds more in character, Argrave concluded.

Argrave watched his chest be ripped apart quietly, feeling neither intrigue nor disgust. As he sat there in his strange, emotion-free state, a thought came to mind.

What if Durran and Garm did something to the artifacts? The thought bounced around in his head for a while. Well, I wouldn’t become black-blooded. But I don’t see how they could have done anything. What could he have done? Inject spirit-goo into them? Ridiculous. Yet… certainly, Garm was alone with them a few times… he’s usually by the backpacks, after all. All of them, save the Amaranthine Heart, were kept inside the lockbox.

Argrave looked back to the growing pile of bones in a bowl beside him.

I wonder if the Alchemist would even put me back together if they didn’t work, Argrave questioned. Well, they looked fine. But hell, I barely comprehend them as is. How would I know if something was wrong with any of them?

Realizing nothing could be done, Argrave turned his head back. Oh. There’s my heart. Bigger than I thought. The Alchemist’s finger-eye lowered into Argrave’s body, while another hand conjured spell light. All the while, the Unsullied Knife grew ever closer.

I suppose I’m about to find out.

***

Durran stepped out of the jungle, positioning his glaive to block the sunlight that buffeted his eyes. As the whiteness induced by sudden sunlight settled, what he saw beyond was not at all what he expected to see.

They must have been in a cave atop a mountain near its summit, for clouds were just below them, peaks jutting up above. The clouds were thick and dense, almost prompting one to try to stand on them. Nonetheless, they concealed much of the environment ahead. Durran could only barely make out a field of green. They were definitely far from the Burnt Desert, despite where they had entered from.

He stepped closer, transfixed. A single giant tree hung out over the ledge, drooping down off the side off the mountain. Durran was close enough to the clouds that he could see them move, but he had seen moving clouds plenty aback his wyvern—instead, he watched beyond, staring at the fields of green.

Durran had heard tell of the northern lands… but he’d never seen them. He didn’t know where this cave was. He didn’t even know if the sight ahead was real. All he knew was that they were far from the Burnt Desert.

“Come look at this!” Durran turned around, calling out in his excitement. He was greeted by a pair of ever-watching amber eyes.

Anneliese clearly had not slept at all during their night in this strange realm. She took Argrave’s directive very seriously, obviously. Durran couldn’t help but feel a bit ostracized when their distrust was so blatantly displayed, but then… perhaps he had no right to complain, considering their distrust was warranted.

“We’re far from the Burnt Desert,” Garm noted from Durran’s hands.

“I thought the same.” Durran turned back around. “Lands of eternal green… I hope to see them some day. Poured sand from my boots enough times, now I’m looking to put my gaze on something new.”

“You will,” assured Garm.

Durran moved up to the edge and sat down, laying his glaive out. There was no wind at all, strangely enough—winds would surely be incredibly harsh this high up, provided this was a normal place. Instead, things remained as pleasant as ever. The giant tree leaning out beside him resembled a willow. Even its branches were undisturbed.

He watched for a long while. Durran still had much disturbing his thoughts—the business at Sethia was one that couldn’t be put to bed in a couple days. Fortunately, as things were shaking out, he was to be spending a month here.

With a final sigh, Durran rose to his feet. As he turned, he spotted something emerge from the jungle behind Anneliese. She must’ve noticed his expression change, because she turned quickly and stepped away.

A figure of dancing black smoke stood before her. It had no discernible features, but Durran could’ve sworn that it was looking around.

“Your companion informed me only one of you would suffice for dealing with him,” a harsh voice echoed out, and Durran took a step back. “He said he would prefer Anneliese. Go. The lights will lead you.”

The black smoke exploded outwards as though blasted by a great gale, dispersing into nothingness. Durran watched the tall snow elf breathe quicker, probably panicking. Without a word, she rushed out into the jungle.

Durran adjusted his position, calming himself. “Looks like the time is now…” he muttered, clenching Garm a little tighter.

Just then, Galamon stepped out of the jungle. One hand held his Ebonice axe, still dripping with blood. The other held a cat-like creature Durran had never seen before—it resembled a cougar, though with bizarre stripes and much more mass on its frame.

“What time might that be?” Galamon questioned.

Durran inhaled, then adjusted his footing. He bent down and retrieved his glaive. “You’re right. He really does hear everything.”

“Stop being a fool,” Garm chided. “Put down the glaive. That one is a monster beyond your capability.”

“Who decided that?” Durran stepped forward.

“Galamon,” Garm called out, and only then did Durran halt.

Galamon dropped the body he held, and it fell to the dirt below. The giant elf said nothing, waiting for Garm to continue.

“I think we should talk,” Garm continued. “Because what I wish to do… it can benefit you, if you wish it.”

Galamon took steady steps forward. “I don’t think you’ve learned anything about me, beginning with that. I am Argrave’s shield. I will tolerate nothing that subverts his goal. No boon will sway me, no opponent will deter me.”

“Hear me out,” Garm insisted. “I know you better than you think. I hope we can talk about this amicably, at the very least.”

Galamon stopped moving forward. “Fine. I should warn you, though… I am quite good at throwing axes. Try nothing.” He waved the Ebonice axe in his hand.

“I’m glad you’re the one left,” Garm smiled. “You might be the only one who would let me go through with this.”


Chapter 43

Anneliese stepped through the bizarre palace of the Alchemist, following the purple lights that shone without an obvious source. They guided her through the complex place. Typically, her eyes wandered at times like these, consumed with curiosity, but she was led forward now with a single-minded purpose.

She passed through a threshold into another room. The trail of lights faded. She saw a bed in the back of the room—it was a fancy one, a four-poster, hanging curtains of purple fabric with strange designs on them. Its fanciness seemed in stark contrast with the rest of the place.

Anneliese stepped forward toward the bed. She saw a pair of feet sticking off the end, and as she grew closer, she ducked low and looked.

Argrave laid there beneath purple blankets, holding a white book in his hands. It was blank, and he busied himself with filling it out. As she stared down at him, he looked up at her.

“You’re here. Look at this,” he complained. “The man couldn’t even get me a bed large enough for my whole body. You’d think a giant like him would have some sympathy for the people on the taller end of the spectrum, but no. He makes me leave my feet hanging.”

“Argrave…” She stepped closer. “What is…? What is wrong with you? I can… I cannot…”

“Oh. He gave me some liquid,” Argrave explained, voice without much vigor. “Not feeling very emotional right now, to put it simply. Should fade. I hope.”

Her eyes darted around frantically, scanning him as she drew closer.

“Take a look at this.” Argrave pulled down the blankets, revealing his pale, bony chest. “Not a scar in sight. You wouldn’t believe how bad I looked not too long ago. I’m a little disappointed, honestly… Wouldn’t mind a nice scar, right down the center…” He traced his sternum with his fingers.

Anneliese sat on the purple bed just beside him, eyes locked on him. “But what…? What did he…? What exactly…? How did it… how did it go?” she babbled.

Argrave shrugged. “I’m not sure, really. Apparently, the same potion he gave me to dull my emotions is stopping my new heart from doing its thing.” Argrave touched his chest. “My new heart’s a… I don’t know… it’s a magenta color, I guess, and it glows.” Argrave looked up. “The Alchemist said he’d be back in a few hours when the blood starts pumping. He advised I eat plenty.”

“But how do you feel?” she asked, her speech finally normalizing somewhat.

“Pretty weak. Can’t move much. And I think… and maybe I’m just being delusional…” Argrave looked at himself. “I think I can already vaguely feel the pain coming. The changes.” He shook his head. “Well, whatever. I have to write this report.”

As Argrave raised the book, ready to resume his task, Anneliese practically fell atop him, hugging him fiercely. Just as quickly, she pulled away.

“Forgive me,” she apologized. “No, forget that. I am not sorry for being glad you are well. But…” She sighed and lowered her head, white hair splaying out across the purple blankets. “I was worried. I still am.”

“If the ivory man hadn’t filled my veins with apathy-juice, I’d probably be a lot more worried than you are,” Argrave noted. “Well, that sounds a bit dismissive. I’m glad you were worried.” He paused. “That sounds worse, doesn’t it?”

Anneliese laughed heartily, like all the tension built within was being dispelled with each laugh. She stood. “You said the Alchemist is to return?”

“That’s right. Make sure everything is in order, that sort of thing. If I’m to be given a diagnosis of imminent death… it’ll probably come then.” Argrave nodded.

“I will stay with you,” she said. “Who knows what will occur after such a strange happening? You need someone by your side.”

“We discussed—”

“That was my decision. Save your words.” She shook her head.

Argrave stared her in the face. Her amber eyes were steady and determined. He could see how tired she was, yet nonetheless… He sighed, then set his book down.

“Alright. If I start moaning and groaning when my body begins to accept the new blood, don’t make fun of me, okay? I don’t need any shame with the pain.”

She knew he was only joking and smiled as she made for the door. “Write your report. I will get you food, as the Alchemist advised.”

“This brings me back,” Argrave called out, picking up his book once again.

“To what?” She paused at the threshold.

“Me, sick in bed. You, taking care of me, going to fetch food,” Argrave reminisced. “This time stands to last a bit longer than our time in Veiden. Bringing dried meat again?”

She stepped back into the room a little. “Would you like that?”

Argrave raised a brow. “Anything’s fine, little lady, don’t trouble yourself.”

“Hopefully this is the last time I need do such a thing,” she commented. “Though… I have no problem with it.”

“I’ll be as hale as a hare when this is done,” Argrave assured. “Galamon coming, too? The other two?”

She shook her head. “Presumably. I am unsure. I ran off possessed once I was informed of things.” She shook her head again. “I will keep an eye out.”

Argrave shook his head, then said in faux sadness, “You learn who your friends really are on your deathbed, looks like.”

“Please do not joke about that.” She shook her head.

Argrave laughed, then picked up his book. “Ought to get back to the slave labor. By the way, could you grab that bronze hand mirror? It’s in my pack just outside.”

Anneliese nodded and moved away.

“Thanks, Anneliese,” he called out.

She waved as she left. Argrave opened the book, trying to find where he’d left off writing.

***

“Anneliese will not be pleased,” noted Galamon, sitting cross-legged. “Your protection is bound to her by honor—a contract.”

“Honor, is it? She won’t care that I’ll be dead?” Garm laughed, stuck in the dirt just beside Durran. They sat around a fire, cooking the striped cat. “Whatever. I make my choices. Me. Not her, not our newly black-blooded friend. This has nothing to do with Argrave. It’s my choice. Mine. I will not allow them to interfere in that.”

“She’ll care.” Galamon nodded. “Argrave will, too.” He shook his head.

“You won’t?”

“I understand what it’s like to crave death,” Galamon said as he stared into the fire. “Was never brave enough to go through with it.”

“Hahahaha!” Garm laughed. “Shown up by a talking head.”

“Why do you do this?” Galamon asked.

“Because I’m a burden,” Garm said contemptuously. “I know what it will take for me to gain a body that I’m satisfied with. It would be as difficult as becoming black-blooded, I suspect—months of work, all to give me a barely-passable body, with not an iota of my former power. I’m deadweight.”

Galamon crossed his arms. “Yet you’re selfless enough to go through with this?”

“My whole life, people have disappointed me. My parents. All my friends. My teachers, my students. They never made the effort I made.” Garm looked at Galamon. “And now… I’ve met some people who wouldn’t disappoint me. I’m certain all of you would do as much for me as I am willing for you.”

“Found what you wanted… so you’ll end it all, without reason?”

“There’s reason,” Garm refuted. “Argrave fights some ancient calamity. He needs no deadweight, least of all a snarky bastard like myself.” His golden eyes turned to Durran. “At the very least, he’ll have a bitter bastard like Durran, who can carry his weight… and then some.”

Durran scratched his cheek. “Yeah. Fighting a god. Fun hobby, looking to try it out.” He nodded.

Galamon ran his hand through his white hair. “What’s your plan for this Alchemist?”

“Argrave probably doesn’t know this… but I know about the Alchemist, too. Some High Wizards engaged with him, at some point. Plenty of writings about the freak.” Garm closed his eyes. “My existence is special. A sentient necromantic creation. He’ll have interest in studying me, I’m sure.”

“Is it enough to ask what you intend of him?” Galamon adjusted his sitting position.

“I’m sure he’ll be eager to test out the Unsullied Knife more,” Garm reasoned, opening his eyes once again. “If worse comes to worst, the Alchemist won’t let me transcribe every spell I remember. But I’m certain I can bind my soul to Durran’s.”

Durran rubbed at his chest at the mention of ‘souls.’

“The soul’s not in the chest, idiot,” Garm rebuked. “Don’t act all terrified.”

Durran lowered his hand. “Just nauseated, thinking about merging with you, that’s all,” he shot back.

“Yeah, yeah,” Garm coaxed. “Let it out, tough guy.”

Galamon looked to the fire. “What will happen?”

“When souls merge… one dominates the other,” Garm explained. “It’s… eaten, more or less. Very risky thing for two souls of equal power to go at each other—it’s a game of chance and will at that point, and the loser is erased utterly. This situation is incomprehensibly rare. Fortunately for Durran, my soul is damaged. Quite badly. That bodes ill for my future.”

Durran crossed his arms. “Yes, you’re damaged goods. That much is obvious.”

“Then what is the benefit?” Galamon tilted his head.

“Memory,” Garm succinctly explained. “When a soul overwrites another, vestiges remain. If it’s a swordsman’s soul that’s eaten, the winning soul will learn the sword very, very quickly, until you catch up with the person’s skill. In the case of spells… any spell I’ve learned, or any tier of magic I’ve breached… Durran will have an easy go of things. Hand held through all the challenges in life, like a kid with rich parents.”

“Sounds useful.” Galamon crossed his arms. “Why’s it rare?”

“Well, souls are fleeting things,” Garm continued. “Need something like the Unsullied Knife for stability. Things that can facilitate such a procedure are rare, and closely guarded. And not all souls are compatible. If there’s a drastic difference in personality… well, it’s about as useful as doing nothing at all.”

Galamon nodded as though things had fallen into place. “I’ll help. But I’ll come with you. If either of you requests anything untoward of the Alchemist… I’ll end you there, even if I perish. My primary duty remains protecting Argrave. I sympathize with your plight, but I will not compromise on his safety.”

“Yes, yes,” Garm said dismissively. “I understand. On the front of Argrave… if you could, I’d like to write a letter. To him, to Anneliese…”

Durran looked like he had something to say but refrained.

“I can do that.” Galamon nodded. “You should write of the soul, and merging souls, to Argrave. He… the soul in his body is not the body’s original. I believe he could gain something from your wisdom.”

Garm raised a brow. “I’d ask more, but a dead man doesn’t need to know much of anything. Alright. I can do that,” Garm confirmed. “Another thing, Galamon. About that benefit I mentioned.”

“What?” the vampire questioned, rising to his feet.

“My eyes,” he began. “They’re valuable. I was an A-rank mage, once. They can see things—people’s magic strength, for instance. And they can better discern illusions. No illusion magic will affect you, should you inherit them. Not to mention… my vision is damned flawless. Do you want them?”

Galamon frowned, staring at those black and gold eyes all too similar to those belonging to the abominable creatures within the Low Way. “I’m a vampire. That may cause problems.”

“You’re a vampire?” Durran repeated incredulously. “Is no one in this—”

“Not now, Durran,” Garm dismissed. “It shouldn’t cause problems, not if the Alchemist fixes things. Your eye color won’t even change. It might take a couple months, but it’ll correct itself, and you can keep those shining whites you have.”

“I don’t want your eyes.” Galamon shook his head. “Another could use them better.”

“Alright.” Garm pursed his lips. “Guess I’ll offer them to Argrave or Anneliese.”

Durran looked utterly flabbergasted.

“Boy,” Garm called out, pulling him from his thoughts. “My soul is to become a part of you. Moreover, you’ll inherit my spell collection, provided the Alchemist allows me to write it out. Yet allow me to make one thing clear—even if I’m gone, bits of me will remain, like a lingering ghost. If you act against Argrave, or Galamon—if you hinder them… I’ll tear you apart from the inside. You will support them with all you have until Gerechtigkeit is dead and gone.”

“Not even sure this mythical being is real,” Durran countered. “What if it’s all bogus? What if Argrave’s lying?”

Garm laughed. “I thought like you, once. Argrave will change that thinking quickly enough. If he doesn’t… I’ll let you leave.” Garm took a deep breath and exhaled loudly. “Alright!” he shouted. “Time to end this miserable existence.”

“Are you sure you wish to cast your life away?” Galamon questioned.

“I died six hundred years ago. I was merely trapped until now,” Garm answered coldly. “I always thought about freedom, trapped as I was. I longed for it. It became an obsession. When I thought of freedom, I thought of flying. But I have flown aback Durran’s wyvern.” Garm closed his eyes. “Now I think of freedom… and dream of dying.”


Chapter 44

Argrave laid in bed, staring up at the bronze hand mirror he’d once so loathed owning.




Traits: [Black Blooded], [Intelligent], [Magic Affinity (High)], [Insomniac], [Blessing of Supersession (MAX)]




Skills: [Elemental Magic (C) {LOCKED}], [Blood Magic (C) {LOCKED}], [Healing Magic (C) {LOCKED}], [Illusion Magic (C) {LOCKED}], [Warding Magic (C) {LOCKED}], [Druidic Magic (C) {LOCKED}], [Inscription (E)], [Imbuing (E)]




Two accursed traits that had plagued him ever since he’d arrived at this place were now completely absent. Something else had taken their place—something glorious and black and bloody. He might’ve been alarmed by the giant words reading ‘locked’ beside every rank of magic he’d learned, but he’d been expecting such a thing. His magic pool had diminished significantly—he was only capable of casting spells of D-rank, now.

“What does it say?” questioned Anneliese.

“It says things that make me very, very happy,” Argrave answered, setting the mirror beside him on the bed. “Hot damn. I want to dance.” He cleared his throat. “When marimba rhythms start to play, dance with me, make me sway,” he sang.

Anneliese smiled. “You are just as bad as singing as last time.”

Argrave laughed. “I know, I know—I’ve got no talent, I’m flat. But do you know what I am talented at? Or rather, will be?” Argrave pointed a finger.

“I can think of some.” She nodded.

“Flattering statement, little lady.” Argrave lowered his finger. “Henceforth, I will grow as a mage with ridiculous speed. Unprecedented. My magic will replenish faster than you can blink. I can diminish it just as fast, repaying that massive magic debt I accrued at Sethia. I suspect that’ll happen before we even leave this place. Each time I do this cycle, it’ll grow a little larger, a little larger…” Argrave held his fingers close together, and then widened them. “Before long, I won’t even need the Blessing of Supersession. My magic pool will be larger.” Argrave paused, then recanted, “Alright, that’s one hell of an exaggeration. But still!”

Anneliese moved to sit on the bed. “Your emotions are returning. Does that mean…?”

Argrave nodded. “I wasn’t being delusional. I feel it coming on. It’s like…” Argrave paused. “You remember, when you were young, you’d feel this weird aching, throbbing, in your legs? Growing pains, some called them.”

She looked to her legs, thinking, and then nodded. “I think so,” she confirmed.

“Well, it’s like that… but all over.” Argrave moved his hands around, touching various places. “And… it’s getting worse.”

“Things have only just begun,” a voice echoed throughout the room.

