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Chapter 1

A lone carriage traveled through the temperate plains of the southern territories of Vasquer. It was just before the beginning of fall, making all the scenery rather picturesquely green. The carriage seemed ordinary enough; wooden, drawn by two horses. There wasn’t much beyond the practical marking its surface, and a simple coachman drove it.
From afar, the robe-wearing coachman seemed plain. If one were to get close, they would realize that the man was well over seven feet tall, built like a bear, and wore plate armor—far from an ordinary driver. Galamon, a snow elf from the northeastern island of Veiden, had a black axe tied to his waist, an unstrung bow resting behind him, and a greatsword resting across his waist as he handled the horses. His white eyes stayed fixed on the road ahead, partially concealed by his hair of the same color. His armor had a great hole in its waist from what must’ve been a devastating injury.
Someone stuck their head out of the carriage. “Turn right at the next chance,” the man directed before slipping back inside.
The denizens of the carriage were not ordinary, either. They both wore leather armor. One was an extraordinarily tall man with black hair like obsidian and gray eyes like muted stone. He was quite gaunt, yet had a sharp brow and a piercing look to him that made his gaze somewhat intense. His name was Argrave, and he was a bastard of the royal house of Vasquer. Or rather, his body was—the soul in his body was not from this land. His soul was from Earth. Not that anyone knew, of course.
The other resident was a snow elf just as the coachman. Her hair was kept very long, to the point it would reach her knees if she stood. It was straight, yet kept in a half-crown braid so as not to get in her face. She had bright, intelligent amber eyes that starkly contrasted with her pale skin and hair. Her name was Anneliese.
Anneliese held a coin in her hand, twisting it through the light passing through the carriage. Though the coin was a metallic pink, its surface shone with a great many colors, twisting with the light. It wasn’t so simple as light reflecting off its surface, though. Its projection of light was indeterminable and unending, twisting to create beautiful images indefinitely. It was, after all, a magic coin.
“How does this coin function?” Anneliese asked.
Argrave took a few seconds to discern what Anneliese was speaking of, and then said, “No one knows. The rose-gold magic coins aren’t made anymore because the method was lost. That’s why they’re valuable.”
Valuable, indeed. When Argrave had come to this realm, he was understandably shocked that what was a game had become a reality. Many action games had some sort of ancient evil, and Heroes of Berendar was no different. With a looming great evil, wars, plagues, and all other things foul… it was enough to overwhelm anyone.
Argrave had been a wiki editor for the game world he found himself in; namely, the world of Heroes of Berendar. It lent him a lot of knowledge about this continent and its denizens, even if the hard numbers of the game no longer existed. Everything was a cold reality, now, with all the freedom of the real world. All of the consequences, too. With the disasters looming in every corner, knowledge was little comfort.
Even still, he had screwed his courage to the post, and set out towards his first monumental task—stopping an invasion. With a lot of foresight, even more luck, and a lot of planning… things had gone better than Argrave ever thought possible. Along the way, he had acquired a small fortune for himself. He couldn’t splurge, though—he had to invest it back into his evil-fighting endeavors, unfortunately. Argrave wished his biggest concerns were still paying rent and college tuition, but now he had to focus on god slaying. One was a tad more stressful than the other, to say the least.
But then, Argrave was no longer alone in his journey. The two with him, Galamon and Anneliese, didn’t know he wasn’t from this world, but they knew he fought Gerechtigkeit, the coming calamity. Circumstances had led him into a deception—both thought he was an agent of an ancient god, Erlebnis. Despite the circumstances, both were steadfast companions.
Anneliese was a potential ally in the original game, Heroes of Berendar. She was one of the fastest growing mages in the entire game. She was a genius; the game even gave her a trait to denote that. She also had near-supernatural empathy—that was, the ability to read other’s emotions. Argrave felt her presence would be a huge boon to all his future endeavors. She was infinitely curious, and Argrave liked hearing himself talk. To say the least, they worked well together thus far.
In addition to her, there was Galamon. He was a vampire, a former general, and a force of nature on the field of battle. He was under contract as a mercenary—in snow elf culture, breaking contracts was unthinkable. Even still, Argrave thought he was ridiculously steadfast and too talented. Galamon was the only reason Argrave had stopped the snow elf invasion unharmed, he was sure.
“Who made these coins?” Anneliese continued, moving the rose-gold magic coin through her fingers adeptly.
“The Order of the Rose, an extinct mage order from the north,” Argrave answered easily. “At one time, they were the only gold coins in Vasquer. As the kingdom grew, the Order of the Rose died off, and their value started to skyrocket over the centuries.”
Anneliese nodded, placing the coin back into an enchanted lockbox alongside mounds of ancient, enchanted jewelry and precious jewels they had taken from the ruins of the tomb guardians. She shut it and locked it. Argrave intended to bring the jewelry within to Jast, a city on their path, to appraise their worth. He had other things to buy there, too.
Both people in the carriage picked up their books once again, reading quietly. Their journey was a very quiet one. Argrave endeavored to learn druidic magic—that was, magic that could control animals. Even now, he controlled a pack of pigeons, using them as scouts for any approaches. Anneliese was devoting her efforts to learning illusion magic. They spoke occasionally, seeking advice from the other. At times, Argrave told Galamon where to go, knowing the terrain almost by heart from his years of playing the game.
Eventually, Anneliese finally closed her book, coming to stare at Argrave. “Are you ever going to tell us where we’re going?”
Argrave looked up. “I told you. Side quests. There are two places we have to visit before we head to Jast. One is a short stop for a spellbook—that’s the last. The other is the Cavern of the Death of Lilies.” Argrave paused. “Or was it the Cavern of the Lily’s Death? It’s been a while…” Argrave placed his handkerchief to mark his spot, and then shut the book.
“Anyway, the cavern’s our first stop. One of four ingredients for becoming black-blooded is in that cavern, and likely the hardest to get. It’ll be immeasurably useful for me, less so for you. It’s a crystal, but it’s more than that at the same time. It’s called the Amaranthine Heart.”
Argrave needed to become black-blooded. Since coming here, he had been plagued with sickness and weakness time and time again. He spared a glance to a bronze hand mirror just beside his leg. It displayed some information.


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


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


[Sickly] and [Frail] were highly debilitating. He needed them gone for the times ahead—primarily because a plague was coming, and he was presently plague-food. Becoming black-blooded would remove both of those traits, and simultaneously make him near plague immune.
“The Amaranthine Heart?” Anneliese repeated, pressing for information. The carriage lurched, and she touched the wall to steady herself.
“The heart is…” Argrave spread his fingers out to emulate roots digging into the ground. “It takes root in whatever it touches, then slowly spreads out, constantly absorbing magic from anything near it and turning it into a black liquid. This liquid is pure magic—dangerous when taken in large doses, but it can be drank when needed to recover magic. It’s the closest thing to a magic potion we’ll find. Best to get now, as I’m sure we’ll have need of it in our journey.”
“Interesting.” Anneliese set her book aside, listening closely.
Argrave’s gaze grew distant and his tone became monotonous. “There will be fighting where we’re heading. The cavern is filled with large bugs. It will be extremely unpleasant and nasty. I am not looking forward to adding yet more things to my nightmares.
“Above all!” Argrave continued with renewed vigor. “We can’t take the main roads. We have to be very cautious traveling through the south, what with the war going on. That’s why druidic magic was a blessing to me, though I will admit it is a bit unsettling feeling these birds flying outside the carriage.”
“I am confused,” Anneliese confessed. “With a war going on, will they attack random passersby? It seems we are being unduly cautious.”
“You really don’t…?” Argrave paused. “Huh. Come to think of it, I never told you. I am one of five sons to King Felipe III of Vasquer, and the only baseborn of those five. In the territory of a rebellion against the king, my presence will not be especially wanted, unless it’s as a captive.”
Anneliese’s eyes widened.
“Did I really never tell you?” Argrave asked. “Well… I am the sole royal bastard of this kingdom. Calling me a bastard used to be literal and figurative. Now it’s just literal. Debatably.” Argrave nodded, and then resumed reading his book.
Anneliese looked out the carriage window to Galamon, expression asking silently if this was normally how he was. Galamon nodded, and then turned his head back to the road.
***
Duke Enrico spasmed in his bed as a light coursed around him. He gasped loudly and his eyes opened wide. His hands rushed towards his chest, clutching the simple nightclothes that covered his body. He slowly calmed, eyes darting around the room. His blue hair was greasy and unwashed, and his pink eyes were bloodshot.
A bald old man with a hunched back stood above him. He looked unassuming, but Duke Enrico immediately recognized him as the Tower Master of the Order of the Gray Owl. This man was the leader of the most powerful spellcaster Order in all of the kingdom of Vasquer.
At the same time, the duke’s daughter, Nikoletta, watched with her hands covering her mouth. Her black hair was unruly and messy, and her pink eyes had dark eyes beneath them.
“Dad?” Nikoletta said slowly.
“What’s happened?” the duke said quickly. “The… The…” Enrico tried to get up off the bed, but the tower master held a hand to his shoulder.
“Duke Enrico. The battle is over. The snow elves have been repulsed.” He gently pushed the duke back to the bed. “You are in your bed at the estate.”
Nikoletta lunged forward, tackling her father back into the bed. Castro was surprised, but he stepped back amusedly after a second. Duke Enrico blinked, his hand hovering around his daughter’s back as he slowly discerned what was happening. When he realized the danger had passed, he slowly returned the embrace and settled back into his bed.
“We… won?” the duke said, voice hoarse. “The invasion…”
Nikoletta pushed away, coming to sit on the bed beside her father. “That’s right, Dad.” She smiled brightly. “How do you feel?”
“I feel…” the duke tested his body. “Weak. And… dreadfully hungry. How long has it been?”
“It’s been four days,” Nikoletta told him slowly. “I’ve been serving as regent to repair the city and restore order.”
“We should be…” Enrico closed his eyes, thinking. “…preparing for the next assault.”
“No,” Nikoletta said happily. “It’s over, Dad. The Veidimen won’t be returning. Argrave came through.” She reached forward and grabbed his arms, shaking him lightly.
The duke said nothing for a time, processing the information slowly in the wake of his recent awakening.
Master Castro stepped forward. “There should be no issue with his memory, and his physical condition will improve as long as he eats and moves about. He should eat slowly, so as not to overtax his stomach,” he directed Nikoletta. “Treat him as a prisoner who has been imprisoned for some time without food or water. With that, I will let you two have privacy.”
“Master Castro?” the duke asked. “Why are you here?”
As Castro walked away, Nikoletta explained, “He turned the tides of the battle. He also roused you from your coma.”
Castro nodded, and then exited the room quietly, closing the door behind him. The duke looked around the room, taking in his surroundings. Nikoletta stood from the bed, retrieving some water. “Here,” she said, handing it to him.
“So Argrave… stopped the invasion?” the duke asked incredulously. When Nikoletta nodded, he took a small sip of the water. “I need to reward him.”
“He’s already gone. He said he had more to do,” Nikoletta answered. “He and I spoke regarding… the betrothal you wanted. He seemed amenable to the idea. And… thinking about it more, so am I,” Nikoletta began, fumbling over her words due to the lie.
“You are?” Enrico asked, setting the cup down on the nightstand.
“Yes.” She nodded, staring at the sheets.
“That’s… that’s good news,” the duke said. He let out a laugh. “That’s wonderful, Nikoletta.” Nikoletta lifted her head up to see her father beaming brightly, wiping some tears from his eyes. “You have no idea how happy that makes me. Even from a young age, you never took to any of the boys. A father’s dream, most told me, but I was worried. I thought it might be because your mother… and later, Elwind… both died.”
Nikoletta looked to the floor, rubbing her hands together guiltily.
“Argrave… His actions have changed much in so little time,” the duke said. He reached for his cup and took another drink of water. “He’s the only good thing to come of House Vasquer in the past decades,” the duke said, anger making his voice hoarser. “I never talked… about how your mother died.”
At those words Nikoletta looked up at her father, confused by the sudden change of subject. “You said she died in childbirth.”
“In childbirth? Yes. But between healing magic and research into the subject, such a thing is impossible for the duchess of House Monticci,” Enrico said angrily. “I got her the best care. There was foul play involved. Whether poison or magic, someone had her killed.”
Nikoletta listened intensely, seeing as her father was telling her something she had never heard before.
“As you recall, Induen’s mother died the same way. Felipe’s first wife died ‘in childbirth.’” Enrico pointed with his cup. “King Felipe used to be a good man, and he loved both the people and his wife. When the first queen died during Induen’s birth, he knew just as I do that there was foul play. The people he trusted most—people like me—became his potential enemies overnight. Felipe brought the whole realm under investigation, searching for a poisoner.”
Duke Enrico grit his teeth, his gaze distant as he recalled distant and uncomfortable memories. “Though I helped him as best I could, we came up with no answers. With only two children—his daughter Elenore and Induen—most of his council insisted he move on and remarry.” The duke drank more water.
“Reluctantly, the king turned his focus back to the realm and his children, and the realm was good.” Enrico took a deep breath and exhaled. “Eventually, King Felipe met Valeria, the present queen and Orion’s father. She was perfect in every way, it seemed. Beautiful, ingenious, powerful… They fell in love. At the time, it seemed the couple of the century—the magnanimous widower King Felipe and high society’s star, Valeria of Norden.”
“But Queen Valeria… they say she’s mad,” Nikoletta asked in confusion.
Duke Enrico nodded. “She started to lose her mind after Orion was born; visions, hallucinations, rapid mood-swings, temperamental behavior. King Felipe’s paranoia resurfaced and his cruelty redoubled. He thought someone had done something again. He did everything, completely uncaring of right or wrong, to find out what had happened to Valeria.”
The duke swallowed the last of his water. “Eventually, in anger, I told him that he could not use his sadness as an excuse to trample on the people. He removed me from the council, and I returned to rule at Mateth.” He looked to Nikoletta. “Later that same year, your mother Gabriele died. She died the exact same way the first queen did. Skin pulled tight against her bones, veins bursting out of…”
The duke took a second, composure lost. He brought some of the sheets up to wipe away the tears from his face. Nikoletta watched. She did feel some emotion, but she had never known her mother as her father did.
“I went to the capital for an audience with the king. I told him what had happened. And he…” The duke clenched the sheets tight. “He just looked at me, a devil’s grin marking his face, those cold, gray eyes wide in delight like… like some abyssal portal into the underworld. I knew, then, my answer, even without proof. He poisoned his own sister, your mother, to teach me a lesson. To make me endure the same pain he did.”
Nikoletta opened her mouth but felt a choking sadness at her throat. Duke Enrico stared at his hands.
“He said something after that, offered my position on the council back as though I would suddenly support him now that I knew his pain.” Enrico shook his head. “That man isn’t fit to sit on the throne. Once, King Felipe III cared. That version of him died with his first wife,” Enrico said with a grim tone. “If Reinhardt had not acted foolishly, there still would have been war. The people hate what Vasquer has become.”
Nikoletta, confused, pressed, “Why are you taking about this now, Father? What are you driving at?”
Duke Enrico took a deep breath and exhaled. “I don’t know enough about Argrave, but from what little I’ve seen, he’s one with tremendous bravery and a good nature. He’s somewhat unfathomable. I have no idea how he halted this invasion, nor even that he intended to do so.”
“Your point being?”
“Reinhardt is an impulsive man and my friend. I don’t think he has a plan for what comes after this civil war of his,” Enrico disclosed. “I will support him with… what little remains after the disaster with the Veidimen. When the war is over, I will be sure that you sit on the throne, Nikoletta.”
Nikoletta was greatly taken aback. “But Father…!”
“I won’t force it on you. You are my pride and joy, and I have full confidence in leaving either the dukedom or the Kingdom of Vasquer to you.” Enrico’s dark pink eyes stared at her intensely, then looked away. “Should you decline… Argrave’s claim is the best. All of Felipe’s trueborn sons are as debased as him, and I’ll not suffer them on the throne. The marriage with Argrave would solidify both of your claims and should help ensure stability.”
“This is… overwhelming, Father,” Nikoletta said quietly.
“I know. My tongue is looser than normal,” the duke said. “The biggest flaw in this idea is Argrave himself. I know little of his motivations, his character, or even his true allegiance. I must force him to make those things clear.” Enrico nodded. “To begin with, I should spread the news of his halting the Veidimen invasion. News of the sale of Foamspire, too, should reach Dirracha. It will incense Prince Induen if the two are not collaborators.”
“Wait,” Nikoletta stopped him. “Argrave insisted that we should remain neutral in the war.”
“Why?” Enrico asked.
Nikoletta took a deep breath. “This… I have some trouble wrapping my head around it, but this is what he said… about a coming calamity.”




Chapter 2

The two suns were just beginning to set behind the mountains, the red moon rising to take their place. At a point in a vast ridge, two mountains converged to form a narrow valley. Uneven rolling hills occupied one side of the mountains, covered with infrequent patches of dormant grass. If one went through the valley, moving beyond the mountains, one could see an unending expanse of black sand marred by a single half-buried stone road leading straight out from the valley.
In the middle of the valley, a manmade wall of smooth, taupe stone stood tall, the two towers on each side partially merging with the mountains. A great many knights walked atop the walls, wearing white plate mail with a golden lion on the breastplate. In the center of the wall, a statue of a lion looked out across the black desert. Its jaws were open as though roaring. A glistening orange sphere shone from within its mouth, clenched by its fangs. Sparks of magic occasionally surged along the wall, each originating from the sphere in the lion’s mouth.
The two mountains that formed the valley had been carved away near the summit to form two keeps. The rough, uneven terrain had been chipped down in way of square rooms with simple windows. These rooms, too, shone with enchantments, and the windows offered a view of both the desert and the hills before the mountains. Opposite this keep and across the valley, the entire peak had been sheared away, revealing a vast field of open stone contained within a small wall.
The man-made plateau on the peak was marked by claw marks and scratches. Elsewhere it was filled with bones, many of them so old the sun had bleached them white. Others were more freshly eaten. None of them were human bones; cow, pig, and sheep comprised the majority.
The creator of these bone piles rested in the center of the mountaintop with its tail coiled around its body. The wyvern was a great beast, a dark red that made it look like the dragons of old. It was noticeably muscular on both its wings and its legs. It feasted on a sheared sheep—one of many resting beside its maw. Someone sat beside it on a stone chair carved from the landscape.
Margrave Reinhardt ran his hands across his wyvern’s head as it dug into its food. Even now, he wore his white plate mail armor. His long red hair fell past his shoulders and ended where the cloak of the same color began. His ruby eyes were distant as he watched the beast eat, clearly lost in thought.
The wyvern lifted its head from its food, shifting its body to attention. The margrave was drawn from his haze and he looked to whatever had drawn his mount’s attention. In the distance, a man with dark green hair moved up the stairs in the corner of the room and started to move to the margrave with long, hurried strides. The margrave soothed the wyvern, and it resumed eating.
“Margrave Reinhardt,” the man greeted from a distance. He was a young man with a handsome, earnest face. He slowed his steps, the wyvern clearly making him cautious. “I have more news.”
“Speak, then, Baron Julio,” the margrave directed.
Julio reached into his shirt and pulled free a stack of letters. “More responses have arrived. Not a single southern noble has decided to support Vasquer. The majority of them have remained neutral, but the duke of Birall declared he would be gathering his forces in support of our rebellion against the crown. I’m sure that, once word of that spreads, the southwestern nobles will fall in line,” Julio said excitedly.
The margrave nodded. “It’s as you say. The majority will wait for the result of the first major battle to make a decision. Being neutral alone is a great boon.” Reinhardt gazed at his aide. “And the duke of Monticci?”
“Regarding that…” Baron Julio rubbed his hands together. “Your son… the young lord Elias has returned. He says that he brought news from Mateth.”
The margrave narrowed his eyes, turning back to the wyvern briefly. “I see.”
“He went to visit his sister in the library,” Julio proceeded slowly. “He wishes to see you when he can.”
“Send him up when you return,” Reinhardt directed, voice low. “What else?”
Julio gathered himself. “The knights are already all assembled. Many of the mages of the Order of the Gray Owl residing in Parbon have decided to support us, but the Order itself remains neutral—partly because Master Castro is away and has yet to respond. The duke of Elbraille has not responded. By extension, his vassal Count Delbraun of Jast also remains neutral.”
“I flew with Master Castro once,” Reinhardt said, reminiscing. “For as old as he is, a terrific flier. He uses magic to bond with the beast, though. An enchanted whistle. Never was fond of that. Impersonal.” The margrave shook his head. “The Order won’t take a side. The individual mages are what’s important. You can use all the funds of House Parbon at your disposal to recruit them—they may decide who wins the war.”
“Certainly.” Julio nodded enthusiastically. “As you instructed, we have sent out advance notice of the levy. Public opinion is high—Vasquer is not well-liked, and after what occurred at Dirracha, people are doubly ready to take arms in defense of the Margravate.”
The margrave seemed disquieted by this. “Relying on levy… I don’t like it. But Vasquer undoubtedly will, and we will likely lose if we do not.” He scratched his chin where red stubble poked out. “With winter soon to come, any significant military activity will be impossible. We can only gather our forces and focus on preparing supplies to endure. True war will begin with spring. The harvests this year were good, but…”
“Margrave, if I may suggest something…” Julio began, and seeing the margrave not respond, he continued. “Considering our enemy is Vasquer, we should prepare for sabotage—watch the comings and goings of refugees carefully, protect the granaries, be mindful of the rivers. That should be our knights’ focus as we build our strength for spring.”
The margrave looked at his hands and nodded. “You are right. I have been warring with the southern tribes for years, meeting them at the Lionsun Wall. They lack fear, but they do not stoop to treachery. This will be a different kind of war.”
Emboldened, Julio continued. “If we conscript the militiamen, too, our forces will be further bolstered. I can—”
“You’re overreaching,” Reinhardt cut Julio off, turning back to his wyvern. “Take the militiamen, leave the villages defenseless? Bandits mostly form from deserted soldiers. War is the time when they are most present. I should leave the people without a method to defend themselves?” Reinhardt fixed his ruby eyes on Julio. “You’ve been good as my aide, Julio, but do not forget that this war began to overthrow a tyrant. Go now. Send Elias to me.” He waved his hand.
Baron Julio bowed, but his fists clenched tightly at his side. “Yes, margrave. At once.”
The baron walked away, and the wyvern tossed aside the corpse of the sheep, retrieving another.
“Redden…” the margrave said lightly. After hearing its name, the wyvern’s eyes came to attention and it moved its head in front of the margrave. He scratched beneath its chin, and some huffs of air came out from its nose. “I might be leading my whole family to its death. Hundreds of thousands of people could die because of this war.”
The wyvern stared passively, ignorant of the words.
“Bruno might already be dead because of what I did.” The margrave lowered his hand from the wyvern. “Am I… ignoble?”
But Redden did not answer. Seeing no more scratches would come, it returned to its food. A few moments of quiet passed, and then the wyvern lifted its head once more. It let out quiet growl, and then shot past Reinhardt. The margrave lifted his head to see the beast striding towards his son. Elias met it with open arms, briefly holding back Redden’s head like meeting a bull’s charge.
Reinhardt stood, following close behind as the play between Redden and Elias continued. Eventually Elias fell to his back, exhausted, and Reinhardt came to stand over him. Reinhardt offered a hand to his son, and Elias took it, rising to his feet.
Reinhardt watched as his son caught his breath. Like the margrave, his father, Elias was a broad-shouldered and bulky man with bright red hair and eyes like glistening ruby. Despite that, he had gone into the field of magic to fix his sister’s crippling… and Reinhardt had never been prouder of that.
The wyvern moved back to its food, claws echoing across the plateau as they scratched the stone. The dusk light was fading as Reinhardt spoke first. “I had been considering how I might punish you this whole time. I thought back to my own childhood, my father…”
Elias waited quietly.
“I was just as stubborn as you were when I was young. I thought I was always right. I still do, in some things.” Reinhardt reached a hand up and put it on Elias’ shoulder. “As time passed, I realized I was glad you had not come to Dirracha. You could not have guaranteed your own safety as I could. And further… I was not relying on you to do anything.”
Elias blinked, some of the tension in his shoulders relaxing. “Father… I’m sorry.”
“I know. You’re a good boy,” Reinhardt said sincerely. “Nonetheless, you are my son and heir. I am prone to whimsy, as most of our ancestors were. We of Parbon trust our instincts—our gut.” The margrave pounded his fist against his chest where his heart was. “But as my heir, I must teach you responsibility. You have a responsibility to ensure the protection of the people beneath you. Flights of fancy can lead to their death.”
“I understand that, Father.” Elias nodded. “I… wanted to find Argrave. That was what my gut told me to do. Having done that, I’m glad I did.”
Reinhardt took his hand off his son’s shoulder. “Just let me speak,” Reinhardt directed. “What you need isn’t punishment. You need responsibility. You need to realize that, as the heir to House Parbon, you wield enormous influence with corresponding consequence.”
“Mateth is—” Elias tried to speak.
“I’ve been deliberating how, exactly, I might show that to you,” Reinhardt continued. “As a spellcaster, you walk a very different path from your forefathers. We have all been knights. With the war coming, and spellcasters being a very important variable on the field of battle, I’ve decided to send you to Jast as an envoy to recruit mages to House Parbon. Theirs is the city of magic, and—”
“Mateth can’t join the civil war because they’re going to be invaded,” Elias finally said, cutting past his father’s lecture. “The snow elves—Veidimen, they call themselves— have been planning to invade Mateth for some months. They may already be attacking it by this point.”
The margrave stood with his mouth open for a time, expression confused.
“That was Argrave’s aim the whole time. I don’t know if he was doing the bidding of the royal family, or merely acting independently, but I’ve come to think he’s not an inherently malicious person. Regardless, he’s helping Duke Enrico prepare defenses.”
Margrave Reinhardt blanked. Argrave, the bastard of House Vasquer, was helping Duke Enrico against an invasion? He recalled the young man—ridiculously tall, as all of Vasquer were, and with a tongue of veritable precious metal. And his foes…
“The snow elves?” the margrave asked incredulously. “The bulky, pale-skinned elves?”
“Yes,” Elias confirmed.
The margrave looked back, and then grabbed his son’s shoulders, pulling him towards the stairs. “I would hear what you have to say before we continue this talk of Jast. Let’s go somewhere else.”




Chapter 3

Anneliese looked out the window of the carriage, her head resting on her hand. Her other hand played with her hair, which was splayed out on her thighs. The carriage rode across a field of lilies, leaving two trails behind in the pure white flowers. The fields seemed unending. As Argrave recalled, one could only see this field at certain times in the game—fall. They bloomed near the end of fall.
“A pretty sight,” Anneliese commented. “Like snow, but… alive.”
“Yes, very beautiful,” Argrave agreed, staring at Anneliese. “As we move ahead, they’ll begin to turn red, and beyond that, wilt. That means we’re glowing closer to the cavern.”
Her amber eyes switched from the scenery to him. “Your god Erlebnis told you this?”
“He doesn’t tell you so much as reach into your head and place things there,” Argrave responded. “Unpleasant yet convenient at the same time.”
She crossed her legs, placing her hands atop her knee. “For an agent of Erlebnis, you don’t seem to rever—”
“Now that we’re getting this close, we should really discuss the plan for these insects.” Argrave shut the book he held in his hand, changing the subject. “These bugs, they’re called Lily Lurkers locally. They’re the reason this field is so largely… undisturbed.” Argrave set his book on the carriage seat, and Galamon slowed the horses to hear his words better.
“The nearby village’s young couples would have late-night rendezvouses at this place when the lilies bloomed because the moonlight reflects beautifully off the white flowers. Now, at night, those bugs roam the field like supersized ants, ripping people apart.” Argrave pointed.
“You know, ants can carry…” Argrave paused, struggling to remember the number. “…one hundred times their own bodyweight… if I remember right. They’re strong. These bugs, they’re the same way, except they weigh about ten pounds and have a paralytic poison stinger. They’re around the size of my head.”
Anneliese nodded, a frown disturbing her face. “You mentioned they come out at night. We must’ve come here during the day to attack them while they’re in their… burrow. Burn them out, perhaps.” She waved her hand as she offered the example.
“A plausible solution,” Argrave agreed. “But the underground caverns are large enough it would be difficult to do either. Burning them out or using water might collapse the cavern, too. We need to go inside. This task requires precision.”
“Entering the cavern would be suicide,” Galamon contributed. “Tight spaces… perfect for those bugs. Impossible to kill when they’re in large numbers.”
“Both of you…” Argrave spread his arms out, shaking his head as though ashamed. He clapped his hands together, though the sound was muffled by his gloves. “Such mindless killers. Violence isn’t always the answer.”
Both of them looked at him like he was mental.
Argrave carried on, unaffected. “Fact is, we can’t butcher this whole colony of Lily Lurkers. Waste of time to even try. Would take weeks, maybe a month, if we tried to kill them off one-by-one without any casualties. Their numbers are too high. Originally, I had been thinking just the same as you two, and consequently dreading this task. But these bugs—they have to eat, no?”
“Poison,” Anneliese caught on quickly, and Argrave confirmed with a nod.
“Plausible,” Galamon commented. “Don’t think poisoning counts as non-violent, though.”
Argrave waved his hand. “Mere semantics.”
If it had been the game, no such option would be available to Argrave. One follows the quest marker, goes into the cave, kills the bugs—end of quest. That option would probably be much more fun… were this a game, naturally. Argrave would much sooner jump off a tower and be done with it than walk into a cavern infested with Lily Lurkers.
“Even ants have instincts,” Anneliese responded after some consideration. “These bugs, if they are like ants, won’t eat poison even if it is laced into something they will eat.”
“We use a slow-acting poison they don’t recognize. It’s all just trial and error.” Argrave spotted some discontent with that statement, and he quickly added, “All of the other ideas are terrible—this one is at least worth exploring.”
“True,” Anneliese agreed. “But we brought no poison.”
“Listen.” Argrave leaned forward. “I might forget some elven ruin’s name, or the precise name of a cavern, or the exact number of pounds an ant can carry. I can promise you, though, I definitely won’t forget a single recipe for poison. I wrote thousands of articles about alchemy, be it the ingredients or the final product. It was unimaginably tedious.” Argrave tapped his temple. “This mind of mine is all we need to make every poison creatable in Berendar. We’re deep in the countryside. Shouldn’t be much trouble to get what’s needed.”
“Why did you write thousands of articles?” Anneliese asked after a long pause.
“That’s a good question,” Argrave acknowledged with a nod. “I’m not sure myself. Masochism, perhaps. We’ll get back to that. For now…” Argrave turned his gaze towards their driver. “Galamon, turn left. Hard to brew potions in the middle of a field. We should head for that village.”
Argrave peered out the carriage window. In the distance, he could see a field of red that made it seem as though the lilies had turned to roses. The sight set a flame of anxiety alight in his chest. This would be the first time he tried something major that was beyond the constraints imposed by Heroes of Berendar. It could be said Mateth had already been an example of this, but Argrave did not feel that was his victory alone.
“A village, hm…” Argrave muttered. “It might be time to bring up the Blackgard name once again.”
***
The village of White Edge was typically a very quiet place. Not many lived here, particularly because they were so far from any source of water or civilization. They paid homage only to the Count of Jast, who himself was sworn to the Duchy of Elbraille. They did not have much to offer to the count in way of taxes, and consequently, protection was insignificant as well. Still, some minor families persisted here, growing what few crops could be grown without a nearby water source.
The houses in White Edge were of better make than most of the villages one might find in the countryside. In way of simple plank walls and straw roofs, these buildings were well-constructed and near uniform in design. They looked fanciful rather than sturdy. When coupled with the well-kept hedges in yards, the place had an altogether idyllic air.
An old man sat on one of the porches of the houses, chewing at his thumb’s nail as he tapped his feet quickly and anxiously against the porch. He was missing a few of the teeth on the right side of his mouth, and significant balding left him with only a ring of gray around the top of his head. He occasionally cast glances at some of the people working at harvesting the last of the crops grown in autumn, but besides that, his gaze remained fixed on the sole dirt road leading to the village from the forests.
The old man’s tapping feet came to a stop, and he leaned forward until he was sitting on the edge of his chair. After a few seconds of watching, his eyes narrowed. He stood and walked off the stairs leading to the porch. He strode across the village square with purpose. A few people in the village watched him rush by curiously. In the far distance, a wooden carriage moved closer. The old man and some few others gathered to watch the carriage come in. In a small town, someone arriving by carriage was undoubtedly a notable event.
Perhaps they’d be less welcoming if they knew that Argrave had circled around the village before rejoining the road. He assumed it would not be especially appreciated if the villagers knew he had left trails of carriage wheels and horseshoe marks along their favorite romantic gathering spot.
Argrave looked to Anneliese, who had her hands in her lap as she waited quietly. “No issues with the plan?”
“Doesn’t involve us much anyway,” Anneliese shook her head. “Your methods are strange, but you have come this far, so I will simply follow along.”
“That doesn’t exactly ooze faith,” Argrave commented. “Well, faith is earned, I suppose. You’ll be singing my praises by the end of this,” Argrave half-muttered as he looked out the window.
“I’m sure I will.” Anneliese nodded.
Argrave glanced at her to be sure her amber eyes weren’t rolling. “I’ll be charitable and assume you’re not being sarcastic.”
Anneliese smiled lightly and said nothing further as the carriage started to slow. When it came to a stop, Argrave pulled back the door’s bolt and pushed it open, alighting onto the road. Above, Galamon leapt from the top of the carriage, and it shifted when deprived of his weight. Argrave stretched and moved his joints about, freeing himself of the stiffness from the ride. Anneliese gathered the books in the carriage and walked around to the back, placing them with the rest of the luggage.
“Excuse me,” an old man said, walking before Argrave.
Though the old man looked like he had something more to say, Argrave spoke quicker. “Are you Bertrand Guill, the one who sent the notice to Jast?” His voice was serious and low.
The old man paused, looking up at Argrave and his company. “Yes, I am,” the man said, his voice slightly strange on account of his missing teeth. “You’re from Jast? You got my notice, then? You’re the help?”
“Yes. I’m Wizard Argrave of Blackgard.” Argrave retrieved his Wizard’s badge from the Order of the Gray Owl, making it shine by willing some of his magic into it. “This is my pupil, and the other is my guard, Galamon. I’ve come by order of Count Delbraun to deal with those creatures you mentioned.”
Bertrand held out a finger badly bent from arthritis. “I told everyone that this was a serious matter that Jast couldn’t ignore, and everyone didn’t believe me!” he shouted back to the crowd some distance behind him. The people started to approach and gather in front of them. It was not an especially large crowd—seven or eight. They all had to look up at the three of them.
“Why’re you with elves?” one asked, some suspicion in his tone.
Argrave ignored the question. “It’s a good thing you did send notice. It’s a better thing that I’m the one who got it. These creatures… ‘Lily Lurkers,’ you called them?” Argrave waited for Bertrand to nod, and then proceeded. “They’re Dextromorphous Exocellcynes. Very troublesome creatures.”
Argrave surveyed the crowd. No one seemed to have the slightest idea the grandiose name was entirely fabricated. “Ordinarily, I’d have more colleagues with me. As it stands, most everyone in Jast is preparing for the civil war.”
“War?” someone echoed. “What’re you talking about?”
“Margrave Reinhardt of House Parbon has declared war against the royal family in an attempt to end their tyranny,” Argrave explained succinctly. “But that is a long way off, and Jast has maintained neutrality in mirror of their liege lord, the duke of Elbraille. More importantly, it’s not why I’m here.”
The small crowd was unsettled. Beyond them, more people started to approach, and the crowd grew larger yet.
“These bugs in your lily fields need to be dealt with,” Argrave said brusquely. “As such, Count Delbraun has given me leave to enlist your aid.”
“You want us to fight those bugs?” one of them said as though the very idea was ridiculous. Even Bertrand, the most vigorous amongst them, shrunk away from Argrave’s words.
“No,” Argrave said. “All of you would be worthless in a fight. Even a High Wizard of the Order wouldn’t be able to fight a colony of Exocellcynes easily.”
“Wizard, sir, and no offense to you…” one of the men of the village said, stepping forward, “But we’re dealing with the harvest. We need to finish harvesting the last of the crops before winter entombs us. These bugs stay to the lilies, and I see no need to stop the harvest.”
Argrave nodded, gritting his teeth. He stepped forward. “Have you ever dealt with rabbits? Moles, perhaps? Even ants? All of them surely ate your crops at some point or another.”
The man nodded.
Argrave leaned down to the man’s face. “And you learned that, when you see a rabbit, a molehill, or an ant’s mound, they need to be dealt with before they spread into your crops and pick them clean. These creatures in your lily fields are much like those three, though as I’m sure you’ve noticed, they don’t eat your crops or your lilies. If it were just that, the count wouldn’t send someone like me.”
Argrave straightened his back and walked around the crowd. “Right now, they nab a stray deer, or the odd couple who goes to the field without having heard the warnings. Each life they take enables them to be more. They lay eggs and multiply like any other bug. It’s the lily fields now. But soon enough, cows will vanish from their pens, the fences eaten away. Your dogs and cats will vanish—not because they ran away, naturally.”
“We… don’t have cows, sir Wizard,” Bertrand interrupted.
“That simplifies things,” Argrave continued undisturbed. “They’ll skip my preceding descriptions and head to the final step. As their colony grows more and more, their appetite will find their way to this village. They’ll wear all of you away as a locust plague does a field of wheat,” Argrave said grimly, turning to the crowd with a finger held out.
“A death at the hands of your ‘Lily Lurkers’ is not an easy one. Those three tails on their back—two are for sensing things, but one is a stinger that causes paralysis. They drag you back to their burrows like an ant might a peanut. Your gut will begin to rot with pestilence as you lay there, awake and conscious but unmoving. You’ll turn into an easily digestible mush for the bugs and their young. It takes a week to die, and I assure you, it is not a painless thing.”
Argrave let his words settle into the crowd for dramatic effect.
Once the crowd was riled, Argrave continued. “I’ve heard tell of it happening overnight. The Exocellcynes storm the village quietly in one line, just like an ant might. Come morning, all of the beds are stained in blood and poison, and the fields are left with no one to harvest them,” Argrave finished, looking back to the man who’d initially dismissed Argrave’s proposal.
“So, people of White Edge. You have three options.” Argrave held up three gloved fingers, counting down. “Abandon this place, die in this place, or help me. The work is not especially difficult, I assure you. As farmers, it may indeed come naturally to you.”
With his words finished, a silence took over the crowd. It was probably a lot to process, and so Argrave did not grow dispirited. He waited, watching as the people spoke amongst themselves.
“Retired here with the kids thirty some-odd years ago, and certainly not about to abandon it.” Bertrand said enthusiastically. Some people nodded in agreeance. “This is White Edge. Built this place from the ground up, we did,” he urged the crowd, riling them up.
“I’m glad to see I didn’t waste my words,” Argrave concluded. “You should gather everyone else, catch them up to speed. My pupil and I have to prepare some things.” He looked to Anneliese, finding it difficult to conceal a smile in wake of his performance.
***
“How much of that was true?” Anneliese inquired as Argrave stowed away the lockbox inside the carriage.
“The only fabrications were the name and the overnight abductions,” Argrave answered, ensuring things were locked tight. “Those two little mistruths were designed to make them amenable to my guiding hand—makes it seem like I have experience with this matter. The poison also doesn’t rot your insides, but it does paralyze.”
Argrave locked the carriage’s compartment and turned to Anneliese and Galamon behind him. “If we didn’t get involved, I suspect they’d just be forced from their homes. Might take years, though. But… who cares, it worked. We have a temporary labor force to help gather the ingredients I need.”
“Now, we start our experimentation.” Argrave pulled his gloves tighter. “I feel like a traveling scam-artist. I guess I’m not doing anything wrong, exactly.”
***
“No,” Argrave directed, leaning forward and pulling a wooden bowl full of a plant’s roots from a farmer’s hands. The man held a makeshift pestle and gazed up at Argrave. “You boil these without crushing.” Argrave walked over and dumped it in an empty pot, and then conjured some water to fill it. He gave it back, and the directed the man over to the fires.
Everyone in the field was working at making the poisons that Argrave intended to test tonight. The previous day, Argrave had outlined the course of action he would have the villagers take. This morning had been occupied with a trek through the woods, scavenging mushrooms, roots, and flowers. Now, they were brewing enough for one test of each poison recipe Argrave could remember. He had used the excuse of ‘testing this particular colony’s resistance to each poison.’
On top of that, some made antivenom that combatted paralytic poison—a recipe Argrave knew from the game. Argrave wasn’t sure how effective it would be. So far as he knew, antivenom had to be specified to the animal, not to the type of poison. It was a ‘just in case’ measure.
Argrave felt as though he was coordinating a culinary class. Though some stubborn few refused to help, instead tending to the harvest, the vast majority within the village did. It was surprising how effective slight deviations from the truth could be.
“I feel like the Pied Piper,” Argrave said to Anneliese a fair distance away from the working villagers. He kept his eye on their processes.
“Who is that?” she asked.
“Clue’s in the name. He played pipes, wore pied clothing. He came across a town with a rat infestation. The people hired him, and he played a little song on his magic pipe, and the rats followed him out of town.” Argrave looked to Anneliese. “The village refused to pay him after. He played his pipe again, and instead of rats, he led their children out of town.”
“Where did he lead them?” she asked, intrigued.
“Dunno.” Argrave shook his head. “Into the sea, maybe. Accounts vary, and I wasn’t there.”
“This happened?” she asked concernedly.
Argrave laughed. “I don’t think so. It’s just a little tale designed to teach morality. Guess it’s in line with Veidimen teachings—never renege on a contract, or an instrumentalist will steal your children.”
“I must have missed that in Veid’s scriptures,” she said drolly.
“Careful with the snark,” Argrave cautioned with laughter in his voice. “It’s like a drug; too much and you become addicted. You’ll never take any conversation seriously again.”
She stepped in front of him and turned, crossing her arms and staring. “Like you?”
“I’d call myself a responsible user,” Argrave said with a contemplative nod. “Enough to take the edge off, but not enough to cease functioning in society.”
Anneliese tilted her head. “You have a strange definition of responsible.”
Argrave heard the sound of something dragging against the dirt from behind and turned around. Galamon held his bow in one hand, the other holding onto a rope slung over his shoulder. Behind, he dragged two dead deer along, each of their four legs bunched together and tied by rope. He released them and walked to Argrave.
“Forest is quiet. Not a lot of game—not even small creatures. Worse near the lily fields. Had to go far to find these.” Galamon looked back.
“Figures.” Argrave nodded. “Any more you need to go back and retrieve?”
“No.” Galamon turned to Argrave. “You need more?”
Argrave pushed his tongue against his cheek as he thought. “This part is only for the testing. I think it should be fine. We need only spread them a bit thin. I had hoped to try venison, but oh well.” Argrave looked to his labor force. “I think some of the people here are hunters—you might ask them for help with the butchering.”
“No need,” Galamon dismissed. “I am enough.”
“Right. Sure.” Argrave put his hand to his chin. “We can use just about everything. Don’t even need to remove the bones.”
Argrave looked back to his conscripted workers. “As much as I’d like to get this done quickly, I’d much prefer it be done right. Things will be calm throughout Vasquer for a time… relatively speaking. But the calmer it is, the greater the tempest,” Argrave said with a low voice. “It’s best we use our time wisely.”
Galamon and Anneliese both nodded. Argrave walked back into the crowd, overseeing their rudimentary brewing in pots and pans found throughout the village.