The Alchemist stepped inside. Argrave clammed up immediately and focused his gaze on the returned giant. Anneliese stood from the bed, coming to attention, yet remained quiet otherwise. The bed shook with every step he took.

Soon enough, he came to stand over Argrave’s four-poster bed, his upper half concealed by the bedframe. He held his hand out, and the fingers retracted within. A great eye opened on the now-fingerless palm. The gray pupil shone with spell matrixes, darting about and scanning Argrave’s body. Anneliese stepped back, startled, then bravely stepped forward and sat beside Argrave.

“If I were to open your chest once again, we might see the heart working. Blood enters it normally and exits changed. Insignificant, now, but in time it will all be replaced. Black-blooded.”

The Alchemist walked around the bed. “You must eat much. If you do not, you will be eaten from within and die. Avoid biting your tongue from the pain—be cautious of seizures, too.” The Alchemist rubbed his fingers together. “In addition, waste will be forcibly expelled from the body. At the peak, I suspect you will begin sweating, vomiting, and defecating blood. It will leave no lasting damage, I suspect. In addition, your skin, hair, and nails may fall off, regrow. I am uncertain of this. All test subjects and chimeras die by this point, generally.”

Argrave swallowed.

“Your bones, organs, muscles, et cetera, will all adapt to the changes, in time. Bones will grow larger, gain strength. Your muscles will exhibit no visible changes, but they will morph as well. Your organs will become much more efficient as magic permeates throughout your body.” The Alchemist stepped to the bed’s nightstand and retrieved Argrave’s report.

“In essence, everything your body does will become better. Exemplar, muscle growth; the same effort will produce tremendously improved results. Alcohol, poisons, and many potions will dissolve from the intensity of the magic in your blood.” The Alchemist flipped through Argrave’s written report, reading as he spoke. “Infection and disease become impossibilities. Wounds will heal better, and faster,” he continued. “That same principle wards away aging to a large degree.”

The Alchemist shut the book with a light pop. “Sufficient,” was his sole comment for the report. “I tell you this because I expect you to keep noting these things. You will describe what occurs within, daily, and continue to be subject to my scrutiny. In return, you will receive my continued tolerance of your presence within my home and garden. Elsewise, you and yours will be banished.”

“I agree, then.” Argrave nodded. “Any rules to note for my stay?”

“Do not pester me needlessly. Beyond that, my other condition remains in place.”

Argrave nodded. The Alchemist set the book back down on the nightstand and left, his exit jarringly abrupt. The both of them sat in stunned silence for a long while. Eventually, Argrave took a deep breath and sighed.

“Surgeons aren’t much better than lawyers in terms of arrogance.”

“What other condition?” Anneliese questioned, ignoring his little quip.

“If I scream too loud, he’ll take my larynx,” Argrave explained, staring at the blankets atop him.

“Larynx?” she repeated.

“Throat… thing.” Argrave held a hand to his throat. “Lets me talk. Breathe, too, I think. Not sure.”

She stared at him. “How loud is too loud?”

“Uhh…” Argrave trailed off. “Loud enough to annoy him.”

Anneliese sighed. “A simple enough thing to combat. I will make sure no sound gets out. Still, what a terrifying man.”

“I’m curious… what did you feel from him?”

“It is not… a feeling, per se,” Anneliese explained. “It is more of reading their body, their face, than something external. I cannot read animals, nor things drastically different from humans or elves. The only reason I was able to read those creatures in the Low Way was because their basis was human. And… I cannot read him. His movements are all far too foreign.”

Argrave nodded. “That’s fine. Still, I was hoping for something to make this nonsense less nonsensical.”

“Do not be nervous,” Anneliese reassured. “I vowed that absolutely nothing would go wrong. And I will be sure of that, even now.”

Argrave did feel reassured by that, knowing they were more than empty words coming from her. “No sight of Galamon or Durran?”

She looked frustrated. “No. I saw nothing of them. It is a vast jungle, granted, but I did not think it dangerous. And I did not think they would not care about your wellbeing…” She shook her head. “I will go look for them, if you wish it. I can fetch more to eat, too. It would be good to stock up.”

“I mean… I got what I came here for. I don’t think they can take that away.” Argrave clenched the blankets tight. “But Durran and Garm were definitely being shady.”

***

“I refuse,” said the Alchemist, plainly and loudly, voice ever-grating on the ears.

Garm stared up at the gargantuan man, his pupils shaking. Durran and Galamon stood within the vast library that Argrave had discussed his surgery in, Garm held in Galamon’s hand. Though the area had been clean and tidy when Argrave left, barring some misplaced books, it was now strewn with innumerable books containing diagrams and long paragraphs of data—some of them seemed to be wholly numbers.

“Why?” Garm questioned against his better judgement.

The Alchemist raised his nose up into the air, and vague cracks echoed out around his neck.

“I will not be party to killing something that I have interest in,” he said plainly, though his voice was noticeably lower in pitch. “A necromantic creation that retains its sentience, retains its soul in toto, barring foolish, unnecessary damages that seemed to have been self-inflicted by a B-rank spell—that is interesting indeed. Worthy of study, certainly.”

Galamon shifted on his feet, looking to Garm in his hand.

“But I told you—I’ll allow you to study me.”

“Until the black-blooded one recovers. A process taking a month at most. Insufficient time to draw my interest enough to do as you wish,” the Alchemist concluded, staring down at Garm.

“I have other things to offer,” Garm continued. “Spells of the Order of the Rose.”

The Alchemist turned around and walked back into the library, saying nothing in response. It was clear he had no interest in further conversation.

“What would it take, then?!” Garm called out.

Cracking bones echoed throughout the obsidian library, as though the Alchemist was popping his neck or fingers. He came to a stop. Rather than turn, the hair on his scalp receded within, and a face identical to the one on the front took its place. His frontside carried on unaffected, staring down and writing into a book as he spoke from the face on his back.

“Surrender yourself to me, completely,” the Alchemist said, voice another pitch lower. “And refrain from this foolishness of merging souls. I can still deliver your eyes to the black-blooded one. I will allow you to write down what spells you know. In return, submit. The tests will last some years. Depending on how they go, I may allow you to die when they are finished,” he finished apathetically.

Durran lowered his gaze to the ground, raising his brows and shaking his head as if resigned to things. Galamon remained patient, staring down at Garm.

“But I… I’ll do things myself. Then I’ll be gone forever—no opportunity for anyone any longer,” Garm threatened, desperation very evident.

More cracking and popping filled the room. The book the Alchemist held slammed shut, echoing throughout the library. The face on the back of his head sunk away, replaced by hair, and the Alchemist turned to face Garm.

“How sad,” the Alchemist said, voice now as deep and guttural as Galamon’s, though magnitudes more powerful.

“Garm…” Galamon cautioned, already stepping away toward the hall.

“You have to help,” Garm said resolutely.

At once, the odd cracking of bones turned into a deafening noise, like the sound of a giant tree finally breaking and splintering. The Alchemist’s movements were barely discernible, and he arrived before the three of them in less than a second. His hair rose and writhed as if alive and his rigid back bent down, face contorting into one giant eye that stared at Garm while shining with green light.

A mouth opened on the Alchemist’s stomach, wide enough to swallow Galamon whole and with teeth the size of Garm himself. A black mist poured out of his ears, eye, and mouth, dancing up into the air. His hair surrounded Garm, each strand like threatening needles.

“Why is that?” the Alchemist asked, each word spoken slowly and deliberately. His voice could be likened to the devil itself, so terrifying it had become.

As the needle-thin strands of hair poked at his skin, drawing blood, Garm’s gaze remained steady.

“Because you want to stop Gerechtigkeit as much as anyone in this world. And Argrave stands to be the vanguard against him,” Garm answered. “I want to help him. This is the best way I have. Besides, you get to use the Unsullied Knife more. Doubtless you’re eager to.”

The Alchemist became still for a moment. Then, he began to pull away. “Gerechtigkeit,” said the colossal mouth on his stomach, emphasizing the harsh portions of the word. The mouth groaned loudly, then slowly, the lips sealed shut, fading away into flesh until naught but ivory skin remained.

Durran had fallen to the floor at some point, and he slowly stood up, head moving about frantically. Even Galamon had shied away.

“Get out,” the Alchemist commanded. “Begone. I must…” he trailed off, his speech hesitating for the first time any present could recall.

All were eager to obey this directive, exiting as quickly as their feet would allow. The Alchemist looked up to the ceiling. He stared silently for a long while, then let out a long, contemptuous groan.

“Annoying,” he said, voice returned to its normal pitch.


Chapter 45

“Garm mouthed off to the Alchemist?” Argrave questioned while rubbing his chest, taking deliberate and heavy breaths. Anneliese had placed some accommodations in the room—the end of the bed had a chair to accommodate Argrave’s dangling feet, and she had placed a large couch just beside the bed for herself. In addition, some food was ready and stocked.

The pain was beginning in earnest. It was a constant dull ache, rising ever upward in intensity. It had been manageable at first—ignorable, even. But it kept growing and growing, becoming all-consuming. It reminded Argrave, strangely enough, of having eaten something incomprehensibly spicy. The pain appeared tame for a time—half a minute, maybe. But the fire would keep growing, consuming one’s throat, one’s mouth, with such a steady pace that the moment seemed to last forever.

Unlike a hot pepper’s spice, there was no respite from this pain. No milk, nothing to offer temporary relief. It was just an ache rising ever higher, like a room slowly flooding. The worst part was that Argrave saw no ceiling in sight—it stood to keep growing, eating away more and more at all other sensations. The uncertainty bred nervousness, fear.

A month of this, Argrave told himself mentally. This is nothing. First step on the stair. Gotta be better.

“…and so they refuse to enter,” Anneliese said.

Argrave looked at her, realizing she’d been talking while he’d been lost in thought. “Sorry, got lost in my own world,” he confessed.

“They ran into the Alchemist, and he told them to get out of their sight after some words,” she summarized what she had said quickly. “Now, they fear retribution, so they stay far from the castle.”

A stab of pain seized Argrave’s head, and he inhaled through clenched teeth, veritably hissing.

“Useless imbeciles,” he said loudly, his own voice echoing in his head. “What good are they?”

Anneliese looked off to the side, saying nothing.

“Damn it all,” Argrave cursed. “No… they’re not imbeciles. Pain… pain makes you irritable. Forget what I said.” The stabbing subsided in his head, and once it did, he interrogated further, “What the hell did they say to the man?”

“They avoided the subject.” Anneliese crossed her arms.

“Christ. I might be pissing blood soon, and they’re playing about with our local twenty-foot-tall psychopath!” Argrave stroked his head, his shouting making his headache worse. “I can’t catch a break? Even now?!”

Anneliese stared at him patiently. “Is there anything you need?”

“Yeah.” Argrave nodded. “Choke me until I’m unconscious, see you tomorrow.” He gave a salute.

She lowered her head, unamused by his joke.

“I’m sorry,” he apologized. “Maybe you… maybe you shouldn’t be here. I’m just going to be a moody prick for days on end. No one deserves to be subject to that, least of all…” He shook his head. “Just go, join Galamon.”

“I made up my mind, Argrave,” she said simply without a moment’s hesitation. “You expect me to leave you to fend for yourself? Could you? We know not how bad this will get,” she pointed out.

“But—”

The Alchemist entered. His steps seemed heavier than normal, somehow. Argrave tensed, quieting and sitting up in the bed. Wordlessly, the Alchemist came to stand before Argrave. He held his hand out, an eyeball forming within his palm once more. His gray eye shone with spell light.

Like this, the Alchemist stood there, as still and shiny as a nightstand lamp. Argrave stayed silent, doing his best to make even his breathing quiet as he waited for whatever the Alchemist was doing.

“Mmmm…” he groaned for nearly a minute, voice low. “I see it now. You descend from that golden serpent. Vasquer. She had a union with a man. Hideous thing.”

The Alchemist began to walk around the bed, hand remaining stationary. It reminded Argrave of the way a chicken’s head could stay totally still as it moved. After a long while where Argrave cast uncertain glances at Anneliese, the Alchemist finally closed his hand.

A finger extended toward Argrave. The mini hand on the finger’s tip grabbed Argrave’s cheeks, and his eyes widened in surprise. The Alchemist’s skin was surprisingly rough, despite being white and smooth-looking. Argrave tried to keep his face firm, but his cheeks were soon squished by an indomitable force—not enough to hurt, but enough to move him, certainly. Not that Argrave could notice if it did hurt, what with the all-consuming pain of his black blood integrating with his body.

Anneliese stood and stepped toward the bed, her expression morphed by surprise. She looked concerned but hesitated to act.

“You talk frequently. The muscles in your face—signs of non-stop chatter, laughter, smiles,” the Alchemist noted. Argrave felt some strain on his neck as he was lifted upward somewhat. He raised his hand up, hesitant to stop the Alchemist. Before he could make up his mind, Argrave was released suddenly, falling back to the bed. “Every time I listen to this room, I hear your babbling. Inane complaints. Witticisms. Delusions of grandeur made grander by gullibility.”

Argrave stared indignantly with brows furrowed and eyes wide, massaging his face in confusion.

“Words, words, words—there are too many in the world,” the Alchemist said. “Words fail half the time. What good are words in a battle?”

Silence filled the room for a while. Argrave figured it was a rhetorical question, and so he stayed silent.

“Stop thinking. Answer,” the Alchemist commanded, and Argrave scrambled in the bed.

“Words…” Argrave trailed off, before finishing, “…got me here.”

“A lie. You have feet, legs, all connected to a brain by systems so complex your words fail to describe them. They render you ambulatory, not words. You walked here. Words, be they on paper or spoken, carry no one anywhere.”

I really don’t need this right now, Argrave thought, brain dancing to find the answer.

“It’s a metaphor,” Argrave rebutted.

“Useless things,” the Alchemist stated, voice a pitch lower—this alarmed Argrave very much, because he knew it was a sign of anger. “Words are a veneer—metaphor is yet another façade atop this veneer, another step to remove and obscure the purity of the mind’s thought.”

Argrave noted the irony that the Alchemist had used a metaphor to disparage metaphors, but he focused on what the Alchemist meant.

“The purity of the mind’s thought,” Argrave repeated. “There is no other method of communication so universal and sophisticated as words.” Pain shot up Argrave’s arm, and he winced, but kept his thoughts focused on the titan looming above his bed. “Words are the best way for the common and the grand to understand each other’s thoughts. And universal understanding—that’s a powerful thing,” Argrave finished through clenched teeth, gripping his arm tightly. “Words foster that.”

“Nnn…” the Alchemist groaned once again, a vast mouth on his stomach opening up. Black smoke started to rise up into the high ceiling. He walked to the wall. It parted like burning twigs twisting from a flame, revealing the jungle beyond.

Argrave started to worry that he was about to experience an elaborate eviction because he lost a debate he didn’t understand.

“I hate talking most of all,” the Alchemist said, pure contempt showing on his voice—a rare divergence from the constant apathy. “No different from assault. Why must I suffer your thoughts? I have my own to deal with—thoughts infinitely more important.”

Not wishing to make the same mistake as last time, Argrave answered, “Why n—”

“Be silent,” the Alchemist interrupted. “Talking is an assault. Yet it is the strangest form of assault, doing no genuine harm. The spoken word plants itself within your mind like a parasite, worming and changing and feeding on the valuable thoughts within. Corrupting. Morphing. Violating the sanctity, the purity, of the hallowed thoughts within.”

The Alchemist turned and the wall shut, hiding the jungle away once again. “The spoken word is an insidious killer. Harmless, fools say. But in time, the words batter at the mind, until the ‘you’ that once was is only a memory, and your thoughts of the past become foreign. It kills that ‘you’ that once was.”

Recluses go to any lengths to justify their lifestyle, Argrave thought drolly, finding some amusement amidst the tense atmosphere and pain wracking his body.

“But when the time for words has passed, and mindless hordes charge each other, spite in their gut… everything blends into the song of war, and true mettle will be tested.”

The Alchemist walked back to stand before Argrave’s bed. He stayed there for a long while, doing nothing. Argrave could not relax his vigilance. He sat there, alert and awake, preparing for any eventuality.

Without another word, the Alchemist turned and walked out of the room. Argrave stared at the threshold like the man might reemerge at any time.

A minute passed. Another. Finally, Argrave collapsed back into the bed, feeling exhausted.

“What in the God damn was that about?”

“Argrave…” Anneliese came to sit in the bed. Argrave kept his eyes on her. She reached out, then touched the back of his neck.

When she pulled her hand away, blood was on her fingers. Argrave kept his eyes on that for a long while.

“He said it would happen,” Argrave said grimly. “Sweating blood. I guess… time to find out if I’d crack under torture,” Argrave concluded.

***

Argrave was certain of only one thing—time had passed.

As the pain grew worse and worse, it became difficult to note anything beside the passing of time. Every moment felt eternal. The symptoms ascended beyond mere pain, and Argrave felt like he was losing his mind.

All that the Alchemist promised would happen, did. All that and more. The once-clean room became a disgusting mess, but Argrave was too consumed with simply getting by. With more pressing concerns, Argrave could not be appalled by his own state.

He was beset by a constant hunger, eating at him. He drank water and consumed food so frequently the taste of anything became nauseating, but his body never rejected what he ate—indeed, it seemed to desperately take it in. If he didn’t tend to it, the hunger and thirst became another source of pain.

With everything going on, sleep became an impossibility. Argrave laid in his bed, shivering, beset by strange cold sweats. He raised his fiercely trembling hands to the dim light in the room. He saw that his nails were black and blue—he suspected they’d fall off, soon enough.

There was something else constant—or rather, someone. Anneliese. She rested on the couch, taking the time to sleep.

“Anneliese,” he called out, voice still steady despite everything.

She roused at once, head lifting up and eyes coming to attention like she wasn’t sleeping at all—perhaps she wasn’t. “What is it? Do you need something?”

“You should… go outside,” he said, interrupted by a shiver.

“Why? Do you need something? Take it slow,” she urged, moving off the couch to kneel by the bed.

“I don’t… want you here,” he managed through clenched teeth.

Despite the harsh words, she remained steady. “Why?” she questioned.

“Hate being seen like this,” Argrave growled. “Most of all… by you, of everyone in the world. Never want you to see me like this.”

Anneliese laid her head on the bed and waited for a few silent moments. Then, she lifted her gaze once more. “Argrave. Do you know what I would hate?”

Argrave shook his head. He wasn’t sure if the gesture was conveyed, because he was shaking enough it might be ambiguous.

“I would hate letting you remain like this, alone, miring in your own misery. I cannot abide that.”

Argrave closed his eyes when she said that. After all that had happened, he was finding it a little difficult not to cry.

He felt a strange tension in his hand. He feared a new symptom and opened his eyes to look. Anneliese held his hand, offering silent support.

“Empty your head of these emotions of embarrassment, shame.” She shook her head. “Focus on yourself. Forget about the world.”

Argrave turned his head away from her, staring off into the room. Nothing needed to be said, by his estimation. She would know what he felt. And he wasn’t sure it would be especially well-received from one covered in blood. At least, that was his excuse.


Chapter 46

Ringing metal echoed through the obsidian abode of the Alchemist. Galamon took slow, heavy steps, eyes glancing around everywhere. He followed a trail of purple lights, though he didn’t seem to trust them completely. The uniform hallways and sterile atmosphere of the place seemed to disquiet him.