Chapter 4

Dawn light fell onto the village of White Edge. Argrave sat with legs dangling off the floor of the carriage while the door remained opened, watching the still-visible red moon dip behind the canopy of the forest. His eyes had dark bags beneath them, and he felt generally miserable. Despite that, he knew there was much to do today.
Last night, they had laid out the poison-laced deer flesh throughout the lily fields, leaving distinct marks by each to determine which poison had been effective. Today, they would have to check and see which had been consumed and which had been left alone. Argrave wished most to sleep. The feeling overwhelmed, and Argrave pulled out the bronze hand mirror and stared at it to get into the right mindset.


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


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


Argrave had mostly made advancements in druidic magic—specifically, the supplementary spell [Pack Leader] enabling him to give vague commands to the animals he was linked to. Unplanned combat was the number one cause of death in Heroes of Berendar, and so being able to avoid it with proper scouting was quite important to him. He could already order the birds to move to specific locations, watch over him as he slept, or search for a specific thing. [Pack Leader] was but a gateway into a very useful subset of druidic spells. It would truly manifest its usefulness when he linked to animals more versatile than pigeons—animals he intended to get at the Burnt Desert.
Argrave turned the hand mirror about in his hand, about to put it away. A voice brought him from his distracted haze.
“Do you hate yourself?” a woman’s voice asked.
Argrave looked up, somewhat surprised.
Anneliese watched, arms crossed as she stood a fair distance away from Argrave and the carriage.
Argrave frowned. “Hate myself? Where’s this coming from?”
She pointed to his hands. “Whenever you look into that mirror, I see some resentment.”
“I don’t hate myself,” Argrave dismissed, taking another glance at the mirror.
“Your face, then?” Anneliese pressed with some exasperation.
Argrave laughed at that notion. He weighed the mirror in his hand, and then his expression grew pensive. He held the mirror out. “What do you see when you look into this?”
Argrave felt anxious even asking the question. He was probing into something he’d been doing his best to avoid thinking about—what exactly had happened to him, and why he was here. He worked tirelessly precisely so he never had to think about it.
Anneliese hesitated, and then stepped forward and took the mirror. She held it up before her face cautiously. “I see myself,” she responded immediately, lowering the mirror as though it as though it was obvious.
Argrave stared at the mirror in her hand for a long time. He couldn’t quite comprehend what emotion he was feeling at her response—disappointment, maybe, or some warped sense of affirmation. He examined the emotion, feeling it twisting about in his head and chest. Then he placed it.
Isolation.
No matter how much more lifelike these people had become, what he knew of this world and where he had come from placed an unbreakable barrier around everyone else he spoke to. A game becoming reality was a difficult thing to comprehend in theory. In practice… it was enough to make Argrave lose his mind. So, he didn’t accept it. He ignored it and lost himself in studying magic, poor humor, and a steady advance towards what he
had done a thousand times: finish the game.
Argrave blinked quickly, trying to bring himself out of his train of thought. “I see,” he finally said in response to Anneliese’s statement. He reached out and took the mirror, stowing it away.
“What do you see?” she inquired.
“You said it yourself. Something I resent,” Argrave responded simply with an empty smile. “A reminder.”
“I don’t understand,” she said, a mix between confusion and concern expressed on her face. “Do you hate your bloodline, the physical traits you inherited? They are rather distinct from most humans,” she answered, gesturing towards him.
Argrave stood from the carriage’s floor and shut the door. “We should start heading towards the lily fields, find out what poison we need to make.” He walked past her.
“You’ve said you trust both me and Galamon with your life,” she called out. “At the same time, you refuse to trust us with simple knowledge about yourself, your plans, or your struggles. It’s rather vexing.”
Argrave paused and looked back. “Didn’t realize I was so fascinating. Do I often occupy your thoughts?”
“And then you deflect or change the subject when I pry,” she pointed out.
“Maybe there’s a hint in that.”
“Maybe,” Anneliese continued, amber eyes unwavering. “But whatever is on your mind wears at you worse and worse. You don’t sleep, you have nightmares, you bury yourself in distractions…” she trailed off, then continued. “I won’t presume your burden. I don’t know what it is you’re thinking about because you won’t share. You might think it’s too much for me—for Galamon too. You might think it’s inconsequential and not worth sharing. All I ask… is that you consider trying it.”
Argrave bit his lip, frowning. He shook his head and turned around. “Oh, poor me. I’m a hothouse flower with a wounded soul,” Argrave mocked.
“Another deflection,” she pointed out with a smile that made Argrave oddly sad. “Just think about it,” Anneliese concluded.
Argrave opened his mouth to say more but stopped. He turned his head to the road. “I feel something from my birds. I think something’s coming up the road,” he said. “Could you check it out?”
Anneliese’s face grew serious, and she held out her hand while closing her eyes. After a few seconds, a pigeon in the trees flew up into the air, following down the road. Some time passed before Anneliese opened her eyes and the matrix in her hand dissipated. She nodded. “There’s a carriage coming. A well-dressed man is driving, while two knights ride outside.”
“Any symbols on the carriage?” Argrave followed up.
“A banner.” Anneliese nodded. “A red flag with a white sun in the center.”
“That’s Jast’s heraldry,” Argrave said musingly. “But why are they coming here…?” Argrave instinctually looked for Galamon, but he had sent him out both to collect more game for a larger-scale poisoning and to deal with his vampirism.
“Be at attention. I’m not sure they’ll be friendly, but I have no reason to assume they’re hostile, either.” Argrave lowered his head, lost in thought. “I’m not sure why these people are here… Was the carriage particularly large? Did it have any wagons?”
“The carriage was quite large, but mostly empty from what I saw. There was one wagon trailing behind.”
Argrave scratched at his chin. “From what you describe, it sounds like a tax collector. I was under the impression that White Edge scarcely received them.”
“Tax collector?”
“They receive a portion of a village’s harvest or other suitable compensation as tax. In return, the feudal lord protects them. This system is the foundation of society in most of Berendar, although it’s a bit more complex than that, I’ll admit,” Argrave explained. “We should…” he paused, considering how to handle this matter. “…go out and meet them.”
Argrave strode down the road, keeping his eyes fixed on the distant path ahead. Soon enough, what Anneliese had scouted with druidic magic came into view—a large wooden carriage driven by two horses, a man holding the reins to the horses with two knights in tow beside him. The occasional flash of red came from the side of the carriage as the banners waved.
When the knights took notice of Argrave, they urged their horses forward and rode ahead. Seeing that Argrave was taking no measures to hide himself, their caution did not rise any further than that. Soon enough, the man driving the carriage slowed the horses into a trot. Argrave waited in the road, and Anneliese came to stand beside him.
“You’re blocking the road,” one of the knights said as the carriage drew closer.
“Did you think I wasn’t aware of that?” Argrave asked incredulously.
The knights looked to each other after Argrave’s undaunted response. “Are you part of the village of White Edge?” one of the knights questioned. The carriage came to a stop, and Argrave was not so far from the two horses bound to the carriage. They neighed and ground their feet against the road.
“Are you tax collectors from Jast?” Argrave inquired, ignoring the knight’s question. The knight looked to the man driving the carriage.
“Yes, I’m Jorund, the tax collector assigned to this village,” the man confirmed. “Many other villages, too, but that’s beside the point. Are you a resident of this village? Likely not, judging by your company,” he looked to Anneliese.
“I’m a Wizard from the Order of the Gray Owl,” Argrave identified himself with his badge. “I was under the impression tax collectors don’t find it worth the time to head to White Edge. Why has that changed?”
Seeing that Argrave was from the Order, the man’s demeanor changed, and the knights shifted uneasily. Jorund adjusted in the seat, and then climbed down from the carriage. Once on his feet, he was taken aback by Argrave and Anneliese’s height. He approached warily.
“Good Wizard,” Jorund said cordially, “I can’t claim to know why it is that I was ordered to do something, merely that I was. In the grand scheme of things—”
“Let’s skip the preamble. What’s the tax?” Argrave pressed, gesturing with his hands. “You didn’t bring a small carriage.”
“One moment…” Jorund said, unoffended by Argrave’s brusqueness. He reached into his back pocket and pulled free a rolled-up piece of parchment. He unraveled it, and then read quickly, “Count Delbraun demands half of this year’s harvest, or fifty bushels of wheat—whichever is lower—or suitable compensation.”
Argrave couldn’t exactly say whether fifty bushels was low or high, but he knew that half of the harvest was a ridiculous amount for a place like White Edge which didn’t have the most fertile lands. “That’s a bit excessive, don’t you think? I thought Jast was remaining neutral in the war. What’s the need for such a large quantity?”
Jorund rolled up the paper once more. “I’m quite curious why the good Wizard is so interested in the tax collection process… enough to stop the carriage, even.”
Argrave stared blankly for a moment, debating on what to say. “Count Delbraun sent me here to handle an infestation of bugs that the people here are dealing with. I have the villagers helping me with other matters related to that, and the harvest is delayed.”
“I wasn’t informed of this,” Jorund said with a frown. “I’m certain I would have been.”
“That’s why I’m curious.” Argrave pointed to his chest. “I didn’t expect to encounter a city official here. You’re going to have to turn around until things are dealt with here.” Argrave waved his hands away.
“Wizard, sir…” Jorund said, taking a step back. “I can’t simply turn around and return empty-handed. Indeed, I’m starting to question this entire situation. You meet me so far from the village, you have one of the… snow elves in tow. Recent rumor has it they tried to sack Mateth. Quite a dangerous people,” he commented, staring at Anneliese.
Argrave’s gaze flitted between the two knights, ensuring that things were not escalating. Eventually, his gaze settled on the tax collector. Seeing that Argrave wasn’t speaking, Jorund continued.
“It isn’t that I doubt your identity as a Wizard of the Gray Owl. Jast has innumerable such badges, and I am quite good at spotting fakes.” Jorund sighed. “Rumor has it… and this is just rumor, mind you… that the count’s liege sent out orders to have this tax levied. Perhaps that is where this misunderstanding stems from. Bureaucracy is a complicated thing.”
“The duke of Elbraille?” Argrave frowned. “That’s…” He paused. “Well, I won’t make these people resume the harvest. As I mentioned, Count Delbraun ordered me to take care of an infestation of insects here before it spirals out of control.” Argrave put a hand on his hip. “Suitable compensation, you say? What does that mean?”
“Anything of significant value. I would appraise it, naturally.”
Argrave nodded. “Anneliese, could you please go get my lockbox?” She looked at him, then nodded and went off to do as he asked. “Let’s wrap up this matter by saying that the people of White Edge went mining for jewels during this harvest season. I’m sure that you, as a tax collector, can know whether or not these jewels are a suitable compensation.”
***
“Those were worth a lot of money,” Argrave cursed, staring at his lockbox that was a little less colorful. “Things are getting out of control. I don’t like it.”
“‘Out of control’?” Anneliese repeated.
Argrave shut the box, locking it with its key. He hid the key away in his pocket and then put the box back in the carriage. “That was a war tax. Had to be. Half the damned harvest? It’s unreasonable. I was counting on Jast remaining neutral.” Argrave grit his teeth. “I have to reassess things, deduce what might be happening. For now, we deal with the task at hand.”
“Right. I spent some time watching these insects. I have an idea that may work to expedite things.” She looked out into the forest where the lily fields lay beyond. “Should we wait for Galamon?”
“No, it shouldn’t…” Argrave trailed off. “Hold on. I feel… I think something’s off.”
“What?”
“The lily fields… they’re very active. That’s what I feel. I…” Argrave touched his forehead, disoriented. “I feel a lot of movement,” Argrave said decisively. Now that he had experienced scouting something with [Pack Leader], he was much more certain.
“Do you want me to—”
“No, I’m confident in my assessment. Let’s head to the fields,” Argrave said decisively. He broke off into a jog.
Nothing ever goes right, does it? he thought, fearing the worst.




Chapter 5

Argrave watched atop a hill where the trees ended, fading into the lily fields beyond. In the far distance, he could see the entrance to the Lily Lurker’s cavern; the entrance was shaped like a canoe, and the earth looked recently overturned. Closest to the entrance, the lilies wilted, but as they grew further away, they turned a dark red hue.
Argrave knelt down with his left hand pressed against a tree for support as he watched what exactly was occurring. The Lily Lurkers romped about in the field without order, uprooting and flattening the red and white flowers carelessly. It was difficult to spot reason in their movements, but they did not stray too far from a single point.
The Lily Lurkers were about the size of a human head, though three tails on their back end made them seem quite large. Each bore a stinger on its back with an eerie-looking pink barb on the tip. Their body was colored much like an orchid mantis. They had six long legs that elevated them off the ground, and twinges of pink decorated their joints.
The other two of its three tails beside the stinger swayed back and forth as the Lily Lurkers roamed, vibrating and letting out a harsh noise similar to a rattlesnake. According to in-game lore Argrave recalled, their tails allowed them to communicate with each other. As it was now, Argrave felt it made them seem much greater in number than they were. The only thing that might have made him more uncomfortable was if they had wings.
“Good Lord,” Argrave muttered into his hand as he watched. “Scorpions. Ants. Cicadas. Someone couldn’t make up their mind.”
“What was that?” asked Anneliese, her eyes closed as she used a druidic spell to scout out what exactly was happening. Above, her pigeon circled their swarm.
“Nothing,” Argrave said louder, not willing to turn his head away from the scene. Those stingers captured his attention. The Lily Lurkers moved far too fast for him to count them effectively. “What do you see?”
“I am unsure. There’s one in the center of their movement… looks unmoving. Dead, were I to guess.”
Argrave ran his hand over his mouth, pondering this. “I think… one of them must have died to the poison, let out pheromones. It’s agitated a bunch of them. These ones are searching for what happened. Ants do that, I read.”
“Pheromones?” Anneliese repeated, obviously skeptical.
“Don’t ask me,” Argrave dismissed, lacking both confidence and a sufficient explanation. “I can’t exactly check my notes. Bugs don’t occupy my thoughts, and I wouldn’t spend any time reading about them. I prefer to pretend they don’t exist.”
Anneliese retracted the spell, and her pigeon flew back to the trees. “What should we do?”
“If you’ll notice, they’re staying near the corpse,” Argrave pointed out. “Maybe they don’t have ants in the snowscape that is Veiden, but if you’ve ever squished an ant near an anthill, they all freak out. They’re searching for danger. Once they’re certain there’s nothing, they’ll stop.”
The vast majority of Argrave’s knowledge on this topic came from nature documentaries. It was dodgy at best, and considering these things weren’t even ants, doubly so.
“So we should wait,” Anneliese finished Argrave’s thought process.
“Not necessarily.” Argrave finally rose to his feet, feeling some burden relieved from his knees. “I’m not certain what they’re doing, but I can only see this as an opportunity. Imagine them in the trees—or worse yet, in a cavern.” Argrave took one step forward.
Anneliese grabbed at his arm, catching his sleeve. “What are you doing?” she spoke urgently. “If this is how they react for one, imagine how they will react after many deaths.”
“I know—more might come. If that happens, it might actually be for the best.” Argrave took a deep breath and then exhaled, laughing lightly. “You want some insights into my struggles?” Argrave hearkened back to their earlier conversation. “Feeling queasy right about now. Logically, I know this is the right thing to do. Figuring out how these creatures fight is quite important.”
“Right thing to do? I disagree!” Anneliese protested. “Between the two of us, you cannot believe we could take on those creatures. We don’t have the magic for that. Galamon isn’t even here.”
“You underestimate us. And…” Argrave looked at Anneliese. “I can connect my magic to Erlebnis for five minutes,” he said simply, pulling his sleeve away from her grip. “If things go sour, I can call upon that. For now, I need to determine how these things act when confronted with an enemy. It’ll make the spelunking go smoother later if we understand how they hunt. Moreover, I need to learn how to fight things without using potions as a crutch.”
Argrave turned back. “We have to take advantage of these thing’s limitations, their simplicity. Use spells like the D-rank [Wind Wall] to block them; I doubt they have the capacity to understand and adapt to magic. Use some of the lightning magic you learned, or fire magic. Even if ice magic is more powerful because you’re a Veidimen, it will be too slow-moving to do much.”
With one roll of his shoulders to gather his confidence, Argrave stepped into the field of white. Far ahead, where the lilies began to turn red, the bugs continued to swarm about. Their movements seemed to coincide with the roiling anxiety in his chest. He felt the wind shift, and he foolishly turned to look at his side. Anneliese walked forward alongside him. Argrave didn’t need to have her empathic skills to see that she was wracked with anxiety just as he was.
Seeing her like that, Argrave had a strange moment of clarity. He turned away and clenched his gloved hands tight. I have to become a good leader. The lesson from Mateth isn’t only that this world is ever-changing, it’s that I alone am not enough to deal with everything. The white fields faded behind them as they came to the red, and beyond that into the wilted flowers.
One step after another brought the terrible rattling of the Lily Lurkers ever closer. Soon enough, the insects turned, their two tails quivering and their bright pink eyes locked on the pair as they approached. Argrave estimated they were about twenty. Feeling the distance was sufficient for good accuracy, Argrave stopped and held out both hands, forming the D-rank spell [Writhing Lightning]. The first two bolts of lightning shot out across the field, fell crackling echoing across the distance.
The electricity struck the first bug, and Argrave paid close attention to how the creature reacted. The lightning surged through its body and then spread through the ground and some close to it. The Lily Lurker spasmed for far longer than Argrave thought it might, and then its two quivering tails changed in pitch. This change was soon echoed in the other insects present, and they surged forth with an uncomfortably fast speed.
Argrave delivered lightning spells in measured bursts, targeting the ones he knew were already damaged as he retreated backwards in slow, steady steps. Anneliese mirrored his actions. The magic was much more effective than he thought it might be, and several of the bugs died as they drew close. As they drew closer, Argrave’s anxiety only rose, even though he had a plan ready.
“Stick close,” said Argrave loudly to Anneliese over the din of rattling, lacking the time to check if she heard and obeyed.
One leapt towards them, and Argrave’s heart leapt in unison. He instinctively used [Wind Wall], and the creature slammed against it, splaying out ungracefully on the field. Anneliese finished it off with two quick bolts of lightning.
Argrave took a deep breath, keeping an eye on the open cavern far ahead for any movement. As the remainder grew closer, Argrave continued to use lightning magic from behind the cover of his [Wind Wall], the spells passing through easily. The bulk of the insects, of which likely half remained, finally came close enough to the two of them. Argrave internally reminded himself of the purpose of this fight; to test their reactions. He was uncertain if insects would be afraid of fire as animals were.
Once many grew close, Argrave stepped out of the cover of the [Wind Wall] and formed the only C-rank attack spell he knew; [Wargfire]. A great lupine jaw emerged from his hands after the matrix formed. The creatures barely seemed to see the fire until the gaping mouth came shut, catching two. Argrave fell behind the [Wind Wall] spell once more, watching and waiting.
The Lily Lurkers caught aflame spasmed, their twin tails jerking about while their stinger contracted wildly. It looked as though the insect was stinging itself, but Argrave knew such a notion was ridiculous. Despite the fire, the rest of the insects rushed forward, averse to but not afraid of the flames. The dry, wilted flowers were a natural accelerant, and the flames spread alarmingly quickly.
Anneliese grabbed Argrave and pulled him away as the flames continued to grow. Argrave devoted all of his attention to getting away without tripping. Soon enough, the insects were consumed by the flames which continued to spread in the ring of wilted flowers. Argrave grew worried that he had caused a large fire, but the air was quite humid and the ring of red, unwilted lilies did not catch aflame easily. The flames were short-lived, but the insects caught fire.
Once they were a safe distance away, Argrave and Anneliese came to a stop and watched. The creatures writhed about, appearing in intense agony, but Argrave could not say for certain that insects even felt pain. He knew one thing, though.
“That seems to work,” Argrave concluded as he watched. “Started to get pretty scared, there. Fortunately, these things don’t gel well with fire.”
Argrave kept an eye on the cavern entrance, looking for flashes of white to emerge and ruin the victory. Anneliese said nothing as she caught her breath.
“See? We learned something.” Argrave looked back. “I told you it was purposeful. A lot less traumatic to kill insects with fire.”
“You are much too reckless,” she finally said. “And this knowledge is not especially useful. When a fire is lit in a cave, those inside most often suffocate, or the rock overhead shifts and falls. I have heard many tales from Veidimen miners detailing such grisly fates.”
“It’s still good knowledge.” Argrave shook his head. “We’re fighting against time. Three years until Gerechtigkeit’s descent might seem like plenty of leeway, but there’s a lot of holes to patch in this dam before the flood comes. I need to be reckless. The fact I even have to get the Amaranthine Heart to fix my body is a waste of time.”
Anneliese didn’t look satisfied with the answer, but she said nothing more on the matter.
“We should stay here for a time, make sure that no more come out.” Argrave nodded. He stepped into the cavern and looked into it. He saw a patch of loose dirt descend for a bit and then vanish into darkness. Even with the sun overhead, one could not see especially far down. Argrave felt an unpleasant squirming in his guts when he reminded himself he would need to go down there in the future.
“You mentioned you watched these creatures last night, had an idea about something?” Argrave inquired.
“Yes,” Anneliese responded quickly. “I watched their habits. These creatures are much like you, in fact.”
Argrave looked away from the cavern incredulously. “What does that mean? Too big, spindly, highly flammable?”
Anneliese crossed her arms. “They clean themselves compulsively.”
“Well, that’s…” Argrave frowned. “Good hygiene is important. Even these things have some virtues, it would seem.”
“They often use their mouths to clean themselves,” she continued. “Each other, too.”
Argrave nodded slowly, perturbed. “I can’t recall doing that, unless I have some bizarre sleeping habits I’m unaware of. Might be I have some apologies to make.”
“You’re missing the point,” Anneliese said, though Argrave swore she hid a smile. “We needn’t lace food with poison. We need only get some of the poison on them—place it near the entrance, have them walk over it, and then clean themselves.”
Argrave blinked a few times as what she said sunk in. “That is definitely worth trying,” he concluded. “We still need to check which poison actually worked. They’re on the far ends of the field, so they shouldn’t be disturbed…” Argrave paused, looking at Anneliese. “Very observant of you. I’m reminded of why I was so willing to bring you along.”
“It may not work,” Anneliese dismissed with a shake of her head.
“We’ll see, I suppose. I hope it works. This little venture of ours needs to end soon.” Argrave looked off to the horizon. “That tax collector coming to this quaint countryside tells me there’s a storm brewing in Jast, and I’d like to make it there before it starts.”
***
The days passed by quickly, and Anneliese found herself enjoying the brief foray into this idyllic village. Argrave taught her much of herbology and applications of combat magic. The villagers were uncomfortable with two elves in their town, but Anneliese did not feel it as much as she normally would because of the company of Galamon and Argrave. There was companionship in mutual ostracization.
After Argrave dealt with the tax collector and the small disturbance of Lily Lurkers roaming the fields, few other unforeseen events occurred in the days to follow. Galamon struggled to find significant amount of game in the forests, and so they tried Anneliese’s idea. After small-scale testing proved to have significantly promising results, the three devoted most of their attention to brewing enough poison to cull the numbers of the colony enough to head into the cavern proper.
Anneliese, Argrave, and Galamon took turns overseeing the brewing process. Some of the villagers grew discontent with their oversight, but Argrave employed various persuasive means to keep them in line—grandiloquent speeches, displays of force, and other such largely effective tactics. On one occasion, he had the two of them catch one of the creatures alive and bring it into the village. There were few protests after that incident.
As Argrave directed Anneliese’s progress on the field of magic, she noticed he had a very systematic approach to things. Rather than learn a wide variety of spells so that any situation could be confronted, Argrave much preferred to manage the situations he would find himself in. He taught her mostly electric-based elemental magic, with only a few spells to cover glaring weaknesses or perform tasks electric magic could not. He seldom explained his logic without being pressed for it, but Anneliese could find plenty if she dug.
Argrave also refused to divulge any more information about himself, a result which Anneliese had been expecting. She knew from experience that trying to bridge a gap too quickly might only break the link that binds them, so she kept her pointed inquiries to a minimum. She could not deny an intense curiosity. His knowledge was without question, but after much scrutiny, she was all but certain that its source was not something Argrave was entirely forthright about.
Eventually, more and more corpses of the Lily Lurkers littered the white fields, some of them being carried away by other workers to an insectoid midden of sorts. The activity from the colony began to fade, and what few insects the three of them did encounter were often slow and weak, easily dispatched by sword or spell.
After six days in White Edge, Argrave finally decided things had calmed enough to do a cursory examination of the inside of the cavern.




Chapter 6

Argrave stood at the edge of the Cavern of the Lily’s Death. The dirt beneath his feet was loose, and his feet sunk into it like beach sand. Some of the soil was still damp with the poison they had poured over the entrance. He wore a full set of leather gear with long sleeves, but it still did not feel protective enough.
“Good Lord. Everything on me is going to get dirty. I hate this.” Argrave waved his hands about as though trying to shake off bugs.
“You want to lead?” questioned Galamon, standing close behind him. As per usual, the elf wore his black armor alone, even with the gaping hole in its torso from the battle at Barden. His greatsword, axe, and bow had been set aside, and he carried only his dagger at the ready in his hand.
“Why would you even ask that? You can probably smell these things fifty feet away,” Argrave said indignantly, only to spot a faintly amused smile on Galamon’s mouth. It was perhaps a fortune the Veidimen helmet’s design exposed the mouth, or Argrave might never have noticed he was joking. Argrave prodded the elf’s shoulder in irritation. “Alright, enough with that.”
Anneliese looked about the fields of white and red, expression unbothered. “The fields are littered with these Lily Lurkers’ bodies. I cannot say for sure that we will proceed unimpeded, but… it is certainly the best we can get it in such a timely fashion.” Anneliese crossed her arms as she thought, and then she pointed to Argrave. “If you wish, I might break the druidic link with my pigeon and instead contract with a mole or other such subterranean animal. We can scout out the cavern in great detail before proceeding.”
“Not worth it. Any creatures still living will move, and I…” Argrave cut himself off from mentioning that he vaguely remembered the layout of the cavern. Anneliese had been asking pointed questions; he could not give her any more hints. Although… what am I afraid of her learning?
“We do this now, most of them will still be in the frenzy that Anneliese and I dealt with a few days ago. Because of the rattling tails, they’ll be easier to find ahead of time, though they might be bunched up in the cavern…” Argrave stepped forward and peered into the cavern. “…in which case, Galamon will step back, and Anneliese and I will deal with the issue with magic.”
Argrave took a deep breath and pulled his gloves tighter, dismissing his thoughts before he distracted himself further. “Whatever. Let’s start before I talk myself out of this. I’ll keep a spell up for light. We brewed some antivenom, but I don’t know how well it will work, so don’t get stung. Don’t forget to cover your mouth and nose, Anneliese.” He pulled up his own cloth before his face, and Anneliese did the same.
Galamon had no such covering. Being a vampire, Galamon did not actually need to breathe to survive, nor would he actually suffer if he inhaled any sort of noxious fumes. Habits built up over centuries were difficult to break, though, and Argrave knew Galamon made a conscious effort to breathe to keep in touch with the time he had been alive.
Galamon stepped ahead of Argrave without hesitation. He found himself envying his elven companion’s confidence, but Argrave only grit his teeth and followed close behind, ducking into the fortunately spacious entrance. To Argrave’s great displeasure, the mushiness of the soil only grew worse as they lowered further beneath the earth, and light quickly faded before Argrave cast a simple fire spell to replace it. Distant rattling echoed out from the cavern as the sounds of the outside faded.
Their party stepped around innumerable white insect corpses as they trudged deeper into the underground. The light of Argrave’s magic reflected off the white exoskeletons brilliantly and so they were not especially difficult to avoid, but the sheer number of them made Argrave uneasy. Most of the path was wide enough for them to pass through easily, but at times they had to duck or slide to avoid a low ceiling. The air was dank, and Argrave could feel his skin sticking to his leather clothes. He was undecided if it was sweat or the moisture in the air.
The echoing rattling grew louder with each step deeper, making Argrave’s blood pump faster as his nervousness grew. Then, when the noise was unbearably loud, Galamon would lunge forward and stab before Argrave could even spot the danger. This game of anxiety repeated what seemed to be indefinitely; a constant rise and fall of nerves.
As the three of them proceeded lower like this, the smell grew very unpleasant even with a mask over their faces. It was a combination of the poison that they had been brewing and the innumerable other undoubtedly foul things in the cavern: corpses both of insects and eaten animals, the Lily Lurkers’ waste, and general stale air.
At times, the path would branch, and Argrave would instruct Galamon on which direction to proceed. Though Galamon shot Argrave a curious look, he obeyed without question. Argrave moved slowly to avoid twisting his ankle on the unsteady ground.
“What is that light?” Anneliese asked, and Argrave jumped a little, bumping his head against a rock protruding from the ceiling.
Argrave took a deep breath and exhaled. “Touch me or something before you talk.” He paused. “Now, what are you talking about?”
“On the ceiling.” She pointed. “A faint purple trail of light—so faint I thought it was but a trick of the mind.”
“Oh.” Argrave nodded knowingly. He looked up, and just as she said, there was a faint line of purple on the rocks above. “It’s a vein of the Amaranthine Heart. It absorbs magic by spreading veins across surfaces, seeking out anything alive and stationary. Namely, the lily field.”
“And those veins are what is making those lilies change colors the way they are, if I am correct in assuming so,” Anneliese posited in wonder.
“Yeah, you’re right, but let’s cut the chatter,” Argrave said quietly.
Galamon paused ahead, and then looked back.
The light from Argrave’s spell illuminated the elf’s face, and Galamon’s helmet cast a shadow over his jaw. Argrave could clearly see his fangs in the dark, and it brought back some unpleasant memories for a moment. “Ground ahead is stone. Carved, looks like,” Galamon said.
Argrave dabbed his forehead with the back of his gloved hand, feeling some sweat. “Whew. Alright, we’re near where we need to be. Just keep going.”
Galamon nodded and turned back. Argrave felt faintly tired, but he said nothing as he readjusted the cloth over his face and followed along. He felt a strong sense of relief as his feet hit something more solid than the dirt they’d been treading on before. Far ahead, Argrave’s spell illuminated a wall of taupe stone with a large hole marring its carved surface.
The elven vampire stopped at the hole, carefully looking around before entering. Argrave tried to follow, but Galamon stopped him. “Hear that?” he questioned.
Argrave listened. “I just hear that damned rattling,” he said after some time.
“But only from behind—not a single one ahead. Is this out of your expectations?”
Argrave listened a bit more intently this time, realizing Galamon was right. He looked back into the cavern. “Well, yes… yes, it is. You don’t hear a thing ahead?”
“Dripping water. Strange pulses—sounds like electricity, almost. No rattling, though,” Galamon summarized. “I see insect corpses ahead, but none living.”
“Hooh.” Argrave raised a hand to his mouth, adjusting the cloth. “The electricity’s just the Amaranthine Heart’s veins—it means we’re getting closer. The dripping… usual cave ambience, I guess. But no rattling…” Argrave tried to think of what it could mean. He shook his head and pointed forward. “Just stay extra cautious, keep moving as I direct you. We can’t stop here.”
Galamon nodded and turned without hesitation, his advance a little slower than before as per Argrave’s directions. Argrave and Anneliese passed the wall’s threshold and entered into the ruins proper. The first room was large and spacious, held up by four pillars in each corner of the room. The floor was the same smooth taupe stone as could be seen on the walls. Dead magic lamps hung from the pillars and walls. Sophisticated glass alchemical equipment was strewn about everywhere, most of it broken or half-broken. The tables were made of stone and had withstood time, but the wooden chairs were broken or badly rotted.
The new inhabitants—the Lily Lurkers—had very clearly made this place their home. Bones and waste occupied much of the room, alongside their corpses and mounds and mounds of dirt tracked in from the tunnels. The smell became stranger here—musky and sweet simultaneously. Argrave looked at the ceiling’s corners in paranoia but found nothing lurking there.
Argrave swallowed and followed behind Galamon, magic light swirling about his head. Anneliese cast her own spell and gave Argrave some space now that they were not in such tight quarters. Galamon walked to the only exit of the room and went through. A hallway that went left and right waited.
“Left,” Argrave said confidently. His voice echoed uncomfortably. “Follow the left wall until there’s a stairway down.”
The three of them walked down the hallways. Soon, the noise of the rattling behind them faded, and Argrave foremost heard the clanking of Galamon’s steel armor. They passed by innumerable rooms, and Anneliese all but stuck her head in each door, brimming with curiosity. When she paused at one door, falling behind the two of them, Argrave stopped and sighed.
“This place is an old alchemical laboratory. While I can tell you all about it later, at present, I don’t need you wandering off,” he directed her pointedly.
Anneliese turned from the room, then back. Eventually, she turned and hastened her steps, catching up quickly.
“So many rooms of tools… this place looks like it was for mass production,” Anneliese pressed.
Argrave bit his lip, debating whether or not to answer at all. Eventually, he whispered back, “This civilization was studying a method to materialize magic.”
“And from what you’ve told me, this ‘Amaranthine Heart’ is their success—it extracts life and turns it into liquid mana,” she deduced, as bright as ever. “So why is it still here? What happened to this civilization?”
“The people are gone, stolen from us by time and other thieves. Why else would it be a ruin?” Argrave returned. “They died, and eventually this place was forgotten. I don’t know how or why. As for your other question, the Amaranthine Heart was not ever recognized as a success. It took thousands of years for its potential to manifest, after all.”
Her curiosity somewhat sated, Anneliese followed behind without more questions, though her gaze did wander to the open doorways. They passed by some rooms that had collapsed, entirely blocked off. The majority of the rooms were simple work areas, and Argrave knew they were all mostly like that.
Galamon continued to follow the leftward wall when they came to an intersection just as Argrave had directed. Far ahead, a single stairway as wide as the hallway waited. The purple veins of the Amaranthine Heart were especially concentrated in this area, surging on the walls, the ceiling, and the floor. Had they been actual veins, the sight may have been unpleasant. As it was, Argrave found it rather serene.
Galamon walked cautiously to the stairs and stood before them, eyeing the purple lightshow. He looked back to the two of them, confirming that these things were harmless. After Argrave gave one nod, Galamon proceeded down the stairs. Argrave’s spell went out, and he cast another quickly. The magic made some of the veins twist and move in response, and the two of them were startled. Argrave was unaffected, and quickly set the two of them back down the stairs.
The trio walked down the first set of stairs, turned, and continued down to the second. A long hallway waited for them at the bottom, lined with pulsing purple lines. It was a little more intense than it had been before—enough to light up the hallway, even. Argrave saw Lily Lurker corpses, but none of the insects themselves.
“B2F: the Archives. No noises, Galamon?” Argrave questioned. When the vampire shook his head, Argrave took a deep breath and directed him forward.
“Why do its veins travel along the hallways? Why not move up the stone?” Anneliese questioned.
“It seeks out life; in other terms, it only follows the path the Lily Lurkers take to reach the surface. We follow the light, it’ll take us right to the heart,” Argrave remarked, eyes locked on the trail of purple. “So… I think you can find the way, Galamon.”
“If the veins follow the creatures’ path…”
“Yeah. We might find them.” Argrave nodded. “I don’t know what’s going on. We can only be careful.”
Galamon nodded, but Argrave thought he spotted some hesitation. The elf’s steps were unfaltering, though, and he carried on down the hallway. Argrave felt a rising tension in his chest. Even he could hear the static noise coming from the veins around them. It sounded like the buzzing noise one might hear if they were close to a power line.
They went down another flight of stairs, and Argrave forced Galamon to slow further and walk quietly. Though he feared the buzzing noise of the nearby veins might be masking a rattling, Argrave could still hear the faint ambience of other things in the ruins. The corpses grew fewer and fewer. Eventually, a room practically bursting with purple light waited ahead, and the three of them proceeded unimpeded.
Galamon entered the room and looked about. Argrave was briefly distracted by the beauty of the room. Each table, each wall, all of the ceiling and floor, had been consumed by dancing purple lights. It was like traveling through a galaxy of purple stars at light speed; Argrave briefly held his hand to the wall, overcome by dizziness. All of it came from a rather unremarkable cabinet in the corner of the room, its wood mostly rotted over the centuries. There were many glass bottles lined up on a table. Argrave walked, scanning the largest bottles for damage or contents. Finding one empty and undamaged, he took it.
Argrave took many tentative steps forward and reached out, opening up the cabinet. There, a stone no bigger than a fist waited alongside various other unremarkable objects. Its shape was rough and unrefined, though it did vaguely resemble a heart. It glowed like the veins dancing about the room. Argrave reached out, breathing quick. He took it and pulled. The veins moved with it, strained, like pulling on a wired plug attached to a wall. With a soundless snap, the veins started to break away. They all faded into nothingness, fading from the edge like a spark traveling along a fuse.
Argrave placed the stone on the bottle’s top. It was just barely big enough not to fall in. As the Heart’s glow faded, a black liquid started to drop out. The drop soon turned into a steady stream, as though someone was wringing the stone. When the bottle was half-full, the stream slowed, and once it ceased altogether, the last light on the Amaranthine Heart died out. Argrave retrieved a cloth, wrapped the Heart, and then stowed it in a bag in his satchel.
With a deep sigh, Argrave turned around to watch the purple lights fade out of the room. “We—” He stopped quickly. Neither Anneliese nor Galamon were in the room. Argrave took a slow step forward, listening carefully. Eventually, he peeked his head out into the hall.
When he saw the two of them standing and looking into a room, some of his tension was relieved. But then he saw Anneliese shaking. Even Galamon was rattled. Argrave took cautious steps out into the hallway, and then peered into the room they were looking at.
At first, Argrave thought the room was collapsed. As his brain made sense of it, he realized what he saw seeing was too white. The light reflected brilliantly off it, like polished marble. Twinges of pink decorated it at points. Then it set in.
Argrave stared at a great mass of Lily Lurkers. There must’ve been a hundred, if not a thousand. He thought they were dead at first, but the faintest twitch of a tail told him he was wrong.