He’d still not had the opportunity to repair his armor after the arm had been severed in the battle with the Lord of Silver, so he raised a bare hand to block his nose as though something ahead smelled foul. He stared down the hall, hesitating to move forward. He reached for his side, retrieving a flask and draining it utterly of the blood within. Once it was gone, he inhaled deeply, and proceeded uncertainly.

Ahead, someone breathed through clenched teeth. The breaths were shaky, but strong. Galamon kept his hand to his nose as though the smell was unbearable. He neared the threshold, steps quiet. He looked into the room first, eyes peeking around the corner, then stopped at the doorway.

Galamon’s head turned slowly, drinking in all of the sights. The place was, bluntly put, horrifying. Sheets and blankets were piled up in one corner of the room. Some of them had enough blood on them to be called ‘soaking wet.’ Anneliese had set up a makeshift washbasin in another section of the room, which Galamon judged she was using for laundry.

And though Galamon had been worried he had drawn the ire of the Alchemist by hunting so many of the creatures in the jungle, the food waste remaining evidenced that had not been the case. Bones had been picked clean and piled neatly. Galamon recalled collecting fruits—he saw none, so he presumed they had been eaten fully, seeds and cores included.

The centerpiece of the room was the centerpiece of the horror. The bed was the stuff of nightmares. Bloody handprints marked the bedposts, the walls nearby. The bed… if the blankets had been bad, the feather mattress was worse. Galamon knew from experience that no man possessed that much blood. It was dark blood, too, looking infected. The obsidian floor was covered, some of it dry, some of it fresher.

Galamon would have been certain he was approaching a dead man had he not heard the breathing in the hall. He stepped into the room tentatively, Argrave’s form obscured by the tapestries hanging from the four-poster bed. When he came into view, it took a moment for Galamon to notice Argrave was writing in something.

Argrave spared a glance upward, then looked back to his book. He double-took, lowering the book.

“Galamon,” he said, voice surprisingly steady given the state of the room. “Thought you were Anneliese.”

Galamon surveyed Argrave. His skin was the palest it’d ever been. His lips were blue. His eyes were bloodshot and sunken. He was missing all of his nails. Strange, jagged abscesses lined his body. The list of symptoms went on and on. Despite this, Galamon felt an intense vitality radiating from Argrave—it was like the heat of a forge, the strongest of any living thing he’d ever seen.

“It’s been, what, seven days?” Argrave continued. “Hard to tell. No windows. Even if there were, we’re in a damned cave…”

Galamon nodded in confirmation.

“Seven days…” Argrave repeated. “First time I see you in a week. What, you finally get thirsty?” he questioned with clenched teeth. “Followed the sweet aroma, looking for a drink?”

Galamon lowered his head.

“Lying here in blood puddles and you’re provoking the one guy I told you not to engage with!” Argrave shouted and tried to point a finger, but he couldn’t raise his arm up. The movement seemed to dislodge something, because he started coughing. It was a terrible, wet hacking, punctuated by Argrave spitting blood out.

“There’s your drink.” Argrave pointed, then let out a long wheezing laugh. “Christ. I’m losing my mind,” he muttered.

“I have no defense,” conceded Galamon.

Argrave stared up at Galamon, breathing a little heavy. He adjusted his position, then endeavored to catch his breath, calming himself. As he wiped the blood off his lips, he seemed to be assaulted by pain, because he winced and put his hand to his chest. Galamon furrowed his brows and stepped forward, concerned.

“Listen,” Argrave continued. “Listen. No—don’t listen. Don’t listen to a word I have to say. I’m in pain, I’m bitter beyond belief, and I’m saying a bunch of words we’ll both regret,” Argrave outlined. “I know you’ve been helping with the food. That’s… Christ, that’s been very helpful. Even eating makes me hungry. It’s like I’m trying to gain two hundred pounds this month. It’s hell. So, forgive the ranting and raving, please.”

Galamon stepped a little closer to Argrave’s bed. “I make a mistake… and you’re asking my forgiveness?”

Argrave snorted, but then winced as though the action hurt. Footsteps drew both of their attention, and Anneliese entered the room, hefting a sack behind her back.

“Argrave, I— Oh.” she paused, spotting Galamon. She stared for a bit, then smiled. “You have come. Good.”

“You make her carry the food in?” Argrave gestured. “Couldn’t have carried it inside on your way in?”

“…Didn’t want to attract attention,” Galamon excused weakly.

Argrave adjusted his book. “Maybe you are an imbecile. I’m starting to question.” He moved as though to write again, then stopped. “Durran and Garm, they’re…?”

Galamon looked off to the side, thinking about how to answer this.

“Oh, I see. They’re still running scared from the big guy.” Argrave hefted the book, then laughed with a shake of his head. “Morons and cowards. I’m bleeding out my…!” he began, then stopped himself, taking deep breaths to calm. “Gotta relax…”

Galamon looked dissatisfied, like he had something more to say, but he elected to leave it unspoken. He looked around the room.

“I’ll help clean,” he decided.

“Scavenge for food, you mean,” Argrave called out.

Galamon shook his head, a bitter smile seizing his face.

***

“You came at a good time,” said Anneliese as they walked down the halls of the obsidian palace. “Sometimes… he cannot even speak, cannot think. Seizures and worse assail him.”

“Sometimes?” queried Galamon.

“It comes and goes in waves,” she explained. “It is… very…” She trailed off. “Let us simply say I am glad I am not to be helping him alone.” She paused, then looked to Galamon. “You will come back, yes?”

Galamon nodded. “I will.”

“No fear of the Alchemist any longer?” she questioned. “Had I drawn his ire… I understand your position, staying outside. Even still, it was foolish, what you did,” she admonished.

“Nothing to fear.” Galamon nodded. “Things were settled.”

“Settled?” she questioned. “You make it sound like you talked with him more.”

Galamon stopped walking, staring off to the side.

Anneliese came to stand some distance ahead, staring backward. She studied Galamon, then crossed her arms.

“I know you feel guilty, but it does not stem from leaving Argrave alone for so long, does it?” Anneliese questioned. “Something else bothers you.”

“Yes… and no,” Galamon refuted. “I do feel guilty about being away for so long. It’s just…”

“What did you do?” she demanded quietly.

Galamon hesitated to speak. He started walking again, and Anneliese followed, casting glances at him.

“The person who initially wished to speak to the Alchemist… was Garm,” Galamon began.

“But he has no legs, so if you intend to cast blame—”

“I’m telling the full story,” Galamon cut her off.

“It has been a very long week, and I am quite irritable as well,” Anneliese continued. “Say what you wish to say.”

“Garm and Durran weren’t afraid to come,” Galamon said plainly. “They’re doing something with the Alchemist. Don’t know why, but he had a change of heart.”

“And what are they doing?” Anneliese demanded.

Galamon stopped. “Finishing up.”

***

Wanting something to end tends to make it end slower. Or at the very least, that was the human perception of things. That was definitely Argrave’s perception of things. He certainly hadn’t been bored… merely constantly occupied.

Pain unending. That was his life. There was no reprieve from it. It warded away sleep, making each day take longer and longer. And it wasn’t something that could be ‘gotten used to.’ It would fade in one point, surge in another. Sometimes, it felt like his appendix had burst—other moments, a kidney stone passing.

Argrave had tried many methods to cope with things. He tried to tell himself that some people lived like this daily; they lived with congenital defects, or were burn victims, things like that. It helped for a bit—he found some strength in that. After a while, though, it started depressing and angering him worse.

Elsewise, he often tried to distract himself—writing the report, for instance, or talking with Anneliese. Days of poor sleep rendered most activities extremely difficult and frustrating, though.

After a while, things started to get weird. He compared himself to martyred religious figures, lost in strange delusions that may have been dreams—he lapsed in and out of sleep constantly, awoken by new pains or more aggressive symptoms. He started talking to Anneliese or Galamon about things he’d said in dreams, and they’d look at him like a madman.

After a while, Argrave just stared at the bronze hand mirror, clinging to it desperately and trying to imagine himself playing Heroes of Berendar again, a nice, cushioned seat beneath him. It was sad to long to play a video game when that world had become his reality, perhaps. He was beyond caring about how pathetic it was.

If Anneliese and Galamon had not been with him… he was certain he’d be dead. Though, perhaps that wasn’t true—the Alchemist would keep him alive, he suspected, but his price for doing so would be an arm and a leg. Perhaps literally.

Amidst all the misery and shame from the entire experience… Argrave clung to something. It was a foolish thing to be proud of, he supposed, and he didn’t think he’d ever tell anyone he’d been thinking about this at all.

Throughout this whole endeavor… he never screamed. Not once.

Thus far, it had been one hell of a challenge. Argrave might’ve shouted in anger, but he never screamed. It was a small victory in a battle with himself, but… clinging to that kept him sane, he felt. He had a goal beyond surviving, another thing to occupy his mind. With Anneliese present, she could conjure a ward and let him scream all he wanted, but this small, pointless victory brought him fulfillment.

Despite the constancy of his situation, time flowed ever onward, he knew. This pain would not be eternal. He stopped asking how many days had passed after a while. The Alchemist would visit, examine, read Argrave’s report, and occasionally ask bizarre questions. The questions were largely focused on Argrave—personality, ethics, not merely factual things as was typical coming from the monstrous man. It was strange, but then the Alchemist himself was too strange to comprehend, and Argrave was a little too busy to contemplate deeply.

Like this, the suns passed by time and time again… and the month continued to pass.


Chapter 47

Argrave blinked open his eyes. As he stared at the bloodstained purple blanket before him, mind blank, it took a few seconds to realize he’d just woken up. And not in pain, too—the aching was there, still, but hollower. He was used to being woken up by spikes of pain, so it was a welcome feeling.

He took the rare moment of respite to look around. After Galamon had arrived, the place had become much cleaner—the vampire was absent, now, probably getting food. Anneliese slept peacefully on the couch. Argrave stared off into space for a few seconds, then was reminded that he had no time to rest.

Argrave sat up, retrieving the book he’d been writing his reports in. Some blood had gotten on some pages, but such was life—if the Alchemist gave him flak, he wasn’t sure he’d care anymore. He wrote, passing the time, observing his own body.

It wasn’t his imagination. Though the dull aching was still present like boiling water beneath his skin, the spikes of pain were far less frequent, and infinitely less acute. Enough to sleep through, evidently. He was able to focus on the writing better than he ever had, he found.

After a time, he judged there was nothing more to write. He tapped the writing instrument against his cheek, thinking, then set both the book and the tool down, satisfied with himself. The hunger still gnawed at his stomach, and he looked around.

There was a platter of fruits—they looked like dragon fruits. They were too far to reach. He looked to Anneliese, then opened his mouth. He stopped, furrowing his brows. After a long while of indecision, he scooted quietly over to the bedside.

He wreathed himself in the blanket to cover himself, then slowly rose to his feet. He supported himself cautiously at first, almost afraid to leave the bed, but then rose up, back rigid. He shuffled over, then retrieved one of the fruits. It had been peeled already, and as he ate it, he found it tasted all the sweeter than the day before.

Feeling some joy for the first time in a long while, Argrave walked about the room, careful not to wake Anneliese. Walking brought him immeasurable joy. After a time, he spotted a pile of clothes. They’d been cleaned, he realized. He bent down and retrieved the simple underclothes he wore beneath his enchanted leather gear.

Argrave watched Anneliese to be sure she was asleep, then quietly clothed himself once again. It made him want to cry, strangely—he felt human again. Much of the deformities marring his skin had mostly faded, but he still felt them as the clothes brushed against them. He tossed the blanket back on the bed, then let out a long, self-satisfied sigh.

Anneliese stirred at the noise, and Argrave froze. When she lifted her head, locking eyes with him, he relaxed—no point in staying tense if he’d been caught.

“Argrave,” she called out with a slight early-morning slur, quickly moving to stand. “What in the world are you doing?”

“Preparing for an admonishment.” He shrugged.

“Well…” She stood up, laughing slightly. “Then you know as well as I do that you should be back in bed.”

“I’ve got bed sores from laying there for so long. I need to move about, for my mental health if anything. Standing with my back straight on hard rock has never felt so satisfying before.” Argrave looked down.

“You have no bed sores,” Anneliese disagreed, striding up to him. She grabbed him by the shoulders. “Come on.”

“Please, I need to walk about. Gonna go mental,” Argrave pleaded.

She stared at him for a bit, surveying him for damages. Her gaze finished wandering at his eyes, and she let out a long sigh. “Alright. I will come along. Hesitate none in asking for help if things get worse.”

Argrave beamed. “I understand how a dog feels, now, feeling this excited for a simple walk.” Argrave took steady steps toward the threshold.

“Take it slow,” Anneliese called out exasperatedly, then quickly caught up to him.

Argrave felt considerable trepidation, but he pressed onward as though he didn’t. It felt immeasurably satisfying seeing different sights once again, even if they were the same bleak obsidian walls all around.

Despite feeling a boiling pain within, Argrave felt full of vitality. His steps were easy and quick, and he almost felt the urge to run. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt this good, at least physically. Normally, he’d always feel heavy-stepped and fatigued at all times. Part of that was insomnia—most of that was his body. His old body, that was.

“Think I’ll go and see where they pitched camp outside the place,” Argrave said to Anneliese. “Never thought I’d say this, but it’ll be nice to talk to Garm again.”

It took a few seconds for Argrave to notice Anneliese had stopped. He paused, looking back. He said nothing, examining her. Her arms were crossed, and she stared at the ground.

“What is this?” Argrave stepped toward her. He came to stand before her, and still she said nothing. “Come on, spit it out. What did they do?” he demanded.

“Argrave…”

“Asked about them, not about me.” Argrave shook his finger. “Did Garm provoke the Alchemist more? Is he that stupid? I have a hard time believing that.” Argrave shook his head.

She looked trouble, mulling over phrasing in her mind. Argrave tried to be patient, but soon enough that patience vanished.

“Where are they?” Argrave questioned. “Come on. Where are they?”

“They’re… He’s… He’s here.” She couldn’t look up.

“Here? In the Alchemist’s place?” Argrave confirmed, and when Anneliese nodded, he turned away, shaking his head.

After letting out many obscenities, Argrave leaned up against the wall. His brain worked, trying to put together what might’ve happened. Then, as if in epiphany, he lifted his head up. In another second, Argrave took off, walking speedily down the hall.

“Argrave!” Anneliese called out, chasing after him.

Argrave wound through the complex palace of the Alchemist, passing by and ignoring many rooms. Whether by pure dumb luck or accurate deduction, Argrave entered an open room, striding in and moving his head about.

Durran had been laid across one of the tables. Argrave jogged toward him and grabbed his wrist—he felt heat, assuaging some of his concerns. He looked around the room for Garm. He saw a large stack of white books, but… other than that, not a single sign.

Argrave leaned in, studying Durran. He reached up and slapped his face, lightly, hoping to rouse him—no response. He heard footsteps behind him and turned around. “What happened to him?” he demanded.

Anneliese walked closer, and said heavily, “Durran will be asleep for some time.”

“Yeah? And I assume this is no nap. Why?” he demanded, trying to keep calm.

“Garm is…” Anneliese looked to the side. “Garm decided to merge his soul with Durran’s.”

Argrave stepped away from Durran, his mouth agape. He didn’t know how to respond to that. His mind ran through old lore that he knew, conjuring things he knew of the matter.

“So they’re… Durran and Garm are…” Argrave looked back at Durran.

Anneliese stepped to another table, then picked up a book. Beneath it was a letter. She handed it to Argrave. “Garm wrote this for you,” she explained. “It’s a…”

Argrave took the letter from her hands, staring at it. His face stayed still for a long while, staring down at that letter without action. His breathing started to get a bit faster… and then he ran for the door, heading for the distant light of the outside.

***

Durran opened his eyes, seeing the blue sky above. He wiped at his face, trying to wake himself up. He felt the all-too-familiar hot sand beneath him. Sometimes, heat could persist in the black sand of the Burnt Desert all through the night, especially during summer.

But his thoughts caught up to him, and he quickly sat up, realizing the disconnect. He had expected to see endless sand dunes, but instead, he saw an endless field of black roses. His head darted around, taking in his surroundings in a half-panic. The terrain was split in half—on one side, a field of black roses. On the other, dunes of black sand, with wyverns flying all about the sky.

He stood, utterly confused, head darting every which way. Then, he spotted a figure wearing red robes. This man sat on a large rock amidst the field of roses, looking down at Durran.

“Pretty sight, isn’t it?” the man questioned.

Durran sized the man up. He wore luxurious red robes. The sleeves had a strange sewn pattern on them—they looked like a rose’s thorns, and his shoulder pads were a rose’s petals. The man’s hair was brown, slightly wavy. He had a casual and cynical air to him, with bright blue eyes that made a handsome face sharper.

“Your half of this place… a little mediocre, honestly. I can’t say I feel all too sorry for you, though.”

Durran stepped closer. He was starting to realize the voice was familiar.

“Garm?”

“Sharp as a ball, I see.” The man smiled.

“So that’s… what you used to look like,” Durran realized. “Before your run of bad luck.”

Garm spread his arms out. “I was always all there… inside, at least. Feast your eyes on a High Wizard of the Order of the Rose… laid plainly before you.”

Durran said nothing, clicking his tongue as he watched. “Your other look was eye-catching. Now… you’re just a man.”

“Always was, despite what happened,” Garm spat, leaning back.

Durran looked around, sizing up the place. Slowly, he shifted on his feet.

“You said that our souls would fight for dominance,” he said carefully. “This is our arena?”

“Indeed. We stand amidst both of our souls, manifested completely.” Garm nodded.

“Gods above…” Durran looked about. “You say ‘soul fighting,’ I pictured two balls of light wrestling, not… this.” His eyes locked on something standing amidst the sand—a glaive, stabbed into the ground.

“Balls of light—pfft. Still as ignorant as ever about the soul.”

“Whose fault is that?” Durran turned his head back.

“Mine. But it’s not a fault—at least not from where I’m sitting. It’s just an advantage, now. Obscuring information and giving half-truths are what I’m best at when I’ve only a brain and a mouth.”

“And this place…” Durran turned around, staring off into the distance. He could still see wyverns in the distance. The sand dunes seemed to move on endlessly, stretching out like an ocean in a starless sky. Durran could see figures dancing on the edge—vague and indistinguishable, yet simultaneously familiar.

“For some, it’s a reflection of their personality—I’d say mine takes that side of the coin. For others,” Garm pointed, “it resembles the place which embodies them most. A boring, dry, and hot desert. I suppose it is fitting, in a way.”

Durran snapped back to attention. “The insult means less coming from you with the field black roses. What is that? Some kind of childhood fantasy?” Durran pointed out. “That’s a representation of your personality? Romantic like a rose, but black in the heart? Wilted, battered? Please. Spare me.”

Garm let out a long, dry laugh, and slid down the rock he sat atop. Durran watched as he walked forward.

“I’m getting the inkling I should grab that glaive,” Durran called out, stepping toward it.

“Hmph. Maybe you’re a little sharper than a ball,” Garm admitted.

“So, we’re to fight?” Durran questioned. “No submission, give me the win? That was what we’d planned, anyway.”

“I told you our souls would fight, and that’s the truth. I’m not a fan of suicide, despite what I said. I told you my soul was damaged—who’s to say? Could be a lie. Could be the truth. How would you know? We’ve established I’m a pathological liar… that I can’t be trusted.”

Durran’s jaw clenched. “Was kind of expecting such a thing, frankly. You give off the vibe.”