Chapter 7

Staring at the great horde of immobile Lily Lurkers, Argrave first froze as his two companions did. His rationality took over, though, and he reached out to grab both of their hands. Galamon held a dagger, so Argrave settled for his wrist.
“Just back away slowly,” Argrave whispered. “They haven’t moved yet. No logical reason they will now, unless we do something dramatic.”
His calm words brought them out of their stupor, and both backed away further down the hall, led by Argrave. The mass of white and pink insects faded into darkness as the light of the spell illuminating them grew further away. The veins of the Amaranthine Heart slowly faded in the hallway behind them as they fizzled away. Once they were a comfortable distance away, Argrave released his grip.
“Hoo…” Argrave let out a breath of relief. “Damn. Forgot that bottle… That’s…” Argrave cast glances towards the darkness where he knew the room still was. “I feel like we still need some distance. Let’s go to the Archives once more.”
Both nodded without protest, and Argrave took the lead this time. He took the party to the stairs without issue, walking up two steps at a time. Once they reached the Archives again, Argrave led them into a room off to the side. He took off his satchel and placed it atop a table, leaning over it. His body was soaked with sweat. The others walked in shortly after, sitting to rest.
“Galamon,” Argrave called, not bothering to turn to look at him. “Were they all alive? Could you tell?”
“They looked dormant,” a low rasp answered. “Barely any heat. Slow moving. Alive, yes—but weakened. Some form of hibernation, probably. They seemed centralized around something. Thought it might be that Amaranthine Heart you spoke of, got worried.”
Argrave patted the satchel bag. “No. I got the Heart,” he said.
“So your task is finished. We can leave,” Anneliese said.
Argrave slowly turned around and leaned on the stone table he’d placed his satchel bag on. “Yeah. I got what I needed. We can leave,” he said quietly.
Those words hung in the air for a bit. Everyone was clearly relieved, barring Argrave, who had a grim look about him.
“A lot more than I expected to see. We had a little bug boulder,” Argrave said. “I guess, in response to danger… or maybe at the end of autumn—the cold, you know… they all gathered around the queen of the colony. Then, come spring, they’ll become active again. By then, the poison will have soaked into the soil, or evaporated, or…” Argrave trailed off. “Then they’ll be back at the surface. No real damage done.”
Argrave could not help but think back to the time he’d been speaking to Dras regarding Mateth’s fate. The patriarch offered him an easy out then, and the same thing came before him now—leave the village, claim the job was done, and with everything he needed in his pocket. Another settlement instead of a victory.
“Argrave,” Galamon said firmly. “You saw how many of them there were. We have what we came here for. No need to risk ourselves uselessly for some field of flowers.”
“You said yourself that these creatures would, at most, displace the villagers of White Edge,” Anneliese insisted, trying to persuade Argrave. “Think about this. Anything needed to kill such a large number of the creatures would be absolutely devastating. Widespread fire might warp the stone and cause the place to collapse—dangerous both to the surface and to us. A collapse alone would make all of the ground above come with it. The entire village of White Edge might sink.”
“But the problem exists, and it’ll keep existing. These things will expand, maybe even migrate, in search of food. Perhaps next time, it won’t be such a lightly populated area. We’re here. We have a chance now.” Argrave shook his head.
“Please don’t even consider this,” Anneliese said insistently. “How will you do this? Perhaps the same way you dealt with those druids—Galamon told me tales of that explosive gas you used on them. Or perhaps more poisons? Even if we are in an ancient alchemy lab, ingredients…” Anneliese trailed off. “Why are you smiling?”
Argrave looked over. “Relax. You make it sound like I have a complete extermination in mind.” Argrave kicked off the table he was leaning on. “Cut off a snake’s head, it still dies. It might writhe a bit, but it will. We kill the last member of the Lily Lurker royal family—the queen—and the colony will fall apart.”
Argrave paced about the room, waving his hands as he explained. “We tell the people of White Edge what transpired, teach them how to brew that poison for the next seasons… problem solved.”
“These things might be gathered around the queen—you said so yourself. It will be impossible to do as you say without triggering these creatures,” Galamon rebutted.
“You said you barely felt any heat from them?” Argrave pointed. When Galamon nodded, his grin widened. “It stands to reason their dormant state is only intensified by cold—that’s just the nature of metabolism and hibernation. Anneliese and I use some low-level ice magic on the bugs sparingly to send them deeper into sleep, we locate the queen, and then we dispatch it quickly.”
“Then they all go into a frenzy as we saw on the surface,” Anneliese countered.
Argrave nodded. “Might be. But this state that these creatures are in—if what I know of other animals is true, dormancy isn’t something they can just drop into and out of immediately. They have to regain their faculties, turn their body back on.”
“A lot of speculation,” Anneliese said.
“Hey.” Argrave raised both his hands. “We’ll just test this out. If this doesn’t work, I’ll call it quits.”
“I think this is stupid,” Galamon said simply.
“Worst case scenario, we all die,” Argrave said cheerily as he threw on his satchel once again. “Probably bound to happen eventually, anyway.”
“You’re great at raising morale,” Anneliese shot back.
“One of my myriad talents,” Argrave agreed with the elf’s sarcasm. He walked to the entrance, then stopped and turned on his heel. “Listen… if both of you wish to bravely run away, I’ll concede. This is, unfortunately, a democracy. I bring you with me because I value your opinions.”
“‘Bring’ us, like we’re pets,” Galamon commented to Anneliese.
“You are his mule,” she said back after mulling her response over.
Argrave shook his head. “Do you have a better word for me? ‘Lead,’ or ‘guide,’ or ‘escort,’ perhaps?”
“‘Lead’ works.” Galamon nodded, and Anneliese shortly after agreed. He gestured with his dagger to the hall beyond. “So lead on, foolish leader. I’ll follow.”
Argrave clicked his tongue a few times, then turned around and proceeded into the halls. All of the veins of the Amaranthine Heart had faded, but the dark halls seemed a little less eerie after their banter.
***
Argrave confronted a very unpleasant reality when returning to the site where the Lily Lurkers rested dormant.
Walking the walk was much more difficult than talking the talk.
Staring up at the mound of Lily Lurkers, his bravado threatened to die on the vine. At the very least, his presence confirmed they were not actively moving. He heard none of the rattling. Indeed, it was difficult to tell they were even alive. Galamon spoke up from just behind Argrave.
“Tell me again that plan of yours,” the elven vampire whispered. “They’re practically stacked atop each other.”
“Not practically. Literally, I think,” Argrave whispered back. “Maybe you could… go get your bow?” He suggested.
“Foolish. I cannot even see this queen you speak of.”
“Right. Well, first thing…” Argrave walked away from the mass of Lily Lurkers, retrieving the bottle half-full of black liquid in the room the Amaranthine Heart had once been. The black liquid was the pure mana collected by the Amaranthine Heart. The liquid was somewhat dense, but none of it stuck to the glass. Argrave wiped the bottle’s neck clean with a cloth from his satchel, then raised it to his lips. He swallowed only a tiny portion, but it made him grimace terribly. He coughed.
“Eugh. Tastes like acid…” Argrave rubbed his chest as he felt the liquid flow down. He felt a strange refreshing feeling spread across his body, and then some of his diminished magic returned. “Hoo…” he breathed, shaking his head. “That feels nice.”
Anneliese reached forward, silently asking for the bottle. Argrave handed it over. “Don’t drink too much. It’ll kill you in a violent explosion of magic.”
She examined the liquid, holding it up near the magic spell that twirled about her head and lit her surroundings. She took a drink, recoiling at the taste just as Argrave had.
After a few moments, shock registered on her face. “It really is… pure magic.” She stepped towards Argrave, holding the bottle up. “Argrave, this is… this is something the world has never seen before. Nothing the Veidimen have ever achieved in alchemy comes near this single bottle.”
“Don’t get any ideas, now.” Argrave took it back from her. “We’ll be using the Heart to make plenty later.”
“Truly?” she questioned. “I am unsure about you becoming… black-blooded, as you mentioned some time ago. But this Amaranthine Heart alone makes the trip worth it.”
“Told you to have faith in me.” Argrave walked back out into the hallway, stuffing a cloth into the neck of the bottle as a makeshift cork. He set the bottle down, for it was too large to fit inside of his satchel. “Now, let’s make use of that faith in dealing with the queen.”
He came to stand before the mound of Lily Lurkers. Despite their activities in the other room, the things remained immobile. Argrave rubbed his thumb against his palm. The problem was so massive it was difficult to find a point to begin. Argrave’s companions, even the ever-confident Galamon, seemed to have similar dilemmas.
“…suppose I should do the test run. It is my idea, after all,” Argrave said awkwardly. The two stared at him without response, so he swallowed his saliva and stepped forward. His hand awkwardly hovered above the closest insect’s pinkish eyes. With his gaze fixed on that terrible stinger on its backside, a simple, one-dimensional spell matrix materialized in front of his hands. A mist of cold air began to emanate outward.
There was no immediate reaction to the cold. Argrave’s heart pumped quickly, but he waited as the air before him grew colder and colder. Eventually, even the faintest twitching ceased. Argrave kept up the spell a while yet. When he began to see frost on its body, he stopped.
Argrave bit his lip then reached out, grabbing the Lily Lurker. Its exoskeleton was quite hard. Argrave lifted it, and it showed no response. He took a few steps back, watching its stinger for any movement. Once he was a fair distance away from the rest of them, he set it down gently, scanning the horde beyond it. He saw no movement.
Argrave turned to Anneliese and Galamon, spreading his arms wide. “Would you look at that,” Argrave whispered. “‘Stupid,’ you called my plan.”
Galamon shook his head. “That was but one test.”
“Enough for me, I think. Let’s do it, then.” Argrave pointed to the both of them. “Anneliese, help me. I hope you know the E-rank spell [Ice Mist]. It’s best suited for this situation. Galamon, your job is to monitor and move the insects we… chill. You should also make sure the rest of them don’t start moving about.”
Both of them did not seem especially excited about Argrave’s plan, but neither protested all the same. Argrave and Anneliese used the same spell to exacerbate the creature’s dormancy, and then Galamon hauled them away a fair distance, keeping an eye to be sure neither the ones in the chamber or the ones moved aside posed any threat to them.
Their progress was surprising to Argrave. They dug at the great mound of Lily Lurkers like it was a pile of debris and not a mound of dangerous, man-eating insects. Once they made a fair bit of progress in, Argrave’s spell better illuminated the center. After studying it for a time, he pulled Anneliese aside.
Argrave pointed out. “There’s a big, bulbous… abdomen, I think it’s called, there. A lot bigger than any of the other Lily Lurkers we see.” He moved his finger slightly. “And there. A head. A lot larger than any others.”
“Your queen?” Anneliese inquired.
“Yes…” Argrave whispered back, trailing off. “Well, no, not my queen, but the queen. Don’t get it twisted.” He looked at Anneliese, brain working quickly. “Then, I think it’s… my time.”
Argrave stepped into the path they’d carved, walking past the uneasy Anneliese. He held his hand out, taking careful aim at what he recognized now as the queen for certain. He conjured blood magic for the second time in his life, using the same D-rank spell as the first time: [Pierce]. A pencil thin red bolt shot out from the conjured matrix, and with it came a burst of pain from Argrave’s wrist.
The shot narrowly missed what Argrave thought was the queen’s head, instead striking one of the nearby insects. Argrave grit his teeth and raised his hand a second time, using the same spell. It struck home this time, and the insect head exploded into white viscera.
With that death, there was a shift in the room. The largely immobile mound seemed much more alive, stirring as if that noise had triggered a natural instinct. It was like something slowly coming to life—nothing moved quickly, but it was clearly waking up.
The pain in his arm was unbearable and Argrave pulled off his glove, staring at his hand. Cracks leaking blood marred much of his skin. Galamon grabbed Argrave’s shoulder, pulling him from his stupor. “Time to move,” the elf said loudly.




Chapter 8

After Galamon’s direction to move, it did not take further encouragement for Argrave to turn and rush down the hallway. The lack of light made him mind his steps, and he ensured Anneliese was moving ahead before coming to a jog himself. Argrave’s arm felt hot, both from the surging pain and the warm blood dripping down it. Behind, the slow rattling of the waking Lily Lurkers escalated into a terrifying sound that consumed the entire ruin—it sounded like metal fragments banging around in a box. The adrenaline narrowed Argrave’s focus down only to his escape.
Argrave remembered to grab the big bottle of black liquid mana, and fortunately did so without issue. Anneliese slowed with a spell matrix whirling about in her hand. A larger light spell shot out ahead, better illuminating the path. Argrave greatly appreciated it, but he did not have time to give thanks. Far ahead, Galamon kicked one of the returning Lily Lurkers into an open room.
As the three of them finally made it to the stairs, Argrave was already out of breath and struggling to keep his grip on the large bottle of pure magic. He spared a brief glance back to a great horde of the creatures surging along the hallway feverishly. Their movements were much more sluggish than Argrave had seen on the surface, but they were still chasing—though perhaps that was not the right word. Rather than a pursuit, their actions seemed to be frenzied.
Without pausing to rest, Argrave turned his head back to the path ahead and took the stairs two at a time. He made it to the end of the first set, and though greatly exhausted, he turned sharply and took the next. Once at the top of those, his breaths were shallow and rapid, and his thighs screamed at him. His foot brushed against the corpse of a white insect, and he stumbled.
Argrave kept his footing but the bottle threatened to fall from his grip, and he raised his other hand to correct it. The blood made it slip from his grasp, and Argrave desperately fell with it to shield it from breaking. He collapsed, huffing, and his makeshift mask slid off. The bottle remained intact, though, and he tried to scramble up.
“Idiot,” Galamon cursed at him, stepping back and seizing the bottle from him. After sheathing his dagger, he grabbed Argrave’s shoulder and hoisted him to his feet. The two set off once more with Argrave being all but carried by the elven vampire. His grip was no weaker than a vice.
Anneliese cast yet another spell and a ball of light shot out across the hall, moving slowly and illuminating this floor just as it had the previous. They moved beneath it, its glow following them light a spotlight.
“Just had to be the hero,” Galamon said. He slowed his steps, eventually halting. “There are many ahead, at least fifty bunched up. We’ll take a different path.”
“No,” Argrave stopped him, catching his breath. “I’ll deal with them.” Argrave tried to free himself but found Galamon’s grip unbreakable.
“You?” Galamon asked disbelievingly.
“Just as I did the druids. Watch the rear for a moment.” Argrave finally managed to break free and stepped forward, following the light as it advanced. The din of the Lily Lurkers behind them made those ahead barely audible, but Argrave barely began to hear it before he saw many moving forth, frenzied just as those behind them.
“What are you— Wait!” Anneliese called out, but she was too far from Argrave to stop him from proceeding.
Argrave triggered the Blessing of Supersession lent to him by the ancient god, Erlebnis. The blessing’s effect was simple: it replaced his own pool of magic with that of the ancient god’s. At once, the small lake of magic within him was replaced by a boundless sea. That feeling of overwhelming power from within completely hid his fatigue from his own psyche.
In seconds, the hallway ahead became a show of light. Argrave first used [Wargfire] many times in quick succession. The fiery maws set upon his foe like a pack of wolves, their imitative mouths clamping shut and dicing the creatures in half and setting those near aflame. For a brief moment, Argrave felt he was astride a thousand hellhounds, tearing his foes asunder. The noise of the flame overtook that of the rattling Lily Lurkers for a brief moment.
Next, Argrave spawned a flurry of D-rank wind spells, cutting and dicing and casting the flames every which direction. The black smoke from their burning bodies dissipated in the winds, cast about harmlessly everywhere. When Argrave finally paused, watching, the hallway before them had become a mess of burnt and twitching parts, blackened stone, and fading flames.
Argrave turned back. The frenzied bugs behind them had not yet come near his two companions. “Come,” he said, gesturing.
Anneliese’s face was written in shock and awe, but Argrave’s words brought her from her stupor. Galamon rushed up, ushering the both of them forward, and Argrave did not protest as he turned and followed behind. Though he’d regained his breath somewhat, the hasty retreat once again labored his breathing.
When they made it to the final set of stairs before the cavern’s exit, Galamon simply turned to Argrave and gestured.
“What?” Argrave questioned weakly after a shallow breath.
“This’ll be easiest.” Galamon stepped forward and wrapped his arm around his torso, hoisting him over his shoulder before Argrave could even react.
Argrave opened his mouth to protest, but Galamon began moving up the stairs and Argrave’s open mouth slammed shut. His teeth clacked together loudly and some pain ignited on the tip of his tongue. Tasting blood the whole way, Argrave was ungracefully carried over Galamon’s shoulder up the stairs. The elf’s steel armor poked and prodded at his ribs.
At the top, Argrave was deposited with as little warning as the initial pickup. He stumbled gracelessly. With little time for admonishment, Argrave could only cast an indignant glance at Galamon before heading down the hallway. Anneliese held her arm up and out, a spell matrix forming, probably in preparation for another spell to light the path.
Spotting something on the walls that was white and mobile, Argrave called out, “Anneliese!”
His words came out as the Lily Lurker’s stinger was already in motion. It moved lightning fast, though Argrave clearly saw it stick her arm. She staggered away, holding her arm and letting out a hiss of pain. Galamon kicked the wall, stomping the creature flat with his plate boots. After, he walked beside her, checking the injury.
Argrave bit his lip, somewhat panicked. To keep his calm, he considered his options. The Blessing of Supersession had yet to wear off, and Argrave knew their retreat might be slowed on account of the Lily Lurker’s paralytic poison. Recognizing these variables, Argrave stepped to the top of the stairs, looking down.
“You two—get going for the surface. Give her the antivenom as soon as you can. Don’t argue,” Argrave said loudly, not looking to be sure his orders were followed.
The Lily Lurkers moved up the stairs in bulk, though their numbers had been greatly thinned by their disorderly and frenzied pursuit. Argrave did not hesitate for a second before sending out yet more [Wargfires]. The lupine jaws of flame battered at the stairs, the walls, and the ceilings, turning the brown stone a harsh black. The creatures popped and writhed as they burned, the sound of their rattling tails slowly fading in way of the all-consuming roar of fire.
The air Argrave was breathing was soon replaced by smoke, and Argrave stopped to cough. Delivering only a few more spells for good measure, he turned and ran. Anneliese and Galamon were nowhere to be seen, but Argrave saw a distant light. He pursued it, and as he did so, the Blessing of Supersession wore off.
Argrave kept moving, and the sounds of fire and rattling slowly became distant. He dared a glance behind and saw no pursuers. As he took a deep breath and breathed a sigh of relief, he felt the ground shake. After, a distant noise reached Argrave’s ears. It was rattling, but a different kind—stone against stone.
Deciding that he really had no time to rest, Argrave resumed his retreat. He finally spotted the room that they had initially entered and came to it. There, Galamon waited, Anneliese slumped over on his shoulder. After seeing Argrave, he moved for the hole in the wall, exiting back into the cavern.
Argrave soon caught up to the two of them. “Anneliese…” Argrave began despairingly, not knowing what to ask.
“Quiet, unless you wish for this to happen again,” Galamon silenced. “Take your bottle, follow behind in silence. I need to hear.”
Argrave nodded, and they proceeded up the cavern much slower than they had entered. Anneliese was sweating badly and breathing heavily. Her movements were stiff, and only grew stiffer as they proceeded. Argrave helped where he could, but Galamon did the bulk of things.
Just as their entry had been, they were mostly unbothered by the Lily Lurkers in their exit of the cavern. Argrave could not help but feel a strong sense of guilt and uselessness watching Galamon forge ahead, both dealing with the errant Lily Lurkers and supporting Anneliese. He tried to occupy his mind with what to do once they got out.
Though it felt like an eternity, they did eventually reach the surface. Argrave squinted his eyes at the dusk sunlight when they first re-emerged into the familiar field of lilies. He looked around briefly, then turned to Galamon.
“You gave her the antivenom?” he asked at once.
“I did.” Galamon nodded.
He exhaled, gathering his thoughts. “We have to go back to the village. Even if the antivenom does work, she’ll need to rest,” Argrave said decisively.
“Right.” He started moving, but Anneliese was nearly being dragged along. He pointed to her other side. “Support her.”
Argrave rushed to get underneath her shoulder just as Galamon was, adjusting his satchel and the bottle he held. Eventually, they both hoisted her up, heading back towards the village.
***
Argrave sat on a chair beside Anneliese’s bed, biting his lip in silence. Though she was still sweating a great deal, Argrave had healed the wound caused by the stinger and administered another antidote for paralytic poisons. There was a great uncertainty to the whole thing, and it ate at Argrave’s gut. He knew that this antidote worked in Heroes of Berendar, but this was reality, and he was uncertain if things could be as simple as they were in the game.
“You should sleep,” Galamon advised, placing his hand on Argrave’s shoulder. “She is recovering. We can only wait.”
Argrave looked around. They were in a quaint wooden house which was poorly illuminated by moonlight. One of the villagers had graciously donated the use of their residence after learning of Anneliese’s injury. Argrave, though, found it impossible to sleep.
Argrave looked up at Galamon. The elven vampire had taken off his helmet. He looked as unshaken as usual.
“Every single time I try to do something beyond my means, someone around me gets hurt. Never me,” Argrave remarked idly.
“What of your arm?” Galamon pointed.
Argrave lifted up his hand. The cracks that had been leaking blood were already healed. “My own doing,” he eventually dismissed.
Galamon picked up a chair in the house and set it down quietly. “Best get used to it.”
“Hurting myself?” Argrave questioned.
“No.” Galamon snorted, sitting down. “Watching others get hurt because of your choices.” He pulled up his flask and took a long drink. “You want to rally people, lead them against He Who Would Judge the Gods? Then many more are going to get hurt on your watch.”
Galamon pointed at Argrave with his pinky, the rest of his fingers wrapped around the big flask. “Accept it. Come to terms with the guilt. Feeling something because of it doesn’t make you weak. It’s a reminder you’re still mortal.” Galamon leaned in. “The people that don’t feel guilt because of the consequences of their choices… from what I understand, your father is one such man. They call them tyrants.”
Hearing King Felipe called his father was strangely agitating, and Argrave turned away from Galamon’s white-eyed gaze. “Father, huh.” He mulled over the word for a bit, then turned back to Galamon. He did not wish to think of the matter further, so he diverted the topic back to Galamon. “Do you ever see me as a son?”
Galamon frowned. “Generally, or…?”
“Well, you’ve got a kid at home, but you haven’t seen him in a long while.” Argrave pointed to Galamon. “Now you’re sitting here, giving me life advice. I’m a bit older, granted, but I’m pretty tall and pale and…” He trailed off, noticing Galamon’s look.
The elven vampire stared coldly for a long while. Argrave awkwardly scratched the back of his head, unsure of what further to say. After what seemed like an eternity, Galamon opened his mouth and said only, “You should sleep.”




Chapter 9

Anneliese blinked her eyes open, dispelling the morning haze over them. For a brief moment, she entirely forgot what they had experienced yesterday, but when she moved her arm, she felt a brief twinge of numbness. She was covered in sweat, and her head throbbed.
She shifted her head, looking about where she was. A cold and damp washcloth fell from her forehead. Anneliese first spotted Argrave in his freshly cleaned black leather clothing. He sat just beside her in a chair, reading a spellbook. The sight made her smile slightly until she noticed the dark bags beneath his eyes.
Evidently he saw or heard her head moving about, because his gaze shifted over to her. Startled, he closed the book at once, leaning forward. “Hey, Anneliese. You’re up, that’s good, that’s good…” he said rapidly. “How do you feel? Any numbness? I gave you something I thought would work, but I’m not entirely sure…”
“I feel much better,” she said, some fatigue still leaking into her tone. “Did you watch me all night?”
Argrave frowned. “I just sat here reading and occasionally trying to help out with the fever,” he said dismissively. “I got you into this mess—least I could do is take care of the aftermath.”
“I got myself into this,” she said with a slight slur. She sat up, her unkempt white hair falling over her face. “Got careless.”
“Even if you were careless, it was still my call to do as we did—and this was against your advice,” he reminded her. “The fault is mine. I’ll have it no other way.”
She nodded wearily and rubbed her forehead.
“Listen…” Argrave continued. “I’ve been doing some thinking. About what you said. About me being unable to trust.” He stared off into the distance. “If you want, I’ll answer some of the questions you have.”
Anneliese ceased rubbing her aching head, stopping to look at Argrave. Much was running through her head. Even unfocused as she was, she could think of a thousand questions that came to mind. Then, slowly, the image before her started to crystallize.
She could see a lot of intense emotion on Argrave’s face. His eyes refused to meet hers and jumped from place to place. He was biting his lip rapidly, and his whole face was taut. Beyond that, he fidgeted with his fingers. He was a mess of anxiety and uncertainty.
“Feeling guilty?” she questioned.
“That’s…!” Argrave started to protest but trailed off. “Wholly right, probably. Not fair to leave you ignorant while you do my bidding. You and Galamon both risked your lives for me, and I can’t answer some questions? Not right in my eyes.”
Anneliese stared at him for a time, and then adjusted in the bed. She thought for a long while. Eventually, she stared him in the eyes and said, “I won’t ask you any questions about yourself anymore.”
“What?” Argrave said incredulously. “And why not?”
She fiddled with her hair, braiding it together. “I recall, when I was still only a child… I had a small puzzle box. It was a very complex thing, with wooden machinery and gears hidden inside. The objective was… you had to lead…” Anneliese struggled to find the words. “…a small stick with a ball at the end through a maze. The goal was to free the stick from the box. It was no larger than my hand.” She held her palm out to demonstrate.
“After failing to solve it for some time, I pulled on the stick hard, and it popped out of the puzzle.” She emulated the motion. “I had finished the objective. I got the stick out of the puzzle box. But it left me feeling empty inside, and I had broken the mechanisms within. I could never do it again—never do it right. I learned something from that.” She nodded contemplatively. “I’ll wait for you to tell me,” she finished.
“Huh.” Argrave leaned back in the chair. “You sure you’re alright? Didn’t hit your head? You’re the one with a thousand questions at all times.”
She only smiled quietly in response.
Argrave shrugged. “Alright. I’m a puzzle to be solved, am I? Well, maybe you’ll change your tune once you get some food in you.” He came to his feet. “I’ll go get something for you to eat, get some water… Not so long ago, you were doing the same for me. How the tables have turned.”
***
After an additional day of resting per Argrave’s insistence, Anneliese was all but fully recovered. Argrave had been worried he would contract yet another illness due to his venture in the dank and filthy cave, but no symptoms manifested. Argrave recalled that nature documentaries called ants ‘the cleanest insect,’ but they were still insects.
Argrave had plans for the Amaranthine Heart they’d retrieved, but for now, he stored it in a bag wrapped in cloth. Considering its nature, he did not dare store it in the lockbox with the rose gold magic coins or the enchanted jewelry harvested from the ruins guarded by the metal guardians. He was certain the Heart would attach itself to them and suck the magic right out. Indeed, the Heart was the most efficient way to purge an item of enchantments without side effects.
Considering the rest of the journey to Jast was on carriage, everyone was prepared to travel. After giving some final directions to the villagers to kill the remaining Lily Lurkers with poison, Argrave was content to leave. If the villagers could not be bothered to do as he directed them, Argrave could not fight their battle for them.
And so Argrave and company departed from the village of White Edge in the early morning. The only resident that was awake early enough to see them off was the old man that had initially greeted their arrival, Bertrand. After innumerable thanks from the man, they left quietly, the two suns illuminating their road with the milky light of dawn.
Though Argrave had initially planned to take a detour to a ruin he knew of to retrieve an invaluable spellbook, on account of Anneliese’s recent troubles, Argrave decided it would be best to first head to Jast and secure lodging there. Unlike in Mateth, Jast’s Order of the Gray Owl branch had quite a grand library, so it was not too monumental a setback.
Once they left the cover of the forest, Argrave leaned out the window to stare out across the landscape. Jast was very obvious from a distance. The City of Shadows, some called it. It was both because of the stone used in its construction—a jet black, harsh rock—and the innumerable towers jutting out from the earth. They were tall and foreboding, and few of them had windows.
“And there is our destination. A lot less pretty than Mateth,” Argrave gave commentary as the carriage rolled steadily down the road.
Anneliese also looked out the window, and she showed considerably more surprise than Argrave had. “So tall…” she murmured. “How do they stay standing?”
“Enchantments,” Argrave explained. “They would fall without magic reinforcing each and every brick. And some have fallen,” Argrave said regrettably. “There are more A-rank wizards in those towers than toes on this carriage, I’d bet. This place is very, very dangerous. Galamon,” he called out the window. “You will have to practice extreme discretion with your drinking habit.”
“No need to yell. I hear every word you say, even if you whisper,” the vampire shot back, driving the carriage disaffectedly. “I’ve been to Jast before. I know these things.”
“Spellcasters must have a reason to make this place their home,” Anneliese noted, still staring out the window.
“Magic is denser here. Some natural phenomenon causes it. Which reminds me…” Argrave lifted the bottle full of black liquid off the floor. He willed much of his magic to repaying the debt he’d accrued in the Cavern of the Lily’s Death, then took a swig of the bottle.
“Are you sure that liquid is safe to drink?” Anneliese asked, finally turning her head away from the scenery.
“Very sure. It actually helps me greatly,” Argrave noted, holding the bottle up. One’s magic capacity was like a muscle—it needed to be used to grow. By depleting it and replenishing it, it would expand to accommodate more magic. By repaying his debt to Erlebnis and then replenishing his magic with the Amaranthine Heart’s liquid mana, his prowess as a mage would increase far more rapidly than his peers.
Argrave swirled the bottle about, watching the black liquid’s vortex. “Too much of this, though, and boom, no more living. You’ll explode in a burst of mana. The burst looks rather neat, I must confess, though I don’t care to see it from a first-person perspective.”
“So it isn’t safe to drink,” Anneliese concluded.
Argrave paused as he felt the mana resurge in his body. “Too much of anything can kill you. You can die drinking water.”
She pursed her lips in disapproval and rebutted, “Will you explode in a burst of water?”
“Touché,” Argrave conceded. He looked out the window once more. “Alright, enough idle talk. We should discuss what we need to do in Jast.”
Anneliese nodded. “That tax collector at White Edge—you truly believe that was a sign for their intention to join the war? If so, my first worry would be entering the city unnoticed. As a royal bastard, you are a target of interest.”
Argrave nodded. “Entering quietly won’t be a problem. I know of some less well-known entryways used by smugglers and such. I promised your people some illusion spellbooks in return for these druidic spellbooks, and I intend on making good on that promise. So, two birds, one stone: we meet smugglers for a quiet entry and to deliver those illusion spellbooks to the Veidimen.”
Argrave looked out the window, searching for the points of entry that he remembered in the distant black city. “I know someone. If I mention a name, I have little doubt he’ll do as I request with few questions asked. It’s also going to be beneficial to know him. He’s the well-connected sort.
“The castle Prince Induen gave me is not so far from Jast,” Argrave remarked cheerily, reminded of it only now. “If we’re lucky, we might see it fall into the ocean.” He spotted Anneliese’s frown, and quickly added, “Don’t worry, I already sold it. That’s how I got all those rose gold magic coins.”
She crossed her legs. “Part of me thinks you like to mention ridiculous things casually to elicit a response.”
“You’re the empath here. You tell me,” Argrave replied, neither confirming nor denying it.
***
“Sir,” came a gruff voice.
A man hunched over a book laid out across a desk looked up, squinting into the faint darkness beyond. A magic lamp was the sole illuminator of the dank stone room, and the place was mostly bare. The papers spread out across the desk were filled with numbers and descriptions of people.
“What is it?” the man at the desk responded. He had dark red hair, and despite his barren surroundings, was dressed quite well in clothes that matched his hair color.
A clean-shaven man with a pockmarked face entered. “A new client came in for a simple quiet transfer into the city.”
“And you bother me for this? I don’t think you’re that stupid.” The man leaned back in his chair, waving his hands as though to hurry the conversation.
“He matches the description of the person the Bat was looking for,” the gruff-voiced man explained. “Used the same name, even.”
“Is that right?” the man behind the desk leaned back.
“Aye. He mentioned your name—Rivien. Mentioned the Bat, too,” the man said grimly. “Told us that he’d know if anything was missing. Cargo was just books. Most of them were from the Order. There was also a bottle full of some black liquid—no one knew what it was.”
Rivien frowned, but a smile soon lit his face. “A visitor from the night,” he mused aloud. After a few seconds of pause, he tapped his finger on the desk. “Well, the Bat just wanted word of his location, nothing more. Do as this Argrave requested. I’ll pass this information along to the Bat. Your job is done.” Rivien leaned back to his book.
“Another thing,” the other man said. “Little lord Stain came by asking about the same person, plus the people he was traveling with. Seemed to be about a tip he got about some jewels. I got the feeling he wanted to lift them—was looking for help from the rest of the boys.”
“The little lord?” Rivien asked. “This one… Quite the center of attention, hmm?” Rivien leaned and retrieved a key from his pocket, using it to open up a drawer on the desk. He pulled out a piece of paper marked with a wax seal of a bat in the bottom corner.
“I see. Royal bastard of House Vasquer.” Rivien tapped the paper and then put it back where he’d retrieved it, shutting the drawer and locking it tightly. “Tell the men he’s off limits. I don’t play around with the Bat’s interests. And… tell this Argrave that he’s caught the eye of the little lord.”
The man with the pockmarked face nodded. “Should I tell him it’s the little lord Stain, or should I use his real name?”
“Stain,” Rivien said decisively. “Just tip him off that someone might be trying to rob him. No need to bring unwanted trouble to the little lord. Keep everybody happy.”
“Alright. That’s all, sir.” The man waved his hand and exited.
Rivien watched him leave, then licked the tip of his fingers, retrieving a blank piece of paper from one corner of the desk. He picked up a stick that glowed on the edge and started to write across the paper. Instead of ink, a small flame left burnt words on the paper.