“Why’d you go through with it, then?” Garm held his hands out.

“A whim. The Alchemist wouldn’t have gone through with this if you fed me lies. Argrave said that monster loathes deception—he’d correct you if you were wrong. I’m sure Argrave wasn’t lying, at least. That means… nothing has changed.”

“A fair point,” Garm conceded.

“So, then…” Durran grabbed the glaive.

“One more thing to take care of, first.” Garm held his hands up.

“No tricks. I know them all.” Durran pulled the glaive free from the sand.

“So paranoid… bastard after my own heart,” Garm shook his head. “Have it your way. Perhaps we can talk as we… take care of things.”

Durran held the glaive at the ready. Garm stared back, blue eyes veritably gleaming.


Chapter 48

Garm knelt down and picked a black rose from the endless field. He held it up to his face, twirling it about with his fingers. The black petals began to twitch… and then exploded outwards as a mass of flesh.

Opposite Garm, Durran panicked and jumped back at the unexpected sight. Garm could see his face morph with surprise, his sole desire becoming getting away. And the man did—he jumped back near fifty feet, practically flying in the sky. Garm had summoned some of his favorite creations, an Order of the Rose specialty: bats of flesh and skin, knives attached to their wings. Deadly, numerous creatures.

Fighting was different when souls battled. This battle was a representation of something their minds could not comprehend. It was like living in a lucid dream—will alone could conjure all manner of assaults, oddities. Garm had neglected to inform Durran of this, but the boy was sharp—he was sure things would be figured out quickly.

“Back when I was alive, I could make one of these bats with a single arm,” Garm called out to Durran. Voices reached everywhere in this strange realm of the soul. “Enough skin for the wings, enough bones for the important bits… I look forward to trying it out again with a different set of hands, this time.”

“Keep looking forward,” Durran called back, unbothered. Garm was surprised by his mental fortitude. He flailed about in the sky, falling. The boy was as sharp as Garm had expected, though—wind around him swirled, then morphed into a giant gray wyvern, lifting him up into the sky. “When we’re finished with this, I’ll be sure to enjoy it on your behalf,” the tribal answered back, vigor, excitement, and fear marking his voice.

“As green as you are? It’ll be some years before you come near my expertise,” Garm refuted with a grin. He held his hand out, a spell matrix swirling. When it completed, wind billowed beneath his feet, and he burst upward into the sky. “That’s why you’ll lose.”

“You’re aged,” Durran refuted, wyvern gliding about. “Senile, even. Not a chance for you.”

“Tell me, then,” Garm began, his bats rising up alongside him. “What made you as you are? Cynical, bitter?”

“This is a fight, not a spar,” Durran cut him off, then threw his glaive at Garm. “No time for talk.”

“Fighting like this isn’t as you think.” Garm shook his head, then easily maneuvered around the glaive. It crashed to the sand below, spreading a black cloud of debris across the landscape. “Talk doesn’t distract. We’re souls, now, not brains. The least we can do for the loser is carry on some memories. I’ll remember you, to be sure. To prove my point… how about I break the ice?”

Garm sent forth his summoned bats with another spell, and the creatures frenzied to obey. They sought their target like a locust plague. Garm controlled them, talking all the while.

“Myself, I learned the world was a hellscape as soon as I was old enough to understand what ‘hellscape’ means,” Garm explained. “Parents dropped me in the canals at Nodremaid. I clung to the walls, not one year old—or so I’m told. It was a long time ago. Probably seven hundred years.”

Durran struggled to contest with the bats, casting impotent magic, killing one or two at a time. “You’ve got me beat there,” Durran admitted. “In terms of tragedies, at the very least. My parents were decent. I was the eighth and last child.”

Durran’s wyvern braced, and then spun about in an impossible manner, obliterating too many of the bats. Garm readied high-ranking electric magic—the knives stuck in the wyvern’s flesh would attract it, making aiming easier.

“But you were the heir to the tribe?” Garm questioned, sending forth a bolt of lightning as thick as a pillar. The wyvern howled as it struck its wing. “Unless your tribe has some bizarre, meritorious succession, let me guess—they all died.”

Garm battered his opponent with powerful lightning magic, booms echoing out across the infinite landscape. Magic cost nothing but willpower—might as well use the expensive lightning magic, he figured. But Durran stepped atop the snout of his wyvern, grasping its horn. He leapt from its maw, and the horn he held morphed into a glaive. In not half a second, he closed the vast distance between them with an inhuman jump.

“They died, yeah—putting it simply,” Durran confirmed, then slashed at Garm. The High Wizard could only raise his arm up to receive the blow, reeling away a great distance. “My uncle drove my older twin sisters to suicide. Don’t know why, but I can guess. Guy was always a worthless creep. Without proof, without any testimony besides mine, the tribe left him unpunished. He was respected. They didn’t know the details. So, he got off, scot-free. I didn’t like that.”

Durran’s glaive morphed back into a wyvern, and he pursued Garm. “I found out, then, that if you want something, you have to make it happen. No one else will advocate for you,” he continued, wyvern rushing down at Garm.

“You killed him? Good man,” Garm complimented, then prepared a wave of wind to block the approaching pair. “People that toy with kids, they’re like rabid animals—the best thing to do for all parties, the animal included, is end them.”

“Funny,” Durran laughed as he approached. Garm sent out his wind magic, and the wyvern rider was knocked off the back, falling toward a field of roses. “Some people would say the same of necromancers. Tell me, then—no parents, one year old… how’d you live?”

“On the streets, obviously,” Garm answered. “The streets of Nodremaid, they’re rough—Guardians of the Low Way patrol about. These things,” Garm explained, conjuring a spell matrix as he landed amidst his field of black roses. At once, several of the roses blossomed into the Guardians of the Low Way. Unlike those Argrave and his companions had seen, these had not degenerated—they looked solemn, encased in iron masks and bearing sharp weapons. “It was a struggle to stay alive.”

“But one year old, no matter how talented… someone had to help you,” Durran insisted, collapsing just opposite Garm amidst roses. He rose to his feet, glaive ready to meet the approaching guardians.

“Someone did help,” Garm confirmed. “A teenager. Helped me learn the streets, gave me some food… then, when I was eight, he tried to sell me to some High Wizard of the Rose for experimentation. Idiot just got captured alongside me. No one misses street urchins, you see.”

Durran had a captivating, dance-like fighting style—he would cast magic with one hand, letting it hang in the air for a moment, then he’d cut the spell with his glaive. The spell would wreathe around his blade, adding significant power to each of his attacks.

“How do you do that?” Garm tilted his head, watching.

“Glaive’s blade is wyvern bone,” Durran explained as he dealt with the guardians. “Magic is in their body. As such, spells can attach to the blade, I found out. It’s a neat trick.” He punctuated his explanation by throwing the glaive still wrapped in flames at Garm.

Garm ducked, conjuring a wall of earth to be doubly safe. The glaive sunk deep into the earth, poking out the opposite side. Durran vaulted atop the wall, lunging at Garm. The High Wizard was prepared—he used blood magic, conjuring a bloody sword and thrusting in one swift motion.

Durran twisted, barely avoiding being impaled, but the sword still grazed his abdomen. He landed atop Garm and forced him to the ground, then grabbed his hair, punching with his free hand. The blows hurt enough to remind Garm that he was alive, and that he still had a chance.

Garm prepared a powerful spell, but Durran scrambled away, moving back behind the wall. Garm rose to his feet, walking backward with blood trickling down his face. His injuries soon faded as his body reconstituted itself—another benefit of the realm of the soul.

“Since we’re talking, I assume you didn’t get experimented on by that High Wizard?” Durran questioned.

“Wizards get arrogant,” Garm explained. “They don’t really expect someone to hit them in the head.” He wiped the blood off his face, noting the irony. “I got the jump on him. He never expected an eight-year-old to know how to kill people, but on the streets of Nodremaid, you learn early.”

“And you got away?”

“Framed the kid who sold me,” Garm said proudly, stalking around the earth wall. Durran was gone. “Some of the guy’s wizard friends came by to check on him later that day. I told them I was his hidden son, and that my would-be seller had killed him.”

“Terrible lie,” Durran admonished.

“It was a damned great lie. You had to be there.” Garm turned his head to where the voice had come from. Just then, Durran lunged out. He conjured sparks, then swung his glaive. Garm ducked the lightning-wreathed attack, then tackled the man’s knees. They both fell to the ground, and after a brief scuffle, Garm knelt atop Durran.

Garm smiled, ready to return what he’d just been given. “As a matter of fact, they inducted me into the Order of the Rose because of that lie,” he disclosed, then punched Durran with one hand. The other prepared a spell.

Durran retrieved his glaive and swung it. Garm had been prepared to grab the shaft, stopping it, but it morphed into a dagger midflight, cutting Garm’s throat. With blood pouring out, Garm fell backward, and Durran got some distance. Garm didn’t neglect the spell he’d been preparing—this time, a great lance of wind as big as Durran himself surged out, catching the man in the torso.

Durran flew backward and collapsed. Silence set in as the both of them recovered from the devastating exchange.

Garm was the first to sit up. “Gods above…” He rubbed his bloodstained, but healed, throat. “You got far too good at this far too quickly.”

Durran struggled to sit up, his torso still slightly gored by the powerful spell. He glared at Garm, not with hatred, but with fierce competitiveness.

“Rest of your siblings—what happened?” Garm questioned.

“Died in battle,” Durran explained. “They died against other tribals more than they did Vessels, can you believe that? We were pushed to near-extinction, and still, they fought amongst themselves. Absolutely moronic.” Durran rose to his feet, torso still a wreck. “But… they were family. Made the mistake of thinking I could do something good, for a change.”

Garm stood, brushing his clothes off and readying himself. “Made that mistake once or twice, myself. It’s why we’re here, now.” He laughed, then shook his head. “Thought maybe I could do better by my son than I was done.” His smile faded. “But he was the one to kill me. My last student. My only child.” He stared at Durran, true emotion coming through. Then, as if it was all a lie, that cynical grin returned. “Only child I knew of, at least.”

Durran took a deep breath and exhaled. “I think I get it. All this fighting—it’s just pageantry. End of the day, it’s like you said. This is just a battle of will.”

Garm nodded. “That’s right. Maybe my son wasn’t my last student, after all. You should be honored.” Garm fixed his robe. “Unlike last time, there’ll be no dying.”

***

Argrave sat by the great willow tree, staring out of the opening in the mountain they resided in at the edge of the world. An endless plain of skies waited beyond. He held Garm’s letter in hand. He had read it countless time, but even now, it wasn’t setting in. He started to read it again.

Argrave,

You might be furious. You might be feeling betrayed. You might be feeling saddened. Perhaps that last one is wishful thinking on my end.

But, at the end of the day, this was my choice. Doing this was my only chance at real freedom. I know that you’ll disagree. You probably would have done much and more to return me back as I was. But that’s just the thing; I hate relying on others, and I hate being in debt. You seem a bad debtor, moreover. Galamon told me of his ten-year sentence to servitude.

Don’t rip up the page, I’m just joking.

So, I concocted this little scheme. I’m sure Galamon or someone else explained things to you. Or maybe things have already finished, and one of us told you. Quite frankly, I don’t know how this ends. Might be Durran walks out. I’d give him 99% odds. Might be I walk out. I’d give me 100% odds.

You can see why I avoided gambling. Too much confidence in the unlikely.

Regardless, I’m leaving this writing here as a contingency of sorts, to explain things. The Alchemist graciously helped me write out all the spells I know. Just as Durran, you, and Anneliese are free to learn from the books.

The more important matter: my eyes. I’ve had the Alchemist remove them. I suspect the eyes of an A-rank mage will be immeasurably useful to you, for reasons I doubt I need to explain. My ascension to A-rank made them different from others’ eyes, too—you can cast spells with them. The Alchemist confirmed he would be willing to help you with that. It should work flawlessly. You and Anneliese can decide who gets them—Galamon has already refused.

Of course, I promised the Alchemist you’d do something for him. Ask him for the details. It’s nothing big. In fact, you’d already intended to do it.

I don’t care for sappy stuff, but I wish to let you know I consider you a friend.

See you soon, or never again.

Garm, High Wizard of the Order of the Rose


Chapter 49

“Set aside this fight, for now. Let me ask you a question.” Durran hefted his glaive, pointing it at Garm. “Say you prevail. What next?”

“I’ll work at regaining the power I had,” Garm answered at once.

Durran lowered the glaive. “You see, I’ve noticed a little problem you have. I ask that question, and you first talk about what you’re going to do for yourself.”

“I can’t help anyone without power.” Garm shook his head. “That’s why you’re doing this, no? I offered you a route to power, and you lunged for the opportunity.”

“More I learn about you, the more I realize how your perception of me is flawed. There’s a key difference between you and I.” Durran settled back, sitting cross-legged amidst the field of black roses. “And it’s how far we’re willing to take things.”

Garm raised a brow, and also sat down patiently. “How so?”

“Let’s reflect on things.” Durran raised his hand up. “You deliberately withhold information whenever it suits you. You lie constantly to get what you want. You don’t care about how your actions bother people, nor about those you hurt. Moreover…” Durran picked a black rose. “These things you summon. They’re made of human flesh. I can’t just gloss over the fact that death is such a casual thing for you.”

Garm snorted. “You’re denouncing me as a bad person? You joined me in this deception. Don’t get sore when you got caught in your own trap.”

“You don’t really care about other people.” Durran held his gaze. “That’s the impression I get.”

Garm stared in silence, then raised a brow. “Is that a bad thing? I do intend on helping Argrave, if that’s your concern.”

“I know what I’ve seen,” Durran said flatly. “And I’ve seen that when you want something, you’ll do whatever it takes to make it yours. Person like that with power… well, it’s dangerous. Letting you roam free would be dangerous. If not for the present, for the future. Gerechtigkeit might be a supreme enemy… but what comes after, that’s just as important. That was my mistake at Sethia.”

Garm scratched his cheek. “A man can’t change?”

“My uncle was someone who did whatever he needed to get what he wanted,” Durran said calmly. “You yourself said people like him were like rabid animals, and that the best thing to do was put them down. For themselves as much as everyone else.”

“I said people that toy with kids are rabid animals. You’re comparing me to your molester uncle?” Garm veritably growled.

Durran shook his head. “I don’t think you have that twisted inclination, no. But if you did, nothing would hold you back. You’ve got no conscience. No morals.”

Garm threw a dagger at Durran, and the tribal warrior quickly rolled to the side to dodge it.

“All this guilt I’ve been feeling—it’s suddenly gone,” Garm spat.

“Your life has been miserable,” Durran continued as Garm rose to his feet, readying spells. “I’ll admit that. You’ve gotten plenty of life lessons that taught you to be as you are. In your situation, you had to take what you wanted, because no one was going to give it you.”

Garm conjured a whip of lightning and swung it at Durran. The tribal warrior caught it, shattering it with one hand. He stabbed his glaive into the earth and walked forward. Garm stepped backward. With each step he took, the black roses unfurled into bats of flesh, flying toward Durran.

“It’s how my people—the southern tribals—became as they were. Life in the desert is harsh, and so they learned how to take what they want by the blade. It worked well, for a time. They conquered the empire of the southron elves. But eventually… they hit a wall. And they were eaten from within.”

Durran’s hand liquified—he was mimicking the power of a Vessel in this lucid dream-like state. Great spouts of water hunted each bat that came toward him, killing them relentlessly. Ahead, Garm used Argrave’s favorite spell, and electric eels danced upward into the air, forming a great cloud of sparking terror above.

“Thing is… a hard life is no excuse to trample on the lives of others,” Durran continued. “You’re tough. Tougher than me, probably. You’re more ruthless, certainly.”

A cloud of near one hundred electric eels shot downward at Durran. He pulled an axe out of thin air, and swung it upward. Garm only realized it was made of Ebonice when everything he’d conjured dissipated, and sparks of lightning scattered across the vast expanse of land ineffectually.

Durran lunged forth and grabbed Garm’s neck.

“My brothers and sisters were all tougher than me, more ruthless than me. Better embodiments of southern tribal traditions, by all rights.” He held Garm there, squeezing tight. “When I was the last living, my father said I was ‘good enough.’ And that’s just the thing,” he continued. “I am good enough. I can get the job done. And unlike you… I won’t leave a wasteland in my wake.”

“Like at Sethia?” Garm smiled mockingly, barely resisting Garm’s grasp.

“If you were Argrave, you would have sided with the Vessels from the beginning.” Durran pulled him closer. “Am I wrong?”

“And I would’ve been right!” Garm shouted. “Much less danger, much less sacrifice. Less a battle, more a slaughter.”

“But the Vessels would’ve kept their grip over the Burnt Desert for time eternal. And my people would be dead. I owe Argrave—I haven’t forgotten that.”

“I hate this self-sacrificial bullshit you people engage in,” Garm snarled. His body started to contort unnaturally, popping and breaking. He seemed to be shrinking. “It’s a damn shame. Work twice as hard to live half as much,” he mocked.

“You grind your fingers to the bone building others’ homes. Absolutely nauseating,” Garm continued. “At the end of the day, if you’d stop worrying about what’s right and worry about what’s good, you’d live twice as much and work half as long.”

“That’s your problem.” Durran shook his head. “You think living well and living right are mutually exclusive. For most people, the two are one in the same.”

“Don’t lie to yourself,” Garm disagreed. His transformation had finished—once again, he was but a head atop a stake. His eyes were missing, now. “You would be much happier if you lived as I do.”

“I think you agree with me.” Durran shook his head. “And that’s why you did this. Because you’ve changed.”

“But that’s just it. You’ll never know what’s in my head. You’ll never know my thoughts. Mutual understanding—that doesn’t matter.”

Durran shook his head. “We have mutual understanding. The same kindness you hate so much, Garm, is exactly what you wanted as a kid. Maybe we’re alike in that way. But rather than becoming like those who mistreated me, I’d much rather be their better. That way, the next generation can be spared of cynical bastards like us.” Durran let the words hang, then thought of another example. “Like your son.”

“Stop talking. You’re insufferable.” Despite his harsh words, Garm’s voice shook slightly.

Durran was not sure if it was fear… or something else. And he would never know.

***

Galamon sat near the incapacitated body of Durran. He was unsure of what, exactly, was going to happen. Matters of the soul, of death… Simply put, there was a reason Galamon never studied magic. He was smart in many areas, but he had difficulty wrapping his head around things of a mystical nature. Ebonice suited him for this reason.

He wasn’t looking, but he could feel the body’s heartbeat quicken, as though the person had just woken up. Galamon knew, then, the battle was finished. He stood, walking over to the altar-like table where Durran rested. The eyes were closed.

“It’s over, then,” Galamon said, though the person had given no indication they were actually awake.

One eye opened, and a golden eye locked on Galamon. Slowly, the man sat up. He looked at his hands like they were foreign objects.

“Who won?” Galamon asked tentatively.

His head turned, and the two eyes stared at Galamon for a long while.

“Why? Did you make bets?” Durran looked around. “Given no one else is here, I’m guessing not.”

“Garm’s gone, then,” Galamon concluded, with so much certainty it was not a mere guess.

Durran sighed. “Yeah. That was…” He shook his head, then stared off into the distance, as though there was much that he wanted to say. “He was a good man.” Durran lifted his head up. “He tried to do what he thought was best, at the end.” He lowered his head. “I’ve learned from him. And, in a way, I’ll continue to learn from him for the rest of my life.”

Galamon stared down Durran for a few seconds, scrutinizing him. Slowly, he nodded.

“Argrave knows about this… earlier than intended. He improved a lot, today. He went off into the jungle when he found out what’d happened. Anneliese followed.”

Durran ran his hands across his face. “Damn it. I was hoping…” He stood up off the table, rising to his feet. He swayed for a bit, then steadied. “I should talk to them. Apologize, something.”

He started to walk, but Galamon grabbed his shoulder. “No.” He stopped him. “You shouldn’t.”

Durran furrowed his brows, staring up at Galamon. “You really think so? I mean, even if it was Garm’s idea, I still deceived them much more than they deserved. Not to mention… I’ve deprived them of someone.”

“They will talk. Alone,” Galamon emphasized. “Interrupting them now would be a great disservice.”

Durran nodded. “If you think that’s best.” He shook his head. “Might be I’m hated for this.”

“Might be.” Galamon shrugged, taking his hand off Durran’s shoulder.

“How reassuring,” Durran noted sarcastically.

“You made your choice. I’ll offer no empty comforts,” Galamon declared. “But you made your vow, too. As long as you hold it… as long as you help… I cannot imagine they will remain frigid toward you. But bear this in mind.”

Galamon stepped closer, looming over Durran. “When you take a life for the sake of duty, I expect that duty to become your single-minded focus.”

“I’ll do more than my part,” Durran agreed, nodding. “Garm gave his life for mine. I will never forget that.” Durran stepped away, leaning against the table. Thinking of something, he questioned, “What do your people say of Gerechtigkeit?”

“Much,” Galamon declared simply.

“Then it’s about time I get to work, no? Educate me, please.”


Chapter 50

“Argrave,” Anneliese called out, short of breath.

Argrave turned his head from where he sat beside the great willow tree hanging off the ledge. This was where the cave housing the Alchemist’s home ended, leaving only a sheer cliff at a high point in a mountain. With the unending plain of clouds ahead, it appeared like the end of the earth stretched before him. The suns were setting, hueing the fluffy white clouds with reds and oranges.

Anneliese took some time to catch her breath, and then took slow steps toward him. Argrave turned his head back to the view before him, watching silently. She came to stand beside him.

“I feel blindsided,” he said, gaze wandering the cloud steppes. “Always had a theory about suicide. I thought there were some types of people that just wouldn’t. No matter how rough, they’d never do something like that.” He exhaled through his nose lightly—the smallest laugh. “I thought Garm was one of those types.” He brought his knees up and wrapped his arms around them. “Thought I was, too. That’s something to note.” He paused. “Don’t worry. I’m not suggesting anything.”

Anneliese shifted on her feet. “It was not… suicide, exactly,” she argued as she sat down beside Argrave, staring out.

“I know a fair bit about souls. Read a lot of lore about them. Garm used [Voice of the Corrupt]. The damage to his soul would be significant. What’s more, Durran’s got an iron will.” Argrave shook his head. “It was hopeless from the beginning. Garm must’ve known that.”

“But Garm was arrogant,” she pointed out, staring beyond. “Maybe he genuinely thought he could win.”

He shook his head deliberately and slowly. “I can’t believe that. Garm might have had more experience… but in a fight between souls, that really matters none. You can do one such fight in Heroes of Berendar. It’s a fancy fight… but given what I know of the lore, if one soul is damaged, it’s like pitting a bear against a dragon. The bear might be dangerous, but…”

She sighed. “Of all people… Garm.” She looked at him. “We knew him less than a month. And though it is horrible to say… I do hope Garm lives. But even still…”

“Even still?” Argrave pressed.

“He was deeply unhappy. Miserable. Maybe… Maybe he jumped at the first chance he saw, no matter how poor his odds were,” she mused. “Anything to avoid living as he was for a while longer.”

Argrave said nothing, considering his own position on the matter. He knew Durran better than her, even if it was in a different medium. But in this reality, he’d known Garm for longer. The man had been obstinate, stubborn, but there was a strange charm to his constant bitterness. He was like Rowe, in a way. Ultimately…

Argrave sighed. “I just want this day to end.”

Anneliese stared at Argrave, watching him. A silence settled in between them for a long, long while.

“Argrave. Please, break this cycle.”

He turned his head. “What are you talking about?”

“Holding your thoughts inside. Losing yourself in other things until you forget about it. Every time you get like this… it is worse than the last. Then your nightmares get worse, and you keep burdening yourself more and more and more.” Anneliese shook her head, unruly white hair swaying.

His gray eyes stared her down, steady as stone. After a time, he turned back to the view. The suns were setting lower, adding shades of purple and pink atop the clouds.

“Ignoring these things is a good skill to have for a guy in my position.” He shrugged, seemingly nonchalant. “I can’t let thoughts, emotions, distract from the ultimate goal.”

“Again, you hesitate to speak.” She shook her head frustratedly.

“That stuff isn’t easy for me.” He ground his feet against the ground. “Not to mention my current in-agony state.”

“Agony makes people more emotional, typically, yet even now you choke yourself.” She sidled closer. “Please.” She stared at him intently.

“Please what?” Argrave looked to her.

“Stop choking yourself.”

“And do what, spill my guts?” Argrave threw his hands up. “What’s the point? I’m positive you know what I’m feeling.”

“But not why,” she insisted. “That is the crux of things. There is only so much I can deduce from what I notice. There is so much you keep hidden, private.” She pointed at him. “You refuse to disclose even the simplest things—your name!”

“Argrave,” he rebuked.

“You know what I mean—acting ignorant does not become you.” Anneliese gave him a stern-eyed glare. “The name of who you were before,” she elaborated.

“Why is that important?” He held out his hands. “I’m here, now. That life is gone. That guy is dead.”

“Is he?” she questioned loudly. “I talk to him right now. I grow frustrated at his obstinance. I worry for his well-being when he runs out, barefoot, into a jungle when he was sweating blood and having seizures not yesterday!”

Argrave stared at her, eyes wide when the ever-calm Anneliese yelled. After a time, he found the situation rather funny. He turned his head and laughed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to run out. I got… a little overwhelmed when I heard the news.”

“Yet you will not say why,” she noted, annoyed.

“Why is that important?!”

“In case you have not noticed, I am always fascinated by why,” she pointed out, grabbing his shoulder and shaking him.

Argrave rocked with her pushes, then chuckled, much of the tension dispelled.

“I feel pretty good, actually. The aching… it’s lessening. And that run—by God, you wouldn’t even recognize me.” He held up his hand. “My nails are even growing back. I think things are getting better, even if I’m not out of the water.”

“I am glad of it. Hopefully, things will—” She stopped, then frowned. “You are too good at controlling the conversation. I will not drop this subject.”

He laughed again. “I’m caught.”

“Argrave, I insist on this because I am worried,” she said levelly. “You act exactly like Garm.”

Argrave turned his head quickly, almost offended.

“What did he do? He lied and tricked us all. It may have been for a good purpose, but at the end of the day, he is lost to us.” She pointed at Argrave. “Just because it is in a different manner does not change the fact that you are doing the same thing. Self-sacrifice.”

Argrave frowned. “I can’t recall the last time I tricked you,” he pointed out.

“And all that Garm did was withhold. Information.” She poked his arm as she said those last two words. “Does that sound familiar?”

“No,” he lied, adjusting his sitting position.

Anneliese stared at him patiently, waiting for him to speak.

“Alright.” He nodded. “I do… understand your point. I’m not conceding that you’re right,” he added.

“As I recall, you once said I was smarter than you, and you would never refuse my advice.” She smiled sweetly.

Argrave frowned but couldn’t hold the expression for long before he broke off into a chuckle. “People always turn your own words against you in the end.”

“Do you trust me?” she questioned.

“Of course,” Argrave answered at once. “That isn’t what this is about. Never was.”

“I think that you do distrust me,” Anneliese refuted.

“Ridiculous.” Argrave shook his head quickly. “Honestly, after what happened today, Galamon, Durran, and Garm going behind our backs like that… I think I trust you the most of everyone.”

“Then why do you keep me at a distance, even still?”

“It’s precisely because I trust you so much.” Argrave looked at her insistently. “Of everyone… hell, I said it earlier this month. I don’t want you to think less of me. I said it plainly. The idea makes me very uncomfortable. The mundane nonsense that worms its way into my head—if I tell you that… Christ, I’d die of embarrassment.”

“You do not trust I would treat you the same if I knew more about you,” Anneliese summarized, tone flat.

“No!” Argrave insisted, holding his hand out. But his visceral reaction faded, and he truly processed what she said. His face turned pensive, and his hand lowered. “I…”

“You see, now?” She raised a brow.

Argrave could only turn his head away, with nothing more to argue against. Ahead, the field of clouds had been dyed beautiful colors by the setting sun. It was like a painting, so beautiful it was, the dangling leaves of the willow tree only adding to the beauty.

“Why would you accept me if you knew me?” he finally asked, voice quiet. “Argrave, royal bastard of House Vasquer, powerful mage blessed by Erlebnis, vanguard against Gerechtigkeit… and behind that, there’s just some fucking guy.” He shook his head. “Some strange goblin creature who locked himself in his home, writing about a game for fun. How do the two compare at all?”

“Argrave…”

“All of this, all of me, everything I’ve done… it’s with someone else’s body.” He turned his head to her. “That gnaws at me, every day. I’m an imposter. A phony. I’m wearing someone else’s shoes, and I’m walking about like my feet are massive. My feet are small—I’m just wearing big shoes, Anneliese. My hair, my eyes, my voice… even my skin’s an adornment.” He whipped his head back to the skyscape, blinking quickly.

Anneliese crawled forward a little and grabbed Argrave’s shoulders, turning him around.

“Argrave,” she said insistently, staring him in the eyes. “When you were born, did you choose your appearance?”

“What?” he questioned, confused.

“In your previous life… did you choose how you look? Did you choose your parents? Did you choose your social status or financial status, your physique, your intelligence, your talents? Did you choose your name?”

Argrave wiped at his eyes, refocusing. “Well, no, but I could have chosen the last—”

“No,” she repeated, giving him a light shake. “You chose none of that.”

“But I grew into it,” he insisted. “I was born, I grew, I had parents, I had a life—now all of that is gone, and I’m in this slowly spoiling world with a responsibility so heavy—”

“You have no responsibility,” Anneliese declared.

He hesitated a beat, then continued, “But the bronze hand mirror—”

“Everything you have done… you have chosen to do.” She took a deep breath and sighed. “Responsibilities are things fabricated by the mind, by society. You have no responsibility to do anything about anything. This was your choice.”

Argrave stared at her amber eyes, throat tight and breathing heavy.

“I have never known Argrave.” Anneliese shook her head. “I have known you. I know the man who chose to throw himself headlong into unimaginable danger with not an ounce of hesitation. Your first response to your situation was to endeavor to stop an invasion,” she said plainly. “Despite your sickly body, and despite your weakness. And you succeeded.

“From there,” she continued, still holding his shoulders, “You braved a cavern full of horrifying bugs. You navigated that city of Jast like it was your own property and negotiated a pivotal alliance between nobles by the end of it all. You went into the Low Way, getting caught between vampires, a knightly order, and twisted abominations, and emerged on top. You spurred a revolution against a tyrannical cult. And now… you have become black-blooded. I don’t say this to flatter you—I say it to emphasize your choices, your actions.”

Argrave’s breathing calmed a fair bit. “Well… each had varying degrees of success… and I wasn’t alone…”

“You were the impetus,” she insisted.

He raised a brow, then conceded with a shrug. “I guess…”

“That was not Argrave. That was you. And I know you. You used to hate getting dirty or touching people, but you overcame that. Your response to discomfort or nervousness is to make jokes. I know that you enjoy explaining things, and I know that you enjoy learning magic. I know that you care deeply for the people around you—indeed, all people. You are a man who deceives everyone, most of all himself. You are a prolific liar—astonishingly so. Truly, it is almost unnerving how quickly you can fabricate things.”

His growing smile paused.

She leaned in a little closer. “I do not know Argrave. But I know you. I like your witty comments and your humorous interjections. I am constantly astonished by your diligence and your willpower. You are admirably tenacious. The tenacity you have displayed these past days… it is unfathomable.” She shook his shoulders. “This is you. All of it. You are the tall, confident, handsome man I know… who calls himself Argrave.”

Anneliese’s words rattled his cage, bringing up something Argrave had been trying to keep locked away. He felt unbearably nervous as he lifted his hand up to her face. His fingers brushed her cheek, and she took a deep breath of surprise. She didn’t pull away, though, and he stared into her beautiful amber eyes. He leaned in, slowly, heart pounding the fastest it ever had…

Their lips met, and they shared a kiss. Beyond them, the suns continued to set, painting a serene scene of purples, oranges, pinks, and blues across the ocean of clouds.

Argrave pulled away and rested his forehead against hers, staring into her eyes. Both of them had red cheeks.

“I’ve wanted to do that for a long while,” he admitted quietly.

Anneliese stared back into his eyes. It felt like the two of them had entered their own private little world, and everything around had ceased to be. Sounds, sights, smells, pain, all gone. There was only the two of them.

“I know,” she said after that long moment.

Argrave lowered his head to her shoulder, laughing heartily. Anneliese soon joined him, both falling into a disorganized heap of giggles. All the tension, sadness, anger dispelled at once, and they held each other. By the end of things, they laid on their backs, staring upward.

“Definitely could have chosen a better time for that,” Argrave commented. “I bet I look terrible.”

“I thought… you were not attracted to me,” Anneliese admitted quietly.

“What?” Argrave sat up quickly, supporting himself with his elbow and staring down at her. “Why would you ever think that?”

“I would notice… I suppose…” She shook her head. “Romantic feelings. But then they would vanish, like you were… disgusted by them.”

Argrave frowned. “Not disgusted, never. Just… I didn’t think it would be a good time for such a thing… and…”

“And?” she pressed, raising her hand to his face.

“I felt I was inadequate.” He looked off to the side. “Well, correct that—feel.”

She sighed. “Need I give you yet another monologue?”

Argrave laughed, then turned back to face her. “Look at you. You’re drop-dead gorgeous, you’re probably the most talented spellcaster in the world, you’re way smarter than I am… I don’t think anyone could be a worthy partner for you.”

She smiled, cheeks reddening. “You are.” She pinched his cheek. “You nameless man. Will you tell me your name, now?”

“Payment for the kiss?” he questioned playfully.

“That would be an unfair barter.” She shook her head.

He grinned. “You’re right. Kiss from you—that’s worth the world.”

“No,” she laughed. “I get both a kiss and a name. That’s too much for me.”

Argrave laid back on the ground, joining her in laughter. “My Lord. Can’t believe you think you’re not smooth.”

She held her hand out. Argrave took it.

“Vincenzo—Vincent,” he said.

She leaned up. “Vincenzo Vincent?”

“No,” he snorted. “Vincent’s a nickname. Vincent, Vince, Vinny, Vin… take your pick. Vincenzo Giordano. That’s my name. I’m an Italian American… though you don’t really know what that means, and my parents were the black sheep and didn’t care much about heritage, anyhow… Don’t even have the accent…”

“Vincenzo Giordano,” she repeated slowly, and then squeezed his hand a bit tighter.

Argrave felt strange, hearing that name again after so long. It wasn’t entirely pleasant, but… it wasn’t unpleasant, either.

“Would you like me to call you that? When alone, or…?” She trailed off, staring at him.

“No.” Argrave shook his head. “Argrave isn’t bad. I don’t hate it. And frankly… hearing that name again does make me a bit uncomfortable. Reminds me of things. I’d rather just treat Argrave as my new name.”

“If it makes you uncomfortable…forget it.” She shook her head, and then laid back down.

A quiet silence set over them as they laid there. The suns had vanished, now, leaving only night behind.

“If you want me to open up a little… Honestly, the only thing that kept me going was discipline.” Argrave held her hand a little tighter. “Getting up… was the hardest part of each day. Maybe that’s why it was hard to sleep.”

“I hope you say ‘was’ because that has changed.”

“For the sleeping part—I suppose we’ll have to find out. But…” Argrave trailed off. “My health is going to better. Stellar. Hell, this little moment we’re sharing, it’s easy to ignore the pain. I’m black-blooded, a monument to health and wealth.” He thought of something and laughed.

“What?” Anneliese asked, confused why he was laughing.

“I thought the best gift I’d get here was becoming black-blooded. Turns out I was wrong again. Instead, I got you.”

She shook her head, but Argrave could hear very faint laughter. After a while, she sat up.

“Argrave,” she began, freeing her hand and placing it on her lap.

“Yeah?” He adjusted his head.

“When this is all is over… do you want to find out why you came here? What happened to you?”

Argrave raised a brow, then lost himself in thought. “The way things are shaping up…” Argrave began. “There’s going to be a lot of devastation. Between the plague, the civil war… most of all, Gerechtigkeit… and those are just the ones most immediately obvious.” Argrave shook his head. “If I have a large part in things, as is almost necessary… it stands to reason I’ll need to be a part of the rebuilding, too.”

“A position of prominence…” Anneliese noted. “Leadership, guidance… perhaps even sovereignty.”

Argrave went silent. He stared up at the stars, just barely visible beyond the ceiling of the cave.

“The thought had entered my head,” he noted. “Royal bastard, heavily involved, hopefully a force for good… maybe people might want that as a king. But bastardry is a heavier stain than you might imagine.”

“I’m not suggesting you take it.” Anneliese shook her head. “The opposite, in fact. You’ll have toiled for three years, sweating blood. Quite literally, after this month,” she noted. “Once He Who Would Judge the Gods is gone… maybe… we can abandon it all.”

“Already planning an elopement?” Argrave smirked.

“Be serious,” she insisted, grabbing his hand and shaking it. “I see how much you put into this. I said it earlier, but you are astonishingly resilient. Some selfishness would be long overdue once things are over.”

“You’re planning for something we’ve yet to do,” Argrave pointed out. “The odds are far from being rigged in our favor. Fighting a world killer—not exactly a guaranteed win, little lady.” He gripped her hand. “There’s something selfish I do want to do, though.”

“And what is that?”

“Make the whole world know about us,” he suggested. “We have an opportunity to become really unbearable, and I think it needs to happen.”

She smiled. “Unbearable?” she repeated.

“You know the type. Constantly being lovey-dovey, no matter where.” He smiled, then shook his head. “Maybe I’m getting ahead of myself, imposing my thoughts like this. I just… I’m happy. And I feel lucky.”

“Me too.” She nodded. “But… a position of prominence, as I mentioned… already, Nikoletta’s father wished to engage you to—”

“Stop that,” Argrave interjected at once. “If there’s one thing I’m not willing to compromise on, it’s you. No political nonsense is going to stop that.”

She said nothing in response, but she did smile.

Argrave looked back toward the stars. “I think… I’m looking forward to the future,” he realized.

“Argrave… please do not become like Garm,” Anneliese insisted.

Those words felt like Argrave had been pushed back into reality. He felt guilty he had been able to put that aside so quickly… but the mind avoided the negative. His mind more than most.

“The idea of it makes me nauseous,” she continued. “Do not sacrifice yourself for anyone. And… if not with anyone else… at least promise to be totally honest with me.”

The two of them stared at each other. Argrave stayed silent. He found it was a difficult promise to make. There was much he wished to hide from her, much he wished to never again let see the light of day.