Chapter 10

The man masked in a bandana held up a small stone rod, and the lock on the iron gate clicked open. He opened the gate quietly and walked in. Ahead, an overgrown garden waited. Argrave walked through, and Anneliese and Galamon followed shortly behind him. Argrave looked up, seeing several giant black towers looming above. He briefly turned back to the stone tunnel behind them, poorly lit by magic lamps.
“Welcome to Jast,” the man said. “That wooden token we gave you: hold onto it. You’ll need it. Your cargo will be at a house in the southern side of town. Search for the building with the—”
“With the horseshoe hanging from the metal fence—yes, I know, I know,” Argrave interrupted, readjusting his satchel bag where he knew the wooden token was. “That’s all. Have a pleasant day.”
“Right,” the man said conclusively, dragging the iron gate shut. “Don’t blame me if you get lost.” He looked at Galamon and Anneliese. “Keep your elves in line. We won’t tolerate their kind if they don’t know their place.”
“It’s me you should be worried about,” Argrave dismissed. “If you’re smart, you’ll walk back into that hole.” He waved the man away down the stone tunnel.
After a begrudging glare, the man turned away. Argrave looked around the overgrown garden, feeling somewhat nostalgic. The gate finally shut, and he heard the fading noise of boots against stone as their escort returned to the point they’d been taken from.
“Do most human cities have services like this?” Anneliese questioned.
“No,” Argrave answered quickly. “Jast is special. Considering the number of wizards that make their home here, there’s a large demand for smuggling services. The Order of the Gray Owl is very strict with their management of the sale of magic goods, but a lot of Wizards need a lot of money. Ergo, illegal operations like this abound in this city of magic.”
“I question if we may not have attracted more attention entering the way we did,” Galamon noted. “These people… they’re the sort that buy and sell information.”
“Well, I know who they work for.” Argrave tapped his temple. “And it isn’t particularly problematic for me if that person knows I’m here.” With that, Argrave turned on his heel away from Galamon.
Argrave walked about the garden without purpose, looking around and taking in the sights like he was returning back to a familiar place after years. The birds connected to Argrave via [Pack Leader] swooped down, landing on a particularly thick branch. In a big city like this, these birds would be largely useless.
“So, what are we to do here?” Galamon prompted, stepping up to Argrave. He carried Argrave’s lockbox in the crook of his arm, his other hand resting on the handle of his Ebonice axe.
Argrave snapped back to attention, turning back to the two of them. “First we get lodging, we get our cargo, and then we put the cargo in said lodging. I won’t say the rest here. Doubtless the little syndicate we employed has ears on this place. They already know enough.” Argrave turned, gesturing behind for them to follow. “So, let’s be off.”
They walked through the overgrown garden, carefully minding the plants and infrequent rubble. Eventually, Argrave spotted a familiar overturned mossy gargoyle and a great abandoned mansion. At one time, it may have been a palatial estate, but now much of the towering building was crushed beneath giant black bricks and covered in greenery.
Argrave walked along the outside of the mansion before they came to a simple stone wall. They followed it until there was a hole in the wall, and then exited discreetly into the alleyways of Jast. The buildings were all close-set and made of dark stone, so the scene was quite eerie. Argrave looked back to Galamon, who nodded as though assuring him.
After a quick and tense walk through the alleyways, the din of a great many people moving started to enter Argrave’s ears. He could see light up ahead. He moved towards it, and when they passed out of the alleyways, the streets of Jast greeted them. Though not as busy as Mateth had been, the place still abounded with innumerable people.
Even in midday, Jast was a very dark place. The bricked stone road resembled concrete after rain even when completely dry. The sunlight was partially blocked by the many towers standing hundreds of feet above them. It reminded Argrave of big cities with skyscrapers, though the streets were not even a tenth as busy. That the towers above were flanked by ordinary, unremarkable buildings created a strange juxtaposition.
It was just as Argrave remembered the city. The thought made him want to sigh, but he kept it inside. Anneliese was looking around everywhere, her curiosity unrestrained as ever. Argrave grabbed her and Galamon, bunching them closer together before conjuring a D-rank ward around them to block the sound. No one looked at them strangely—blocking conversations in this manner was a common occurrence in Jast. People mostly stared because it was strange to see three people so tall in such close proximity.
“Now that we’re out of that little den of iniquity, I can tell you what we’re really going to do. We have enough money to buy one of these towers about town, but it’s all in rose gold magic coins—a little bit difficult to pay for bread or a bed with what amounts to two thousand gold coins,” Argrave explained. “We need smaller denominations.
“As such, for our first order of business, we’ll sell some of the jewels. Maybe even some of that jewelry from the ruins.” Argrave tapped the lockbox in Galamon’s hands. “From there, we’ll buy some of those circlets you can see people wearing. I mentioned this to you before, Anneliese. Look.” Argrave pointed to a person in a passing crowd. “See that man with the iron band on his forehead? It’s a bit difficult to distinguish his features, right?”
Anneliese and Galamon both looked.
“A lot of people like to wear those here…” Argrave remarked, his head following the man as he walked along. “It’s a pretty common item, especially on account of the ever-present criminal element. Just a simple illusion enchantment. Anneliese and I probably see past the magic much clearer than Galamon, a non-mage. It’s going to be difficult to blend in with people because of our heights, but we can at least disguise from the general public that you’re both elven… and that I’m handsome.”
Both turned back to face him, neither particularly amused by his joke.
“Alright, give me some credit, at least,” Argrave said defeatedly. “Anyway, from there, I have a great big list that I need to tackle one by one. I’ve been thinking a lot about that tax collector showing up to White Edge. I’d like to figure out what’s going on before we prance on over to the Burnt Desert. If the duke of Elbraille has decided to throw in his lot with the rebels, then it’ll be over like that and we’ll be on our merry way,” Argrave emphasized with a snap. “If not… well, this won’t be a brief stop.”
“I presume you already have something in mind?” Anneliese asked.
“You presume right.” Argrave nodded. “I need to have a little chat with a man by the alias of ‘Stain.’ He’s a somewhat unpleasant person.” And a main character, Argrave dialogued internally.
“Strong words from you,” Galamon noted.
Argrave clicked his tongue. “He’s quick-witted, I suppose, but he’s not someone you’d really trust. He’s a rogue, a thief, a swindler, and many other such reprehensible professions. His biggest merit is that he’s got a high position in Jast.” Argrave shrugged. “This may be a dead end. As I understand, he’s inclined to travel a lot.”
Argrave had changed Nikoletta’s course because he’d directly intervened in what occurred to her before the game even began. Melanie was at Mateth and would likely remain there for some time. For the other seven main characters, Argrave could not remotely predict what they’d do.
At the very least, Argrave knew Stain had reasons to stay near Jast. He was one of three characters inclined towards rogue-like professions, and Jast offered many opportunities for such individuals. This came alongside his local ties to the area.
As Argrave was lost in thought, the ward that he’d conjured finally expired, shattering soundlessly into fragments of magic and dissipating into the air. He stared at the magic briefly before tapping his feet against the ground.
“Shopping… I hate to admit it, but I am feeling strangely excited. It’s been such a long time.” Some of Argrave’s giddiness leaked into his voice and he cleared his throat. “Let’s be off to a jeweler’s I know of—no delays. So much to do…”
***
Once Argrave sold yet more of the jewels he’d pilfered from the ruins guarded by the metal things, he went to one of the more reputable and well-guarded inns on the northern side of the town. It still made him uncomfortable the leave their lockbox there, considering the fortune it held.
Argrave made sure to clean himself thoroughly in their washroom, and he finally managed to feel truly refreshed for the first time after their journey into the Cavern of the Lily’s Death. There were few opportunities to clean so distant from civilization as they had been, and Argrave made sure to take full advantage of the time he had here.
When that was done, Argrave put on his now somewhat-worn leather clothing and left the inn with Anneliese and Galamon. Jast was quite a confusing place to navigate. The city was level and many of its buildings looked the same, so Argrave mostly relied on the shop signs to remember where he was. After a few misremembered turns, Argrave finally spotted the horseshoe hanging from an iron fence.
Just behind the iron fence was a simple little house. It looked abandoned and poorly maintained even made of stone as it was. The glass windows had been blown out and replaced with wooden boards. Argrave gave the horseshoe a spin as he passed by it, and it jangled noisily against the fence. He opened the fence’s gate without any hesitation.
“You first, Galamon.” Argrave gestured. “Not expecting trouble, but don’t relax.”
Galamon adjusted his axe and shifted the greatsword on his hip. “I never do.”
“That’s unfortunate,” Argrave commented as Galamon walked by. “Worrying, even. Everyone has to take some time for themselves.”
“Rich words from your mouth,” Anneliese noted as she entered after Galamon.
Argrave entered, shutting the gate. “If I could afford to, I’d be relaxing every day. I have bigger issues. I’m sure you understand.”
“All too well,” she concluded, walking ahead after Galamon.
Argrave followed Anneliese to where Galamon waited at the door to the house. The elf held up four gauntleted fingers, and Argrave quickly processed he meant there were four people inside. Argrave nodded and gestured for Galamon to open the door.
Galamon knocked and, in not half a second, the door shifted open slightly. A chain stopped it from opening too far.
“Token,” a rough voice said simply, two fingers peeking out like a pair of pliers waiting to grasp together.
Argrave reached into his satchel and pulled free the wooden token, handing it to Galamon who passed it on to the doorman. The door shut, and then after a few seconds of locks jangling, opened widely. A man wearing leather armor walked away casually. He was armed, Argrave noted. Galamon took steady steps forward as he ducked into the house, metal boots clanging out and disturbing the silence.
Once they were inside, Argrave shut the door behind them, looking about. Two people sat casually by the house’s boarded windows, watching the outside. They had crossbows loaded with bolts that shone with enchantments hanging idly in their hands. They did not seem to be particularly wary of Argrave or company, instead focused on the outside.
“Here are your things,” the man ahead called out, drawing Argrave’s attention. They walked into what might’ve been the abandoned house’s living room at some point. The man walked up and banged his hands against a wooden crate. He inserted the wooden token into the side of it, and it popped open. He took off the lid and reached in, trying and failing to pull something out.
The fourth man in the house walked up, helping the first haul Argrave’s chest out of the crate. They set it down loudly, huffing. “Heavy stuff. What’s in there? Dead animals? Dead people, maybe?”
“Sure, act like you don’t know…” Argrave kneeled down and popped the lid open. He did a brief examination to ensure nothing was missing, but all seemed intact. The men brought out the bottle of liquid magic next, setting it down.
“Satisfied?” the man inquired. He put the lid back on the crate and jumped up on it, sitting. The other leaned up against it, watching.
“Yeah,” Argrave said conclusively, shutting the chest of books. “There’s another matter I want to employ your little crew for.”
“Is that right? Well, the boss told me to pass on something to you, so let’s get that out of the way first,” the man sitting atop the crate said. “That little lockbox you had your man there carry? Someone’s got a bead on its contents. A local thief—everyone calls him little lord Stain.”
At once, Anneliese cast a glance at Argrave.
“Did he now?” Argrave said with some pleasure apparent on his tone. “And what does he believe is in my lockbox?”
“Jewels, apparently,” the man said with a shrug. “The boss thought you should know. He’s told the men to lay off, but Stain isn’t with our crew, so he might do something stupid. Just a friendly warning from your neighborhood heroes,” the man concluded, spreading his arms wide with a grin. “Now, what’s this business you wanted with us?”
Argrave let a silence take the room for a moment as he ran down the series of events that led to this. The tax collector had to report about an anomaly in the tax collection process. Little lord Stain, well-connected to the bureaucracy as he is, heard about my payment in jewels. He’d be drawn to this, naturally.
“Funny coincidence, this. My business was with him. Have any idea where I might find him, a general direction?” Argrave pointed with his fingers.
“You know him?” the man asked, raising a brow. Argrave did not answer, and so the man continued. “As to where he lives… well, the boss wouldn’t be fond of me running my mouth. I can’t help with this business of yours.”
“I’ve learnt enough,” Argrave said with a smile. “Galamon, grab the chest and let’s be off. It’s been a pleasure, gentlemen.”




Chapter 11

A man walked down the streets of Jast with his head hung low, brown hair covering much of his face. Rather than sad or dejected, he seemed to be lost in thought. He wore somewhat rugged clothing that matched very well with the color of the buildings throughout the city, enough so that it might be impossible to see him at all in the dark.
It wasn’t that I couldn’t swing it. All of them were ready and eager when I told them about the score, but they changed their tune in hours, Stain considered. This guy probably has some ties with the Order here. Maybe he’s a key man between the wizards and the crews. Would explain why he had jewels… Might explain why he was at White Edge. Might be a warehouse.
Stain lifted his head slightly, scanning the crowd ahead. At this point in his life, he’d become very adept at spotting wealth on people. Rings on fingers, jewelry, where they might keep their gold… it was a skill that needed to be honed, just as one had to learn how to take it from them.
No luck today. Waste of time, he concluded about the passersby. His mind wandered back to the mark he’d been considering. Maybe I should go to White Edge, scout things out. It’s clear that the man didn’t want the tax collector going into the village. There had to be a reason for that… Might be worth much more than jewels when all is said and done.
After stopping and looking to be sure no one was following him, Stain turned into an alleyway. He walked quickly, taking winding turns with complete confidence before coming to a run-down portion of Jast. Some of the finely paved street had caved in here. This place had once been a cistern, before the Order had made a more easily accessible place for the people to fetch water.
Stain walked down into the caved-in portion, scrambling over loosely packed rubble. He ducked into a portion that was large enough for him to fit, and then stared out at the underground cistern. The water level had lowered over the years without management, but it was still relatively full. Stain sat, removing his boots and socks. The dagger he’d hidden in his footwear dropped out, and he caught it.
After rolling up his pants, Stain entered the water, disturbing the still underground lake. Holding his dagger and boots above the water, he headed for a faint light on a distant wall. Once he reached it, he climbed up onto a raised alcove just before a simple makeshift door. He looked around a bit.
Looks like one of the lamps broke again, Stain noted, setting his footwear and dagger aside. Cheap junk. He turned and sat on the alcove, waiting for his feet to dry before placing his socks on. He watched the ripples he’d made spread across the cistern’s water.
Without warning, something cold touched Stain’s throat, and he heard a single footstep beside him. His breathing stopped, and he turned his eyes to see a giant of a man holding a greatsword down to his neck. His features were muddled, and Stain saw an iron band on his forehead—a Circlet of Disguise.
“Stand up, enter the door. Test me, you lose fingers,” the man said, his voice low and gravelly.
Stain swallowed, looking between his dagger and the cistern, judging loosely if he still had time to jump in. Getting cut once… should be worth it. I can lose him in the water—he’s wearing plate mail.
“My feet are wet. I don’t want to walk barefooted, and I don’t want to put my socks on when they’re still wet,” Stain spoke nonsense to stall for time.
Stain did not have time to react as the man’s foot struck his chest, sending him sprawling back away from the water. He coughed, winded, and gazed up weakly. He heard the door open.
“Galamon,” a new voice said, somewhat annoyed. “I told you not to be too mean.”
“You also told me he was shifty beyond measure,” the man called Galamon retorted. “He was looking for a way to run. Seen it before.”
The other voice sighed. Stain tried to crane his head to look, but a foot suddenly pressed down on his chest. The one called Galamon stared down at Stain, features indistinguishable because of the circlet he wore.
“Stop it. Don’t make it worse,” the other said urgently. “Just bring him inside.”
***
Galamon tossed Stain against the wall, and the man slowly slid down until he was sitting. The snow elf kept the greatsword in hand, but he no longer pointed it at Stain’s neck. Stain looked young—he was sixteen, Argrave knew. He was the youngest protagonist.
Argrave sat in a chair, watching this all happen somewhat apathetically. He looked around, spotting where Anneliese was idly reading through the various pieces of paper on a desk. She wore a Circlet of Disguise just as Galamon did. They had purchased them on their way here.
There was a busted lever in one corner, and a collapsed stairwell on the opposite edge of the room. There was also a badly worn and poorly constructed bed. Argrave recalled this place well. It was Stain’s little hideout in the game.
“This is where you live?” questioned Argrave. “I can understand the people that want to live humbly despite their wealth, but this is just… filthy. I hate it here.”
Stain caught his breath, slowly correcting his posture until he was upright. His gaze flitted between Argrave and Galamon.
“The whole point of being a thief or a swindler is to make money. What’s the point if you’re living in a place like this?” Argrave asked further. “Just don’t get it.”
Stain raised a finger slowly. “You’re the guy. The… the Wizard from White Edge. Seven feet tall, black hair, elven companions—that’s you.”
“Yes, I think I am ‘the guy,’” Argrave confirmed. He had his own Circlet of Disguise, just as his two companions, but he elected not to wear it at this moment.
“Listen,” Stain said insistently. “Everybody else started to back off from the plan. I’m smart enough to get that message. I stopped planning to search for those jewels.”
“That’s nice.” Argrave nodded.
“You want me to stop sticking my nose in—I get it.” Stain raised his hands as if surrendering. “You’ll never see me again. I’ll stay out of your way. No need for this.”
Argrave leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees and clasping his hands together. “I’m here because of your other name. Veladrien of Jast. Now, with a last name like ‘Jast,’ one might think you have some ties to the lovely little city.”
Once Argrave said that, Stain paused, taking a deep breath and exhaling. He chose his next words very carefully. “Look. I understand that you might have some business going on in White Edge. Maybe it’s got something to do with the Veidimen—I know they have some operations here, and I remember that tax collector mentioning you were traveling with two elves,” he said, gesturing to Anneliese.
“You might be thinking that, because I’m Count Delbraun’s brother, I might sell you out, get the count’s eye on your business. That is not the case,” Stain said insistently. “That’s not my business, not my nature. I’ve got the mouth of a statue, pal.”
Argrave listened curiously. Evidently Stain was trying to save his life, though Argrave had no intention to kill him.
“Count Delbraun hates me,” Stain said. “The reason why I took the name ‘Stain’ is because he called me ‘a stain on Jast’s honor.’” Stain chuckled nervously. “That’s a true fact—you ask anyone high up in the Riveters. It’s common knowledge.”
“Riveters. That’s the name of the smuggler group, I presume,” Argrave questioned.
“Aye. Rivien’s crew.” Stain nodded. “I live in this charming little lakeside house because I refuse to accept any of my brother’s money. He’d let me live in his… his gilded palace, I’m certain, but he and I are not close at all. He doesn’t care if I live or die. I am not worth your time, I assure you.”
Argrave leaned back in the chair, crossing his arms. “But you’re still a little entrenched in that side of things. How would you learn about the tax collector if you didn’t have some connection to the count? The count received the taxes, after all. You had to learn about the jewels from him or his people.”
Stain started breathing a bit faster. “Aye, I saw the tax collector’s report in Delbraun’s estate, and I spoke to him, but… but everything else I said was true.” Stain pointed his finger to emphasize the point. “Just ask around. You’ll find the truth.”
“So you can get into his estate. Did you sneak in? And be honest,” Argrave cautioned.
“I-I…” Stain trailed off, brain scrambling. “No. I still have access. Delbraun lets me in, mostly on account of my other siblings there. I check his documents sometimes to find things that I might get some people on, skim a little off the top…”
“Well, that’s peachy. Precisely what I need.” Argrave clapped his hands together, the sound muffled by his gloves. “Here’s the thing. You like money.” Argrave pointed. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a pink coin. “I have a great deal of it. Would you like some?”
Stain sat there, mouth agape with his eyes locked on the rose-gold magic coin. He was quick-witted enough to gather himself and respond, “I wouldn’t say no.”
“That’s good. But I’m not a philanthropist.” Argrave nodded and stowed the coin away. “Here’s the thing. I have the sneaking suspicion that the duke of Elbraille, Count Delbraun’s liege, is preparing for war. I need to confirm that suspicion and get all the juicy details about who he intends to support in the civil war. You catch where this is heading?”
Stain’s eyes jumped about as he digested what Argrave had said. Seeing that the three of them were not, in fact, here to kill him, Stain adjusted his posture.
“You want me to get some correspondence between the duke and my brother showing if he has any orders from up high,” Stain laid out, and Argrave nodded. “I can tell you what I know already. Delbraun planned to remain neutral, but lately, Jast has been quietly gathering troops. A lot of the Wizards loyal to the count have already been told not to go anywhere, as their services might be needed very shortly.”
“So they are going to choose a side in the war,” Argrave noted.
“If I were to guess.” Stain nodded slowly. “But nothing’s going to happen for a while. Winter’s coming. No one wants to war during winter, not even with magic making things easier.”
“I need more than that,” Argrave declared plainly. “If this is happening quietly, the count doesn’t want people learning of which side he intends to support until it’s too late. I need to know if he’s going to fight for the rebels or the tyrants.”
“Alright.” Stain nodded. “And the pay?”
“Anneliese, give him the down payment,” Argrave said. She stepped forward and handed a sack of coins to Stain. He took them, unravelling the string and counting. He closed it, a dissatisfied expression on his face.
“Did you sell some of those jewels to get this?” he asked.
“I did,” Argrave confirmed.
“I could have got you a premium price. Big mistake,” he said remorsefully.
Argrave chuckled. “I know my business. Got nearly three thousand for a few sapphires.” He saw Stain try to hide the fact that he was impressed, and Argrave stood with a grin. “You do well, might be I’ll hand you a rose-gold magic coin. Get me everything you can, Veladrien. And don’t think of running with that paltry purse. If I could find this place, anywhere else will be twice as easy.” Argrave tapped his temple and ducked through the door. “See you soon.”
“How will I get the info to you?” Stain called out.
“I’ll be back in a week or so. Might be here. Might be anywhere. Just keep watch.” Argrave waved behind him and finished, “If you have something urgent, talk to Rivien—he can probably find me.”
***
Stain let out a long sigh as the door shut. He stood and fell back into his bed. A thousand curses were running through his head. He had not been expecting his day to be like this.
Damned scary bastard.
He was running everything through his head, trying to figure out how the man could find him here. No one knew of this place—none that he knew of, at least. This place had always been his sanctuary. He felt safe here. Yet that man had found his ‘sanctuary’ a mere day after Stain had asked a few questions about him.
Guess this is the difference between the big fish and the little fish. If they’re asking about the civil war, they’ve gotta be working for a major player—out of town, even. Stain held the bag full of gold coins in the air, moving it about with his fingers. I do this right and I earn a lot. I catch the eye of someone high up, might be this becomes a regular thing.
Stain sat up, looking around what he once called his sanctuary. This is just… filthy, the man’s words echoed in his head. Stain clenched the gold bag a little tighter and muttered, “Better get started, then.”




Chapter 12

Argrave neatly placed a single piece of paper atop the table in the center of their inn’s room. They had rented a rather large room with six beds intended as a dormitory. It had been more expensive, but Argrave thought it would be best if they slept near each other and no one protested to the idea. He might’ve found another abandoned house as he had in Mateth, but most ‘abandoned’ places in Jast had some ties to smugglers or criminals.
Galamon handed Argrave a small metal rod with inscriptions across its length. Argrave took off his gloves and took it. Its tip glowed hot, and Argrave touched it to his skin briefly. It was quite hot.
“Such an interesting tool. Creates burn marks in the paper instead of using ink,” he mused, tapping his finger against its tip again and again. “I digress. We have a lot of things to pick up.”
Argrave pointed his new writing utensil at Galamon and Anneliese, who both stood beside the table. “I’m going to write most of it down. Come, let’s sit.” Argrave gestured to the chairs and sat in one himself. “Let me cast a ward, block off anyone who might be listening,” Argrave provided commentary as he did just that.
“Alright,” Argrave began, voice echoing in the spell of his making. “So, first, there’s the urgent matters. We have to go to the Jast branch of the Order of the Gray Owl to retrieve the shipment of illusion spellbooks for the Veidimen. Considering how long we were at White Edge, they should be here by now… at least I hope.” Argrave shrugged, writing that first item down.
“While there, we can finally pick up some of the books I need there. We’ll be swimming in C-rank spells, you and I,” he said grandly, grabbing Anneliese’s arm. “We can also learn if they decided to accept you into the Order. If fate is unduly kind, you’ll be given full membership. If fate is passably kind, you’ll be given honorary membership—not unheard of for elves, and it suits our purposes. If they refuse you outright… well, I’ll have to teach you spells illegally.”
Anneliese seemed a bit taken aback by this, but Argrave did not give her the time to say anything further.
“After, we’re going to be replacing our wardrobe. Jast has passable craftsmen, but an abundance of enchanters. That said, there’s one world-renowned shop here that tailor-makes enchanted leather gear. For a high price, we can get it out of a special material—manticore leather, or the like. This is what I’ll be purchasing for us, Anneliese. I think two sets should be sufficient.”
“One for each. Very generous.” Anneliese nodded and smiled.
“Uh, no.” Argrave shook his head. “Two sets for each. I’ll not walk around without changing clothes for months, nor would I subject a companion to the same fate. Besides, they’re sure to be damaged protecting us.” Argrave tapped his finger against the desk, thinking. “If I remember right… the price should be altogether no more than eighty thousand gold, depending on the material. I think I’ll offer forty rose-gold magic coins outright… I’m sure I can swing that.”
“Hold,” Anneliese said quickly. “One could buy much in Veiden with that. Even some chiefs of great tribes would never see that much money in their life, before or after Dras’ conquest. Is gold less valued on this continent?”
Argrave opened his mouth to answer, but Galamon took off his helmet and placed it on the table, then set his elbows down loudly. “Gold is likely more valuable here,” he said, voice quiet.
Anneliese looked at Argrave with her eyes wide. Argrave gave a nod of confirmation and went to the paper.
“So, forty rose-gold magic coins from our one hundred and sixty-four brings us to one hundred and twenty-four, or…” Argrave paused, doing the math. “Two hundred and forty-eight thousand gold, give or take a little. The conversion rate isn’t two thousand gold per magic coin exactly, but it’s close.”
“Wait,” she urged. “Can we be so flippant with money? You do not need to purchase so much whimsically. I would not feel disparaged were you to buy less for me.”
“And why would I do that?” Argrave responded in confusion. “All of you need to be as well-equipped as I am, if not more.”
Anneliese sat there with mouth agape, and Argrave shook his head and went back to his task. “After, we’ll need some enchanted jewelry. Metal holds magic better—as do gemstones, but well-enchanted jewelry is ridiculously expensive. The craftsman has to be able to make a ring to very precise specifications after the initial casting. It takes a jeweler knowledgeable in extremely complex enchantments. As you might imagine, such a person is not exactly common, and so they are quite expensive.”
Argrave pointed to Anneliese and himself. “For us two wizards, I say one ring each. For Galamon… you can regenerate, and rings will be cumbersome anyway.” Argrave wrote that down. “Even with our enchanted leather armor, it would be best not to grow reliant on it. The enchantment should be for protection—I’m thinking a B-rank warding spell at least. I think I’m willing to pay, at most, thirty thousand gold for both of these rings.” Argrave scribbled the figure down, and Anneliese shook her head disbelievingly.
“But now Galamon is feeling neglected,” Argrave continued. “Since Barden, you’ve been walking about with a hole in your armor’s torso. I’m sure you’ll be pleased to know you’ll be getting new armor. I can’t afford to have someone else enchant it, but—”
“I’d like to have this set repaired,” Galamon interrupted. “I’ve done it before and I can work with the smith. With two smiths, it would still take around two weeks, though,” he cautioned.
“Don’t like human forging styles, hmm?” Argrave questioned jokingly. “Well, sure. I’m not sure if that can be done, but we’ll see. Next order of business… there’s that crown you took from the ruins a long while ago.”
Galamon nodded. “Will we sell it?”
“No, that’s ridiculous,” Argrave admonished. “It’s an artifact. It uses magic that can’t be replicated anymore. You’d be wearing it right now if it wouldn’t be odd to walk around with a crown on your head in the city streets.” Argrave pointed at Galamon. “We’ll have armor forged around it. Shouldn’t be too difficult. You do recall how much stronger it made you, right?”
“I do.” Galamon nodded. “But protecting the head is too important to use it actively.”
“That’s why we remake it into a helmet.” Argrave spun his writing utensil in his hand. “If it’s just smithing the armor… I suspect it may not even enter a five-digit figure. Spellcasters overvalue their services—go figure,” Argrave said musingly. “I’ll mark another ten thousand for your armor and helmet to be on the safe side for budgeting. So, two hundred and eight thousand gold remaining. Time for the real money sinks,” Argrave said with a smile. They both looked overwhelmed.
“Galamon, put your metal weapons and your bow on the table,” Argrave pointed at the spot.
After glancing about, Galamon stood and grabbed his greatsword from the corner of the room. He pulled his dagger from its sheath, and lastly grabbed his bow.
“Do you like all of these?” Argrave questioned as the elf set all of what he’d retrieved down on the table.
“After decades of trial and error, these work best,” he said simply.
“I see that.” Argrave reached forward. The dagger was simple; merely a straight guard and a simple blade, unadorned. The greatsword was not so—it resembled a kriegsmesser with the way the blade curved at the end. Argrave touched the sword. “Very nice. Did you get this in the north? I don’t think they make weapons like these in the south.”
Galamon raised a brow. “Yes, it was the north. You know weapons?”
“No,” Argrave dismissed. “I like them, and I know the styles particular to each region, but beyond that, I have no damned clue.” Argrave thumped his finger against it, and it rung out. “I’ll get them made to these specifications. For the greatsword, we’ll get powerful offensive wind magic. It’ll make cuts easier, shear through armor as though it were wheat. You can use it at range. It’ll also reduce the damage your blade takes. Less contact.”
“Very prudent for a long journey,” Galamon noted.
“Precisely.” Argrave pointed to Galamon with his writing utensil. “Repairing enchanted stuff is expensive. Other enchantments might be more potent, but they need constant maintenance.”
“So… for a good enchanted greatsword…” Argrave tried to think back to prices in the game. “…my ceiling is probably seventy five thousand gold.”
There was a palpable discomfort in the room after Argrave spoke the figure. Argrave leaned forward and laid it out. “We’re getting top-end stuff, here. I suspect this’ll be better quality than the royal guard’s weapons. This is equipment that’ll carry us for years. They need a smith that can make the inscriptions for enchantments without compromising the integrity of the blade. A mage and a smith in one.” Argrave leaned back in his chair, feeling his point was made. “That kind of expertise is costly. Don’t balk at the price.”
“It is merely difficult to process you would spend so much for equipment not intended for yourself,” Anneliese finally said.
“Oh.” Argrave nodded, finally seeing things clearly. “If I wanted money, I could make money. It would take time, that’s all. In fact, I’ll probably do a lot of money-making when this great big journey is all over, provided I don’t die terribly during it. For now, I trust two things: I trust you,” he said, grabbing their arms with each hand, “…and I trust that you both know the consequence of failure.”
Both of them grew serious when Argrave said that. He tapped their arms and leaned back. “If you die because I was stingy, it would be immeasurably saddening. My success would also be much more far-fetched. So, you’ll take what I give you, I hope,” he concluded, grinning.
Galamon crossed his arms and gave a single nod, and Anneliese eventually conceded too. He deducted seventy five thousand from the paper.
“Wonderful. Now then. This bow…” Argrave picked it up. “We’ll hold off getting a new one. I’d rather get one from the elves in the mid-east of the continent. They have some pact with the dryads, can get dryad wood… Well, not important yet.” Argrave waved his hand and shook his head.
“And the dagger?” Galamon prompted.
Argrave picked up the blade in question. “Probably a fire enchantment that packs a lot of punch. I’m told burning your enemies from the inside is very potent. It’ll be temporary, and probably cost about twenty thousand gold.” Argrave wrote that number down on the paper.
“Temporary?” Galamon repeated.
Argrave crossed his legs and leaned back. “I have a set of daggers that you’re going to get eventually, but they’re not the sort of thing you can buy in stores. They’re near House Parbon’s Lionsun Castle.”
“I don’t use multiple daggers,” Galamon counseled.
“Not yet,” Argrave said simply. “When you see them, you’ll change your tune. You won’t be using them all the time, either, but instead just when we’re fighting… giant things,” Argrave concluded broadly.
“Giant things,” repeated Anneliese incredulously.
“Yes, giant things.” Argrave nodded. “I told you genuine monsters were going to appear, though there’s no shortage of giant things already in this world. Gerechtigkeit is the final test, but he’s got plenty coming before. We’re talking things that make your dragon back in Veiden, Crystal Wind, seem small.”
Argrave did not give them time to digest his words. “I think this is the last thing, now. Those Ebonice daggers that Dras gave me as a gift—I’m going to reforge a great deal of them into arrows.” Argrave pointed to the elven vampire. “You’ll have to do this bit, Galamon. I don’t trust any of the people in this city with Ebonice, as they don’t work with it.”
Galamon nodded. “We’ve done it before back in Mateth. Should be no problem.”
“Good.” Argrave nodded. “We’ll also commission some enchanted arrowheads. I’m thinking… whatever brings us down to fifty rose gold magic coins flat. With that, we’ll have a generous leeway in this budget. The rest of the money I need for my plan with the Amaranthine Heart, appraising the jewelry we got from the tomb, future purchases… and rainy days.”
Argrave wrote that final bit down and tossed down the writing utensil, stretching. Anneliese and Galamon both sat in silence, and the ward blocking their sound finally broke.
Anneliese pursed her lips, then hesitantly opened her mouth. “I don’t think I realized how much money you had.”
Galamon nodded, and another long period of silence stretched out. Galamon tapped his helmet and said, “I regret agreeing to this for only three thousand gold.”
“I was poor then.” Argrave shook his head.
“You had nearly seven thousand gold,” Galamon said.
“Exactly.” Argrave nodded. “That was barely enough for one of these items.”
“That…” Galamon trailed off, and then shook his head.




Chapter 13

Argrave walked into the branch of the Order in Jast with long, confident strides, though he had to admit that he felt rather isolated without his two companions shadowing him inside. They were just outside, waiting patiently. Provided Castro sold Argrave’s proposition well, Anneliese would be given membership to the Order of the Gray Owl soon enough.
The Jast branch of the Order was quite a grand place in comparison to the one in Mateth. It occupied one of the taller towers in Jast. The black interior was just as grim and dour as the rest of the city, though it was brightly lit by magic lamps. At the center of the room, there was a large spire, a round desk circling around it with many attendants sitting behind. The spire was hollow, and there was one entrance at the front of it.
This place lacked stairs just as the Tower of the Gray Owl, and so the central spire housed those floating platforms of stone that would raise one from one floor to the others. They were the only way to move upwards in the tower.
He stepped to the desk, and the attendant craned her neck to look up at Argrave’s face.
“Hello, sir,” the woman said somewhat meekly. Argrave didn’t recognize her, so she must not have been important.
“I have an inquiry,” Argrave began without pleasantries, removing the circlet on his head that disguised his features. He stowed it away in his satchel and continued, “Has the tower sent any notices regarding the library and an individual by the name of ‘Argrave’?”
“Oh,” she said quickly, taken aback. “Um… yes, they have. Is that…?”
“That’s me, yes,” Argrave said with a small smile. “So, then I have free rein of the library?” Argrave looked towards the central spire, preparing to enter.
“Hold on a moment…” She shuffled through various papers on the desk, and Argrave waited patiently. Eventually she pulled out a piece of a paper. “Apparently… your identity needs to be verified. We’ll use your magic signature… so, please empower your badge and stamp here.” She held out a piece of paper.
Argrave paused, then obeyed her directive, retrieving his Wizard’s badge. Hold a moment… they take this signature when you register as an Acolyte. Will this even work? What is a magic signature? Where does it come from?
Lacking options, Argrave could only shake his head and will some magic into his badge. It shone, then he lowered it and pressed it down on the backside where it was flat. Blackness spread out across the paper where he’d pressed like a blooming flower. After a moment, the attendant gestured towards him to pull it away, and he did so.
She compared it to another piece of paper, looking back and forth between the two meticulously. Argrave felt a little nervous. “Excellent,” she said finally, setting both pieces of paper down. “Then that’s done.”
Disguising his relief, Argrave asked casually, “So, what, I get a library pass now?”
“Oh, um…” She paused, shuffling through more papers nervously. “Yes, I think… but I don’t think I can give you it… I think you have to get it from the Order branch manager, sir. I think that’s the case,” she said respectfully.
“You do a lot of thinking, it would seem,” Argrave noted sarcastically. “Can you take me there? Or at least think about it?”
She blushed at his teasing and stood from the chair. “Yes, I can take you there. Please follow me.”
The attendant opened the desk’s door and walked out from behind it, leading Argrave to the central spire. She pressed on the interface at the side of it, and before long, a wide platform came down before them. She walked on, and Argrave followed after. Soon enough, he felt his feet lock just as before, and the platform began to shift.
The desk attendant stared down at the ground, awkwardly silent the whole way. Argrave considered saying something, but then resigned himself to examining the other people moving about in the central spire. They were carried all the way to the top, and Argrave walked out first, waiting for the attendant to take him to the branch manager.
The attendant led him to a wooden door and knocked thrice before opening. “Please wait,” she said deliberately, then walked inside. Argrave heard a brief exchange between two female voices. After a few seconds, she came back out, ushering Argrave inside. He entered. There, a beautiful red-haired woman wearing gray robes waited at her desk. She had sharp features that gave one an impression of fierceness—narrow green eyes, low-resting brows, and seemingly naturally pursed lips.
“Hello Elaine,” Argrave greeted cheerily. “Nice to see you. Here for my library card—got a few books in mind.”
Elaine was taken aback when her name was called, and Argrave considered that a good start. In a city like Jast, abounding with smugglers and wizards, one had to be somewhat ruthless to rise to the position of branch manager, and Elaine certainly fit that bill. She was Rivien’s sister and a powerful Wizard in her own right. Connections and magical power—that combination was quite potent. At present, she was B-rank, and in the future she would rise to A. Argrave did not wish to linger long, but he did not wish to offend, either.
“So, the world-famous Argrave knows me,” she said, matching his cheer and thereby trying to regain control of the conversation. Her green eyes stayed locked on him. “I’m humbled.”
“Which world am I famous in? I must’ve missed the memo,” Argrave returned.
“The spellcaster’s world, of course,” she said with a smile.
“Maybe when I’m asked for an autograph, I’ll agree with you. For now, I just want to get some books from the library as Castro promised. I’m rather busy, you see, forgive me,” Argrave redirected the conversation away from himself.
“Ah, yes. I’m told you’re quite a… What’s the word…? Bibliophile.” She nodded, rising to her feet. She took something off her desk, but Argrave didn’t see what it was and it soon disappeared into her sleeve. “I’m told you even have spellbooks containing druidic magic.”
Argrave took a breath, considering the implications of her words. He wished to ask if Rivien had told her that, but he stopped himself. Considering her brother is Rivien, it may well be she learned from him… but… she doesn’t know I associated with her brother’s smugglers, and it’s been only a day. It’s unlikely she would’ve learned already. Considering her talk about my fame, it’s much more likely that she learned from other people in the Order. As such, I shouldn’t reveal anything.
“Not have, but had.” Argrave shook his head after his correction. “I gave them all to Castro. I’m sure that’s how you know of this,” Argrave lied.
“Not quite how I learned, no.” She shook her head, walking closer while lifting her head to hold Argrave’s gaze. She was taller than most, but in front of Argrave near everyone was short. “People tell me you still have a great deal. An enviable amount, even.”
Argrave tried to keep his face neutral. Probably bluffing. Even if she’s not, I shouldn’t admit it, Argrave reasoned.
“People say a lot of things, Elaine,” Argrave said while sighing. “People say that the crown prince eats puppies alive for breakfast. Do you believe that?”
She laughed. Argrave thought it sounded fake. “Well, I cannot speak to the prince’s eating habits… but I do know this. If you do have any druidic spellbooks and you wish to earn some significant money… you might lend them to me for a day or so. They’ll be returned to you, and you’ll be able to receive all of the credit and the rewards for submitting them to the Order of the Gray Owl. Your coin purse will be a little fatter, and you’ll have all the fame.”
She held her hand out, a strange metal badge in her hand. It bore an owl’s face in gold. Argrave reached out and took it. “This is the access I need for the library?”
“Yes.” Elaine nodded. “It’s usually only given to branch managers or the Masters of the Order, but Castro made an exception for you. Now—”
Argrave cut her off. “Then, is there any update on whether my friend Anneliese will be given Order membership?”
“The council will hold a deliberation at a later date. Now, back—”
“And that shipment of illusion spellbooks—is it ready? I’m sure Castro mentioned this if he sent out word of my access to the libraries…” Argrave interrupted again.
“No,” she said. If she was frustrated by his interruptions, Elaine was quite adept at hiding it. “The last of the books are arriving from the Tower tomorrow. Now, back to my offer,” she said quite deliberately.
Argrave stared at her eyes as he considered his answer. Is it even worth considering? She probably won’t offer enough money to make a difference, and I take an unnecessary risk. There’s no benefit to this deal for me.
“It sounds like a wonderful proposition,” Argrave said, hiding the badge away. “But I cannot well knock on Castro’s door and demand back what I have already given to him.”
She clicked her tongue, green eyes locked with Argrave’s own. She held out her hand for a handshake. “Well. If you change your mind, my offer is always open. If you have no need for money, I can offer other services.”
Argrave considered that might be an innuendo, but dismissed the idea; Elaine had pride, at the very least. “Even if you offer to shine my shoes or clean my house, I simply don’t have the books.” Argrave shook her hand quickly. “Until next time, branch manager Elaine.”
She stared for a few seconds, then nodded. “Yes. Until next time.” Perhaps Argrave imagined things, but her voice sounded somewhat cold.
Argrave turned and walked out the door, a smile on his face. Once it shut, that smile vanished. She’s definitely going to have her brother spy on me to see if I actually have those books. Argrave reached into his pockets, pulling out a folded-up piece of paper that had a list. Looks like I have another thing to add—pay a visit to Rivien, make sure he doesn’t help his sister.
Argrave sighed, despairing, until he remembered the badge he’d acquired. He took it out and flipped it in his fingers. “I’ve got a golden ticket,” Argrave muttered, his smile returning. He set off towards the central spire’s elevator, whistling the rest of the tune.
***
Argrave figured that, in the remainder of the day, whatever so-called fame he’d accrued at the Order of the Gray Owl quickly became infamy. He spent the remainder of the day hauling out books a stack at a time from the library at the Jast branch. He felt no shame at all for the glances cast his way as he did so. At first, no one seemed to care. After the fifth trip, people were skeptical or surprised. After the fifteenth, there was disbelief and contempt. None could protest in the face of his golden ticket, though, not even Elaine.
It was rather amusing to Argrave watching Galamon’s face gradually grow more and more dour as their bags were slowly filled with books. To his credit, he carried all of them without complaint. Their innkeeper cast them a strange glance at the elf weighed down by dozens of books, but Argrave paid it little heed.
Once they were all placed in their dormitory, Argrave took them out of the bags and arrayed them.
“You want to draw any more attention to yourself?” Galamon questioned. “Hauling hundreds of valuable books about—what were you thinking?”
“I know, I know… Originally I had planned to do this quieter, but something came up. We have to go speak to someone, get some protection,” Argrave answered. “A man by the name of Rivien. I like him quite a bit. He’s the boss of those smugglers. He’ll watch our backs, I’m sure.”
“You trust criminals?” Anneliese questioned.
“I trust this one,” Argrave said conclusively. “He cares about reputation and image, and I can think of some things to leverage over him.”
“Fine. We should do this tomorrow, though. I’ll stay here tonight, keep watch,” Galamon nodded.
“Perfect,” Argrave concluded, picking up one of the books. “Look at it, Anneliese. It’s beautiful. Every C-rank and B-rank spell we’ll be learning, all arrayed before us—completely free,” he said, barely containing his excitement. He stroked one of the books. “A-rank spells are only kept at the Tower. Sensible, I suppose.
“We’ve got warding spells,” Argrave listed, pointing at them as he listed them. “Elemental spells and healing magic. Three illusion spells—the rest in that branch are worthless for our needs,” he said dismissively. “We’ve got blood magic. We’ve got enchantment methods.” He pointed, grabbing one. “Frankly, I don’t even know if I should have taken these. Castro only specified spellbooks. But they’re mine now,” Argrave said with a hysterical laugh.
When he noticed Anneliese watching him with both amusement and skepticism, Argrave calmed down with a sigh. “This is the most fun I’ve had in a while. I can’t wait to crack these open. Maybe… No, I don’t think I need to sleep tonight,” Argrave nodded. “I slept around four hours yesterday, that should be fine…”




Chapter 14

Argrave peered past an iron fence into a well-managed estate garden. It had a fountain, a very brief hedge maze, and at the very back, a rather grand mansion. Evidently, a smuggler and a branch manager of the Order could grow very wealthy working together. Argrave nodded in recognition then turned away from the fence, gesturing to Anneliese and Galamon to follow. He made his way to the gate. A lone knight guarded it rather idly.
“Hello,” Argrave greeted, voice somewhat dull. He had not slept a wink, and as much reflected in his general demeanor. He’d learned a C-rank warding spell, though, so the effort was not wasted.
The knight did not react, so Argrave repeated, “Hello,” louder and more insistently. The knight turned his head to the sound slowly and then came to attention when he saw the three of them approaching, placing his hand on the pommel of his sword.
“This is the estate of Lady Elaine of Vyrbell. Please keep your distance,” the knight said loudly.
Argrave knew that this was only her estate in name only—Rivien made the majority of the money, but he didn’t wish to draw much attention to himself.
“I see, I see. Well, I wish to speak to Rivien of Vyrbell. I’m sure that he’ll want to speak to me.” Argrave clapped his hands together diplomatically.
When Rivien’s name was mentioned, the guard noticeably hesitated, his helmet moving back and forth between the three of them.
“…the lord is likely having breakfast now,” the knight said slowly.
“Just tell him that Argrave would like to see him,” Argrave said amiably. “I have a matter he might help me with.”
The knight nodded, then stepped over to ring a bell. A servant from inside the gate came rushing forward in short order, and the knight relayed Argrave’s message. Content, he stepped away from the knight, facing Anneliese and Galamon.
“Anneliese. Keep an eye on the people in this meeting, try to feel out their dispositions towards us.” When Anneliese nodded, Argrave squeezed his eyes shut and then opened them, trying to dispel his tiredness. “Head’s killing me. Eyes hurt. At least I’ll sleep easier tonight.” Argrave focused on the positives.
“I slept, so I feel fine,” Anneliese said pointedly. “You should not stay up all night, even if you are having fun.”
Galamon eyed the both of them. “Fun? You only studied.”
“No, we learned magic,” Argrave corrected. “In terms of activities, it is immensely satisfying to see one’s studies come to fruition. It’s like…” Argrave searched for the right words. “Building yourself. Adding to yourself. Getting new limbs, new tools, that all exist within your mind.”
Anneliese nodded, then turned her head to watch the servant that’d moved away return. He spoke to the knight, and the armored man nodded. He walked over to the three of them, and Argrave turned.
“Lord Rivien will receive you alongside Lady Elaine.” The knight walked to the gate, opening it. “Our footman will take you to them. I would ask that you remove the circlets disguising your appearance.”
“Alongside Lady Elaine, hmm? What a delight,” Argrave said with a smile, feeling like he’d dodged a bullet. Perhaps the woman had come here to do precisely as Argrave expected—that was to say, spy on him. “You heard him. Circlets off, company,” Argrave directed, doing so as he spoke.
After a neat bow, the footman led them through the garden, past the hedge maze, and through the door. They were greeted by a fanciful great room with two parallel winding stairways leading to a second floor. Here, at least, there was some respite from the constant dreary black of most of Jast—the inside was mostly marble and dark wood, tastefully decorated with silver at points.
After some turns, Argrave and his companions were led to a room guarded by two knights. The footman wordlessly opened the door and gestured inside, where Argrave entered. A small dining room awaited them. Barring the attending servants, there were two people present. Rivien sat at the head of the table opposite the entryway, while Elaine sat at the seat closest to his left.
“See?” said Rivien, mouth still full of food. He chewed and wiped his face with a napkin, swallowing before saying to his sister, “I told you.”
Elaine was a little shocked to see him, and Argrave relished in that fact. He walked towards them, arms outstretched. “Speak of the devil and he shall appear,” Argrave said, staring at Elaine the whole while. “Though perhaps that idiom is not popular in this place. Hello, Rivien. We have not met before, but I know you quite well.”
Behind, Anneliese and Galamon tried to enter but were stopped by the knights. “The guards should wait outside,” he heard the knights argue.
Argrave turned on his heel. “Guards? These two are my companions.”
“Let them in,” Rivien said decisively. “And shut the doors.”
The two elves entered the room, and the doors were shut behind them. Argrave turned back. “Very kind of you to welcome me into your home on such short notice.”
“Business is scarcely kind,” Rivien said, taking another bite of food and planting his fork down.
Riven chewed as he stared at Argrave. He was quite a well-built man, and that made the finely made red clothes he wore appear much grander than they were. He seemed to be around his mid-thirties, and he had a pair of bright green eyes that made his gaze piercing.
Once Rivien swallowed, he pointed to a chair beside him. “Have a seat. Your companions, too.” He rested his elbows on the table and clasped his hands together. “I understand you wanted to have a conversation with me?”
“Yes.” Argrave nodded, making a show of walking slowly to the chair. “And who is this but Elaine?” he commented. “How might you know Rivien?” Argrave pulled back the chair closest to Rivien, opposite Elaine, and sat down. Anneliese and Galamon sat to his right.
“He’s my brother,” she said, face taut.
“Your brother. Imagine that,” Argrave said sarcastically. “It’s such a small world.”
Rivien was faintly amused by his theatrics, just as Argrave had been aiming for. He took his elbows off the table and grabbed the fork once again, pointing at Argrave with it. “Would you like some pork or ostrich egg? My chef is quite exemplary.”
“No, thank you.” Argrave shook his head. “I’ve eaten. I have to apologize for interrupting a lovely breakfast between siblings for talk of business, but I think this might interest you.”
“Certainly. But I have to ask… how is it you came to know of me?” Rivien inquired, taking another bite of food.
“Our mutual winged friend,” Argrave said with a small smile, referring to who Rivien knew as ‘the Bat.’ In most of Heroes of Berendar, the Bat was an enigmatic figure whose agents were central in many side quests. But Argrave knew who it was: Princess Elenore, a master strategist and schemer. Even blind, she saw more in Vasquer than all others—or so some would say.
Of all the Vasquers, Elenore was the most reasonable and measured. On the flipside, she was the most deceptive, and capable of more cruelty than all of them. Hers was a dispassionate and pragmatic cruelty, derived not from sadism but from benefits. She worked only for herself.
As Argrave recalled, she had been one of the more popular romantic options. Many people like the idea of fixing a flawed person and winning affection from callousness. Argrave had to admit her story was quite sad, but then, most of the Vasquers’ lives were misery. Argrave did not dislike her especially, but he was not overfond of the idea of working with her. Considering her influence, it seemed an inevitability.
Argrave glanced at Anneliese. Well, with Anneliese here, I’m sure I won’t be too badly screwed by her. Even if she’s not as good at scheming as Elenore, Anneliese’s smart enough to stop me from getting swept into the fire.
Anneliese returned Argrave’s look, confused.
Argrave shook his head dismissively, smiling as though to tell her it was nothing.
“As I thought. You see?” Rivien pointed to Elaine, drawing Argrave from his thoughts. “Well, if it’s that…” Rivien looked at the attendants still in the room and gestured towards the door with his head. They all bowed at once and made for the door quietly, filing out one by one.
Argrave waited quietly.
Once the door shut, Rivien said, “This room is warded. You may speak freely without fear of being overheard.”
“I warded it, in fact,” Elaine interjected.
“How reliable, Elaine. What a power duo.” Argrave clapped his hands together. “To business. Firstly, I need you to get in contact with the Veidimen smugglers that come here. I know they don’t work with you, but you can swing it, I hope.”
Rivien briefly looked to Argrave’s elven companions. “The snow elves are skittish, especially after the failed invasion. If we contact them unexpectedly…”
“They’re expecting something from me.” Argrave’s gaze moved to Rivien’s sister. “Elaine, I’m sure you know what I’m talking about.”
“I do. Castro sent the shipment,” she confirmed.
“Excellent, excellent.” Argrave nodded. “We’ll have to discuss things further later.”
“Alright. My commission, then,” Rivien said, placing his elbows on the table and leaning in.
“Hold for a minute.” Argrave raised one finger up. “There’s another matter, so let’s make this a bundle deal. Your crew… the Riveters,” Argrave said unconfidently and, seeing Rivien did not react, assumed he said it right. “I’m going to be moving a lot of very valuable things around. Doubtless word has already reached you about the innumerable books I hauled from the Order’s libraries.”
Rivien put his hands out. “I ordered my men not to touch your things. If you’re related to the Bat in any manner, I won’t get involved. I’ve learned much from others’ mistakes regarding that person. Much of my success can be attributed to him.”
“Well that’s just it,” Argrave continued. “Your little crew is the largest in town and considering the valuable things I’m moving about… protection would be nice. I’d like you to watch the inn I’m staying at, make sure no undesirables set foot in there. In general, I’d like it if you could make sure no one bothers me as I attend to my business in Jast. It would be very much appreciated.”
Rivien tilted his head, expression stoic. “And if you placed some value on that appreciation?”
Argrave rummaged through his pocket and pulled out five pink coins. He slid them over to Rivien, then spread his hands out. “Is that sufficient?”
“How long will you be staying in Jast?” Rivien eyed the coins.
“Hopefully no more than three weeks,” Argrave responded quickly, anticipating the question.
Rivien reached his hand out across the table and placed a single digit on each coin. “Five now. Five more in three weeks, with the possibility of extension should your business be unfinished.”
“Come now,” Argrave began. “Your merry band is likely the most influential in Jast. If you put the word out that the very tall, very skinny man with black hair is off limits, everyone is going to fall in line without a word. My offer is reasonable.”
“You’re high profile.” Rivien shook his head. “The invasion at Mateth—rumor is spreading you stopped it. The duke is calling you the Hero of Monticci. There might be unexpected variables to deal with.”
“Is he now?” Argrave confirmed. He started gritting his teeth after Rivien nodded in confirmation. I told Nikoletta I wanted no credit—nothing. What is she thinking? Or is it Duke Enrico?
“Fine,” Argrave agreed hastily, both fatigued from lack of sleep and bothered by the news Rivien shared. He stood, offering his hand. “Five more in three weeks. I suppose keeping me intact long enough to pay will give you an incentive to offer good protection.”
Rivien took his hand, green eyes veritably glittering. “You’ll be safe, I assure you. It’s my business. I’ll contact the Veidimen. Shouldn’t take long if they’re waiting.”
“I certainly hope so.” Argrave nodded. “Now, Elaine. Let’s work out those illusion spellbooks for the Veidimen, shall we?”
Elaine stood, her expression somewhat icy. “Yes. Let’s.”
***
“So? Any thoughts?” Argrave asked Anneliese and Galamon as the iron gate of Rivien’s estate shut behind them. Elaine had decided to go ahead to the Tower to get the shipment ready, and Argrave intended to join her in short order.
“Probably prudent. What few men I saw in his gang seemed competent enough. Well-equipped, at the least,” Galamon noted as they walked away from the fence.
“I believe he was being genuine,” Anneliese commented. “As for the other, Elaine… I could tell she was very bothered by the matter.”
“You think?” Argrave turned. “In what way?”
“Her pride was hit. She felt made light of—slighted, mocked. I thought that may have been what you were aiming for, what with the jokes. If not… that was what you achieved.”
Argrave bit his lips. “Some people… no sense of humor.” He looked to Anneliese. “Do you think she’ll do something?”
She thought. “Elaine also seemed bothered her brother did not defend her in the slightest. I believe… granted, I did not see much of her… certainly not enough to say with certainty… but she may not make things easy for us. If we’re to be working with her, it might cause problems.”
With a sigh, Argrave stopped in the road. The other two stopped shortly ahead, then walked back to rejoin Argrave. “Maybe we should just kill the old bag.” Seeing Anneliese and Galamon shift uneasily at the prospect, Argrave quickly added, “I’m only joking. But something will have to be done.”
“From my observations alone?” Anneliese asked uncertainly.
“‘Alone’?” Argrave repeated. “Your observations are worth a great deal alone.” Argrave looked up at the distant Order tower. “I guess I have to be more considerate of people with prickly prides and enormous egos,” Argrave muttered, lost in thought. “Let’s go back to the inn before we meet her. I have an idea that may benefit everyone.”




Chapter 15

Argrave walked into the Jast branch of the Order of the Gray Owl, adjusting the strap of the satchel bag off his neck. He looked behind his shoulder briefly. Anneliese and Galamon waited at the entrance, unable to enter as they both lacked a badge. It reminded him of a pair of parents watching their kid to go to kindergarten, and Argrave briefly chuckled.
His mirth very quickly died when he saw Elaine standing just before the central spire elevator, staring at him. Argrave figured by and large green was a warm color, but her eyes of that color were quite cold—or perhaps what Anneliese had told him was already shading his world in a different light.
“Do you find it funny to keep me waiting?” Elaine asked when Argrave came closer, immediately dispelling any doubt he had.
“My apologies,” Argrave said sincerely, coming to stand before her. She looked up at him boldly. “There was something that I needed to get before this. I should have informed you.”
Evidently the sincerity had no holes in it, for Elaine could only stare back for a few seconds before nodding. “And my proposition earlier—I can assume your visit to my brother is your answer to that? A resounding no.”
“I can see why you might think that.” Argrave nodded. “But I was telling the truth back then. I don’t have the books.”
She kept her gaze locked on Argrave for a few moments, and then turned away. “You were smart to go to my brother. He’s the best you can ask for in town. I hope things go well for you.”
It sounded a conciliatory statement, but Argrave trusted in Anneliese’s instincts and decided to continue with his plan, beginning, “There is another thing we might discuss after we take these books to the Veidimen, though. Something far more worth both our time than books, I think.” Argrave pointed a finger. “And you know what they say—time is money.”
“They say that, hmm?” She turned her gaze back to him.
Argrave spread his hands out. “There’s a reason I wanted someone watching my back here. Some things I’ve got… Let’s just say they’re not light burdens.” He tapped the satchel on his waist. “But we’ll talk more about that someplace where everyone isn’t staring at us. Provided you are amenable to that, Miss Elaine,” Argrave finished suavely, dipping his head.
She pursed her lips. “We’ll see what happens,” she said vaguely. “They’re bringing the illusion spellbooks down. Shouldn’t be much longer.”
“I guess you would have been waiting, after all. All’s well that ends well,” he said brightly, trying to focus on the positives.
“I suppose so,” Elaine agreed, turning around.
Argrave raised a brow, then shook his head. It’s a start, I suppose.
***
“Are you sure that Rivien will have things ready for us?” Argrave questioned, walking through the iron fence to Rivien’s estate for the second time today. With Elaine beside him, he did not need to wait to be seen by Rivien—one small fortune.
“My brother is remarkably efficient,” Elaine said simply. “At the very least, considering he is the person who these books need to go through, it would be best to move them to this location.”
Galamon stepped forward just behind them, carrying the large box of books as though it did not weigh as much as himself. Two of Elaine’s men moved behind him, at a loss as to what to do, considering Galamon carried the cargo alone.
“Why do you travel with elves?” Elaine inquired, the first question she’d asked in during their entire walk. “Moreover, elves recently responsible for an attack on Mateth.”
“It’s nice having people the same height as you. Makes you feel like you’re normal,” Argrave said, then laughed. “Only joking. Why does anyone gain friends? It’s the way things worked out. As you can see, both are quite reliable.”
“Friends,” Elaine said somewhat disdainfully. “They aren’t being paid?”
“Anneliese isn’t. He used to be,” Argrave pointed to Galamon. “Now he’s my indentured servant.” Elaine looked at him for a moment, and Argrave leaned down and whispered, “Polite term for slave.”
She snorted and turned away while shaking her head, but Argrave didn’t miss the smile. Seems like I’m winning her over, if only just. Unless that’s a smile of derision. Always a possibility.
Rivien opened the door and walked out, then noticed the oncoming cargo and stepped aside.
“Going out?” inquired Argrave, stepping off to the side as Rivien had done to allow Galamon to pass.
“No. I know my sister. She’s impatient, she’d want to do this right away,” Rivien said, watching Galamon walk past.
“Come now, impatient? The nicer word is prompt,” Argrave defended light-heartedly. “She only said nice things about you, I’m sure you can manage the same.”
“Is that right?” Rivien said, glancing at Elaine. “Good to know, I suppose.” Rivien did not dwell on the subject long. “My men will lead yours to where I’ll hold the stuff. I’ve reached out to the crew I know that works with the Veidimen, mentioning what you had, your name, things like that. Should work, provided they’re actually expecting you.”
Argrave stepped inside Rivien’s estate alongside Elaine. “And I assume you’ve already got people watching out for me?”
“Yes.” Rivien nodded, stepping inside and shutting the doors to the estate behind him as Anneliese entered last. “Word is out that you’re Riveters’ property—that includes the stuff you have in the place you’re staying, that inn. Nice place. You chose well.”
Rivien stepped into the great room, continuing, “Any people spying, prying, or otherwise scrying will give up their chase or end things with a bolt to the head… And if we can’t manage to do that, we can at least warn you who’s got their eyes on you. Premium services, I’d say.”
“Better be, with what you’re charging,” Argrave said derisively.
“Well, my charging is done for now, unless you have more business with me,” Rivien said.
“Not with you. The other red-headed one, though, I do,” Argrave pointed to Elaine, who seemed surprised that Argrave had been serious. “Can we use that same room as last time for a discussion?”
“Business with my sister?” Rivien smiled incredulously as though it was amusing. “Who am I to stop you from going into any room in the house? Your name is on the deed, branch manager Elaine.”
“Right, then. Shall we?” Argrave asked. “I promise this’ll be worth your time.”
Elaine furrowed her brows for a moment. After a time, she hesitantly nodded.
“Hold on,” Rivien raised a finger. “I have a question for you, Argrave.”
“So you do.” Argrave nodded. “Will you ask this question, or just hold onto it?”
Rivien snorted. “The Bat. Have you spoken to him?”
Argrave nodded. “Indeed I have.”
“Care to share anything? Might be I can waive this fee altogether,” Rivien suggested.
“Well…” Argrave paused. He didn’t want to attract Princess Elenore’s attention quite yet. Spreading details about her would be a surefire way to do so.
Argrave leaned in close as though he was telling a big secret and whispered, “Bat is not a real name. I’m sure this comes as an immense shock, but it’s actually an alias.”
Elaine laughed a little while Rivien stared with a smile on his face. “I see. I guess he must choose his agents right, because no one I’ve spoken to cares to divulge any information on who the Bat is. All I can surmise is that they have a lot of money and they’re very smart.”
“Wealthy, smart… that sounds like you’re talking about me.” Argrave pointed to himself. “Add handsome, you’ve got a dead ringer.”
Rivien shook his head amusedly as he sized up Argrave’s spindly limbs. “Handsome? Even if there’s a sterling face on skin and bones, it doesn’t change the big picture. Few women like someone they can take in a fist fight.” He grinned somewhat provocatively, but Argrave wasn’t bothered. When Argrave didn’t rise to the bait, Rivien scratched his chin and turned, waving them away. “Well, banter aside, I have nothing else. He’s all yours, sis.”
***
“So, what is it you wished to speak to me about?” Elaine asked, gaze sometimes drifting to the satchel bag he held.
“Straight to business,” Argrave said, shutting the door behind Anneliese. He turned to the dining table, which had been emptied. “I like it.”
Argrave grabbed the strap of his satchel bag and picked it up, laying it out across the table. He opened its flap and pulled free his lockbox, setting it on the table. The Amaranthine Heart was visible, and Argrave pushed it back into the bag self-consciously. He retrieved the key for the lockbox from his breast pocket, briefly brushing against the bronze hand mirror, and opened the box.
The metal lid of the lockbox opened, revealing glimmering jewels, jewelry, and myriad shimmering pink coins. “Take a look at this,” Argrave said, gesturing towards the box. “Ignore the rose-gold magic coins. That’s not what this is about.”
Even Elaine, who lived in a grand estate like this, showed considerable shock at seeing Argrave have such a staggering quantity of money. Argrave smiled. He had been hoping for this reaction.
By visiting her brother, Argrave had demonstrated that he did not trust Elaine. The action also wounded her pride. By showing her something that was ostensibly secret—Argrave’s money—he showed that he did trust her.
Argrave knew a simple principle: by showing trust in someone, it was easier to receive it from them in return. Elaine was the manager of the Jast branch of the Order of the Gray Owl. Having a good relationship with her would make his activities in Jast go smoothly and would likely have benefits in the future as well. Argrave took no risk by showing this one card in his hand. Elaine was a bit ruthless, but she respected her brother’s business partners.
“Look at these,” Argrave continued on, fishing a necklace out of the lockbox. “Look at this lovely emerald pendant. It might go well with your nice green eyes.” He held it up, and she frowned. “Don’t get angry. I’m not here to sell you jewelry. Each and every one of these lovely pieces is enchanted.” He dropped the necklace and it clattered against the rest.
“So?” she pressed. “They’re stolen, and you want me to sell them?” She shook her head. “You’d be better off bringing this to my brother.”
“No. They aren’t…” Argrave trailed off. “I guess they are stolen.” He turned to Anneliese, musing. “We took them from a grave, technically. But their civilization died thousands of years ago, so it should be fine, no?” He bit his lip. “No, I suppose not. I guess I’m a bad person.”
“Talk sense for a minute,” Elaine said. “You took these from a grave?”
“An elven tomb,” Argrave corrected, moving his finger from Anneliese to Elaine. “Each and every piece of enchanted jewelry in here was made with lost methods. Might be some of them are useless. Might be some of them are invaluable. That’s what I need your help with.”
“My help?” She shook her head. “How am I to believe you about their origins?”
Argrave grabbed the crown from the lockbox. “I know this one’s effect. It enhances your physical strength and stamina. Try it on.”
She hesitantly took the crown from Argrave’s hand. It was almost too large for her head, and it sunk down a fair bit before her bountiful red hair caught it. “I feel nothing.”
“Try jumping. Or running,” Argrave suggested.
She frowned at Argrave, but seeing him remain serious, she jumped. She got a great distance off the ground and panicked. After waving her arms about, she landed ungracefully. The crown fell off her head as she struggled to keep her balance.
The crown rolled away, and Argrave stepped forward, grabbing it elegantly.
“That’s a genuine artifact,” she said, staring at it. “Physical enhancements caused by enchantments are a lost art. And it was pulled from that tomb?”
“Correct.” Argrave nodded. Seeing her amazed stare at the crown remain unbroken, Argrave added, “I have some plans for this one. It’s these others I want to entrust to you. When all is said and done, perhaps we can discuss selling some of these to you.”
Elaine’s gaze turned back to stare up at his face, and she nodded.
“As I recall, you mentioned you warded this room.” Argrave waved his hands about. “I need someone well acquainted with enchantments to discern what each piece of jewelry does. I can offer a significant price,” Argrave added, rummaging through jewels and pink coins all but overflowing from the lockbox.
“Well…” Elaine stepped forward, picking up a piece of jewelry. She held it up in the air, studying it. “To be frank, this is beyond my expertise. It’s one thing for me to know enchantments that the Order has documented and that exist, but one would need certain specialists to decipher ancient enchantments…”
“And who would know those specialists better than Elaine of Vyrbell, manager of the Jast branch of the Order of the Gray Owl?” Argrave smiled.
“I guess you do know a thing or two,” she admitted, lowering the jewelry and placing it back in the lockbox. “Let’s talk a service fee.”
At those words, Argrave nodded with a faint smile. He might be able to get it cheaper if he skipped by Elaine and went directly to the people she’d reach out to, but oftentimes knowing the right people was more important than getting the best prices. Always nice to have friends in high places. I think this is the start of a beautiful friendship built on half-truths and money.




Chapter 16

In the days to come, Galamon was strongly reminded of back when he and Argrave had been planning for the assault on the druid’s camp. Argrave led them through the city as adroitly as one who lived there, heading to obscure and famous shops in equal measure and setting various things in motion. They were unbothered by any, though Galamon was acutely aware of the people watching them. At times, they would be accosted by irate people suspicious that they were Veidimen, but when Argrave removed his Circlet of Disguise and revealed his non-elven features, that was typically enough to send them away.
There was an undeniable tension in the city. Galamon mostly harvested his blood from places like taverns, where the people within would be less cautious of him and far easier to prey upon. While there, he often witnessed people come to blows in debates regarding the cause of the Snakes or the Lions. Common opinion seemed to favor the Lions. Furthermore, the word of an invasion against Mateth had set people against the Veidimen, stoking tempers yet more.
Much of Galamon’s time was occupied with the repair of his armor, as the smiths needed to be directed in Veidimen styles. He made use of the time spent on this endeavor to make the Ebonice arrows from the daggers as Argrave had suggested. Galamon used all but five daggers and chiseled out thirty Ebonice arrowheads. It would be more than sufficient for their needs for a long while, he suspected.
The rest of Galamon’s time dealt with accompanying Argrave on his spendthrift shopping journeys. Galamon had been unsure that Argrave’s price estimates were accurate, for most of the things he intended to purchase could be considered heirlooms in aristocratic houses. Most of the time, Argrave managed to get them far cheaper than he initially predicted. Much of it was due to Argrave’s bartering prowess.
The majority of what Argrave ordered would take some time to finish, and so once all of the requests were put in and down payments were made, their party retired to the inn and devoted their time to study. Argrave often drank the black liquid magic and talked about ‘repaying his magic debt quickly.’ It was idyllic compared to their usual activities, and Argrave commented on that fact often.
They were only disturbed on the seventh day of their stay.
***
“What are you doing?” asked Galamon, who’d just re-entered into the inn’s room. He wore plain brown clothes with long sleeves. His frame was large and the clothes stuck tight, giving the impression he was wearing something too small. “What are you wearing?”
Argrave stood beside a table, where an empty pot and a potted plant rested beside each other. The ‘potted plant’ was, in actuality, a strange multi-colored mushroom sprouting about a foot high. Argrave wore an apron and held a small shovel, where he lowered dirt into the empty potted plant. Anneliese watched as though the ordeal was fascinating.
“Some light gardening,” joked Argrave. He looked into the empty pot. “I suspect this much should be enough…” He retrieved a stone shaped like a real heart and lowered it into the pot. “Now, let’s put the Amaranthine Heart into there… and next, this plant.”
“What was it you called this?” Anneliese pointed to the plant.
“Hydra’s Canopy.” Argrave pulled out the mushroom and lowered it into the other pot, whereupon he promptly buried it in dirt. “It’s well-known for being ridiculously resilient. You cut off the mushroom’s cap, it’s grown back by the end of the day and then some.”
“So, because of its resilience, the Amaranthine Heart can extract more liquid magic from it before the plant dies,” Anneliese deduced as her head moved closer. “It has more life to convert to magic.”
“Sure,” Argrave said, piling dirt on. “There are plants we might use that are more cost-efficient, but this little mushroom offers the most yield in the shortest amount of time. After around three days, we get another Hydra’s Canopy, and we extract all the magic the Heart’s produced.”
Argrave mused about the many graphs people had made to calculate which plants were most efficient, cost-wise, for the best gold-to-magic ratio. Most everyone in the Heroes of Berendar community agreed that, after the player had collected enough money, it was best to spend more for the Hydra’s Canopy.
“You’re certain this will work?” Anneliese questioned as Argrave put the last bit of dirt over the mushroom’s stalk.
“Sure,” said Argrave. “I mean, it should work. I’ve never seen it done, and I don’t know if I’m doing it right… but ostensibly, this is all we need to do.”
In Heroes of Berendar, it had been as simple as opening your inventory and combining the items within it. Argrave recalled the item descriptions, and this was what they described. If there was something he was missing, he couldn’t be certain, but he was relatively confident.
Argrave removed his apron, folding it neatly and placing it on the table. “I know, I know. I can see the questions on your head—how does he know these things? But you forfeited your right to ask that question.” Argrave cleaned off the shovel with the apron. “Having any change of heart? My offer still stands. You’ve done a lot for me, both of you, so if you have something to ask…”
“Hold,” Galamon said, and Argrave turned towards him curiously. Then, Argrave heard it too—a set of footsteps moving up the stairs of the inn.
He heard them walk across the hall, and then a knock came to their door. Galamon held up one finger to symbolize one person and waited for Argrave’s direction. Argrave nodded and gestured towards the door. Galamon moved to open it. A broad-shouldered man wearing leather armor waited, face covered by a mask.
“You’re one of Rivien’s men,” Galamon said at once. “I’ve seen you watching.”
“Aye, I am,” he said, staring up at Galamon cautiously. “Saved me the trouble of explaining myself, it seems.”
“What is it?” Argrave inquired, moving up. “Some trouble?”
“Depends. Rivien said little lord Stain came to him, said he had some urgent news for you. Considering your history, Rivien thought it’d be prudent to run it by you.”
Argrave pursed his lips. “I’d like to see Stain.”
“At once.” The man nodded, then walked away from the door.
***
“So this is where you’re staying,” said Stain idly, glancing around their room. Argrave could tell he was a bit taken aback by the sheer quantity of books. They had turned the place into a mini library in the days that they’d been here. His gaze locked on the potted mushroom, expression perplexed.
Rivien’s man that had been here earlier pushed Stain inside, and then came to stand in the corner. “Rivien told me I should offer to stay, make sure nothing gets out of hand.”
“Offer declined,” Argrave said simply. “Be off, would you?”
The man nodded, unoffended by Argrave’s brusqueness. He left and shut the door quickly. Argrave held out his hand and cast the new wide-range C-rank warding spell he’d learned, and at once, the four of them were shrouded in a ward from which no sound could leak.
Stain’s eyes darted around uneasily. He fixed his brown hair, and then stood nervously with his hands in held politely in front of him. “I’m sorry for contacting you ahead of our date, but there was something I heard that my intuition said you might be interested in.”
Argrave grabbed a chair and pulled it away from the table in the center of the room, sitting down in front of Stain. When sitting, his gaze was level with Stain’s. “Let’s hear it.”
“Right.” Stain cleared his throat. “Er… well, firstly, I figured out what you wanted me to figure out. My brother is going to be following his liege lord, the duke of Elbraille, into war. He’ll be taking the side of the Snakes, cretin that he—er, excuse me.” Stain cut himself off, clearly afraid to share his opinion.
Argrave took a deep breath and sighed. “I see,” he said, keeping his thoughts hidden in front of Stain. “You have proof of this?”
“Oh… erm, I didn’t… it’s still at my place in the cistern. I can…” He stepped towards the door quickly.
“Get it later. For now, let’s finish our talk.” Argrave crossed one leg over the other. “Anything else regarding the war you can mention? For example, the ‘why’ of things?”
“No. Even the letter I did manage to get was vague, but I confirmed that Elbraille intends to support Vasquer. Apparently, the crown prince is coming to officiate things, make some promises concrete. Typical noble back-patting. Pampers and perfumes, the like.”
Argrave frowned. “He isn’t coming here, I hope?”
“No.” Stain shook his head quickly. “The prince is going straight to Elbraille, where he’ll be hosted by Duke Marauch and his wife.”
“I see.” Argrave leaned back in the chair, his brain spinning.
The biggest change I’ve caused is House Monticci maintaining its control over Mateth and its other territories. It’s reasonable to assume that this is the biggest cause for this happening… I’ve got some ideas, but I need to talk this out with Anneliese. I’m sure she can help me make sense of this, help me make a course of action.
“Erm… now, about that thing that was urgent…” Stain spoke, breaking the silence.
“Oh.” Argrave lifted his head, drawn from his thoughts. “Go ahead, tell me.”
“Apparently, the young lord Elias of Parbon is coming to Jast.” Stain spoke slowly. “My brother plans to host a welcoming banquet for him, and he sent out a messenger to intercept him with an invitation. Considering who the duke’s siding with, I thought this was a pretty big thing if Elias comes right into my brother’s seat of power. There might be some things that happen. House arrest at best, a slaughter at worst, though I doubt he’ll be killed. Elias has more value alive, I think.”
Argrave furrowed his brows. “Him again?” he muttered. “Elias’ escort can’t be small, considering it’s wartime.”
“I’m not sure about all that.” Stain shook his head. “From what I heard from the count, he doesn’t think Elias will even come to the banquet. I think there might be something else in the works—ambush on the roads, or maybe even the streets. Elias is a big deal for the outcome of this rebellion. And a card like that… it’s got value. Knowing my brother, he’d like to keep Elias as a ‘guest’ for a long while.”
“Margrave Reinhardt knows his son would be a prime target. I don’t think—” Argrave paused before he got further into his thought process. “Alright. It was good of you to bring this to me.”
“Absolutely,” Stain said enthusiastically. “I’ll get those letters you wanted right away, no problem at all. You need anything else, don’t hesitate. You know where I am. I think. And if not, you can… find me,” Stain trailed off nervously.
“There is something else. You’ve done well bringing me this, but I need you to do something more.” Argrave leaned in. “Find Elias.”
“And do what…?” Stain asked, clearly taken aback.
“Tell him that Argrave is looking for him. Tell him that we should speak before he enters Jast.”
Stain nodded. “Is that your name?”
“Yes and no,” Argrave said. There was some truth to that, strangely enough. “Be off, then, and retrieve those letters. Return shortly—we’ll still be here.”