“Alright.” Argrave nodded, though the words were difficult to say. “I promise.”

Contended, she laid down, resting her head on his chest. Argrave wrapped one arm around her, feeling full of life.

Cupid heart, stupid heart… where will you go from here?


Chapter 51

Argrave and Anneliese talked for a long while before Argrave’s hunger started to eat at him, and they elected to return. On the way back, Argrave’s Brumesingers greeted him, climbing all over him like a friend sorely missed. Argrave could almost feel their worry for him.

Their fur was growing shades darker. It seemed they had food enough to live well in this place. It was a testament to the Alchemist’s callous nature, he supposed. It also served as a reminder not to step out of line.

But after a time, Argrave left them outside once more, entering into the Alchemist’s home alongside Anneliese. As they walked through the halls of the Alchemist’s home, faint voices echoed through the halls. They cast a glance at each other, and then Argrave rushed toward its source.

Argrave turned the corner to where Durran’s body had been resting. Galamon was looking at him, evidently hearing his approach long ago. Durran—or was it Garm?—twisted his head to look at Argrave.

“Argrave,” Galamon greeted.

Without words, Argrave stepped up to the other person in the room. A pair of golden eyes watched him, the purple light of the Alchemist’s abode reflecting off the golden tattoos on his skin.

He stared for a long while. Eventually, Durran took a deep breath. “Garm is gone,” he disclosed.

The words hit harder than Argrave thought they would. Perhaps he hadn’t accepted it. Perhaps he was holding onto the belief that some strange miracle would happen. But now, seeing Durran standing, it was like he’d seen the body in the coffin.

“I am sorry for deceiving you,” Durran continued, looking at Argrave. His gaze shifted to Anneliese as she entered. “For deceiving all of you. But what happened… it was something I strongly feel needed to happen. And Garm wanted this.”

At that moment, Argrave recalled something his father had told him once. He turned his body slightly to the side. Then he rotated again, throwing a punch as though something was behind Durran. His middle knuckle struck the man right in the nose.

Take a stance, rotate your hips, keep your wrist straight… and punch right through ‘im, his dad had insisted.

Maybe his dad was right, or maybe he was lucky. Regardless, Durran’s head jerked back and his knees buckled, and he stumbled backward before falling against the ground. Argrave stood there, still tense. That was the first time he had ever punched anyone. Durran wasn’t small, by any means—well built, tall for normal-sized people, but Argrave had downed him. His hand hurt, but he felt a strange rush of relief.

He heard Anneliese gasp, and even Galamon looked a little surprised. Argrave stepped forward. Durran already regained his bearings. He scrambled upward, ready to fight. Argrave only pointed.

“Don’t ever pull anything like that again,” Argrave declared.

Durran rose to his feet, one hand on his bleeding nose. His wide eyes stayed locked on Argrave for a long time, and then he nodded.

“I don’t want to see you for a while.” Argrave lowered his hand. “We’ll talk when I’ve got a cool head. Right now, I’m feeling like doing something we’ll both regret.”

“…Alright,” Durran answered, voice nasally.

Argrave turned and left, storming down the hall. Anneliese quickly moved after him.

Once they were a decent distance away, Argrave asked, “Why did I do that?”

“Because you were angry,” Anneliese answered.

“I already regret it.” Argrave shook his head. “God damn it all. I can’t be doing stupid things like that. He’s supposed to be another member of our group.”

“It may be good thing,” she mused.

Argrave paused in the halls, turning. “How?”

“He may feel that he has been punished for what he has done. Subliminally… if this can be overcome, he would see you as a leader more naturally. After all, a leader needs to deliver punishment.”

He stared with a frown for a while, and then began walking back to him room once again. Once he passed the threshold to his room, he paused in his tracks, spotting the great Alchemist looming overhead.

“Refrain from that wandering again,” he commanded at once, holding Argrave’s report in his hand. “I do not need unnecessary variables in my observation.” He closed the book, then turned his head. “Regardless, your writing has regained some clarity. I expect you to describe how your body felt during that foolish outing.”

Argrave nodded slowly, feeling unsettled, tense, and angry. The second he wanted to hold Anneliese’s hand, she was already doing so. He found out her empathic abilities were nicer every day, it seemed.

“Garm said that he promised I would do something for you,” Argrave spoke. “What was it?”

Anneliese looked at him, evidently ignorant of this promise.

“You will stop Gerechtigkeit,” the Alchemist said plainly. “At any cost.”

Argrave took a deep breath, almost finding the promise funny. Anneliese had said he had chosen to fight Gerechtigkeit, that it wasn’t a responsibility—yet now, he was making a promise to do so.

“Yes, I will.” Argrave nodded.

If the Alchemist had a reaction to the vow, he displayed none. He held his hand out. His finger unfurled, revealing a set of black eyes with golden irises. Argrave flinched a little. Eyes made him uncomfortable.

“Who receives these? The head was not clear.”

Argrave stared at them, greatly disturbed. That was the saddest part of all, by his estimation. His throat tightened, and Argrave swallowed to dispel the feeling. The eyes seemed to have some intangible magic swirling about them, barely perceptible.

“Can I think about it?”

“Can you think about it?” the Alchemist repeated. “You query me seeking answers regarding something only you can answer. Do I have control of your faculties? I replaced your heart, not your brain, and even then both are yours alone.”

“I need time to think,” Argrave rephrased, feeling exhausted.

The Alchemist’s fingers popped as they curled, hiding away the two black eyes. He walked away without giving a confirmation, leaving Argrave even more battered.

“I think that’s his way of saying yes.” Argrave sighed, releasing Anneliese’s hand. He strode to his bed, recalling only now how filthy the place was.

Anneliese walked up, and perhaps noticing his disgust, pulled off the blankets. “I will replace these,” she stated.

“No.” Argrave stopped her. “Let’s sit for a minute.”

She held the blankets, frozen, then nodded. They both sat.

“Garm’s eyes,” Argrave said, shaking his head. “Christ. What a blow.”

“…They would be helpful,” Anneliese conceded. “He wrote a letter to me, too. He described them. Apparently, they’ll function as any other A-rank mage’s eyes, retaining their ability to perceive another’s magic, and moreover—”

“You can cast spells from them.” Argrave nodded. “He wrote the same to me.” He turned his head over to her. “A bit morbid, inheriting someone’s eyes. Since you remembered, can I take it that you…?”

“Argrave…” She looked down. “I am… not entirely sure I can…” He saw a chill run through her. “The idea of subjecting myself to the Alchemist makes me afraid.”

Argrave nodded. “Then put the idea out of your head. A good thing, too,” he noted, putting his hand to her cheek. “Elsewise I’d never be able to see those beautiful amber eyes again,” he said, trying to distract her with a compliment.

It seemed to work, and Anneliese regained some vigor. Argrave fell back to the bed, thinking on the matter. He pondered his eyes, then started to laugh.

“First I’m black-blooded, now I’ve got golden eyes with black sclera… can’t get much edgier than that. What’s next, I wonder? Cursed arm? Third eye?”

Anneliese looked down at him. “I get the impression you do not want them.”

Argrave bit at his lip. “I stand out enough as is. With eyes like that, covert operations are… well, hell, covert operations were never on the table. I stick out way too much.” Argrave shook his head. “People might distrust me. Might think I’m possessed, or… inhuman. Who knows?”

Anneliese watched him. “You feel conflicted. Talk to me,” she reminded him.

“I don’t know…” Argrave trailed off. “Would feel… very, very wrong to refuse them. A man donates his organs to me, I toss them out because they’re the wrong color? Talk about desecrating the dead, spitting on a last wish.” Argrave shook his head.

“Why not present them to Durran?” Anneliese suggested.

Argrave looked at her. “Garm never mentioned Durran,” he pointed out. “And… I don’t know. He’s very free-spirited. I’m not sure if… Well,” he trailed off, but Anneliese nodded understandingly.

“Do you recall Helmuth?” Anneliese questioned. “The man had eyes like purple vortexes, as I recall.”

Argrave leaned up quickly, clarity coming to him as soon as she posed the question. “Yeah… Yeah, you’re right.” He nodded. “I can just say it’s because I’m a spellcaster. Handwave things away, call it magic.”

“Indeed.” She nodded. “It will certainly take some… getting used to, nonetheless.”

“Yeah. I can’t even imagine what it’s like, perceiving magic.” Argrave shook his head. “Honestly… now that I think about it… a little exciting, honestly.”

“I referred to my own adaptation.” She shook her head. “I fear I will recall Garm when I look at you.”

“Look on the bright side,” he said cheerily. “These weren’t my eyes to begin with.”

She was taken off guard and laughed. “One way to look at things…”

***

“You will have them?” the Alchemist questioned. “Annoying.”

Argrave frowned, but had regained his bearings and did not so easily ask questions as he had in days past. He didn’t care to push his luck.

The Alchemist stepped around Argrave’s bed. A day had passed, and the place had become much cleaner. The couch that Anneliese had been sleeping on had been moved away. She didn’t need to sleep there, anymore… although Argrave wasn’t sure either of them were ready to do more than actually sleeping. He had been concerned he might thrash in his sleep and disturb her, but their night was peaceful.

“I will not suffer yet more variables to disrupt my observation of your body. I will implant the eyes when the process is done… meaning I must preserve them until that time. A taxing, laborious task. Annoying,” he repeated.

Argrave said nothing, lowering his head.

“The worst of your metamorphosis is over,” declared the Alchemist. “You may thank the blood of Vasquer flowing within you. Feathered serpents have magic in their blood innately—in other such bloodlines, it manifests as a high affinity for magic, generally. Here, it made your transition faster, easier, it seems. Something to note for the future. It may be a correlation, not a causation.” The Alchemist shook his head. “Unfortunately, I can conduct no more tests.”

Argrave brightened at the Alchemist’s words, then paled when he realized what he’d been through was ‘faster,’ and ‘easier.’ If he had not been a Vasquer, what would things have been like, he wondered?

“I think you will fail against Gerechtigkeit,” the Alchemist said. “But everyone you brought is very confident in you.”

The words were unexpected—frankly, Argrave wouldn’t have believed they came from the Alchemist had he not seen the man’s mouth rise and fall and voice them.

“I don’t think I will.” Argrave shook his head. “But that’s why I have to use my words. Make others aware, get them to finish things for me just in case. It’s my specialty.” Argrave smiled.

“The calamity changes every millennium,” the Alchemist said.

“I know.” Argrave nodded. “It’s changed greatly from last time. It’s sowing dissent. Targeting leadership, my… family… being the primary examples. Gerechtigkeit plays the puppet master. It’s using us for its own end. Has been for years, now.”

“Hmm.” The Alchemist turned away. “Then it learned.”

“And just as we won’t fight it alone… it won’t fight us alone,” Argrave stated seriously. “When the time comes, I will ask you to help us.”

The Alchemist put his hands behind his back, staring down at Argrave. Maybe it was a delusion, but the ivory-skinned monstrosity seemed the most human he ever had. As he always did, the Alchemist left seemingly mid-conversation, leaving Argrave feeling as disconcerted as ever.


Chapter 52

Argrave laid his head back against the pillow, blinking rapidly. The Alchemist’s finger curled inwards, stashing away the Unsullied Knife.

Eye replacement surgery had to be one of the most unpleasant operations imaginable, doubly so because the Alchemist was an unfeeling bastard who made him stay awake for the entire process. Even if it was painless, being blinded temporarily was terrifying beyond compare.

The Alchemist didn’t have the grace to replace each eyeball individually—instead, he took both of them out, then replaced them one after the other. The only thing comparably horrifying was confronting death when he’d bonded with the Brumesingers, or perhaps the other thing the Alchemist had done to him.

“It is done,” the Alchemist concluded. “This change will not be inherited by your progeny… unlike the black-blooded transformation.”

“My eyes feel hot.” Argrave rubbed at them.

“It should be agonizing. Perhaps you are numb to pain,” the Alchemist concluded. “The Black Blood must integrate with these eyes. In time, they will ‘heal.’ The color is brought about by necrotic decay coupled with necromancy. With your body as the template, you will regain your eye color. Half a year, according to my estimates.”

Surprised and somewhat relieved to hear his eyes wouldn’t remain like this forever, Argrave dared to open his eyes… and at once, saw for himself just how absolutely powerful the Alchemist was. He could see the magic practically bursting from his skin like a black cloud of death within him. It felt like looking at the sun, and Argrave quickly turned away.

He spotted Anneliese. She had magic within her, too, permeating throughout. Though it was the same black mist, it was nowhere near as dense as the Alchemist’s. He was worried that this change would be eternal… but as soon as he wished for it, the black mist faded into oblivion like it never was.

I can see magic with will alone, Argrave noted, finally starting to feel things were worth it.

Argrave had yet to breach B-rank magic, and A-rank was even further beyond his ken. He had something special in mind for the ascension to A-rank. Yet for now, the increase in power at that point would be comparable to his Black Blood. The ability to discern magic power would be immeasurably useful… doubly so now that they were to head back into Vasquer, and once again confront mages.

His vision felt clear, too. Maybe he was delusional, but he felt like he saw things in better detail. Garm hadn’t been falsely bragging about having good eyesight, evidently.

“If you lose them, I will not heal you,” the Alchemist finally said, acting like losing eyes was as inconsequential as losing a ring. “Our business is done. Begone. Leave no messes.”

Argrave watched the Alchemist leave, then fell back into the bed, acutely aware of his eyes. He turned to Anneliese.

“How bad is it?” he questioned.

She stared at his face. “Compared to your first two weeks incapacitated, it does not look bad at all. Bloodshot, perhaps.”

“No, I mean… how does it look?” he rephrased.

“…Unsettling,” Anneliese finally said. “A little.” She softened the blow.

Argrave sighed. “Half a year like this… allegedly. Might be helpful some places. Might cause trouble in others. I’ll have to look for myself.”

He reached for the bronze hand mirror, hefting it up as though to look for a change.
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Argrave hadn’t been idle. He’d been saddled with a massive magic debt to Erlebnis after the raid on Argent and the battle with the Lord of Silver. Every single day, he paid close attention to how much magic he had, diligently repaying things. It took perhaps three weeks to fully repay the debt. The rate was utterly ridiculous. His magic regenerated so much faster than before.

“You think Garm left behind some good blood magic?” Argrave questioned Anneliese.

“None of it is good. It hurts you. Do not use it.” Anneliese crossed her arms and shook her head.

Argrave got up out of the bed, squeezing his eyes shut even still. “Black Blood has an amazing synchronism with blood magic. I’ll heal quicker from any damage, too. I have to use it.”

Anneliese looked off to the side, obviously miffed and concerned.

“I’ll look for myself.” Argrave shook his head.

“Hold on.” She stopped him. “The Alchemist said we needed to leave no mess.”

Argrave looked around at the room. Despite Galamon pitching in, the place was a mess. The room had been mostly black, before, but now Argrave found it a tossup between red and black. Cleaning this up… would be a painful endeavor. Blood didn’t come up easily.

“Christ,” Argrave muttered. “At least there’s no carpet.”

***

Argrave stepped outside the gargantuan bulging door of the Alchemist’s palace. The man hadn’t come to see them off, and it felt strange to leave without a single word to their host. But their host was weird, and the term ‘host’ only applied because of the stringent requirements.

Once again, Argrave was fully ready. He wore his enchanted black leather armor, the matching duster overtop it. It was a little less loose than it had been before, like he had grown larger. His Brumesingers rushed out from the jungle, and he knelt down to retrieve them. Anneliese’s own fox creature followed just shortly after, running into the palace. Argrave stood up, stroking the giant ears of his sorely missed pets.

The road ahead made Argrave feel strangely nervous. Anneliese walked up behind him, and he looked back.

“I laid in bed for a month… but I really want a break,” Argrave said quietly, offering his hand.

She took it. “Take one, then,” she suggested.

He looked sorely tempted, but after a while, he turned his head back to the road. “I’ve gotten one thing I wanted really bad.” Argrave clenched her hand a bit tighter. “That’ll have to tide me over for the next few years.”

With that, Argrave released her hand and stepped forward. They walked past the jungle until it thinned, opening up into a clearing. There, Durran read, leaning up against a tree. Galamon stood there, arms crossed, ready for their approach.

“Leaving?” Galamon asked simply.

“Yeah,” Argrave confirmed. There was an awkward air between them.

“I’ll pack,” Galamon stepped away.

Durran stared up at Argrave uncertainly, like he didn’t know where he stood, but then moved to pack as well.

“Durran,” Argrave called out. “Let’s walk for a minute.”

***

“Are you sure you’re better? You look terrible,” noted Durran as they walked through the jungle.

Argrave touched his face, glad to receive some honesty for once. Anneliese always softened her words, and Galamon and Argrave hadn’t talked much at all since he’d enabled Garm to do as he did.

“I feel good,” Argrave confirmed, moving his fingers about. “But my nails still haven’t grown back. Didn’t really know how frustrating that would be.” He held his hands out. “Putting the gloves on was painful.”

“It’s more the sunken eyes and pale skin than some missing nails. You look like my father did. He was dying, need I remind you.” He shook his head. “No such luck, though.”

“Well, you won’t find that luck with me.” Argrave stopped, deciding to tear off the band-aid. “Listen. I’m sorry I punched you. Not exactly a good welcome.”

Durran paused, staring up at Argrave with his golden eyes. He fixed his dark hair. “Galamon said you lied a lot. Guess he was right.”

Though he was flabbergasted for a moment, Argrave started to laugh once he’d processed what Durran said.

“Don’t apologize.” Durran shook his head before he could recover. “It’s over and done. I won’t act like I would do something else in your shoes. And you did save my life.”

Argrave gave a steady nod, and then stared down at Durran. “You said something back then that’s been stuck in my gears. You said this ‘needed to happen.’ This business with Garm.”

“That…” Durran scratched the back of his neck. “I’ve been thinking that over myself. Garm wasn’t entirely honest with me, let alone with any of you,” he admitted. He seemed to hesitate to say more. “Maybe it was made up—something to convince me to do what he wanted. But he said his soul was damaged, and if he did nothing, his memories would fade away regardless.”

“What do you think?” Argrave questioned, trying to think of the lore he’d read long ago.

“I don’t know,” he admitted plainly. “But… for what it’s worth, I believed him back then.”

Argrave nodded. Strangely enough, that did make him feel better about things, if only just. He scanned the golden tattoos all about the tribal’s body as he lost himself in thought, then locked gazes with him. He decided to get to the point.

Argrave crossed his arms. “Why exactly are you tagging along?”

“I’m an exile. Even if it hasn’t been made official, it’s inevitable. I was always a bit of an outsider among my people, but after Sethia, I doubt any will welcome me. I have no home,” Durran shook his head. “Galamon tells tall tales about a taller calamity coming to ruin the world. I figure that’s a worthwhile endeavor to set my sights on, if only to disprove its existence. More than that…” Durran pointed up at Argrave. “It seems to me you’ll be traveling a lot. Meddling a lot.”

“More than I care to,” Argrave confirmed. “But you seem… if not a leader, at the very least, heavily independent. Definitely not a follower.”

“Questioning if I’m worth the trouble?” Durran raised a brow.

“I’m questioning if you can be obedient.” Argrave shrugged. “I know you’re worth the trouble. You’re talented. And you’re hardworking—a talent on its own. But I know you. You’re pretty whimsical.” Argrave uncrossed one arm, gesturing toward Durran. “Hell, once the southron elves told you we’d spoken, you went and found me just outside Cyprus. I can’t abide idiotic things like that.”

“That meeting went fine, no?” Durran shook his head. “You act like we’re old acquaintances. Not saying you’re wrong with these assertions, but… whenever I ask questions about how you know so much, Galamon and Anneliese both clam up, like there’s some grand conspiracy.”

Argrave juggled the pros and cons of informing Durran of his background. Maybe it was his imagination, but he felt he was thinking much clearer these days. Perhaps physical health did improve mental health, and that wasn’t just something he’d read somewhere ages ago. That clarity of mind told him it would be best to keep things quiet, at least for now.

“You’ll learn when you’re older.” Argrave shook his head. “Listen. Trust will come with time. The three of us are rather accommodating. As long as you stay consistent, open-minded…” Argrave shrugged. “You’ll be welcome.”

Durran shifted on his feet. “I know. I’m the tagalong, with all the burdens that follow. But I made a promise to Garm. I’ll keep it.”

Argrave stared down at Durran. The man held his gaze for a bit, but eventually looked away first.

“Gods above. Those demon lamps you got for eyes—great reminder of that promise.” Durran scratched his cheek.

Argrave chuckled, then held out his hand. They shook on the matter.

“One more thing.” Argrave raised a finger, then reached into his pocket. He had to pull aside a sleeping Brumesinger, but he retrieved his bronze hand mirror. “Look at this.”

Durran furrowed his brows but took the mirror. He looked at it.

“What’s this? Some kind of voodoo mirror?” He paused. “Am I going to regret looking at this?”

“See anything strange?” Argrave pressed hopefully.

Durran hesitantly moved it about. “Just a mirror, leader man.” He shook his head, perplexed.

“Guess you’re not ready,” Argrave said, retrieving the mirror. He stowed it away and walked back.

“What does that mean?” Durran called out as Argrave walked away. “Hey! Wait!” he shouted, rushing to catch up.

***

“Feels like I’ve fallen behind,” Argrave mused as he examined the books that Garm had inscribed before his death. Or maybe the Alchemist had inscribed them—Argrave was not sure of the process.

“You had plenty on your plate,” Anneliese disagreed. “And my studies idled as much as yours.”

Argrave said nothing, opening the book. A spell matrix appeared in the air.

“A lot of these are… very rare,” Argrave noted. “Labels, descriptions… Garm was meticulous.” He shut the book and retrieved another. “Holy shit,” he exclaimed. “[Bloodfeud Bow]? My God.” Argrave stepped away, eyes wide.

“Blood magic?” Anneliese questioned disapprovingly.

Argrave examined the spell matrix with wide eyes and mouth agape. Eventually, his open mouth contorted into a cheek-to-cheek smile. He shut the book, then held it up. “This spell… is utterly broken.”

“It doesn’t work?” Durran questioned.

“No.” Argrave shook his head. “On the contrary, it’s… Hoo.” He felt lightheaded from excitement. “It’s B-rank, but… it’s so much more than that.” Argrave shook his head, then sat down atop a rock. “You can charge it up. Nearly infinitely.” Argrave held the book close. “As long as you’ve got life left, this spell can keep getting stronger. Provided you give it enough fuel, it can fire a single devastating attack that can pierce through any damn defense you can even imagine, and then keep going.”

“But that would be… incredibly reckless,” Anneliese said concernedly.

“Well, yeah, but…” Argrave stood. “Think about it. This thing synergizes perfectly with [Electric Eel]. Shatter defensive wards with one attack, send in the eels at the same time… I wanted to get it, but much, much later. But now…” Argrave stared at the white cover.

His excitement started to fade when he was reminded that he’d never be able to thank Garm.

“Because of Garm, I have it now,” he said flatly. “All this and more.”

Silence took over their party, barring Galamon, who still put away books in his backpack. Eventually, Argrave looked off to the side.

“It’s a long way to the southron elves again.” Argrave shook his head. “And a lot of stuff to carry. Let’s hurry up. I’m eager to see how things changed in our month’s absence.”

“But how do we get out?” Durran questioned.

“Same way we got in.” Argrave looked off into the depths of the cave.


Chapter 53

Argrave hadn’t spoken to Galamon much at all since Garm was lost to them. Argrave couldn’t deny he was upset Galamon had gone behind his back so blatantly. They sat cross-legged amidst the sand dunes, the night sky above. The chill of winter had set in; they were well into the heart of the cold season. There was an awkward air between the two of them. It reminded Argrave of a dispute with his brother or father—they’d just avoid each other, saying only words that needed to be said…

“You look better,” said Galamon.

…until they started talking again, like nothing had happened at all. Maybe it was unproductive.

“I feel better,” returned Argrave.

But even if it was unproductive, Argrave liked things this way.

“That’s good.” Galamon nodded, white eyes focused on his armor. It was already well-maintained, but he kept it impeccably so.

Argrave stared as his hands moved, rubbing sand and oil against his armor for reasons Argrave couldn’t begin to guess. He looked around. Anneliese was taking care of something, while Durran read Garm’s writing, even now—the tribal seemed to be enchanted with it. Though Garm had left some writings related to the soul behind, Argrave still felt hesitant to read them for some reason.

His mind wandered, and he wondered what it was like to wear armor all day. Brows furrowed, he turned to Galamon.

“You think I should learn how to fight?”

Galamon paused, then turned his head toward Argrave slowly.

“…Put Durran down easily enough,” he noted with the faintest smile, then focused back on his work.

Argrave laughed a little, feeling some strange mix of pride and shame. “I bet he could take me down twice as quick if the aggressor and defender switched places. But seriously… It’d be good to be versatile. If things go south…”

Galamon polished, but Argrave could tell he was thinking of an answer.

“The southron elves put it well. Magic has no ceiling.” He looked at Argrave. “Focus on it, you’ll keep getting better.”

“But things happen.” Argrave held his arms out, then uncrossed his legs. “Good to learn a trick or two, no?”

Galamon took a deep breath. “For you…” His white eyes scanned Argrave. “Your frame got bigger. I used to be your size… long time ago. I could give you advice for some things.” He shook his head. “Even still, I’d focus on learning to be agile. Magic will always be more powerful than a blade. Just dodge, get distance, obliterate them.”

“Let’s hear this advice, then,” Argrave suggested eagerly.

“Eat more,” Galamon said plainly. “You eat like a bird.”

Argrave hadn’t been expecting that. He’d been shoveling food into his mouth for the past month to the point of vomiting, and the idea of eating more now wasn’t particularly pleasant.

“Like a bird?” Argrave repeated, drawing lines in the sand. “Must’ve never seen a pelican.”

Galamon said nothing in response.

In truth, Argrave didn’t fancy the idea of learning how to fight. The few hard knocks he’d taken hadn’t been pleasant. He still shuddered when he remembered getting his cheek caved in by Induen, or the battle with Quarrus. Getting up close and personal offered the potential of a lot more of that.

Besides, Argrave would much prefer to focus on what he was good at. He could read a book for hours and have a blast, but exercise was different. Whether before or now, he never cared for weightlifting or running. He didn’t care about looking well-built, either. Dressing nice, wearing jewelry—that was the easier route.

Something caught his eye—Anneliese returned. He smiled and waved, and she waved back, walking toward them. His thoughts returned back to exercise, but with Anneliese’s presence now involved. His opinion started to take a sharp turn.

“I think I want to build myself up a little,” he said decisively, watching Anneliese.

Galamon looked to Argrave, then spotted Anneliese as well. The big elven warrior laughed quietly.

“Something funny?” interrogated Argrave, watching Anneliese as she rummaged through her backpack for something. She picked up her small Brumesinger, moving it aside, and then reached deep inside.

“Sometimes, you do something for someone, and they don’t even know it.” Galamon shook his head. “A nice feeling.”

Argrave looked at Galamon, puzzled.

“Regardless… hope you two stay happy,” he concluded.

“Well…” Argrave scratched his cheek, embarrassed. “You and me both,” he finally said. “Thought you might be against this sort of thing.”

“Why?” Galamon asked, genuinely puzzled.

“You seem like the ‘you stick with your own people!’ type of guy.” Argrave shrugged.

Galamon laughed loudly, startling Argrave. The man had a scary, grating laugh that would be right at home in a horror movie. Eventually, he settled down, scratching his cheek. “Long time ago, you’d have me completely right.”

“What changed? Living in exile?” questioned Argrave.

“Saw the worst of the Veidimen. War… awakens the worst.” He shook his head. “When war consumes the land, rapists, butchers, sadists—they all come out of the woodworks like rats fleeing from a burning building.

“Then,” he continued, putting his gauntlet back on. “I came here. I realized… things are just the same. You have good people… and terrible people,” he finished. Galamon stared at Argrave for a long while, white pupils steady. “That’s part of the reason I let Garm do what he did. I recognized him.”

Argrave tensed when the sore subject was brought up, saying nothing.

“The two of you are good,” Galamon concluded. “Not to mention… quite compatible.”

Argrave didn’t really know what to say, but Anneliese walked up, a book in her hand. Argrave’s Brumesingers jumped free from his clothing, surging before her feet. She stood before him, staring down.

“It grows late,” she greeted. “We ought to retire. An early morning awaits, especially if we intend to reach Otraccia by the end of tomorrow.”

Argrave nodded. “You’re right, little lady.” He stood up and stretched, and his druidic bonds returned to him. “Let’s go.”

***

Durran stared out at the city of Sethia. Perhaps that was not accurate—he stared above Sethia, at the clouds looming above it.

Argrave had to prod him to get his attention. The tribal warrior turned his head to Argrave quickly, stunned and blinking quickly.

“Sorry, sorry. It’s just…” He shook his head. “Never seen clouds over Sethia before.”

Argrave pondered that. Springs, rivers, and such still existed in the mountains, and it was a bit difficult to believe that clouds couldn’t be blown over Sethia. Presumably, the Vessels’ presence in the city had something to do with that—the air around them always felt dry, after all. The clouds could be taken as a sign that the city was truly free.

From such a distance, Argrave could not deduce how well the city was doing underneath Titus. What he could notice, though, was that Aurum, the tower of gold, had been completely taken down. The other two remained standing, but construction around them implied that might not be forever.

“Wait until you see snow.” Argrave pulled Durran along. “Crazy stuff. It’s white, cold, and it turns into water.”

“Pfft,” Durran laughed, regathered. He followed Argrave, and the two of them joined up with Anneliese and Galamon. They passed through a narrow bit of mountain, and beyond, the place opened up into the small town of Otraccia.

The place seemed much, much busier than before. All in all, the place didn’t seem as gloomy as before. Argrave looked around. The southron elves noticed them, and though caution was their first reaction, many recognized their party.

A woman stepped up, crossing her arms before the four of them. Much of her jet-black skin was concealed by thick equipment, likely intended for a forge.

“So, you’re the reason my father can’t walk anymore,” Iltuda began.

Argrave turned his head. Once his eyes fell on her, she flinched visibly. He was taken aback by that reaction, but he realized his eyes—Garm’s eyes—must have surprised her. Considering her own eyes were pitch black, he was a bit offended.

“That’s a very pleasant greeting, Iltuda,” Durran said before Argrave could. “Set a hostile tone right off. Very prudent. It’s like you’re eager to meet your maker.”

Durran stepped forward, and her eyes widened again—evidently, she’d not expected to see the man.

“Durran,” she greeted, taking off her thick forge gloves and holding her hand out. He shook it. “Why are you…? A great many people are searching for you.”

“I imagine.” He nodded. “They found a spike that fits me perfectly, and they can’t wait to put my head on it. I’ll pass. A friend of mine told me that’s a miserable experience.” He looked back to Argrave. “Argrave, this is—”

“Iltuda,” Argrave finished. “The best blacksmith for the southron elves.”

Though she hesitated, she did eventually hold out her hand to Argrave. He shook it.

“Durran knows this, but… don’t take the rudeness to heart. Our people only say what we really think to people we trust.” She shook her head. “My father said good things about you. All of you. He’s been saying a lot, lately, considering he’s chair-bound. Wants me to forge him a new leg.”

Argrave nodded understandingly. “If it’ll keep him quiet…”

She laughed. “I see you catch on quick. Or maybe you already got used to the way we talk, what with dealing with the old ones.”

“Argrave!” called out a familiar voice.

Responding to his name being called, Argrave turned his head. Florimond strode out of the crowd. Argrave stepped past Iltuda, moving to greet the man. He raised his hand up, and Argrave raised his. They swung at the same time, catching into a handshake.

“Gods above…” he noted, staring at Argrave’s eyes. “Those eyes… This is that change you were talking about? Being black-blooded?”

“Yeah.” Argrave nodded, though it was only a half-truth—it was easier to let him believe what he wanted than explain things.

“You look… better, somehow,” he continued. “More robust. With those eyes, you remind me of some of the half-elven children. The ones that had kids with the golden-eyed tribals. Black on the outside, gold pupils…”

“Sharp instincts.” Argrave nodded. “I am a great deal healthier.”

“That’s good.” He finally released Argrave’s hand. “I’m glad you came by. I thought you would refuse our favor, in part.”

“I never refuse anything free.” Argrave shook his head.

“Hardly free, considering you dealt with the Lord of Silver.” He shook his head.

Argrave smiled. “Speaking of looking better… it looks a lot more lively around here.” He glanced about.

Florimond looked around, taking in the sights. “Things… Things are…” He paused, then looked back. “I told you I felt hopeful, before. That feeling has only gotten stronger.”

Behind, Durran furrowed his brows, but Argrave continued, oblivious. “How so?”

“That city of Sethia… Titus has emerged as the undisputed leader. He linked the southron elf war relics to other local leaders within the city, used it to justify seizing their assets. He rounded up all of the relics and returned it all to us as a show of good faith. Might not be all, granted, but…”

Argrave raised a brow, surprised.

“Trading has already begun,” Florimond continued. “And it’s been equitable. His men have even protected some of us from the more deplorable, elf-hating humans.”

“What about the tribals?” Durran pressed, stepping forth. “What’s happening on that front?”

“I don’t know much.” Florimond shook his head. “Apparently, your father has recovered. And… a lot of people are moving to Sethia. The conditions within the city… I haven’t been.” Florimond shook his head. “All the people who have say conditions are nice. And that big, golden monument has been torn down. Titus minted coins with it.”

Argrave didn’t know what to think of these developments. It was so far removed from what he was familiar with… and all within a month. The possibilities running through his head were infinite. Durran seemed deeply bothered by the news—this was the man who’d very nearly framed him dead, and he was hearing nothing but praise.

“Since you’re here… I take it you’re taking us up on our offer? Imbuing some of your weapons with southron elven magic? Iltuda has been practicing.” He pointed.

“That’s right.” Argrave nodded quickly. “And… Galamon’s armor needs repairs, if you can manage that.”

“Done. You are more than welcome to stay here while this happens.” Florimond spread his arms out. “This new hope I feel… it comes in large part because of your efforts.”

“Good.” Argrave nodded. He had been hoping for this. There was much he needed to do, least of all cement their party of four’s plan for the plague.


Chapter 54

Argrave had wanted a break. In a way, the week spent at the oasis town of Otraccia became just that.

The normalcy of opening new spell books and delving into them for hours at a time became a welcome respite compared to the unending torture that had occurred at the residence of the Alchemist. He felt like someone who had just recovered from surgery returning to their job—and in a way, that wasn’t too far off.

The Alchemist had said that every function of Argrave’s body would be improved. That statement was entirely true. He could focus for longer without exhausting himself. He functioned better with less sleep. And, moreover, he did basic exercise every morning, and ate plenty of what Galamon suggested. The activity was basic, as mentioned—nonetheless, the improvements felt tangible, especially endurance-wise. It was like he was on the classic diet of chicken, rice, broccoli, and steroids. Hopefully his face wouldn’t swell.

Durran was restless, constantly inquiring about the state in Sethia. He seemed to have difficulty believing that things were going well under Titus, and though Argrave shared that sentiment, he wasn’t near as invested as Durran. Indeed, despite his unease with the development entirely foreign to Heroes of Berendar, things did seem to be improved.

Galamon finally got a chance for a break, too. Beyond giving advice to Argrave, he did little as he waited for the changes to his armor. His greatsword was being modified to accommodate southron elf magic, and the original enchantment would remain fully intact.

Though the offer extended to all of his weapons, Galamon claimed enchanting the dagger would be impotent, and the Ebonice axe interfered with the southron elf enchantments. Moreover, he needed to see the axe blade to dispel magic. However, the enchanted arrows Galamon still had were enchanted with southron elf magic. The arrows would not betray their flight path as they moved—trivial, considering most people couldn’t dodge arrows, but it might come in handy.

Garm’s gift of sight had proven to be much more beneficial than Argrave had initially predicted. Perhaps the High Wizard of the Rose had predicted such a thing. Not only could Argrave see other people’s magic, he could see his own. Watching it manifest from its raw, almost gaseous state within the body to a genuine spell proved invaluable for comprehension. Argrave understood spells of C-rank better, though he heeded Anneliese’s advice and refrained from tackling B-rank quite yet, despite the tremendous increase in advancement lent to him by his Black Blood.

Regarding his new changes…

“You want me to drink your blood?” Durran questioned incredulously.

“Naturally.” Argrave nodded as though it was a normal request, acting deliberately obtuse.

Durran frowned intensely, sizing up Argrave suspiciously. “Don’t you have someone for that? He’s standing right over there.” Durran gestured toward Galamon.

“You got aboard this ship a bit late, so you probably don’t know about the Amaranthine Heart juice. Magic in liquid form is black,” Argrave explained. “When people talk about me being black-blooded, it means that I have magic in my blood stream. Hence, I’m curious if ingesting it would produce the same effect as it did previously.”

This wasn’t something that could be done in Heroes of Berendar, and Argrave felt it was long overdue to try out something beyond the game’s purview.

“Can’t you ask your lady friend?” Durran stepped away. “Snuggling, sharing a bed—fluid sharing isn’t such a big step forward. Little bit of blood drinking might be weird, but I’m told some people are into it.”

Argrave laughed and shook his head. “Come on. Don’t be a coward,” he insisted, wagging his finger at Durran.

Durran took a great breath, and then sighed. “Gods above… Fine. You got some ready, or…?”

Argrave took off his glove and rolled up his sleeve. “Cast some magic,” he prompted Durran, then pulled out a knife he’d taken from the kitchens.

The tribal looked at Argrave like he was mental, but he did cast a spell. Argrave cut his own arm without much hesitation—after what he’d endured, cutting his arm came quite easily. His blood was indeed much, much darker, yet still decidedly red. Durran drank.

After a time, the tattooed tribal looked a little puzzled. “Yeah… I… felt something bubbling, near my chest. Felt faint, but… present.”

Argrave drank some of his own blood. Indeed, the feeling was present, but it was far diminished. More importantly, it even worked on himself…

“What is this?” Galamon questioned, having arrived before them all but silently.

“Look at this,” Argrave said to Durran. “He smelled good food, and he comes rushing over.” Argrave faced Galamon. “Don’t worry your little head. Just testing something.”

The big elven vampire frowned.

After Anneliese and Galamon caught wind of what he was trying, they quickly put an end to it. Argrave assured them he only intended to use it for emergencies, but even that seemed to make them uneasy.

***

As the days passed by, Durran’s insistence on learning what happened after they left only grew worse. Argrave relented to traveling with him to get a closer look at Sethia, and his companions accompanied him.