Chapter 17

Argrave tipped back the large glass bottle and drained it of the last of the black liquid mana. His gaze stayed locked on the ceiling of the inn as it fell into his mouth. He winced at the familiar taste, twisting his lips about as though to dispel the flavor from his tongue. He felt its magic surge within him, replenishing his diminished supply.
Expending one’s magic was one of the few ways to increase its size. By channeling his magic power to pay off his debt to Erlebnis caused by the Blessing of Supersession, Argrave had an efficient method to drain his magic. The recovery period was shortened by the black liquid magic created by the Amaranthine Heart. Altogether, his personal reserve of magic had increased very quickly relative to most other mages. That alone made the Amaranthine Heart a worthy item to obtain.
“Right. My debt is nearly paid off.” Argrave held the bottle in his hand for a moment, and then set it on the floor.
“Debt?” Anneliese inquired. She sat beside Galamon, both waiting for him to speak.
“Every bit of magic I take from Erlebnis I have to pay back. It’s the same ability his emissaries possess.” Argrave wrapped his gloved hands together. “Right—to the point. Today we’re going to take a brief foray from town as we wait for events to progress. I’ve asked Rivien to keep an eye out for Elias, too, so we can ostensibly only wait for results from either him or Stain.”
Galamon nodded. “Why are we leaving Jast?”
The elven vampire was still without armor and most of his weapons. Argrave had purchased a simple broadsword for him to use temporarily, and it rested on the table before him.
Argrave leaned back into his chair, crossing his arms. “We need to get that spellbook I mentioned in the past. It’s a marvel made by the Order of the Rose. The spell is called [Electric Eel]. It’s C-rank. For Anneliese, it’ll be largely useless, but I suspect I will be using it well into A-rank.”
“What makes it so exceptional?” inquired Anneliese.
“It’s weak,” Argrave began, standing from his chair and stepping about their dormitory. “It’s barely weaker than the D-rank [Writhing Lightning], and it has no area of effect, unlike that spell. It’s slower than most lightning spells. Despite that, two variables make it of utmost importance.” Argrave raised a finger as he listed the two off. “It’s persistent, and it’s controllable.”
Argrave roamed about the dormitory as he continued to explain. “Once the spell has been cast, it continues to exist for about an hour… or until it strikes something, naturally. One can have it hover about their head doing nothing but simply existing. Then, when the time comes, one can use it as they please.”
Finished explaining, Argrave grabbed the back of his chair and leaned in. “As I said, the spell is weak. It’s slow. Well, slow compared to most lightning magic. But when a thousand of these things strike at once, even a dragon is going to take mortal damage. A wyvern might die outright.” Argrave grinned. “As I possess Erlebnis’ blessing, this spell is the perfect thing for an underdog like myself gunning for the biggest things in town. With unlimited magic, I can conjure thousands of them in the five-minute period.”
“For beasts and monsters, it indeed sounds very effective,” Anneliese conceded. “But in battle against mages or armies, they would all dispel harmlessly against one C-rank ward,” Anneliese posited.
“That’s why I had Galamon make Ebonice arrows.” Argrave pointed to Galamon.
“Ebonice is not especially effective against B-rank magic, and completely ineffective against A-rank magic,” Galamon advised.
“And that’s why I’m continuing to learn blood magic. Most C-rank blood magic spells can break B-rank warding magic, and that trend is similar at the higher ranks. Once the ward is broken, the spells can slip past and deal tremendous damage. [Electric Eel] may be slow compared to most lightning spells, but they’re still nigh unavoidable for your average human.” Argrave turned around. “In Mateth and Veiden, I was weak. Once we leave here, I’ll be— No. We’ll be a force to be reckoned with.”
***
Argrave led his horse up the grass hill ahead of him. Anneliese and Galamon waited at the top. Though Anneliese had only ridden horses a quarter of the time that he had, she was already vastly better at it than he was. Such was her talent as one with the [Genius] trait—Argrave suspected she would become a B-rank mage much sooner than he would, too. Strangely, he felt no envy. There was only a fierce desire to work harder.
Once Argrave crested the top of the hill, he slowed his horse and it whinnied loudly. The six pigeons bound to him via [Pack Leader] swooped down, landing on his shoulders. One held a worm in its beak, and strangely enough, that did not disgust Argrave.
“I’m getting too used to bird mannerisms,” muttered Argrave.
Anneliese did not hear him, but Galamon replied, “Release them, then.” He adjusted his bow. It was strung, and he wore it on his back as though the string were a strap. His quiver dangled from his side. It held only iron arrows, for they had no need of Ebonice.
“Not feasible,” dismissed Argrave. “Though, if I ever try to fly off a tall building, please stop me.”
“Don’t joke about that,” Anneliese said angrily.
Argrave was taken aback by her sharp gaze. “Uh… okay, yeah,” he agreed, nodding awkwardly.
Her amber eyes turned away.
“I believe this is the place you spoke of.” Galamon pointed, ignorant or uncaring of their exchange.
Following Galamon’s finger, Argrave’s gaze found its way down a small, overgrown gorge. A tiny stream moved down into it, mostly obscured by tall blades of grass barely graying in light of winter’s beginning. At the very end, Argrave faintly made out a carved stone structure.
“Indeed. This is it,” Argrave agreed, moving his horse forward slightly. It seemed uncomfortable at the prospect of going deeper—perhaps because it could sense what lay behind those walls, or perhaps simply because the entrance to the gorge was too steep. “Thorngorge Citadel.”
“We should tie up the horses,” Galamon contributed, alighting from his mount. He grabbed it by the reins and looked about for a place to tie it up.
Most of the area around them was plains without a single tree in sight. In the distance, one could see the gargantuan towers of Jast standing against the sky, casting great shadows across the plains. Beyond it, Argrave could faintly make out a single white tower ascending out of the middle of a ringfort.
Argrave touched Anneliese’s shoulder. “Hey. See that? That white tower?”
She turned, looking out across the landscape. Slowly, she nodded.
“I used to own that. Foamspire, it’s called. Sold it for all those rose-gold magic coins.” Argrave kept his eyes on the white tower in the distance. It looked small, but it probably towered fifty feet in the air. “It was built atop a sea arch. Arches form on leading-edge shorelines. This is simplifying things a great deal, but…”
Argrave tried to create the image with his hands. “The waves hit a piece of land jutting out into the water and refract, and gradually, the center wears out, creating an arch in the sea. Over time, the whole thing falls into the ocean.” Argrave snapped, but no sound came out because he was wearing gloves. “That’s why I sold it. In a few months, it’s going to fall into the ocean.”
“A good sale, all things considered,” Anneliese commented.
“I might’ve got more if I sold it elsewhere, but we wouldn’t have any money now. Someone had the misfortune to purchase it from me.” Argrave nodded, then said grimly, “Let’s hope whoever purchased it isn’t planning to stay there anytime soon.”
Eventually, their party found a fairly decent place to tie up the horses so that the animals would not be disturbed by either people or the elements. They descended down into the gorge, mindful not to trip over the graying winter grass at their feet.
“Before we enter…” Argrave called out as they grew near the stone door. “Some things to keep in mind. There are some creatures within that don’t have arms—they’re just heads, and they’re immobile. It may be tempting to kill them, but don’t. You’ll attract the attention of some rather nasty things called Dire Eyes. They’re spiritual beings, meaning they attack the soul. Only magic affects them.”
Galamon turned around, a deep frown disturbing his face.
“As for the other ones—if they grab your weapon, Galamon, don’t try to pull it free. Just drop it. This probably won’t happen to you as you’re an experienced warrior, but just in case. Mostly, I think you’ll be using your bow.” Argrave looked about. “Anneliese, you should use the C-rank spell [Ice Spear]. It should kill most things within instantly. I will do the same—it’s why I learned that spell, you see. Always aim for the eyes. They’re very big and very vulnerable.”
“What in Veid’s name is in this place?” questioned Galamon. “You did not seem worried that I would not be wearing my armor, but the things you describe sound dangerous. What are they?”
“Abominations. There’s no better way to put it.” Argrave stepped past and approached the stone door. “The Order of the Rose fell because their members practiced necromancy without discretion. They’re the largest reason necromancy is illegal in the Order of the Gray Owl.” Argrave rapped his knuckles on the stone door. “Beyond these doors, we’ll find necromantic nightmares and horrors sculpted of flesh.”
“This is what you meant by ‘a brief foray’?” Anneliese stepped forward, pulling her long white hair aside and placing her ear to the stone door. “You showed more fear at the Cavern of the Lily’s Death. Am I to take it this place is less dangerous?”
“Largely speaking, these things are quite impotent. Strange anatomies are not conducive to effective displays of strength.” Argrave watched Anneliese as she tried to hear beyond the stone without much success. “Just have to watch the ceilings, make sure the other denizens don’t sneak up on us. That’s what Galamon is for.”
Anneliese lifted her head from the side of the door and looked at Galamon. She quickly reached back and bound her hair in a simple braid. Argrave was impressed at her speed. In perhaps ten seconds, the large mass of white hair descending to her knees was tied back in a ponytail.
“Perhaps next time we may choose a place that is not a dark, dank underground cavern. I am well tired of crouching through narrow places and banging my knees against rocks,” she said with little enthusiasm.
Argrave considered her statement, hand on his chin. “That’s unfortunate. Long-term, I believe there’s to be quite a lot of this.” Argrave looked to the door, head tilted. “On the bright side, I don’t think this place is cramped. There’s plenty of room. Plenty of space for things to hide, too.”
Galamon drew his broadsword, the steel rattling as it came free of its scabbard. He pointed towards the door. “Anything else you wish to share?”
“Hmm… just follow my directions, I suppose. As ever, you’ll take the front.”
“Right,” Galamon muttered. “As ever.”
He walked to the door. It was circular and simple. The years had cracked it, though not enough to let any light through. Galamon placed his hand on its side and pushed. It creaked, grinding against the floor, and then pushed open slowly, grating horribly.
Once it was open, Galamon stood there gazing inside. “Looks to be clear. It smells of blood, but it’s… wrong. Rotten. Debased. Defiled by magic.”
His gaze slowly lifted up. Something dropped down, and Galamon immediately thrust his sword up at it. Whatever was falling stopped, and blood started to drip down Galamon’s blade.
A creature mostly still hidden in darkness narrowly stopped itself from being impaled, two of its many hands grasping the center of the blade. Galamon stared up at it, and Argrave prepared a spell to dispatch it. It started to move, and Galamon heeded Argrave’s words, tossing both the creature and the blade away. Both tumbled, sliding, and then landed just where the sunlight fell into the ruin.
The creature’s body was only a head. This head could not be any smaller than Argrave’s torso. It was bald and veins bulged from its forehead as though enraged. Its neck extended down and branched off into eight arms. The arms lacked joints—its fingers had no knuckles, the forearm had no elbow. It was like a twisted mockery of a man and an octopus. Dazed, it took a moment to settle itself, and then it looked around.
Argrave met its eyes. They were an absolute black with two golden rings for irises, as though someone had poured molten gold into dual abysses. Its nose and ears had been cut off. From the still bleeding orifices, child-like hands emerged and pulled at its eyelids, keeping those dread eyes exposed and bloodshot. Its mouth had been sewn shut, but its sharp teeth pierced its flesh and left wounds from which harsh, uneven breathing came.
Anneliese took a step back, and Galamon readied himself. The creature shifted about, dragging its arms against the ground. As it made to move, a spear of ice hurtled forth soundlessly, taking it in the eye. It slid back a few feet from the impact, slamming into a wall. Argrave stepped forward, hand still outstretched after casting the magic.
“Scary bastard,” Argrave commented, coming to a cautious stop. “There aren’t too many of those in there, but those will be our main opponent. It’s why we watch the ceilings in Thorngorge Citadel.”
Anneliese let out a sigh of relief, and Galamon stepped forward and retrieved his blade, cleaning it of blood on his pants. He peered out into the hallway beyond.
“No use standing around,” Argrave said cheerily. “You first, Galamon. As ever.”




Chapter 18

Argrave’s hand came alive with a spell matrix and a small ball of flame jumped up into the air above his head, illuminating the stone passage ahead. Thorngorge Citadel was distinct from the previous places they had explored. The tomb of metal guardians had been wide and spacious, the ruins hidden within the Cavern of the Lily’s Death had been meticulously carved, but the Citadel was surpassingly simple in design.
A straight cube-shaped hallway stretched ahead. Every so often, iron bars blocked the path. They had been broken, seemingly ripped apart, and the years had rusted them to uselessness. Some of the breaks left sharp points exposed. Argrave could see dried blood on the floor and near the sharp parts—evidently, the creatures roaming the citadel had cut themselves on the exposed metal.
Galamon stepped forward past Argrave, advancing first as he had been directed. Argrave could see his head moving about, scanning each bit of the hallway before proceeding. When they came to the first set of iron bars, Anneliese paused and peered at where they met the walls.
“These bars… they can’t open, nor can they slide out of the way,” she noted. “You called this place a citadel? Why are these bars like this?”
Argrave had been expecting that she would ask some questions and had an answer prepared. “It’s a mage’s citadel. The Order of the Rose had mastery in earth elemental magic. This entire place was built with magic alone. Supposedly, they could build one of these citadels in a day, provided they had enough capable spellcasters. Their mastery was great enough to manipulate even metal.”
“I see,” she muttered, her curiosity sated somewhat.
Galamon took his bow off his back and took an arrow from his quiver. Argrave and Anneliese paused, and in the silence, the faint sound of choked breathing could be heard.
“Be sure it’s not just a head,” Argrave cautioned. “Like I said, we don’t want to get the attention of the Dire Eyes.”
Galamon’s white eyes fixed on Argrave briefly, and he nocked an arrow. “I am capable of remembering things you say. You seem to forget this often.”
“I just don’t want any—”
The bow twanged, and a black blur vanished into darkness. A rather unpleasant noise sounded out ahead, and Galamon walked forth. Argrave could only shake his head and follow along. When they finally reached what the arrow had hit, Argrave saw one of the eight-armed head creatures with an arrow sticking right out of its black eye. Its arms spasmed a few times, fingers clenching, and then it grew still.
Galamon put his foot on its forehead and pulled the arrow out. Argrave stepped back so that none of its viscera would land on his shoes. Galamon cleaned the arrow and then proceeded onwards. The hallway began to slope down ahead of them, but Argrave’s steps were confident. Galamon glanced back at him, brows furrowed.
“What?” asked Argrave.
Galamon shook his head, and then proceeded. The hallway levelled out again, and ahead of them finally opened up into a room. Galamon stopped Argrave with his arm, staring into the darkness beyond.
“I see one of those… heads… that you mentioned,” he said.
Argrave pushed his arm away and replied, “Then you know what not to do.”
Galamon nodded, entering the room. Argrave entered after him. The light of his spell illuminated some stone bedframes. The mattresses within had rotted away to nothing. When the light of the spell fell upon a head on a spike, sound filled the room, and both Anneliese and Galamon jumped.
The creature—a human-like head with a snout and a black nose—sounded like a Tasmanian devil with its rattling, dry growl interspersed with snorting. The sound echoed against the stone walls, filling the place with sound. Such a thing might’ve worried Argrave, but he knew most of the creatures in this place were deaf. The few that could hear were incapable of coming to the upper levels.
Argrave retrieved a decaying and decrepit canvas blanket and draped it over the head, and the sound faded somewhat. He turned back to his two elven companions.
“Noisy one, isn’t it?” Argrave spoke loudly above the din, wiping his gloves clean of the dust on the blanket. “This first level has the soldier’s dormitories. Here, the non-mages would sleep. Rather kind of the Order to place them at the entrance of the Citadel, no? First line of defense, first to die.”
Anneliese took uncertain steps forward, eyes locked on the head still growling. “Are you not uneasy?”
Argrave was perplexed. “Why? Something amiss?”
“You are eerily calm,” Anneliese said. “These things…” She trailed off. “Why do they not bother you?”
Argrave frowned, turning his head back to the still-screaming head. Anneliese wasn’t wrong. These things probably should make him uneasy. That said, of every dungeon type in Heroes of Berendar, abandoned citadels constructed by the Order of the Rose were likely the most common. They were largely uniform in design, and the biggest risks were the traps, not the enemies. Moreover, the player could summon each and every one of the creatures within these walls if they studied necromancy.
“Fear comes from uncertainty… the unknown,” Argrave said slowly, speaking only as the answer came to him. He knew Thorngorge Citadel like the back of his hand. After all, [Electric Eel] was one of his favorite attack spells, and this was one of the easiest places to get it. He had seen these creatures a thousand times before; their unusual appearances did not bother him even if they were far more realistic than he was used to.
“I know what lurks in here. We’re more than capable of confronting anything within. What’s there to be fearful of?” Argrave concluded, thumping the screaming creature’s forehead. Anneliese stared at it as it growled beneath the canvas. She blinked a few times, then took a deep breath, nodding.
“Right. I envy that knowledge,” she admitted freely.
Argrave snorted, and then made to proceed. Opposite the hallway they had entered from, another identical one sloped gently downward. It proceeded onward for a short bit, and then opened up into a curved hallway going left and right. Argrave knew from past experiences that these two paths formed a ring containing many other dormitories along the way.
In the silence following their pause, Argrave heard a faint noise. After it repeated, he recognized it as a whisper. On the inner wall of the hallway, there was an empty space acting as a window into the portion beyond. Anneliese walked past him, leaning down and gazing into it. Argrave followed after her, staring out just as she did.
The inside was hollow and descended for a long way. One could see the other levels of the citadel, each with an opening identical to the one they looked out of. The source of the whispers dominated most of their vision, though. Branches of bone extended upwards from the ground far below. At points, what looked like white roses bloomed. Argrave knew they were not.
The ‘white roses’ were humanoid faces. Each had been morphed into the shape of a rose, twisted and bent unnaturally like some terrifying modern art given life. Their black-and-gold eyes were beautiful and decidedly feminine, and each blink was exaggerated by large lashes. Their mouths would open at times and whisper haunting phrases that Argrave was well familiar with: calls for help, calls for death, questions of where and what they were. Even when expecting this, Argrave could not help but shudder.
He spotted movement in the corner of his eyes and noticed that Anneliese was shaking. He grabbed her shoulder, and she flinched slightly. “Take it easy. Those things can’t move. They’re one of the least dangerous things here.”
“Right. Right.” She nodded quickly as though trying to reassure herself. Argrave turned her away forcibly, leading her away from the inner wall. Galamon stared out beyond, expression passive as though he was unbothered.
She’s been to war before. I doubt that it’s the gore rattling her. There’s something else at play… That, or I underestimated the psychological impact this place might have, Argrave reflected. He bit his lips, thinking, and quickly made a decision. “Alright. Let’s hurry this up. Galamon, this way,” he directed, placing Anneliese on the side opposite the inner wall and hurrying Galamon along with a wave of his hand.
Their progress was much faster than it had been before, but Galamon still maintained a cautious pace, pausing only to dispatch some of the eight-armed creatures lurking on the walls or ceilings. The Tasmanian devil-like screams of the disembodied heads filled the halls, setting the mood tenser yet. They wound around the ring, heading to where Argrave knew the main stairwell would be.
Fortunately, unlike in the ruins nested within the Lily Lurker’s cavern, the stairs were not placed far from each other. The main stairwell descended all the way to the bottom, spiraling down steadily. Anneliese was quite reticent during this time, focused more on the path ahead of her than the things around her. Argrave could not deny he felt some worry, but he tried not to distract himself from the matter at hand.
On the second to last floor, Argrave led them off the stairwell. Bits of the bone and flesh plant in the central room pierced the stone of this floor, some rose-faces exposed in the hallway. It was difficult to avoid their voices. Argrave made sure to proceed past them quickly, but sometimes they were directly above or beside the hallway, peering down and whispering.
After a good deal of walking, they came to a room that had a wooden door—an oddity, considering most other places were simply empty doorways. Argrave stopped Galamon.
“This is the place—the commander’s quarters. There’s a great hulking creature within. It’s rather unobservant, but it’s quite powerful. If you shoot one of its legs, it should be largely immobilized and easily dispatched. Each leg is about yea big.” Argrave demonstrated, creating a width about the size of a basketball. “I trust you can shoot that?”
“If I couldn’t, I might have to set the bow aside for the rest of my life,” Galamon said, weighing his weapon in his hand. “Does it move quickly?”
“Not if you hit it. It’s not very observant, so you can expect the first shot to be quite easy.” Argrave put his hand on the door, preparing to push it open.
Galamon grabbed Argrave’s wrist and pulled his hand away. “I go first, as ever.”
Argrave wasn’t in the mood to laugh at what may well have been a joke so he nodded and stepped aside. Anneliese, who had regained much of her composure, stared ahead as though refusing to look around. Galamon nocked an arrow in his bow, holding it pointed at the ground as he pushed open the door steadily.
The door pushed open slowly, the light of their spells peeking through the cracked opening. Something on the other side blocked its opening, and Galamon held up a hand to stop them from moving any further. He moved one eye to the cracked door, looking about. Evidently, he found nothing out of sorts and continued to push open the door.
As the door opened, they could hear the sounds of clattering wood. Argrave could see debris being shifted about as Galamon pushed. Even Argrave was slightly worried that the beast within the room would be drawn to the noise, but nothing shifted within the room.
The majority of the room was covered in debris—splintered wood, chips of stone, or torn-apart books. It would make any significant movement impossible. Argrave could vaguely see their enemy in the corner of the room. What Argrave saw amounted to a hunk of flesh, but Galamon saw more. He drew back his bowstring, taking aim into what Argrave saw only as darkness. A twang echoed out, followed by an ear-wrenching howl.
The beast shambled out from the darkness, and Argrave saw an arrow sticking from its leg. Argrave was prepared to cast another spell to be sure it fell, but once its injured leg met the ground, it immediately tumbled and fell, exposing its great bulk in their spell light. It crashed against the debris, sending splinters and chips of stone flying. Galamon grabbed the door and shielded himself with it, but Argrave felt some heated pain from his cheek as a flying splinter struck him.
Argrave ignored the pain and stepped back, examining the creature. Were it still standing, Argrave estimated its height at twelve feet. It had the same bulbous black eyes as on most of the creatures within Thorngorge. It was humanoid, but its flesh had uneven, clay-like burn scars marring most of its body. Its torso resembled a barrel on stilts, and both of its arms were very long and very thick—each was about the size of Galamon himself. It tried to use its arms to rise to its feet, failing in pitiful displays. Once that failed, it tried to grasp at the doorway, but it was just shy of grabbing it.
As time stretched out, Argrave gathered himself and stepped forward, one hand raised as the creature writhed. His hand followed its head, a spell matrix forming as it did so. Seeing the light of the spell matrix changed something within it. The creature grabbed something, throwing it at Argrave. Galamon swatted it aside with inhuman dexterity, but Argrave still flinched.
It crawled back vainly, shifting debris aside and letting out noises not so distant from a dog’s whimper. When its back hit the wall, Argrave saw his moment, and a spear of ice hurtled forth, taking the creature in the head. Its body convulsed once, and then came to be still.
Argrave felt a strange sense of discomfort for but a brief moment, but he pulled his gloves tighter and walked forth. He checked with Galamon to be sure that nothing else was in the room, and then proceeded in. Things had been shifted about by the creature’s struggle, but it did not take him long to find a black box shut tightly with two metal latches.
Though Argrave had expected Anneliese to ask about the multitudes of books destroyed in this room, she remained silent. Argrave could only open the black box in silence. The book was within, well-preserved. Argrave opened it, and a matrix briefly projected itself into the air. After a thorough examination, he determined it was, indeed, the spell he was searching for.
“Right.” Argrave shut the book, stowing it back in the box. “This is it. Let’s be off.”
Galamon had been busying himself pulling his arrow from the creature’s leg, succeeding just as Argrave said so. The elven vampire turned to look at him. “We’re not going to be dealing with these creatures? It seems like something you’d do.”
“They keep to themselves, and they don’t grow in numbers,” Argrave dismissed. “There’s a reason this place hasn’t been discovered yet. We can always come back at another time.” He held out the box to Galamon. “Carry this. Let’s go.”
Before Galamon could take it, Anneliese took it from his hands. Argrave was puzzled but did not protest to the arrangement. They walked back, taking the same path they had when they entered. After the initial entrance, very few creatures bothered them.
It did not take long before the grim Citadel was left behind them. Galamon shut the stone door, and it grated as loudly as it had the first time. Argrave stretched, feeling satisfied, but he heard something scrape the stone behind him and paused. There, Anneliese slumped against the wall of the ruins, hand held to her mouth as though nauseous.




Chapter 19

Argrave approached Anneliese, who’d slumped against the wall, and put his hands on his knees.
“Feeling queasy, or is it something else?” Argrave bent over.
She nodded to his open-ended question with her hand still covering her mouth, so Argrave did not know what exactly was wrong. He knelt down, perplexed, and looked to Galamon. He did not seem to have any idea of what to do, either.
“Those creatures,” she finally said, her voice no louder than a whisper. Argrave turned his head back to her. Her gaze was locked to the ground. “Do you know what they are?”
“Is that a rhetorical question?” Argrave replied. When she didn’t answer, Argrave said awkwardly, “Erm… well, they’re creatures made by necromancy.”
“Are they alive?” she asked, her amber eyes finally lifting from the ground and locking with Argrave’s own. “Can they feel?”
“They’re a soul locked in a vessel,” Argrave explained. “That’s the foundation of necromantic creatures. These ones have been sculpted to resemble horrors to damage morale. They’re usually made from the corpses of the Order of the Rose’s enemies.”
“No. I have seen other necromantic creations, fought against Veidimen who turned to the darker magics in search of greater power. Normal necromantic creations felt nothing and displayed no emotion—they were but a vessel for the soul and magic.” She ran a hand through her hair. “These things… they felt. They had emotion. They were alive.”
Argrave bit his lip, unsure of what to say for a time. He thought back to the creatures. Their appearances had been all but engraved into his memory. He felt an instinctual disgust seeing them in a new perspective, but he had been mentally preparing for that inevitability for months. He supposed that clinging to the notion that they were merely souls in vessels had been helpful, but Anneliese’s insights unsettled him somewhat.
When a long period of silence passed, Argrave tried to understand further, suggesting gently, “Be that as it may, they were trying to kill us—surely their emotions couldn’t be dissimilar to those during war. After Barden, you were fine… what’s different?”
“It’s not the same.” She shook her head. “Not the same at all.” She lowered her head once more, staring at the ground.
Argrave knelt there, unsure of what to do.
Eventually, Anneliese broke the silence. “When a child is born, they lack all the usual methods of communication we possess. They cannot speak, nor understand speech.” She stared at Argrave. “As a consequence, the only way they understand others is through facial expressions, body language, or tone. One can make a baby cry by scowling alone. They experience emotions more intensely, and project them the same way.
“All I saw in each of those creatures was confusion, fright, dread, and… pain. Each was projected with a childlike innocence. It…” She lowered her head in defeat. “…it probably sounds ridiculous, having seen them. They are abominations. You said so yourself, and I myself do not deny they appear and act abominable. But there is something in them that is unwitting and unwilling. Something with all the naivete of a baby.”
Argrave shook his head. “It doesn’t sound ridiculous.” Anneliese looked up at him, some measure of surprise on her face. “I won’t act like I understand because I don’t. I won’t act like I felt it too, but I trust your abilities enough to believe you. That, at least, you can be sure of,” Argrave lined it out plainly.
“I see,” she said, voice cracking. She stared for some time, and then nodded. “Thank you.”
“The question is…” Argrave sat down. “What do you want to do about it?”
When posed with that question, Anneliese’s demeanor shifted. Her back, slumped against the stone wall, straightened, and her shaking slowed. Argrave had hoped it might have that effect. Rather than focusing on what she’d seen, she would focus on what could be done—drastically different lines of thinking, and perhaps the route to recovery.
She wrapped her arms around her knees and looked at Argrave levelly. “Do you believe we will see these creatures again?”
“Inevitably.” Argrave nodded. “Ruins of the Order of the Rose are everywhere, and many of them are inhabited with creatures like we saw and worse. In the future, I must enter more of them.” Argrave turned his head to the stone door they’d left. “And once Gerechtigkeit has more influence in this plane, they will roam beyond the ruins. Their creators are all long dead, and he will assume the role of their master.”
“Then I would like to know about them,” she said resolutely. “Their makings, from beginning until end. Their creators, and if they knew their creations felt this way. I am certain their emotions are genuine, but… beyond that, they are foreign.”
Argrave nodded. “Then I will tell you what I know. Perhaps, in time, you can learn even how to make them yourself. I can make that happen,” Argrave spoke calmly. The words made Anneliese frown, but Argrave carried on without heed. “I would not suggest it. It would be a waste of your talents.”
“I would never create such things,” she said firmly.
“Oftentimes one cannot fully understand something until they do it. I certainly didn’t,” he reflected, thinking back to the month he’d spent learning magic.
His words sent Anneliese into a deep introspection, her amber eyes growing distant as she was lost in her own head.
Argrave waited for a time, and then eventually spoke again. “I will explain all of what I know of the Order of the Rose and their nameless creations. If you still feel unwell, we can rest and talk for an hour or so. Otherwise, we will ride slowly back to Jast, and I will explain what I know.”
“Dusk will be here in an hour.” Galamon finally broke his silence.
“We’ll be fine,” Argrave dismissed. “Don’t let that concern you. If you need to rest, rest.”
Anneliese shifted, and then rose to her feet. Argrave stared up at her from the ground. “Your words and consideration towards me are respite enough. I will follow your example.” She offered a hand to Argrave.
Argrave took her hand and pulled himself to his feet. “Then let’s be off.”
Anneliese walked past Argrave, meeting with Galamon and moving towards the horses. Argrave cast one last glance at the stone door.
“Babies, huh,” he muttered. “Just when I was getting used to sleeping better.”
***
“…so, in essence, what divides the creations made by the Order of the Rose from other, less aware necromantic creations is their permanence on this realm and their capability to perform independent action,” Anneliese sought to confirm, speaking to Argrave on horseback.
“Correct.” Argrave nodded. “Can’t know for sure why they do what they do. Maybe it’s some last directive from the Order of the Rose. Maybe it’s just their nature. All said, the things we killed today have been wandering those ruins for hundreds of years.”
Anneliese digested the information in silence. Argrave turned away, watching the black box containing the spellbook for [Electric Eel] bounce up and down in tandem with Galamon’s horse. The box was strapped to the horse with a makeshift strap, and Argrave was somewhat concerned it would fall.
“If they’re capable of independent action, that difference has to come from somewhere,” Anneliese reasoned, pulling Argrave from his concern. “Perhaps that cognition—no, that emotion, both enables them to act without direct command and experience life. Presuming one has a soul from birth, if a soul is used in the construction of a necromantic creation, it would be very similar to a baby’s—inexperienced, naïve.”
“Sure,” Argrave agreed, finding no fault in the theory. “But I’ve told you all I know, so that is only conjecture. You now understand as much as I do, I think.”
“I see.” Anneliese nodded, adjusting herself on her horse.
Argrave turned his focus back to the road ahead.
Their party finally neared the black walls of Jast. Off to the side, Argrave spotted Foamspire once again, and his gaze followed it. The sun reflected off its marble walls quite splendidly, and for a brief moment, Argrave considered it was a shame that it would be falling into the ocean.
“There you are,” came a gruff voice from ahead, drawing Argrave’s attention. “Mmm, look at you, taking your leisure time. I suppose I would be in no rush to return what’s borrowed, either, but then that’s my profession.”
A man with a pockmarked face sat on a tree branch, one leg bent atop it and the other dangling leisurely.
“We spoke near a week ago. You’re Rivien’s man,” Argrave called out. “Here for Rivien’s horses, I take it?”
“Partly,” the man nodded. Argrave and his party brought the horses to a stop just below him. He shifted, turning more of his body towards them. “Boss said he contacted some of the porcelain elves, just as you asked. They’ve been waiting for you before proceeding. Might be they’ve left by now—they’re the skittish sort. They’ll sail for their homeland at the drop of a shoe.”
“Cautious sort,” corrected Galamon. “We know well the cruelty of humans.”
“Is that right?” the man proceeded. “You elves might well be bold in your own eyes, but being cautious of cruelty is just a polite way to say afraid.”
“I’m bold enough to put the ignorant in their place,” Galamon said, lowering the pitch of his voice until it was deep and guttural enough to make Argrave’s hairs stand on end.
“Right, let’s save the race war for another day and focus on the important stuff,” Argrave interrupted before things could escalate further. “Mister… Man,” Argrave said, not knowing the other’s name. “Can you take me where I need to go?”
“Sure,” the man said, staring at Galamon while grinding his thumb against his fingers. “I’ll take you there.”
***
The man with a pockmarked face led them away from Jast, walking against the fading suns. They headed in the direction of Foamspire, where Argrave saw the light reflected off its surface gradually turn from orange to a deep, rich, night purple. As ever, moonlight was plentiful.
Their horses descended some rather treacherous cliffs, and as they proceeded further, the crashing of the waves grew louder and louder. Argrave recognized where they were going—a natural harbor formed within a sea cove. It was an unmarked location simply called the ‘Smuggler’s Cove’ in game.
After a bit of walking on the beach, the man leading them held out his hand and conjured magic to light the path. Argrave was somewhat surprised—he did not seem the spellcaster sort. Eventually, their escort paused, and the horses whinnied as they came to a stop.
“Have to go on foot from here,” the man said. “Leave the horses. I’ll deal with them later.”
“Right.” Argrave nodded and got off his horse, stumbling on the sand and rocks after having ridden for so long. His stretched, legs feeling more than a bit tender.
Galamon held his horse’s reins, standing just beside it. He took off the black box containing the [Electric Eel] spell, holding it in the crook of his arm. The elven vampire stared at the wall, eyes darting from place to place as he inhaled deeply.
“Hard to get an exact count, but there’s a lot of people ahead,” Galamon muttered to Argrave. “The salt masks the scent of their bodies, and the waves the sound of their movements, but I can still tell.”
“There should be people,” Argrave replied, uncaring of his volume. “This place is a major entrepot for the city in the shadows of Jast.”
“Hah,” their escorted laughed. “You know your stuff. This way, then.” The man waved them along, sliding into a narrower portion in the cliffs at the beachside. Argrave followed, winding through just behind. They had to proceed single-file. Before long, their escort pushed open a wooden door, and Argrave stepped through it after him.
The wet seaside rocks opened up into a great cove, probably near fifty feet tall. Rocks carved out by both water and man shielded them from the elements, the ceiling supported by old stone pillars. Sheer gray rocks formed a natural landing of sorts. Built atop the landing was a small yet well-constructed wooden harbor that had more boats than one might expect to see. They weren’t grand vessels, but they were many.
“About what I expected,” Argrave said, reminiscing.
“Been here? Don’t remember you,” their escort asked.
“You wouldn’t.” Argrave shook his head.
The man stared at them. “Right, sure,” he said dryly. “Let’s go.”
Despite the fact night was falling, there were many people roaming the harbors. They were varied—some wealthy-looking nobles, some deplorable thieves. There were a great many simple stone buildings carved out of the cove’s walls, square and uniform.
“This place, the architecture…” Anneliese muttered.
“Indeed it is. Another ruin of the Order of the Roses.” Argrave nodded. “This place was an underground vault. Now, the years have eroded the cliffs and flooded the lower levels until it became this cove. The pillars are new additions—past thirty years or so.”
“Seems you really do know this place,” their escort noted warily. “Well, color me surprised. You seem the blustering sort, not the type I’d expect to have the knowledge to back their words.” He paused, turning. “None of my business. That room.” He pointed with his chin. “Lady Elaine is waiting.”
“Right.” Argrave nodded, and stepped into the room as directed, glancing about. He spotted Elaine and a few of Rivien’s men leaning on one side of the room with crossbows held idle in their hands. Elaine stood straight beside a familiar crate Argrave knew held illusion spells. Opposite them, two Veidimen stood, arms crossed and backs straight. Between them was an old elf hunched against a walking stick. He turned his head at their entrance, and Argrave took a deep breath.
“Rowe,” Argrave greeted.