“If you won’t let me go inside, at the very least let me contact Boarmask,” Durran pleaded, one knee in the black sand of the Burnt Desert as the four of them stared near the crater leading into the city of Sethia.

Sethia had changed considerably. The vast amounts of sand burying the place had been removed, cleaning the place up. Aurum, the gold tower, was gone, and Argent was clearly next on the chopping block. The walls of the city had been badly destroyed, but already, patchwork fortifications had been erected to ward away the elements.

“How will you signal Boarmask? Shout loudly?” Argrave shook his head. “It’s been a month. Even if you have some signal system, he’s probably stopped checking for them by now. On the off chance he’s still holding out, we’d still have to wait. I don’t want to risk lingering near Sethia and drawing unwanted attention.”

“Yeah. I got annoyed for waiting on him, too, so we worked out something that’d work quickly,” Durran explained. “Mounted a mirror some ways away. Come on.”

Durran led them around the crater surrounding Sethia, herding them to a small circle of rocks. He picked up a metal mount that had a mirror attached to the end. He wiped the sand-covered mirror down with a cloth, and then positioned the mount. Light shone off the mirror splendidly. After some finagling, the ray of light struck a prism hidden within a bell tower. A rainbow consumed the interior—though obviously noticeable to anyone looking for it, it wasn’t excessively eye-catching.

“Now, we wait elsewhere,” Durran explained, stepping away.

Argrave looked to his other two companions, consulting them. Based on expression alone, none seemed to protest. Anneliese obviously wanted to follow, as a matter of fact.

In the end… I’m curious, too, Argrave decided, then followed Durran without words.

***

Argrave sat within a small alcove, where ashes evidenced a fire had once been lit. Durran waited impatiently, tapping his wyvern scale boots against the ground.

“Much longer, Durran, I’m going to call things off,” Argrave said. “No time for—”

Galamon grabbed Argrave’s wrist, bringing him to attention. He rose to his feet, hand on his axe, waiting for someone to come.

Argrave could hear the faint sound of metal clanging against metal. Soon enough, a bulky man entered into view, a backpack slung over his shoulders. Boarmask had removed his armor, and the muffled sounds evidenced he’d hid it within his backpack.

“Durran,” the man greeted. Argrave knew his name was Rolf, but few others did. He had straight blonde hair and bright blue eyes—the archetypal appearance of a paladin, and the man’s personality matched up well enough. He was once called the Romantic Warrior—romantic meaning ‘idealistic’ rather than ‘loving.’ He was just, mostly, and devoted to the Vasquer pantheon. There was definitely no romance in either, a fact his story revolved around.

“Didn’t think you’d have—” He paused when he met Argrave’s gaze, obviously surprised.

“You see something you like?” Argrave interrogated. “Don’t worry about my lamps. I’m sure you know high-rank spellcasters can look quite weird.”

Boarmask entered further into the alcove, giving Argrave a wide berth. “I suppose you’d have to be high-ranking to deal with the Lord of Silver as you did. And I’m glad of it. Since you came here with Durran… I suppose you’re allies, at least for now?”

“For… ever, hopefully.” Argrave nodded.

Boarmask paid little heed to the difference between ‘for now’ and ‘forever,’ stepping within and setting down his backpack. The thing clattered noisily. Galamon watched him cautiously, obviously ready to protect Argrave as needed.

“That’s good. Then I’ll start talking. Titus is always well-protected. He keeps some highly-trained bodyguards with him, some of whom have enchantments from Vasquer to better help protect. In addition, most of the guard within the city are—”

“Relax, steel-plated assassin,” Durran interrupted. “Start with the city—how are things for the people?”

Boarmask leaned up against the wall, putting his hands on his knees. “Titus is very good at winning over the people, and that’s all that I’ll say.”

“All you’ll say? Stop with the bullshit, tell me what’s happening.” Durran rose to his feet, stepping up to the unarmored knight. Befitting the pure warrior from Heroes of Berendar, Boarmask was larger than Durran—not by much, though.

Boarmask stared at Durran, then shifted on his feet, crossing his arms. “Sorry. Just been a tense month, prowling Sethia alone. Couldn’t wear my armor. Too easily recognizable. Felt unsafe.” He lowered his head wistfully.

“Are you stalling? Get to the point,” demanded Durran.

“Titus had everything ready for the aftermath,” Boarmask said bitterly. “Healers, food, construction supplies… Caravans came into the city for near two weeks after the lords were killed before the neighboring cities heard of what had happened. By that point, Titus had already sequestered enough for the whole of winter.

“He declared you innocent.” Boarmask pointed to Durran, “Instead, he framed other prominent Sethia locals, having them imprisoned and tried. By this point, even though he has no title, Titus is the sole leader of Sethia. The people love him fiercely. He’s been doing his best to establish the city once again, both militarily and economically.” The blonde man rubbed his hands together. “That’s why things will be difficult for us.”

Durran looked troubled. He stepped away to the edge of the alcove, staring out across the sand. “Are we sure Titus didn’t get replaced by someone else? Maybe it’s a different guy with the same name.”

Argrave lowered his head, concealing a small laugh with his hand. Boarmask took him seriously, evidently, for he asked confusedly, “What are you talking about?”

“He’s adept, thoroughly prepared, and he’s not exactly ruining people’s lives,” Durran said slowly.

“But he has no problems ruining the lives of innocent people,” Boarmask refuted incredulously, as though he couldn’t believe what Durran was saying. “The attacks in Sethia—he was the main contributor to all the collateral damage! He framed you and would have had you killed. He’s framed more, since. All of this kindness, it’s a ploy to earn support, and nothing more!”

Durran had no response to that.

“Don’t just stand there,” Boarmask continued, stepping up to Durran and grabbing his shoulder from behind. “The man is a monster. A butcher wearing a king’s mantle.”

Durran jerked his shoulder away, turning around. “And we should do what? Throw the city into chaos while raving about justice?!”

Boarmask stared wide-eyed, flabbergasted by the outburst. Argrave glanced around, surveying his party’s opinion. He could practically see it written on their face—both agreed with Durran more than Boarmask.

“And what of the future?” Boarmask pressed. “We allow someone callous to sit on the throne. No matter how benevolent he may be now, when things go awry… a man like that would do anything to retain power!”

“Well, it’s clear his strategy right now is to make sure everybody is taken care of,” Durran said with a droll anger. “Enough supplies for the winter, you said. He’s building an economy, you claim.”

“And a military? What might that be for?”

“When your only neighbors are the Vessels, what else?!” Durran spread his arms out in emphasis.

Boarmask stared at Durran, jaw clenched tight and brows furrowed. “Then what is your plan? I cannot accept you would suggest letting things be. The man tried to kill you.”

Durran closed his eyes, taking a deep breath to calm down. When he opened them again, they were full of resolve. “I’m not fond of force-feeding people another way of life when they’ve already decided on one. I wanted to lead my people into a new age. As is clear, I’m not good enough to do so.” Durran shook his head. “We gave Sethia a choice. Sethia made that choice. Now… I won’t be involved with this. I won’t cause chaos once again.”

Boarmask stepped away, expression stern. He turned around, obviously stunned, and paced about for a time. “You’re going to simply… give up?” His gaze jumped to the rest of Argrave’s party. “All of you?”

“Killing Titus solves nothing,” Anneliese pointed out quietly. “He is a strong, decisive leader. Without something prepared for the aftermath… all we do is ruin chances of peace in the city. And, from my perspective… Titus does love this land. Truly.”

Anneliese’s words swayed Argrave, and all of his indecision vanished. He nodded in agreement.

Boarmask glanced around the room, his expression slowly losing anger and tension both. He walked to his backpack, then leaned down to pick it up. His gaze settled on Argrave.

“I thought, perhaps, one Vasquer might be worthy of their ancestors,” Boarmask said. “It appears I was wrong.”

Argrave felt great indignance at the claim, but he kept calm. His Brumesingers mirrored his true emotional state, though, growling at the blonde-haired man. Boarmask slung his backpack over his shoulder and walked out quickly, as though he couldn’t wait another second to leave.

Silence hung in the alcove. Argrave took a deep breath and sighed, a whirlwind of emotion and thought disturbing his mind.

He wanted a perfect solution. None existed.

“…I learned what I wanted.” Durran broke the silence. “Now I’m eager to leave.”

“Long journey ahead,” Argrave said distantly. “After we get what we need from the southron elves, it’ll be ten to twelve days, I suspect, since we’ll be avoiding towns. As we planned, we’ll stick to the eastern mountain ranges—they have few water sources, but that’s no problem for spellcasters. Plenty to eat along the way… even if it might be bugs.” Argrave tried not to shudder, the image of a centipede dangling above his tongue. “After… we’ll take a ruined mountain highway, right into the lion’s lap.”

Durran and Galamon looked confused, but Anneliese caught on.


Chapter 55

“Argrave,” Anneliese called out, drawing him from a book. He was reading beneath the shade of a palm tree just beside the oasis. His Brumesingers stood near the buried bodies of the veterans that had fought at Sethia. He had thought the southron elves might be bothered by this, but rather, they saw it as an honor. They hoped the Brumesingers would replicate the forms of their fallen warriors, some day.

“Hey,” he greeted, shutting the book at once.

“Reading what Garm wrote for you?” she questioned, walking up.

“Yeah.” Argrave nodded. “The stuff about the soul. Galamon had said it might interest me, and… well, it certainly sounds familiar.” He weighed the book in his hand. “Just as he wrote, whenever I tried to learn a spell Argrave knew, I learned it very quickly. I guess if I ever tried torturing people, I’d be good at that, too.”

Anneliese raised a brow. “I take it Argrave was not a good person?”

“If Felipe was their father, they’re a bother,” Argrave rhymed with a snap. “But what do you need? Some questions about our journey back north? About Orion? I was vague about him, but he’s… Christ, he’s my biggest worry. We stand to be here a couple more days. Plenty of time to settle anything that needs settling, I reckon.”

“Yet you are sad,” she noted.

Argrave turned away, then turned back. “I hope that isn’t obvious.”

“To me it is. To others… I know nothing of what they notice.” She shook her head. “What troubles you?”

“Just thinking… maybe if I had talked to Garm more, something like this wouldn’t have happened,” he admitted.

Her face fell a little. “Then it is not me alone thinking like that.”

Argrave gave a slow, bitter nod. “Ironically… heh.” He scratched beneath his nose. “If I had trusted him less, he’d be alive now.” He lowered his head. “Why was I so quick to bring Durran along? I smelled trouble. I knew something was brewing. If I had just…”

“I would feel a hypocrite consoling you when I feel the same. But truly, these thoughts do nothing for us. Nothing for Garm.” Anneliese held her hand out. “Come with me,” she insisted.

Argrave looked at her hand. He set the book down decisively and took her hand, standing quickly. She led him through the oasis town, and they waved to the few acquaintances they’d made amongst the southron elves. Eventually, she ducked into a cavern. Her Brumesinger was lounging away from the sun there, fluffy ears twitching.

Argrave was perplexed, but he said nothing. The dark cavern opened up after not ten steps, revealing a plateau beyond. He sized up the place, searching for something she might wish to show him. He soon realized he was looking in the wrong place, though. The suns were setting.

“I hoped you would be willing to do this, for me,” Anneliese began, stepping toward him. “Every time the suns descend below the horizon… we could watch them, talk… for an hour or so.”

With things falling into place, Argrave couldn’t stop a smile from appearing on his face. She’s more sentimental than she lets on, he realized. But the fact she suggested this meant that moment back then had meant as much for her as it had for him.

He held his hand out. “What if we’re underground? That happens a lot,” he asked teasingly.

“Argrave, I—”

“Of course we can,” he interrupted her before she could misinterpret his answer as hesitance. “That sounds nice. Something to look forward to at the end of the day.”

Her small frown quickly turned into a smile. “That is… good.” She took his hand. “I feared it would be difficult to persuade you, especially since your health has improved. But I think this will be good for you, genuinely.”

Argrave furrowed his brows. “You’re not doing this out of obligation alone, I hope.”

“Well…” She paused, pulling on his hand slightly. “Even though you constantly joke, all you talk about is how we are to deal with Gerechtigkeit, the plague… How else am I to ask you questions, learn about you?” She led him toward the edge of the plateau, where she sat. “So, sit. Vincenzo,” she said pointedly.

Argrave scratched the back of his neck, and then obediently sat. “The only person that still called me Vincenzo was my ma. Most people said Vinny.”

“Your mother?” Anneliese repeated. “A fitting point to start…”

***

Galamon waved his hand, and his kriegsmesser whistled through the air. The blade of wind created by its enchantments seemed to emerge from a location wholly separate from the blade… but once Galamon brought it to a stop, the blade distorted back into where it actually was.

The elven warrior held it up, studying it without much emotion. If Argrave willed it to be so, he could see the densely packed magic imbued in the blade by the enchantments, placed impressively closely alongside the runes of the southron elves. Garm’s eyes continued to prove their usefulness.

“Looks impressive,” Argrave said as he stepped forward.

“Of course it does,” said Iltuda proudly. “They both do.”

Durran hefted his glaive aloft in turn, though he did not swing it as Galamon had. The haft of the glaive had runes just as the blade, shining purple even in the daylight. The black wyvern bone complimented the runes well.

“Never worked with wyvern bone before,” Iltuda commented. “Had to read some old texts written by grandfather, back when the stuff was in abundance. Despite that… worked out well.” She looked at Galamon, jet black eyes scanning his person. She was examining his repaired armor, not his body, though. “Might’ve worked on adding runes to the armor… but that isn’t something that can be done in seven bloody days.”

Argrave stepped away, satisfied. “You’ve done plenty. In fact, everyone has been far too accommodating,” Argrave complimented loudly, looking to Corentin, Florimond, and several other southron elves who had treated them well.

“Gave up a leg fighting for your little coup of Sethia,” Corentin noted, and though his words were harsh, he still had a smile on his face. “And now, you made me wait for a new one because your boys needed some little toys.”

Argrave glanced down at the man’s leg, where a stump just below the knee had been hidden by white wrapping. The grizzled, one-eyed veteran walked with crutches even now.

“I didn’t…” Guilt made Argrave trail off, flustered.

“Hahaha,” Corentin laughed, then pushed Argrave. “You should know I don’t care by now.” His gaze wandered to a set of gravestones. “I got off light. But each and every one of the men buried there followed with the knowledge such a thing might happen,” he finished.

“They… were some funny guys,” Argrave reflected, knowing that empty platitudes would earn no respect from the southron elves. “And all of them left descendants behind. If things continue as they are… their line will continue forevermore. And a damned good bloodline it is.” Argrave looked about.

“Don’t get crazy, now.” Florimond held out his hand, and several present laughed. That they could laugh amidst grief was a testament to the strength of their people, Argrave supposed, but he felt too uncomfortable to join them.

“Then…” Florimond stepped forth, offering his hand. “Though I hope to see you again, if you say you head to the northern kingdoms once again, I fear that wish may never come true.”

Argrave shook his hand, and then Florimond did the same for the rest of his party.

“It’s not like we’re leaving now, but we’ll probably be gone before dawn tomorrow. You might not see me again…” Argrave stepped away toward the exit of Otraccia. “But I can guarantee you’ll be hearing my name again.”

Florimond grinned. “Cheeky boy, are we? Well…” He nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll keep my ears open. Provided I don’t die of old age before then, naturally.”

With a single wave and a wink, Argrave turned and left, steps weighed down by the books in his pack but lightened by the fire in his heart… Or so he told himself, at least.

***

“Back to the road again tomorrow,” Argrave told Anneliese. “It’s become clear to me the future is unpredictable. Going forth… looks like I’ll have to rely on knowledge of what is, not what should be.” He shook his head. “Precisely because of that… this plague worries me. It’s not just a disease, it’s—”

“The point of this time, Argrave, is to avoid discussing these matters,” she said pointedly.

He let out a long sigh, then wrapped one arm around Anneliese. “You’re right. Sorry.”

She rested her head on Argrave’s shoulder, staring out across the vast expanse of black sand painted by the light of the setting sun.

“We leave tomorrow, though,” Argrave repeated himself. His voice grew quieter, and he continued, “I don’t really want to leave.”

“You will never again be sick,” Anneliese pointed out. “And traveling will come much easier to you, now. Moreover, we are not slated to traverse the Low Way again, if I understand you right.”

“Yeah, that is true.” Argrave nodded. “We’ll get those daggers for Galamon, a flying druidic bond for you to scout with… both of which aren’t especially dangerous. Relative to the Low Way, at least. That’s on the path.”

She lifted her head and rested her chin on his shoulder. “Then perhaps there is little to worry about.”

“Spending time with friendly people, learning fulfilling things… moments like these.” Argrave turned his head to face her. “It’ll be hard to get started again. An idyllic life like this…”

“You say that, but you are already prepared to leave,” she noted. “You never lack for willpower.”

Argrave laughed. “You’re not wrong.”

“Then what is on your mind?” she insisted. “Why are you worried?”

Argrave kneaded his palm. “You and Durran stand to be at the highest risk in the northwest.”

“You claimed you were going to take measures,” she pointed out. “And both of us are healthy. I am young, and I have been traveling with you. We Veidimen are a hardy people. And the winter will stifle the plague, you say.”

“I can take measures… but that isn’t immunity from the plague.” Argrave shook his head.

She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “Do not worry. Do what you can, and that will be enough.”

He stayed silent, then nodded with a smile. “You’re right. I’ll do what I can. Not worrying, though? That’ll never happen.”

“I am not so helpless,” she refuted. “Mages of higher ranks are healthier than average humans. And despite your recent changes, I am still one rank above you—B-rank.”

He smiled. “I know. And you’ll rise further yet, I know.” He paused, staring at her awkwardly.

“What?” she pressed, staring steadily.

“Honestly…” He rubbed his hands together nervously. “The fact that you… That I…” He shook his head. “The fact that Heroes of Berendar existed made everyone feel like an outsider. Everything was something foreign. Even… Even you,” he said quietly.

Anneliese shifted but said nothing, waiting patiently.

“Now, though… it’s starting to feel like I have some connection to this place. This plane. This whatever.” He shook his head. “It always felt like the world was my enemy, and I needed to struggle against it to stay alive.” He held Anneliese a bit tighter. “Now, I’ve got a reason to keep living other than just staying alive. And I’ll make sure that we make it through this together.”

She kept her amber eyes fixed on Argrave, then returned his embrace just as tightly. “I understand,” was all she said. And that was enough for him.


End

Thank you for making it through the third book of Jackal Among Snakes. I hope that you enjoyed how this book played out. Personally speaking, it was very satisfying to finally overcome the romantic hurdle after three whole books, and I hope it was as satisfying for you to read as it was for me to write. 

The fourth book is on its way in a matter of weeks (if it's not already out!), where we'll continue with the introduction of some of what I think are the most interesting characters to write.  I hope you enjoy!




Take care!







Read more about the series at the site below!




patreon.com/nemorosus

cover.jpeg
JACKAL

NAKES

B

NEMOROSUS





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




OEBPS/image_rsrc51A.jpg
Lioxsun CasTLE

\ 3
ok) < o>
Way'or T‘BE‘Y\

DELPHASIUM

(O3

MALGERIDUM

BurnT DESERT i

UNDER THRALL OF FELLHORN

Quicksanp DESErT }

LAsT-SOUTHERN TRIBES é
r

SETHIA

Cyrrus