Chapter 20

“Look at him,” Rowe said, stepping towards Argrave. Elaine and the people with her shifted cautiously beside the shipment of illusion spellbooks. “Goes white as a sheet when he sees me.”
“That’s just my complexion,” Argrave returned.
Argrave wanted to grit his teeth. Rowe was the head of all the snow elf spellcasters in Veiden. He was mentor to them all. Still, his being here did not exactly scream peace and prosperity. He was an unpleasant zealot with the power of S-rank magic to back his zeal—it was a wonder Argrave didn’t enter to find that a fight had broken out with Rowe being the obvious winner. It was even more a wonder that Dras, leader of the snow elves in Veiden, would send him here at all.
Argrave dismissed his thoughts as the silence extended between them. “What brings you to sunny Jast? You must’ve missed me—that’s my first guess.”
“Oh, aye, I missed your stupid jokes and vacant stare,” the aged snow elf said harshly, walking stick echoing through the room as it impacted against the stone. “Complete tripe. I came here on order of the Patriarch. Some things to do in this city of vapid faces.”
Elaine stepped forward and crossed her arms. “Are we going to move this—”
“Shut up,” Rowe said coldly, turning his head to Elaine. “Speak when spoken to.”
Elaine’s expression turned to one of wrath, but Argrave held out his hand and grabbed Rowe’s shoulder.
“Be nice,” Argrave said quietly. “Might be you’re the top dog in Veiden, but you’re only one of three S-rank spellcasters in this city. Even if your dragon came with you, I can’t guarantee you’d walk out of this harbor alive if you cause trouble.”
When Argrave mentioned that Rowe was an S-rank spellcaster, Elaine’s rage turned to a steady caution. Rowe turned his head back to Argrave.
“That true?” Rowe grumbled. “Your kind live barely a quarter the time we do, but you’ve more high-ranking spellcasters?”
“Using magic of higher ranking extends one’s life, and we’re far more numerous than the Veidimen.” Argrave shook his head. Argrave knew that Rowe was much stronger than the two S-rank spellcasters in Jast, but he did not care to let him hear that. “This is what you would have gone up against had your invasion continued. What I did for your people was a good thing. I spared you an inevitable retaliatory genocide.”
“I don’t care to hear you praise yourself,” Rowe shook his head. “I’ll cause no trouble. I’m smart enough for that, at least. But that one isn’t S-rank.” He pointed his walking stick to Elaine. “Her magic pool’s only a bit larger than yours. Why should I respect her?”
“I’m an exceptional case. Compared to most her age, Elaine is quite talented.” Argrave shook his head.
It was half-flattery, and half-truth. His magic had been increasing rapidly as he paid his debt to Erlebnis. One’s magic capacity grew when expended, and Argrave expended his consistently to accommodate the Blessing of Supersession. Combined with rapid replenishing from the Amaranthine Heart, it stood to reason he progressed faster.
“On top of that, she coordinates the Order of the Gray Owl here in Jast. She’s the only reason we have these books.” Argrave frowned. “It’s common sense to offer respect when you don’t know who someone is. Why are you so socially incompetent?”
“Socially incompetent?” Rowe repeated. “Few people are worthy of respect. Even fewer are non-Veidimen. For instance.” Rowe stepped past Argrave, coming to stand before Galamon. “Galamon. It’s been some time, hasn’t it?”
“It has,” responded Galamon simply.
“The new warriors lack the steel with you gone,” Rowe said. “Spiritless. No passion. None of the other commanders come to your ankles. Had you been leading at Mateth, the city would have fallen.”
Galamon did not react to the praise, stating, “I wish I had been. Veid decreed elsewise. Such is fate.”
“Hoh?” Rowe glanced at Argrave. “So, you’re tired of this dreg?”
“No.” Galamon shook his head. “He is the second I would serve not because of obligation alone. I believe he deserves your respect.”
Hearing Galamon say that, Rowe closed his mouth and took a deep breath. When next his white eyes fell upon Argrave, there was a subtle difference in his emotion—or so Argrave thought.
Rowe walked to Anneliese next. He sized her up. “Seems you’ve improved your magic, if only just. You’re… a bit skinnier, perhaps. This one cannot feed you well, can he?”
She nodded. “Argrave is a capable leader. The road has not always been easy, but I cannot blame the leader for a rocky path when that is precisely what I expected.”
Rowe nodded, and then turned back. “Alright.” Rowe walked back to the two Veidimen slowly. “So, Elaine,” he said the name harshly as though it was difficult to pronounce. “Argrave is here, as you were waiting for. You’ll give us the illusion books, finally, and end this pointless waste of time.”
“I will.” Elaine snapped, and her two men carried the box over.
Once it was set down, Rowe pried the lid opened with his walking stick and removed one of the books, perusing it. He checked a few more in silence, grumbling, and then took his stick back. The chest shut.
“It’s sufficient, after what this one pilfered from us,” Rowe said with his lips upturned. He glanced at the two beside him. “You two, do your thing.” The elves with him grabbed the box and moved to leave the room. Argrave and company stood aside for their passage, and they left quickly. Argrave watched them head for a small vessel that did not seem to be Veidimen in make at all. That was fitting, at least. They were trying to move unnoticed.
“You’re satisfied?” Argrave stepped forward, staring down at Rowe.
“I seldom am,” Rowe said. “But I need nothing more from the torch over there,” he referenced Elaine’s red hair. “Hothead, that one. All my pride, tenth of my age, hundredth of my accomplishments.”
“She seemed fine to me,” Argrave disagreed, looking at Elaine. She had her arms crossed, feet tapping quickly against the ground.
“We spoke earlier. I used my restraint.” Rowe rubbed his eyes. “Bah. I’m too tired for indignance.” He looked up at Argrave. “We need to speak again soon regarding the interests of Veiden. Where can I find you?”
“Perhaps it would be best if I led you through Jast,” Argrave said delicately. “I can’t well leave an old man to wander through these dangerous streets alone. Someone might try to mug you, and you might immolate him in honor of Veid. This place isn’t like that winter wonderland you call home.”
“I’m not some animal that mauls things that come near me, boy.” Rowe shook his head. “I can be discreet. I’m no lackwit. Just tell me where you live.”
Argrave sighed. “The Knight’s Pawn. It’s an inn.” Argrave gave him its rough location. He reached into his satchel and pulled out an iron circlet—it was what Argrave had been using to disguise his appearance. “You should take this.”
Rowe eyed it. “What is it?”
Argrave put it on to demonstrate. “Muddles the features. Very common thing in this city. Snow elves are not well-liked here. It would be best if you did not stand out.”
“Even hunched over and old, I tower above most,” Rowe rebutted. “Not worth it.”
“Take it,” interjected Galamon quietly.
Rowe glanced at Galamon, and then begrudgingly put the Circlet of Disguise over his bald head. “It’s cold. Unpleasant.” The aged elf shook his head. “Whatever. I’ll be waiting,” Rowe said, moving to leave.
“I haven’t slept. Even if you’re waiting in my room, I’ll do that first.” Argrave shook his head.
“So lazy,” the aged elf muttered loudly as he walked out the door.
Those words ignited a fire of anger in Argrave’s chest and his vision narrowed, but then he acknowledged the absurdity of the claim. Argrave shook his head and laughed heartily. “Watch your step, old man!” he shouted after Rowe. “Don’t forget your dentures!”
Elaine stepped closer to their party, arms still crossed. She let out a sigh, staring at the doorway Rowe had left. “You seem to antagonize everyone,” she noted. “Why?”
“Antagonize? It’s just banter. I like making people laugh.” Argrave paused for a moment, then added, “Mostly myself, granted.”
“I think…” She paused. “I think that I was unduly predisposed against you. I apologize if I was brusque or dismissive in the past.”
“Fancy words,” Argrave commented, then shook his head. “You weren’t, not especially. Even had you been, I don’t care. I’m used to abuse. If there’s one thing I can take, it’s a tongue-lashing. Not that you did, of course,” Argrave added.
Being a wiki editor was a very thankless job. Argrave would spend thousands of hours working on writing some obscure details for a game, and the only time people would ever reach out was to correct some minute mistake he might’ve made—and oftentimes, they weren’t even right. Argrave sighed, wondering why he’d done it at all.
“Used to abuse, huh. Childhood memories?” Elaine inquired.
“Something like that,” Argrave replied vaguely.
“I’ve heard tell of King Felipe,” she said. “His trueborn sons are treated harsh enough. I can’t imagine what a basebo—” She cut off, hesitant to finish the word. “Well, Rivien and I were street orphans. Some parents… Sometimes I’m glad I had none rather than terrible ones.” She stared off into the distance. “It made us value independence early, at least. Left the both of us with paranoia—you can’t trust anyone on the streets here. Rivien likes to mock people, and he never fully trusts any besides me. I… hold grudges.”
Argrave glanced over. Glad to see my swaying turned out to be worth the effort. She’s opening up. I think this’ll be useful.
“So your nobility comes from your own efforts? You two don’t hail from some ruined house restored to its former glory?” Argrave asked despite knowing the answer.
“Yes,” she said pridefully. “Rivien and I earned our surnames with our own two hands. We can’t claim a storied lineage dating hundreds of years back.”
“Very admirable,” Argrave flattered.
“Few other nobles in Jast agree,” Elaine said. “To them, we’re upstarts.”
“Upstarts… until you’re standing above them and they need something from you. That’s how it always is.” He paced about as he spoke knowingly.
She laughed. “True enough.” She looked to Anneliese. “Something I should mention. I sent a letter to the council in the Tower of the Gray Owl recommending your… friend, Anneliese, for membership. With both Castro and I contributing, I suspect the council will name her an honorary Wizard of the Order. A full member is a bit far-fetched.”
“Really now?” Argrave’s eyes widened. “That’s… Thank you very much.”
“Why are you thanking me?” she said. “It should be her that does,” she pointed at Anneliese.
“It was my idea to begin with,” Argrave said before Anneliese could speak. “And it’s mostly so I won’t be expelled for teaching her spells.”
“I see. You do much for the people you call your friends.” She nodded, then continued, “Consider it a favor for the business you’ve thrown my way. Those enchanted things from that elven tomb you gave me—I’ve got them in the right hands. In time, their worth will be evaluated. I can’t promise it’ll be quick. You said you were here for three weeks? So, two more left? I don’t think they’ll be done by then, feasibly.”
Argrave nodded. “That’s fine. If they’re not done appraising by that time, I’ll leave them in your hands. In time, I’ll come back and get them. Might be months. I’m a busy man.”
Argrave was not particularly concerned about the result. The majority of the items he knew could be found in those ruins were not especially jaw-dropping—the king’s crown was the most notable item, and Argrave planned to hold onto that for a very long time. This venture was merely squeezing the most wealth he could out of what he did in the elven tomb.
Elaine’s green eyes gazed at him unwaveringly, and she spoke seriously, “That’s a lot of trust to show to the sister of a smuggler.”
“Oh, you’re right. On second thought, let’s cancel all of our plans and never speak again,” Argrave said sternly, then broke into a chuckle. “Joking, naturally. Unless you plan to steal them all, I think it should be fine.”
Elaine pursed her lips, and then finally smiled. “You’re a very strange person.”
“So I am often told.” Argrave nodded. “Now, I have a temperamental old elf to wrangle in the morning, and I need my beauty sleep to retain my razor wit. I bid you goodbye.” Argrave waved, walking towards the door.




Chapter 21

Stain straightened the ribbon he wore around his neck. His entire outfit—a gaudy thing of red and white—was quite stifling, in his mind. The stifling came from two aspects. It was mentally difficult because Stain loathed wearing the red and white of House Jast. It was physically difficult because the outfit had been made for him one year ago when he was fifteen, and it did not fit as well as it had then.
It had taken some time, but Stain had managed to track down Elias. It was important that he talk to him as Argrave had said, and even more important that he did so before Rivien. Stain wanted to be paid well for this job. The pay was nice, naturally, but the connections he might earn were more important. This ‘Argrave’ seemed important.
“Damned bastard. Better pay me well,” Stain muttered as he walked into the village. He kept his eyes on a white banner bearing a golden lion on it. “Better line my pockets with velvet and gold and fill my mouth with caviar and cream. Him and his two elves. Thin-wristed, dead-eyed…” Stain continued to mutter as he walked down the simple dirt road of the village.
The village was quite a humble place, with only dirt roads and wooden homes. The streets were filled with the occasional spilled grain from the recent harvest. The remainder had been placed into the granaries or kept in wooden barrels for temporary storage. Stain knew enough of the commonfolk to know that the harvest this year had been quite bountiful. It was a strangely optimistic portent for a nation on the eve of a civil war.
The militiamen watched the harvest warily, for it was their village’s lifeline in essence. What was watched more warily, though, was the large contingent of white-armored knights standing just out front one of the larger places in the village. Stain loosened the white ribbon around his neck once, and then tightened it again, knowing he should appear presentable.
When the white-armored knights saw Stain, they knew immediately to pay more attention to him only by the way he dressed. Their gazes stayed all but locked on him as he approached, and even the villagers gave him a wide berth.
If my brother were here, he’d say I look noble. ‘Oh, Veladrien, you project a veritable aura of righteous honor.’ Stain made himself laugh as he imagined his brother’s voice inside his head. If I was watching myself, I’d say that even pigs can dress in lace and pearls.
Stain came to stand before the four white-armored knights just out front of the building. He felt very short in front of them—a feeling he was well used to. Within, he could see many more knights enjoying a humble, if grand in size, banquet. Stain took some pleasure in seeing their white capes stained with mud, and their white metal boots lacking a shine.
“Hold,” the first knight addressed. “State your business.”
Stain put his hand to his chest in a somewhat out-of-practice noble salute. “I am Veladrien of Jast,” Stain said smoothly. “I would speak to Elias of Parbon.”
“The young lord has already received the invitation for the banquet in Jast. His reply is not yet ready,” the first knight answered, clearly the talker amongst the four of them.
“I come regarding more important matters,” Stain said, doing his best to use more formal, proper speech. “Something concerning your young lord.”
“‘Something’?” another knight repeated Stain’s vague wording. “You might be more specific.”
“Yes, I might, if you’d just let me past so that I can speak to the one whose ear is worth bending,” Stain said a little gruffly, then added in a more polite tone, “My words are for the young lord’s ears only.”
The two shuffled on their feet and looked at each other.
“Gods,” Stain said impatiently. “I’m only one person. Search me if you must, have a mage examine me if you’re paranoid. I’m sure your young lord has plenty of those in his honor guard. Parbon has no lack of toady mages, unless your fortunes have shifted dramatically.”
“You two,” the first knight said. “Escort him to the young lord. Watch him closely.”
Two of the knights nodded, and then moved to stand beside Stain as he proceeded into the room. Several gazes turned their way. The white-armored knights weaved through tables, leading Stain somewhere. Though his escorts were especially mindful not to step on the white capes draped across the floor on account of the knights sitting on benches, Stain took no small pleasure in deliberately stepping on a few of them.
They went to the second story of the building, making their way down the hall until they reached a door. One of the knights knocked on the door, waiting a few seconds before opening up. There, Stain saw a new group of people.
Ah. These are the important ones in House Parbon, whose rears are kissed on the daily by those below. Stain saw costly clothes, glistening jewelry, shimmering weapons, and well-polished armor. Everything in here was very expensive, and Stain’s fingers twitched. After seeing their clothes, Stain saw the people that wore them.
All of Elias’ retinue sat by a round table with empty plates, having just finished eating. There were three knights present, and Stain could tell they were dangerous. Their armor was quite grandiose compared to those downstairs, bearing a golden imprint of a lion decorating the front. Their swords shimmered red and cast light, obviously enchanted. Stain recognized one knight—a blonde man with a broad build and a handsome face who had earned fame and wealth warring with the southern tribes: Baron Abraham.
The other two in the room besides the knights were more lightly-armored. One wore fanciful white clothing, and his red hair made Stain recognize him as Elias.
The other was a skinny, middle-aged old man in heavy leather robes. His hair was dark and had a sharp widow’s peak, while his beard was cut to a sharp point. His eyes glowed with light and swirled with ever-shifting purple vortexes. Stain had seen high-ranking wizards before in Jast, and he knew almost instinctively this man was one of them. He gave Stain a great deal of discomfort.
“Who is this? Why have you brought him here?” asked Elias, the first to speak. All heads had moved to the door long before they entered. Stain felt a little nervous—only a little. He tried to think about his brother, attempting to combat his nervousness with resentment.
“This one claims to be Veladrien of Jast, and has some words for the young lord,” a knight introduced, touching Stain’s shoulder.
“Both true,” Stain said clearly, stepping away from the knight’s grip. Baron Abraham adjusted his seat until it faced Stain, watching cautiously.
Elias leaned forward, placing his elbows on the table. “Veladrien. The name is familiar. You’re the youngest in Jast, if I remember right,” Elias noted.
“He may be lying. He has no magic, young lord, and House Jast is renowned for producing mages,” the spellcaster with the purple eyes said.
“I have magic, Helmuth, despite being the heir to a martial house. Let us hear him out, at the very least.” Elias spoke with a natural authority that reminded Stain very strongly of his brother. The spellcaster Helmuth nodded, casting his gaze at his empty plate before him.
Elias continued. “Thank you for bringing him here,” he addressed the knights. “You two may leave.”
The knights nodded and left.
“Now,” Elias gestured, offering the sole empty seat to Veladrien. “You may speak as though those present are absent. Anything you tell me will reach their ears regardless, so do not bother asking to speak with me alone.”
“I’ll stand,” Stain refused. “Brief message, anyway.” Stain cleared his throat, then said simply, “Argrave is in Jast. He wants to speak with you before you make it there. Real important.”
The name alone elicited a much larger reaction than Stain had been expecting. Baron Abraham’s face grew taut and angry, and he leaned forward on his chair. The mage Helmuth lowered his head, chuckling, and Elias’ face grew stern and serious.
“What does that bastard want?” one of the well-armored knights said angrily.
“Don’t call him that,” Elias said quietly.
“What?” Abraham turned around in his chair, facing back towards Elias. “All due respect, young lord, but he crippled your sister and humiliated your father. We of House Parbon have no reason to speak politely of him, be it in front of his face or behind his back.”
Stain tugged at his collar, feeling the room growing hotter. He ran the words through his head, thinking, Crippled his sister…? Gods. What have I gotten myself into?
Elias looked at Abraham passively. “I have come to know him. I will not say he is respectable, but… he is not worthy of disrespect. Indeed, he has earned some good-will from me.”
“What in the gods’ name are you speaking of?” Abraham stood, the chair thrown back to the ground. Elias also rose. The two stood across from each other, eye to eye. “‘Come to know him’? Do you mean you’ve fallen to honeyed words? Actions speak louder than words, young lord. He has brought only shame to Parbon,” the baron continued.
“Your tone is bordering on insolence, Abraham,” the spellcaster Helmuth cautioned.
“It’s fine, Helmuth,” Elias interjected. “What happened to Rose was an accident. Argrave has made that clear to me, and I believe him.” Elias tapped on the table insistently. “Regarding other matters… my father was the first to wrong him. He escaped from my father to perform a greater duty—ending the Veidimen invasion. A task which, need I remind you, he succeeded at.”
“You believe those ridiculous rumors of him ending an invasion?” Abraham’s voice rose in volume.
Stain took a step back, trying to blend in with the scenery. Another reason to hate gaudy clothes. They’re designed to make you stand out, Stain lamented internally.
“They aren’t rumors,” Elias thundered. “Don’t speak of things you have no knowledge. I was in Mateth. I saw the measures he took.” Elias stared at the great knight in the eyes unflinchingly, then harshly pointed at the chair. “Now sit down, Baron Abraham.”
The baron stared at Elias, eyes alight with a fiery wrath. Elias held his gaze just as unflinchingly, his ruby eyes seeming all-too-calm in the face of the renowned warrior’s presence. Eventually, Abraham took his seat once more and finally broke his gaze off Elias.
Elias shot his cuffs, and then slowly lowered himself into his seat. As calmly as though the confrontation had not happened, Elias looked to Stain and asked, “What did Argrave want to say?”
“Uh… right.” Stain stepped forward cautiously. “Erm… he…” Stain paused, unsure of how much he should share. “He didn’t give me any details at all, only that it was urgent and that it should be done before you enter Jast.”
“I see. It’s like him, sharing so little.” Elias nodded once, then looked to Helmuth. “I can agree to that. He did not ask me to come alone, I trust?”
“No.” Stain shook his head after a brief moment of thought. “It might be hard to do it quietly if you bring the whole party with you, though. All the boys downstairs…” Stain pointed. “Not exactly stealthy. White sticks out, especially against the black Jast.”
“You know this region. Where would be best, Helmuth?” Elias questioned.
“Mmm… there’s a village I know. Karrel, it’s called. Should be fine to meet. Plenty public, but quiet enough to avoid attention. With me present, few can threaten you, young lord.”
“Sufficient,” Elias concluded with a nod. “Can you convey this to Argrave, Veladrien?”
Stain was slow to respond because he wasn’t used to being called that name. “Yes, I can. When would you be there?”
“Tomorrow morning, I think.” Elias looked to Helmuth to confirm, and the spellcaster nodded.
“Right. I’ll tell him.” Stain nodded. “And, uh… sorry about your sister. And your dad, whatever happened there,” Stain added. The people in the room stared, saying nothing, and Stain nervously laughed before exiting the door.




Chapter 22

Despite Argrave’s concerns, Rowe caused no significant disturbance. By the time Argrave had arrived at the inn they were staying, Rowe had already elected to rent a room and spend the night. Galamon decided to spend some time to be sure he caused no trouble and attend to his own blood-related needs. Like that, Argrave and Anneliese retired to their dormitory, ready to sleep.
As Argrave sat in his bed, holding the spellbook that contained the [Electric Eel] spell, Anneliese walked over. Argrave looked up at her.
“Something you need?”
She crossed her arms. “Do you have a…?” She paused, and then rephrased her question. “Are you tired?”
“Always.” Argrave nodded. “What do you need? Happy to help.”
“I’d like to talk.” She stared at him seriously.
“How fortunate. I’m good at that.” Argrave gestured to his bed. “Sit, if you want.”
Anneliese hesitated for a moment, but then did so. Argrave looked down at her as she gathered herself. She was visibly nervous, as though she was preparing to give a speech in front of a great crowd. Argrave furrowed his brows in confusion, waiting for her to speak.
“As you said, you are good at talking,” she finally began. “In fact, your ability to manipulate with conversation is enviable.”
“Hah. Not a positive trait, usually.” Argrave scratched the back of his neck. “I have a crutch. I know a lot of people more than they would expect me to. It’s hardly fair for them.”
“I disagree.” She shook her head. “At our first meeting, you compared our two situations. My empathic nature, and your vast knowledge of many people and things… they have some similarities. But on my end, despite being able to understand people well, I have never been able to manipulate well.”
“But one hand washes the other,” Argrave countered. “In this short time, you’ve already been a tremendous help. I do the talking, you do the discerning.” Argrave held his hands out as though they were scales. “Partnership for the centuries. I’m the Watson to your Holm—well, you wouldn’t get that one.”
She blinked in confusion at his words for a moment, then decided to continue on like nothing had been said. “I have been thinking about how you dealt with Elaine. I believe you used a phrase to describe it. ‘To receive trust, one must show trust.’” Her amber eyes locked on Argrave’s face. “And it worked, by my estimation. Elaine came around.”
“If you’re trying to make my cheeks turn cherry-pie red, you’re on the right track.” Argrave shook his head, wanting no commendation. “Like I said, I know her. I have a crutch. Anyone could have done what I did. I’m nothing.”
“Despite your occasional shows of arrogance, you are rather terrible at accepting praise… or taking credit,” Anneliese noted. “No matter. I digress.” She placed her hands on her knees. “To the point, then. Lacking manipulation skills myself, I have decided to shamelessly steal yours. I will show you my trust to receive yours.”
Argrave nodded, things falling into place. “The first move to open the puzzle box that is me, I see.” Argrave put his hand to his chin. “I don’t think you understand the finer points of manipulation. Generally, you don’t make people aware of what you’re doing.”
“I see. A lesson to be learned,” she confessed with a grin that faded quickly. “To the point… back when we were on Veiden, despite my grandmother’s admonishment and my mention of my familial situation, you did not ask me questions. You restrained your curiosity. I assumed that you, perhaps, already knew of my family situation. It would not be beyond you.”
“I don’t.” Argrave shook his head.
“That is good.” She nodded and smiled. “I have something to offer, then. My own situation. Perhaps… indeed, it may well be a pointless thing to bring before you. But I wish to share it, if you are open to hearing it.”
“I can’t deny I’m interested.” Argrave nodded.
“Then I shall begin.” She nodded resolutely.
Argrave waited patiently. Anneliese rubbed her hands together, staring at the ground.
“I apologize. I have never shared this,” she said quietly. “My name, as you may have noticed, is unusual amongst Veidimen. I was given a name from Berendar, because I was born in Berendar.”
“I heard people mention that.” Argrave nodded.
“My mother was married to my tribe’s best hunter,” she began. “They established a contract before Veid to only love with each other. It is a common practice.” She finally turned to Argrave. “That man, though, is not my father. Instead, my father was the tribe’s chieftain.
“I do not know the details, for it was the day of my… conception,” she said bitterly, as though the word bothered her. “…but while my father was away on a long hunt, the tribe’s chief raped my mother, Kressa.” She turned her head back to the ground. “In the months to come, the tribe came to know she was pregnant. My mother’s husband had been hunting such a long time that the whole tribe knew he was not the father.”
Argrave listened in silence, teeth clenched as his mind followed what probably ended up happening.
“Held in judgement of adultery by the very man who raped her, she was given a choice—acknowledge who the father was and join with him in matrimony, or be exiled.” She looked at Argrave. “My mother chose exile.”
“Did she not say what happened?” Argrave inquired.
“She did. But the man was the chief, and power is power.” Anneliese’s eyes wandered, scanning the ceiling. “My mother’s husband believed her, though he was powerless to change the inevitable result. My mother was exiled. Her husband remained, forbidden from leaving as he provided much of the tribe’s food. Pregnant and penniless, she wandered through Berendar. A kind village couple showed mercy on her and allowed her to stay until she gave birth. She named me after one of the people there in return for their kindness.”
Argrave took a deep breath. There was much in his head, but he knew it would be best to stay silent and wait for her to finish.
“We spent seven years in that village,” Anneliese eventually continued. “My features… my mother, Kressa, has blonde hair and white eyes. I inherited all of my father’s features. In that village, I learned the curse of my empathy.” She placed her hand on her knees. “When my mother looked at me, there was always some hatred in that gaze. And there was fear, anger, sadness… She showed love and hate in equal measure. Much of it was physical.” Anneliese looked off to the side. “I cannot blame her. Not exactly.”
Yes you can, Argrave wished to say, but he stayed quiet.
“It was the worst when I asked her about it. ‘Why do you hate me? Why do you fear me?’ Often she did not realize herself she felt those emotions. Being confronted with them would inspire her wrath.” She started to blink quicker, and Argrave spotted a faint glisten in her eyes that Anneliese tried to hide. “That way, I learned to suppress what I expressed.”
Anneliese closed her eyes altogether, sitting in quiet silence. “Six years, it took for my mother’s husband to succeed in having the exile revoked. Not for lack of trying, mind you,” she added. “Our tribe was the last conquered by Dras. It fell because Kressa’s husband gave an offer to Patriarch Dras; reveal the truth to the world, and revoke Kressa’s exile. In return, he would betray his tribe.
“Kressa’s husband butchered his tribe’s chief in the battle to come. Without leadership, they fell to Dras quickly. When the exile was revoked, he left to retrieve Kressa. It took him months to find her, and months more to persuade her to return to Veiden.
“So, I spent the remainder of my childhood in Veiden, unwelcome both by my peers and my parent. To Kressa and her husband, I was the fruit of the worst moment in their lives. To my peers, I was the strange girl on the fence between human customs and Veidimen customs. My ability to know when they lied or how they felt only earned their enmity. In time, though, I found my place. Though I earned no friends, if I remained useful, I was given esteem,” she finished. Her words did not sound sad or bitter, merely hollow.
“That is why I have endeavored to be the best spellcaster I can, and to learn as much of the world as I can. I know it was empty, and I know there was no love behind it, but the few times that my mother gave me praise was when I achieved acclaim as a spellcaster.”
Anneliese gazed at the floor vacantly for a time, then she finally turned to Argrave. “There you have it. I have never confided that in anyone. It is nothing special and perhaps entirely undeserving of the ceremony I gave it, but it is my past.”
Argrave stared at her for a long time, blinking in silence as his brain worked on what to say. Finally, he furrowed his brows, and then leaned forward, placing his hand on Anneliese’s shoulder. She was tense for a moment, but she relaxed in a second.
“I’m sorry you had to experience that,” Argrave said quietly as they sat there. “Having heard that, I can say this confidently; you’re one of the strongest people I know. Despite having endured all of that, you’re brilliant and open-minded. I don’t know how you managed. I don’t think I could have.”
“I doubt that.” She gazed at him. “As child to King Felipe, your experience could not have been any easier.”
Argrave pulled away his hand from Anneliese’s shoulder and turned his gaze away. The whiplash from that statement was somewhat overwhelming. It was a stark reminder that everything he was in this world was empty and hollow, and he was living a life that he had not earned. It was easy for him to play the role of Argrave, but if he stripped away the veil, nothing of substance stood beyond.
“Don’t worry overmuch,” Anneliese’s voice broke past the haze of Argrave’s thoughts. “I did not do this expecting reciprocation. I merely thought it would be something I might share to demonstrate that I trust you.”
Argrave turned his head to look at her. “Why do you trust me?”
“Because you want me to,” she returned. “I am not ignorant that you speak especially warmly to Galamon and I. Notions of complete trust, friendship, consideration—I am not saying you do not hold these thoughts towards us, but I doubt that you would voice them were you not trying to earn our faith. You spoke that way towards Elaine, too, when you decided that she needed to be… placated.”
Argrave straightened his back after being called out but did not deny it. “It’s natural for a leader to try to earn the trust of those following him,” he defended.
“I am not admonishing you,” she reassured. “I am only acknowledging—”
Three knocks came at the door, drawing them both from the conversation. Galamon would not knock, Argrave knew—he would enter without a word. Argrave stood, placing what spell matrixes he knew at the front of his mind. He was glad that the Blessing of Supersession had recovered.
Argrave peeked open the door. He had to look down. There, a brown-haired man wearing worn red and white clothing waited.
“I found Elias,” Stain greeted, a little out of breath.
With relief loosening his tense shoulders, Argrave returned, “I hope you spoke to him as well,” then opened the door.
Stain walked inside. “Yeah, naturally, you pisser.” Stain only realized what he’d said after he said it and looked at Argrave warily, fearing retribution.
“Pisser, huh?” Argrave chuckled. “You’re not wrong. Well, good work. Who all was with him?”
“Ehm…” Stain hesitated, clearly taken aback by Argrave’s demeanor. “Well… don’t you think I’ve earned some of that money you were talking about?”
Argrave smiled, then reached into his pocket, pulling out a pink coin. “Suppose you’ve earned it.” Argrave tossed it, and Stain frantically tried to grasp at it.
Eventually Stain got his fingers on it, and he held it up to the moonlight coming in through the windows. “Gods, you just carry one of these around?”
“Now, who was there? Any names?” Argrave pressed.
“Well…” Stain gingerly wrapped the coin up in a cloth, and then stuffed it into his pockets. “A weirdo mage with purple eyes, Baron Abraham, and more knights than he probably needs.”
Argrave stepped forward. “Did you hear the name Helmuth?” he asked insistently.
“Yeah,” Stain confirmed. “Set up at meeting at some place called Karrel. I know where it is. Date’s tomorrow morning.” Stain popped his fingers. “Wish you’da told me you crippled this man’s sister. Would have been nice information to have. Could’ve ended sourly.”
“Helmuth?” Argrave said out loud as though it was unbelievable, entirely ignoring Stain. “Why is he…?” Argrave paused and shook his head. “Damn it.”
“What, did you cripple his children or something?” Stain asked sarcastically. “He seemed reasonable, just had some spooky eyes. A lot of high-ranking mages have weird stuff like that.”
“It’s the eyes that are the problem.” Argrave took a deep breath and sighed. “That one can see a lot of things he shouldn’t.”
Galamon opened the door, entering. He looked at Stain somewhat perplexedly. Stain returned his gaze with a good deal of fear.
“Rowe is sleeping,” Galamon contributed. “But I heard what you were discussing.” When Galamon said that, Stain grew even more afraid of him.
Argrave was ready to dismiss Rowe, but then a thought came to his head. “Might be we need to wake Rowe up early. He might come with us somewhere tomorrow morning.” Argrave smiled wide. Anneliese shook her head, and Galamon looked confused.




Chapter 23

At the top of a ridge, five horsemen stared out across the moonlit grassy fields. Their faces were wrapped in simple brown cloths, and baggy burlap concealed steel armor. The shade from a mountain behind hid them from sight. The one at the highest point of the ridge, evidently being followed by the others, was of formidable stature and had bright blue eyes. His helmet dangled from his horse’s saddle, bound by a rope.
Their eyes stayed locked on a castle. It was a simple thing—a pentagonal stone fort built atop a hill, with a simple yet spacious keep in the center. Knights roamed the ramparts, bearing torches or magic lamps even despite the abundant moonlight. It overlooked a town. The place was quite poor, most of the houses being shanty wood or packed straw.
“To think that a vassal of House Parbon lies so close to Elbraille,” their blue-eyed leader said.
“My prince, there should be no issue in passing onwards to Elbraille,” one of the other horsemen said. “There are no night patrols, and even us royal knights can pass as mercenaries when bearing steel and burlap. We’ll be near Jast soon enough. We might even speak to the count.”
“I know,” replied Induen, tone dismissive. “They seem… lax, don’t they?”
“The knights, prince?” one of the royal guards asked.
“Yes,” returned Induen, tone pensive. “The most they deal with is probably the average village ruffian. A peaceful existence.” Induen extended a hand out. “They watch over this dank hovel, polishing their armor and passing day by day. They might deal with minor disputes, or they might be called to war elsewhere, but here? Dreadfully boring.”
The royal knights remained silent, leaving their prince to his thoughts.
“It would be best if someone let them know they are truly at war.” Induen reached down, retrieving his helmet off his horse’s saddle. He unwrapped the cloth around his head, and then put the helmet on. “It would be better if that person were me. Think of it—heir to the throne, butchering dissidents.”
“My prince… we are only five,” one of the royal knights said concernedly.
“Rest easy,” Induen assured, voice calm. “My sister told me I should be less impulsive, and so I thought for a long while atop this ridge. Perhaps she was right. But Elbraille needs a demonstration, and my enemies need to know fear.” Induen urged his horse onwards, descending down the hill they were on. The knights followed without hesitation—such was their duty.
When they neared the village, Induen slowed their horses into a steady trot, scanning the village. He roamed without purpose, it seemed, but the footfalls upon the gray autumn grass were soundless and none of the sleeping villagers roused at their presence.
After a time of wandering, Induen brought his horse to a stop in front of a place where straw roofs were abundant. His eyes roamed for a long moment, and then he nodded. “Enter quietly. Secure all the residents the same way.”
The royal knights dismounted wordlessly, walking around the perimeter of the house. Induen watched from the outside, still on horseback, as his men signaled each other and entered simultaneously through the house’s entrances. A brief scuffle could be heard within alongside a muffled scream. Something ceramic broke within. After some time had passed, Induen came down and moved into the house.
The royal knights had the four residents of the home arrayed on the floor, muffled by sheets and clothing likely taken from the house. Two were children, and the other two were their parents. Induen stepped forward, kneeling down.
“I’m going to remove your gag,” Induen said, voice passive. “Scream, and I’ll butcher your children.”
He reached down and pulled the cloth out of the man’s mouth. At once, the man began begging incomprehensibly, the most common word being ‘please.’
“Stop talking,” Induen said, grabbing the man’s hair. “Answer my question. Under what circumstances do the castle gates open?”
“T-t-they open when the lord leaves, when the knights go on patrol, whenever the lord is traveling,” the man babbled frantically.
“When else?” Induen shook the man’s head. “Use this thing I’m holding to think.”
“To help the villagers, to put out fires, to—”
“Fire. A good idea. Enough,” Induen said, releasing the man’s head. He stood up, nodding. “You want your children to live?”
“Yes! Yes, I do!” the man shouted at once, and the woman beside him writhed, screaming blocked by her gag.
“Good.” Induen pointed to his men. “Take the children outside.” Induen kneeled again. “If you want your children to live… once this place sets aflame, scream for help. Scream like your life depends on it. But mention me or my men, I’ll kill your children myself. Understood?”
The man started crying, but he nodded frantically. “Don’t kill them. Don’t. Please. I beg of you!”
Induen came to his feet. “Then do as I say.”
With the children in tow, the royal knights left the building alongside Induen, mounting their horses once more. The prince held his hand out and a spell matrix swirled in the air. After a second, a geyser of flame erupted forth, immediately consuming the entire home and some of the ones closest to it. Their horses, not expecting such a sudden appearance of fire, reared and rushed away without the consent of their riders. Induen surrendered himself to where the horse led him, and before long they were far from the village.
Induen raised his hand and a bit of green light burst from his hand like a firework. The scattered light drifted down like green embers, and as they fell, they gave the animals a sudden and profound serenity. Behind them, the flames started to spread out of control, the straw a natural accelerant and the wood a tremendous source of fuel. It was not long before the corner of the village was consumed in flames. People rushed out of their homes, burning and screaming. Loudest were the screams of the house they’d left.
The royal knights were somewhat uneased by the display of wanton arson, but Induen remained calm with his breathing steady beneath his helmet.
“They… they opened the gate, prince Induen.” One of the royal knights pointed. True to his observation, the gate had opened, and a great many riders rushed out.
“Release those two, then,” Induen gestured towards the children, who kicked and screamed. “Such a big fire. They’ll need all of their mages to quell this…”
As though prophesied by his words, some of the riders came to the flames and began casting water magic. It brought a smile to Induen’s face beneath his helmet, and he urged his horse onwards after leaving behind a simple directive for his escort.
“Circle around opposite me. Kill the mages. Once done, wait for me. We’ll head for the castle.”
Induen led the charge back towards the village. Their calmed horses showed no fear towards the flames. The riders from the castle, spellcaster or no, were too distracted by the fires to see others bearing a different uniform weaving in their ranks. Induen drew his sword, rushing past a few mounted knights to stab a spellcaster in the chest. The man was pushed back, caught on his stirrup, and Induen pulled free his blade cleanly. The enchanted blade left a cauterized wound.
Though a great many knights saw what occurred and attempted to intercept Induen, the prince merely raised his hand and conjured another geyser of flame. He waved his hand as the spell hurtled forth, creating a cone of fire. The few of the castle’s knights not hit by the spell had difficulty controlling their horses, and Induen continued unperturbed.
When Induen reached the second lightly armored spellcaster, the woman had already been alerted to his presence. As Induen approached, she held her hand out and conjured a spell. At once, spears of ice hurtled up from the ground, forming a makeshift barricade of pikes. The horse could not cease its charge, and Induen abandoned it, jumping into the air. It impaled itself on the ice, and Induen landed nimbly on the other side.
The woman cast lightning magic at Induen, but it slipped off his enchanted armor. The prince rushed forth, stabbing towards her gut. Though the spellcaster conjured a ward, it broke when met with the enchanted blade. Induen pierced her stomach and she cried out painfully. He grabbed her arm and mercilessly pulled her from horseback, dispatching her with a stomp to the neck. Without a moment’s pause for breath, he remounted and calmed the horse with a spell. He led the animal around the growing flames, where ahead his royal knights had cleared a path for themselves.
When Induen sped past them out of the village and into the open plains, the royal knights disengaged, following after him. Induen looked back, watching for more traces of magic, but the royal knights were brutally effective killers and Induen did not watch for long.
They sped across the plains, the knights of the castle torn between dealing with the flames and dealing with the intruders. The villagers of the unaffected portion of the town emerged from their homes, trying to aid with quelling the flame using dirt and water to little effect.
Induen and the royal knights entered the castle’s open portcullis, the gateman evidently unprepared to shut the gate. Ahead of them, a set of wide stairs led to the main keep. Induen dismounted, and then yelled out to the knights.
“One of you, go up the walls and find the mechanism for the gate. Make sure it remains open. The rest of you, stop the pursuers from entering.”
Leaving with those words, Induen left the horse there and ascended the stairs leading to the keep. Ahead, two men worked to shut the massive wooden doors of the keep, but Induen stepped forward and pushed them away. They scattered to the ground, and Induen made short work of them with two simple stabs. They were left with smoldering holes in their chests.
Induen proceeded into the keep, trampling on the velvet carpet without much care. Blood still dripped from his blade for a time. Three knights rushed down the stairs ahead, each bearing a metal kite shield with a dog on the front and a simple broadsword. They jogged across the carpet, and then stood across Induen warily. He towered over the three of them.
The prince stepped off the carpet and knelt down, taking it in his hand. He pulled it mightily, and though it eventually tore, one of the knights did stumble. Induen tossed the velvet carpet at them and rushed forth. He grabbed the first’s shield and thrust at his visor. The man managed to pull his head aside, but Induen kicked his knees and the man stumbled. With a push, the knight was sent a great distance away.
Without pause, Induen stepped forward and stabbed the one who’d fallen earlier in the neck, dispatching him. The last knight still on both feet stepped forward and thrust. Induen swatted the blade up with the back of his gauntlet, incautious on account of his enchanted armor. He pulled his blade free of the fallen knight’s neck and stepped forward with a straight kick in one fluid motion. The metal boot clanged against the metal shield, echoing out in a deafening ring across the hall.
“Annoying,” Induen muttered. The two knights came to stand side-by-side, shields at the ready.
The prince held a hand out and sent forth a spell. A bolt of lightning struck one’s shield, and the man spasmed and fell to the floor. Induen decisively severed his head. The other backed away in fear. Induen walked forward casually, then dropped down and swept the knight’s legs. The knight fell, dropping his sword. Induen stabbed him in the visor. His struggles ceased immediately.
“That shouldn’t have been that hard.” Induen pulled free his blade, and then ascended the stairs.
Once at the top, he was greeted by a sorry sight. The lord of the castle had not had time to put on his armor—he wore naught but gauntlets, a helmet, and boots. His weapon was a halberd. Induen could tell the halberd had been taken from a wall mount, for the thing lay littered on the floor. The lord waited in the middle of the hallway, and behind, Induen could see a decadent bed.
“This ends here!” the lord said, a middle-aged man with fiery red hair. He was probably a cadet branch of House Parbon, the prince suspected.
Induen removed his helmet with one hand and stepped forward slowly. The lord stepped forward, thrusting at Induen with considerable skill. The prince, though, side-stepped it easily, and caught the haft of the halberd in the crook of his arm. He slammed his helmet against the lord’s face, and the man released the weapon, falling back dazed.
After dropping his helmet, Induen grabbed the lord’s leg and pulled him up the hallway, the man barely offering any resistance on account of the blow to his head. Before long, Induen entered the man’s bedroom. He looked around and saw a woman cowering with a child in her arms. Induen tossed the man on the bed, and he scrambled away vainly, face bleeding.
Induen raised his blade, pointing it at the woman. “Let this be a lesson to you… this is what occurs when you oppose Induen of Vasquer,” he said harshly, emphasizing his name.
He stabbed the lord. The woman screamed, and the child cried. Induen smiled. He turned on his heel, retrieving his bloodied helmet. He put it back over his head. Only then did he pull out his blade. He walked out the door slowly. There, two of his knights came rushing up.
“My prince,” one greeted. “The pursuers chasing are all dead. The remainder are dealing with the fire. What now?”
“We leave,” Induen said. “Few nobles will forget the lesson I taught here today. None are safe, not even Parbon’s own.”




Chapter 24

“What is this? I’m on human soil not a day and already I have you groveling at my feet?” Rowe asked mockingly. All of Argrave’s party was crowded into his room, and the aged elf himself still sat at his bed, walking stick leaned up against his shoulder.
“I think its warranted. All I need is for you to come with me to meet with these people, keep the peace.” Argrave spread his arms out. “You want me to help with your business here in Jast, I think you should return the favor first. Where I’m from, we call this a ‘transactional relationship.’”
“You owe help to me,” Rowe refuted. “Practically handed all the secrets of Veiden’s magic to you, and that warrants some gratitude. You think I’m a fool? Been around too long to be yanked about. This stick here is older than you.” Rowe tapped it thrice.
“We’ve established that it’s got a sword inside. It’s more a concealed weapon than a stick.” returned Argrave, which made Rowe frown once more. “And as far as I’m concerned, I don’t owe you anything. We had a trade. You did me no favors. When all is said and done, you and Veiden got more out of the deal than I did.”
“I’m not stupid, boy,” shot back Rowe.
Argrave shook his head in annoyance. “Yes, we’ve—”
“You’re playing both ends against the middle,” outlined the old S-rank spellcaster. “Extorting both sides—human and Veidimen—for your own needs. You used the books from Veiden to secure liberties in your mage order. Just because that ‘middle’ is Gerechtigkeit doesn’t change the fact that we’re being played.” Rowe pointed a bent, arthritis-deformed finger. “That’s why you owe me.”
Argrave said nothing for a time. He considered if Rowe was trying to get a confession out of him by presenting speculation as fact.
“Where’s your proof?” Argrave denied, trying to feel out if it was a bluff.
“You think Veiden wouldn’t pay attention to you after what happened on our soil?” Rowe questioned. “We have people keeping tabs on you. We’d notice, naturally, what you did.”
In the silence, Argrave heard Anneliese whisper something to Galamon, but he couldn’t distinguish what it was.
“Listen, the meeting is this morning,” Argrave said with some urgency. “There’s an A-rank mage there. He chose an unusual method to become an A-rank mage, and he has [Minor Truesight] consequently. He might notice either Galamon or me being out of the ordinary, cause problems. I’m happy to help you after, but I need this now.”
“I don’t see how this is my problem.” Rowe shook his head. “Offer me something or give it up.”
Argrave pushed his tongue against his cheek, brain working quickly. A grating, guttural voice drew him from his thoughts.
“Rowe. Do this for me as a favor,” Galamon asked.
Argrave turned his head back to Rowe, waiting to hear the response. The old elf looked perplexed. He scratched one of the liver spots on his bald head.
“A favor? Really?” Rowe repeated disbelievingly.
“Yes.” Galamon nodded.
“Fine,” Rowe grunted, standing from his bed. “I’ll call in that favor now. You have to answer that question I asked you all those decades ago before you were exiled. That one you refused to answer.”
The sound of Galamon’s teeth grating was audible, and Argrave took a step away, unpleasant memories surfacing. After a few seconds, Galamon slowly nodded.
“So it shall be.” After Galamon’s answer, Rowe looked pleased, and the elven vampire added, “But only once the task is finished.”
Argrave looked back to Anneliese and muttered, “That your idea, Galamon’s interjection?”
She said nothing in response, merely smiling. Argrave nodded and gave her a thumbs up.
***
Argrave’s party walked across the plains towards a distant riverside village—Karrel. Argrave could think of few quests that went there and could not recall a single named NPC in the village. Rowe was with them, lagging slightly behind on account of his walking stick.
“So, what question will he ask you?” Argrave spoke to Galamon, whispering very quietly.
The elf’s only response was a fierce, white-eyed gaze lined with warning.
Argrave held up his hands. “Only curious. I just can’t imagine anything Rowe could ask you, let alone something worth a favor.” Argrave pointed with his chin towards Rowe.
“Rowe intends to ask a question I loathe enough that he felt it worth a favor,” Galamon said icily. “And yet you think I will sate your curiosity simply because you asked?”
“Can’t blame me for trying, at least.” Argrave shrugged. “I’ve got some curiosity in me. It’s in my blood. Not as bad as Anneliese, of course, but it’s there.” Argrave pointed at her.
“You are overly curious too,” she shook her head. “But your knowledge has stagnated that desire somewhat, I think.”
Argrave frowned. He supposed she was right. A large part of why he had contributed so much to the Heroes of Berendar wiki was on account that he loved the discovery process—both delving into the mechanics of the game and the lore supporting it. Few other worlds captured his attention so raptly. Berendar seemed almost a real place, back then. Now, it didn’t seem—it was.
“This place—shoddy,” Rowe called out as though in response to Argrave’s thoughts.
“What are you talking about?” Argrave questioned, turning back to the old elf.
“These roads must have been made decades ago, and they’re just flattened dirt.” Rowe dragged his stick along the road. “That city back there, Jast—it was dense with mana, but beneath it all was bureaucratic corruption and rampant crime on account of mages chafing beneath a lack of support from the government and their organization.”
Argrave was surprised that Rowe had managed to gain such a solid view of the city so quickly, but before he could say anything, Anneliese said, “Yet despite all that, they managed to achieve more than we have.”
“Yes…” Rowe trailed off, head lowering until his jowls pressed against his neck. “It’s vexing. We Veidimen are physically superior, longer-lived, harshly raised, and thrive in unity. Despite that…”
“Perhaps it’s the environment,” Argrave posited.
“Were the environment the issue, our attempts to establish ourselves on different continents would have succeeded. Patriarch Dras was not the first to attempt to invade greener lands. None before him have succeeded.” Rowe quickly shot down Argrave’s half-baked theory.
“Civilizations here are like moon cycles,” Argrave responded seriously, resuming the trek towards the village of Karrel. “They wax, they wane. You’ve caught us when we’re but a sliver of moon in the sky, near absent in the sky.” Argrave shrugged. “In time, perhaps, that will reverse.”
“You believe humans will resurge, even after the advent of Gerechtigkeit?” Rowe questioned. Argrave was surprised the aged elf could speak so amiably.
“Who’s to say?” Argrave replied vaguely.
Rowe stepped up to Argrave, walking alongside him. “You have no plans for what lies beyond Gerechtigkeit?”
Argrave didn’t think and merely answered, “I take things as they come.”
“And you are not certain that what lies beyond will come,” the elf followed Argrave’s logic.
“I…” Argrave hesitated. “Could die,” he admitted. “All I do is tackle things beyond me. If you’ve noticed, this body is not so fit for tackling.” Argrave shook his hands about, demonstrating his wrists.
“It’s good you realize this,” Rowe said, uncharacteristically passive. “You should not be merely planning to deal with Gerechtigkeit. You should be planning for what happens should you perish.”
At that, Argrave’s breath stopped. He saw the sense in Rowe’s words immediately. Though Argrave knew that his death was very well likely, he took no measures to counteract Gerechtigkeit should that actually happen. His lungs felt tight, and Argrave took a few quick breaths to gain his bearing.
“What kind of…?” Argrave paused, then mustered some cheer to say, “It’s a bit ridiculous to make plans to die, no?”
Rowe shook his head. “I thought there might be sense yet in you. How foolish of me.” He looked out to the village. “I can feel that mage you spoke of. His mana is… unusual. Warped, dancing, like mist or fog. He did not become an A-rank mage by ordinary means.”
“No, he didn’t,” Argrave agreed. “I don’t know how it is in Veiden, but each A-rank mage is different than the last depending on how they advance. They attune their body to the magic they use.”
“There is only one method of advancement in Veiden. The spellcaster embraces the ice magics throughout their veins. Some brazen fools discover more, at times, but such is a rare occurrence.” Rowe shook his head. “Despite its bulk, his mana is less substantial than mine. I am confident in victory should things go awry.”
They grew ever closer to the village. The homes in Karrel were made of stone—a rarity amongst villages, but being in such close proximity to the hub of most magical activity for miles around definitely had its benefits. Doubtless some earth-focused elemental mage had made these villager’s homes of stone in order to earn a quick bag of gold.
“Good that you’re confident.” Argrave nodded to Rowe, and then looked back to Galamon. “You. Chug some blood, disguise your features.”
Galamon obeyed Argrave’s directive.
Rowe looked at him perplexedly. “What’re you…?”
“Vampirism is all but indistinguishable if the vampire is fully sated,” Argrave explained. “Helmuth has [Minor Truesight]—he channeled most of his mana into his eyes during his ritualistic ascendance to A-rank, and it allows him to both cast spells from them and see the truth behind some things. We have two secrets that need to be kept—my association with Erlebnis, and Galamon’s vampirism. Hopefully what Galamon is doing will be enough to trick Helmuth’s eyes. As for myself… well, it’s hopeless.” Argrave shrugged and shook his head.
“You keep strange company.” Rowe shook his head.
“You’re now part of that,” Argrave noted.
“I am strange,” Rowe admitted with pride. “Regardless of the esteem behind the title, S-rank spellcasters are outliers, and thus, strange.”
Argrave considered that for a moment, eventually nodding. They walked past the first of the buildings in Karrel, and Argrave looked about, searching for the people they were to meet. Soon enough, he spotted a few men with exceptionally stocky builds wearing relatively inconspicuous clothes. Argrave could see white steel boots poking out from their robes and approached.
“Appointment with Elias,” Argrave greeted politely as though he was speaking to a receptionist at a doctor’s office.
The two knights craned their neck to look up at Argrave. “Come,” one said, leading them away. Argrave followed without complaint. Soon enough, they were led behind a building, where Elias waited with two people Argrave recognized: Baron Abraham and Helmuth. Elias sat on a stump and rose when Argrave came into view.
“It’s been a while,” Elias greeted, pulling back his hood to reveal his red hair.
“Probably not long enough, in your eyes,” Argrave returned.




Chapter 25

Argrave’s eyes lingered on the man wearing reddish-brown robes slightly behind Elias: Helmuth. Black hair, a widow’s peak, a dour face, and a beard trimmed to a point all lent the spellcaster an appearance of harsh sternness. His eyes were constantly in motion, twisting and beckoning like there was an abyss beyond those orbs. It had been merely another interesting thing when viewing it from the perspective of a player, but now that those eyes were real, it somewhat disturbed Argrave—both their appearance, and the knowledge of what they could do.
It was difficult to distinguish where exactly Helmuth was looking, but Argrave was certain he had seen something out of the ordinary, for Helmuth displayed considerable caution gazing upon them. Perhaps it was Rowe, magical titan that he was, or perhaps it was Argrave, possessed of the blessing of a God of Knowledge. Worst yet, it might be Galamon, the vampire.
Regardless, the spellcaster stepped up to Elias’ ear and whispered something. Elias frowned as he listened, and then eventually turned an eye back to Argrave.
Argrave did not know what, exactly, Helmuth said, but eventually Elias looked to him and said simply, “I won’t. There’s no need.”
“I strongly advise against that course, young lord,” Helmuth said insistently, slightly louder. He lowered his voice again.
Argrave turned to Galamon as Helmuth whispered to Elias, conveying to the elf he wished to know what they were saying.
“He wishes to leave,” muttered Galamon beneath his breath. “He believes you are a danger, and fears that you have an S-rank spellcaster in your retinue.”
Argrave nodded, but his question soon turned out to be a waste of time. Baron Abraham said loudly, “I also think we should leave, young lord.” He raised a hand and waved it at the Argrave and his three companions. “You said this bastard stopped the Veidimen invasion—why, then, does he keep only their company?”
“Because words are stronger than swords in ending wars,” Argrave supplied smoothly, interjecting himself into things to speed the conversation up. “Things were resolved diplomatically. I was named friend to the Veidimen.”
“Hah.” Abraham shook his head. “More likely you were the puppeteer behind the invasion to begin with. Start something and end something with the same hands, fabricate glory from nothing—not unlike most in Vasquer,” Abraham said, voice low.
Argrave laughed and shook his head. “Conspiracy theories, now?”
“Baron Abraham, you forget your place,” Elias said.
“Margrave Reinhardt made it clear to me my place was to advise you.” Abraham turned. “And you’re going down a foolish road even conversing with this lowlife. That is my advice to you.”
“Lowlife? You’re not worth a tenth of him, even were your flesh made of gold,” Rowe said provocatively, sparking Argrave’s panic.
“Now, let’s just—” Argrave tried to begin.
“Is that right?” The baron placed his hand on the pommel of his sword, taking a step forward towards the four of them. “Blade or spell, he’d be dead within ten seconds if we came to blows.”
Argrave felt magic stir within the air and took an instinctive step back. Something rushed from Helmuth’s hands, winding about Abraham like a tetherball. When things settled, it was revealed to be a purple mass of air coiled around Abraham’s body. The knight struggled with it, clawing at it with his hands. Argrave recognized what had happened—Helmuth used the B-rank spell [Tempest Grip]. The spell, a wind-type elemental spell, had been tainted purple by Helmuth’s unusual magic constitution.
The enchantments on Abraham’s armor sparked wildly, keeping the magic from crushing him outright. “Be silent,” Helmuth said loudly, not quite yelling. “You know naught. You tempt wrath beyond your ken, and should you proceed, I will cast you to the dogs. I would sooner carve your headstone myself than lay beside you in death.”
Helmuth clenched his fist, and the spell matrix shining in his hand dissipated. Abraham collapsed to one knee, his legs braced as though the knight was ready to lunge and seek revenge. He stared at Helmuth indignantly, breath quick. Argrave feared that things would continue to escalate.
After a time, Abraham stood, running a gauntleted hand through his messy blonde hair. The baron walked a fair distance away, refusing to continue the conversation. Elias stared at the baron, saying nothing.
“One of you has some sense, it would seem,” Rowe said. “But they say if a dog has a fault, it’s the master’s—”
“Let’s not, Rowe,” Argrave interrupted, voice tense. “I have an exercise for you—if you don’t have anything nice to say, don’t say it at all.”
Rowe grumbled something inaudibly, and Argrave sighed, rubbing his hand against his face. “Well, since the possibility of an amiable conversation has died on the vine, let’s get to the point, Elias.” Argrave lifted his head up, meeting Elias’ gaze.
“That suits me fine,” agreed Elias. “But first, Mateth—what happened there? News is inconsistent and vague in Parbon.”
“Mateth survived,” Argrave said seriously. “A lot of people died, all of House Monticci’s fleet was destroyed, the harbors have been entirely wiped out, and the dukedom is essentially crippled, but… the duke, Nikoletta, and Mina persist yet.”
“That’s…” Elias processed Argrave’s succinct explanation of a complex situation. “Then this rumor of you stopping the invasion—how did that happen? How did you repel the snow elves?”
Argrave wished to claim it was fabricated, but with three snow elves at his side and Argrave having already confessed being named friend to the Veidimen, he was not confident enough to maneuver his way out of this one. Worse yet, Rowe would probably force honesty from him.
“I resolved a misunderstanding between Veiden and House Monticci. End of story.” Argrave shrugged. “Anneliese here helped me.” He tapped her shoulder, and after a moment’s pause, she nodded. “Most of the credit goes to her. She was the bridge between the two sides.”
Rowe looked back perplexedly but said nothing, to Argrave’s relief. Elias sized Anneliese up as she stared down at him. They locked eyes for a moment, and Anneliese gave a brief nod.
“It’s good that things ended, then,” Elias concluded, turning his gaze away. “But I’ve forced a digression. What is it you wanted to speak to me about?”
“The duke of Elbraille intends to support Vasquer,” Argrave declared plainly.
Elias frowned and lowered his head. The news was similarly disquieting in Elias’ company. Helmuth looked surprised, and he brought his hand to his beard, stroking it idly. The knights looked at each other, exchanging emotions with glance alone. Even Abraham was pulled from his sulking, and he turned back to them with some anger still present in his posture.
“And by extension, Jast, his vassal, will support Vasquer as well?” Elias questioned further, half-lost in thought.
“That is the natural order of things, yes.” Argrave nodded.
Elias gestured one hand towards Argrave. “And you know this how?”
“You spoke to him,” Argrave pointed. “Veladrien of Jast. He confirmed some things for me. Good kid.”
“Then where is he?” Abraham questioned from far away.
“Absent,” Argrave said after a pause. He had neglected to ask Stain to come along. “But I have these letters detailing exchanges between the duke and the count, speaking of the war to come. It contains strategy, the like. Here.” Argrave reached into his satchel, pulling out a tightly wrapped bundle of letters. Elias stepped forward and took it, breaking the string binding them.
Elias read through the letters in silence. Argrave kept his eyes on Helmuth. He could not be certain of it, for the man lacked both pupils and irises, but he was near certain the man was staring at him.
“Letters can be forged,” Abraham stated. Argrave was rather impressed the man could still be so annoyingly opposed to him even after being threatened by an A-rank mage—his own ally, no less.
“I don’t think they are,” said Elias as he read through them.
“How?” Abraham asked incredulously.
“Intuition. You should be well familiar with the Parbon instinct, Baron Abraham,” Elias reminded Abraham. He looked up at Argrave. “Besides, the information contained within these isn’t something that can be forged.”
“I’m glad you see that. Even still, I can get Veladrien if you doubt me. Would just take a snap of the fingers, more or less.” Argrave shook his head.
“A boy of unconfirmed identity,” Abraham said, shaking his head.
“The man’s stubborn adhesion to his own mental deficiencies is very admirable,” said Rowe sarcastically, disguising an insult with compliment.
Argrave said nothing so as not to draw more ire, but internally agreed with the comment. Abraham walked away and sat on a stump.
“So you wish to stop me from entering Jast,” Elias followed Argrave’s logic. “It could be dangerous for me there.”
“Not necessarily.” Argrave shook his head. “I think things would be better suited if Jast came to the aid of House Parbon, instead. Anneliese and I have been discussing how we might make that happen.”
“You’d do that—turn Jast against Vasquer? You intend to support House Parbon against your own family?” Elias tried to confirm.
“Family? I’m not a Vasquer.” Argrave shook his head. “And most bearing that name do nothing good for the world by continuing to live.”
Elias seemed taken aback by that statement. “Even still, King Felipe is your father.” He shook his head. “Well, I… I’m not here to teach you morals. What exactly did you have in mind? I’ll hear you out, at the very—”
“Young lord Elias,” Helmuth interrupted, grabbing Elias’ shoulder. “Let’s speak privately for a moment.”
Elias looked at the spellcaster for a moment, then nodded.
***
“What is this about?” Elias inquired from within the confines of the warding spell Helmuth had created.
“You should not work with this man,” Helmuth said plainly.
“And why not?” Elias inquired neutrally.
“There is…” Helmuth struggled for words, clenching his fist closed. “There is a foul blackness within him.”
“Even you opine on his morals?” Elias shook his head. “I know him better than—”
“No,” interrupted Helmuth, uncaring of Elias’ station on account of their privacy. “I don’t speak of his morals. I speak literally. An abyss resides within his chest. As you know, I see more than most.” Helmuth pointed to his eyes.
“You do.” Elias nodded. “And there’s a… an abyss? Within Argrave?” the young lord repeated uncertainly.
“Yes. I might use more specific wording, but even looking at it is…” Helmuth dared a glance, then quickly turned his head away. “There is a hole within him. It is the touch of something ancient—older than Vasquer, perhaps even older than the soil we stand on.”
“What does that mean?” Elias leaned in. “What exactly did you see?”
“I but glanced at it, and it threatened to consume my mind,” Helmuth stated. “It is a connection to something unknown, perhaps unknowable. There are few words I can use to describe it besides… an abyss. A void. I suspect that whatever it is rests beyond the limits of my mind. Were I to guess… it must be a connection to a god.”
Elias tapped his fingers together, lost in thought. “Could Argrave be blessed by one of the gods in Vasquer’s pantheon?”
“No. Whatever resides in him is far older than any of our gods.” Helmuth shook his head. “I must reiterate, young lord—be wary of this man. Stay far away. If he belongs to one of the ancient gods, their callous disregard for life will surely be mirrored in him. We gain nothing by associating with him.”
Elias turned his head towards Argrave, gaze distant as it was lost in deliberation. “I’ll send him away,” he decided. “We have to talk more of this.”




Chapter 26

“What are we doing here?” asked Galamon, looking around at outfits hung on simple carved mannequins. The majority of them were quite grandiose, studded with jewels of all denominations and made of the finest silk.
“Why does one generally go to a shop?” answered Argrave absently, staring at a set of clothes. “To buy, of course. And to avoid Rowe, lest he hound you about repaying that favor. Elias has placed things on hold until tomorrow, so Rowe’s duty is not yet done.” Argrave paused then, fearing Galamon’s judgement, quickly added, “I’ll do it in time, of course, but not now.”
“Here, one can only buy frivolities,” stated Galamon judgmentally.
Argrave touched a piece of clothing, testing its texture. “Pageantry is important if one is to be participating in a pageant. It’s in the name, after all. A banquet of nobles is similar enough to a pageant—all lights and colors, only serving to mask the reality of the people behind them.”
Galamon frowned, and Anneliese beside him explained, “Argrave intends to attend the banquet alongside Elias in order to persuade Count Delbraun to support the rebellion.”
“The boy was undecided, yet you’re already planning for what happens if he agrees? He said he needed a day to think. Not a good portent,” Galamon argued.
Argrave stopped at a suit with poofy parts on the arms and legs, musing, “People actually think this looks good…?” He looked back to Galamon. “Elias will agree.”
The vampire’s white eyes narrowed. “Predicated on what?”
“I think he is somewhat positively predisposed towards me, and Anneliese agrees with that assessment,” Argrave explained, gesturing towards the woman. “He’s a bold person, and he likes his family quite a bit. He’s also smart enough to realize how disastrous the Duchy of Elbraille supporting Vasquer would be. Jast is the main pillar of Elbraille’s power—if it wavers, Elbraille will likely follow suit.”
Galamon considered this, then asked, “Why? If Jast swears fealty to Elbraille, the duchy should be much more powerful than it.”
“I’d place the two at around equal strength.” Argrave shook his head. “Once upon a time, Elbraille was much more powerful than Jast, but this place has been growing in strength decade by decade on account of shrewd management and a focus on magic.” Argrave pointed at Galamon. “The point to remember, though: Elbraille would be flanked by both the territories of Parbon and Jast if this city of magic pledged support to the rebellion. The duke is a coward and would never risk this.”
“But what of Jast’s honor? They swore fealty to Elbraille. Does this mean nothing?”
Argrave laughed. “No. Such a thing might matter in that winter wonderland you call home, but you’re far from Veiden. Honor and loyalty are the words that nobles house preach, but beneath it, the true light shines through: they only care about appearances. As long as they appear honorable, nothing else matters. Elbraille has not yet gone public with their support of Vasquer. Provided this goes through, they never will.”
Argrave stopped at a neat black outfit with a long yet thin coat. The collar and lapel had been fitted with a resplendent gold fur, and Argrave ran his hand against it. “Huh. Soft.” The cuffs were studded with small rubies, and flourishes of gold thread decorated the outfit tastefully.
“They’re Vasquer colors, but… well, it’s hardly their fault these colors work so well together.” Argrave looked back to Galamon and Anneliese. “I think I’ve found what I’ll wear.”
“It will look nice,” commented Anneliese.
“I should hope so,” said Argrave. “Would you like something while we’re here? A lovely dress, perhaps? It’s only fair. Most of this business regarding Elias was your idea, anyway. I just supplied the knowledge—you came up with the plan.” He gestured towards Anneliese.
“We agreed I should not attend.” Anneliese shook her head. “The presence of Veidimen at the banquet would only be a detriment to your ability to persuade those present.”
“No personal interest?” Argrave inquired.
“No.” She laughed.
“Shame.” Argrave shrugged. “You’d look fantastic in something like this.” Argrave walked up to a slender white dress on display, decorated with lines of gold and silver running along its length. Foremost on its decorations were myriad ambers, each shining against the light.
“Well, no matter. I should find the tailor, get my measurements done…” Argrave walked away.
Anneliese stared at the dress for some time after Argrave had left, head tilted as she examined it. Her brows furrowed in thought, but then she smiled faintly. She turned her head back at Argrave who’d walked some distance away and hastened to catch up.
***
A day passed, and Argrave met with Elias once more as was agreed. They met at the same spot—Karrel. It was early morning. Rowe was present again—they had only managed to get him to come once more because Galamon promised to answer his question immediately after this meeting. As if in protest, the aged elf was considerably less engaged this time, sitting on a stump off in the distance.
“After considerable deliberation, I’ve decided to hear you out. After that, I’ll decide. I can’t make a judgement without the full picture,” said Elias.
“Okay,” said Argrave tiredly. He had spent the entire night trying to learn the [Electric Eel] spell, but it was considerably more archaic and complex than the vast majority of the spells in the Order of the Gray Owl. He had very nearly grasped it, but it would still take some time. Another sleepless night, perhaps.
“Well.” Argrave rubbed his eyes. “It’s very simple. You have to get married, Elias.”
Elias stared at Argrave blankly, and Helmuth frowned off to the side. Abraham threw up his hands and walked away.
“Don’t worry.” Argrave shook his head. “You won’t be marrying me, Elias. I don’t think such an arrangement is legal in Vasquer, and it also would be entirely useless. I don’t think we’re fated, either. Sorry.”
“What are you…?” Elias began dryly, Argrave’s sarcasm sparking only confusion. “Forget it. Who would I marry?”
“Lydia of Jast, Count Delbraun’s sister,” Argrave said clearly.
“You mean Ridia,” said Elias.
“Was it Ridia?” Argrave frowned. “Quite a gaffe. A forgivable one, I hope. In some languages, R and L are the same thing… Well, never mind.” Argrave shook his head to dispel errant thoughts. “Yes, you’ll be marrying Ridia of Jast.”
“She is five years Elias’ senior,” Helmuth interrupted. “Hardly a suitable bride for the heir to House Parbon.”
“Twenty five?” Argrave questioned, which Helmuth nodded to. “It’s a reasonable gap, I believe.”
“Even if the young lord agreed, one of Count Delbraun’s daughters would be more fitting. The oldest is nubile.”
“Isn’t she thirteen?” Argrave said, grimacing after hearing the word nubile. “I know they say ‘if their age is off the clock, they’re ready for the…’ I’m not going to finish that,” Argrave admonished himself. “To your point: the age gap is bigger there. Seven years. And I think that would be a rather… sickening choice, personally speaking.”
“The choice is unimportant,” Elias interrupted. “Some facts stand in our way. My father is not here—he is the patriarch of House Parbon, and he decides these things.”
“I didn’t say you’d be swearing your vows on the morrow.” Argrave shook his head. “Get a betrothal, then get your father’s permission. I’m sure he’ll agree, given the circumstances. This is the best course for your House’s future. You’ll get a steadfast ally in Jast, and Elbraille will likely come around the exact same way.”
Elias turned around, hand to his chin as he thought on the matter.
Helmuth contributed, saying, “Elbraille supporting House Parbon should this union happen is a… reasonable outcome, young lord,” he advised.
“And doubtless Jast would lend Vasquer considerable support. Father sent me here to obtain aid from any mages—a union with Jast would facilitate that,” Elias reasoned. “They have a closer relationship with the Order than any other noble house.”
“Politically speaking, it is a shrewd move.” Helmuth nodded.
“But practically speaking,” Elias followed, turning on his heel to face Argrave. “How do you plan to achieve this? That friend of yours, Veladrien of Jast? Does he have the count’s ear?”
“He’s a card, but he’s not the full hand.” Argrave shook his head. “That banquet you were invited to—we should attend. From there, I’m confident in persuading the count.”
“We could be walking into a cage.” Helmuth shook his head.
“Come with him, then.” Argrave pointed at Helmuth. “You’re competent enough, Helmuth, I know that much. The count has no S-rank mages in his service, and perhaps two A-rank spellcasters, both of whom are High Wizards in the Order of the Gray Owl. Need I remind you that the Order is a politically neutral entity? They won’t act.”
“It’s still dangerous,” Helmuth retorted, taking a step back.
“So mind your step, watch what you eat,” Argrave advised. “Nothing risked, nothing gained.”
Helmuth pondered this, and Elias clearly waited to hear his thoughts on the matter. The silence stretched out, and Argrave turned to look at Anneliese, about to question her opinion on the situation.
“This is ridiculous!” a shout broke the silence, and Argrave whipped his head to its source. Baron Abraham stepped forward. “All this plausible nonsense is just to get our foot in the door. This bastard’s lathered honey on a poisoned blade. Why are we here?” He stretched his arms out in exasperation.
“If Argrave wanted you dead, I’d know. It’d be easy, like crushing a grape,” Rowe said happily, emulating the motion with his finger and thumb.
“Baron Abraham,” Elias said loudly. “You were warned time and time again. You came as an advisor, not as a commander. I will give you two choices; leave, return to Parbon, whereupon I will return later and report your repeated disobedience to my father.” Elias stared down Abraham, then added the second choice. “Your only other option is to remain quiet.”
“I’ll speak the truth unto death,” Abraham said. He stepped forward, gaze flitting between Helmuth and Elias. “You shan’t muzzle me. I’ll return to Parbon and tell your father what’s occurring here myself, young lord Elias,” the baron veritably snarled.
He walked away from the group, stomping with every step. Rowe watched him go, a smile on his face.
“I apologize for his behavior,” Elias said sincerely. “He is a man well used to being on the battlefield—giving orders, never receiving them. A terror, my father calls him, but an untrained one. It is as your old friend over there said—if a dog goes bad, it is the fault of the master. I should have handled him better.”
“Humility. I did not think humans could possess it,” Rowe said glibly. “Well, some dogs are born stupid, too. You must take this into account.”
“He is hot of temper, but not stupid,” Elias disagreed. “Argrave… we’ve had our disagreements.”
“So we have.” Argrave nodded. “Most of which were my fault, admittedly.” He found the words easy to speak—it was like admitting someone else was at fault.
“Still, I think that this would be the best course of action.” Elias nodded, stepping forward. “This banquet—I’ll attend. Where should I go to find you?”
“The Knight’s Pawn,” Argrave said. “I’ll be bringing some friends. They’ll help facilitate things.”
“Then I shall meet you there.” Elias held out a hand.
Argrave shook his hand. “I’m glad this went well, despite the boisterous one.”




Chapter 27

“Now that is done,” Rowe said, stepping in front of Argrave and his party. “I won’t be denied my answer any longer, Galamon. Do you intend to break your word? Has your time in this place of twisted morals sullied the honor I know you once had?”
“I’ll answer,” Galamon refuted, shaking his head. “Ask.”
“Then let us go somewhere private,” Rowe waved.
“No.” Galamon stopped Rowe. “Ask here. These two would never cease pestering me if you ask elsewhere.”
“Galamon the Great, brought to heel by children not a quarter his age,” Rowe mused. “Fine. It’s your business, anyway. I’ll give our audience context, then.” Rowe tapped his staff against the ground and a white magic ward spread out, enveloping the four of them.
“That day they found you having succumbed to vampirism, your brother’s head was crushed,” Rowe began. “Most believe you killed your brother Berran in feral rage after he turned you into a vampire. You always refused to answer. How did your brother die?”
Despite the ceremony behind the question, Galamon did not seem deeply rattled as he answered, “When I awoke, Berran apologized for what he had done and killed himself. He used a wedge to lift a boulder, placed his head beneath it, and then allowed it to fall. His death was instant.”
“Then it’s as I thought,” Rowe said. “Your brother was coerced into turning you.”
“His children were at risk. I do not blame him.” Galamon shook his head. “And it matters little. Those responsible are dead. Dras promised me he would uproot them before he sent me away, and I know he kept that promise.”
“Who was responsible?” questioned Anneliese, a query which made Argrave nod in solidarity.
“The Ebon Cult,” said Galamon, his guttural voice carrying a pure hatred that made Argrave shudder.
“Aye. They were before your time, girl. Dras slaughtered them like the dogs they were.” Rowe lowered his head. “They were once the Ebon tribe. They discovered Ebonice. Some people abhor using the stuff for that reason.”
Argrave stepped forward, then turned to face Galamon. “The Ebon Cult existed in Veiden?”
Galamon’s pupils fell on Argrave, their whiteness seeming especially cold today. “What do you mean, ‘existed in’?” he questioned.
Argrave held a finger to his chin as he mused, “It could be a cult of the same name—darkness, blackness, and other such stygian descriptors are trendy in cult circles, I hear—but the Ebon Cult is alive and well in Berendar, living deep in the crust of the world.”
Galamon grabbed Argrave’s shoulders, which dredged up some unpleasant memories and made Argrave freeze. “Describe them,” he said insistently, pulling Argrave closer.
Anneliese put her hand on Galamon’s wrist. “Let go, first,” she said.
Galamon took a deep breath and then released Argrave. “Forgive me. I need to hear their descriptions.”
“Well…” Argrave rolled his shoulders, still feeling a soreness where Galamon had grasped. “They’re a multiracial group, which is perhaps their most inclusive trait. They dwell in the old dwarven cities, whose creators have long ago migrated deeper into the earth. They use necromancy, shamanic magic, and blood magic, all of which they are masters at. In truth, they’re more a nation than a cult—a religious state beneath the earth.”
“What are their ideals? What do they worship?” Galamon said impatiently.
“A false god.” Argrave shook his head. “They’re trying to turn that falsehood into reality—not that that’s even possible. His name is Mozzahr, the Castellan of the Empty. I’d say he’s a spellcaster at Rowe’s level.”
“A bold claim,” snorted Rowe.
“You’re right. Mozzahr is probably stronger.” Argrave nodded. “Shamanic magic is a pain, after all.”
Rowe raised a bushy brow, gritting his teeth. Galamon turned his head away, silent. When the awkward silence stretched out, Argrave followed up, asking, “What? Does that name mean anything to you?”
“It’s unfamiliar,” Galamon said musingly. “Rowe?”
“Sounds like nonsense to me. Castellan of the Empty? What does that mean? Did he go to an open field and declare himself its governor?” The S-rank spellcaster shook his head. “I did not review what was taken during the razing of the Ebon tribe. Patriarch Dras might know better. I can inquire.”
“Castellan of the Empty could mean a lot of things. ‘Empty’ meaning ‘empty people,’ or meaning ‘void.’ Hard to govern either, I’d suspect,” Argrave joked. “We can ask him when the time comes, if indeed he’s amenable to conversation at that time.”
“Ask him? What does that mean?” Galamon demanded.
“He has to die, eventually. He’ll cause problems in the future,” Argrave declared. “This cult rivals Vasquer in power. They’ve done us a favor by going to the dwarven cities deep underground, but we still have to bury them there. We have to make sure they never come out of their holes.” Argrave shrugged, then added, “In time, of course. We have other priorities.”
“Do you have a plan for every step until Gerechtigkeit manifests?” Rowe asked curiously.
“I do.” Argrave nodded. “I have a very, very busy schedule, which scarcely offers time even to sleep. I’ve divided it into phases, recently. First, I solidify my power and deal with immediate problems—like Vasquer, for instance. We’re on that phase.” Argrave pointed to the ground. “Second, I gain support and alliances. It’d be impossible to persuade the human world of Gerechtigkeit’s existence presently, especially with an all-consuming civil war occurring. We’ll have to wait for Gerechtigkeit to make itself known—and believe me, it will.”
“And the third?” queried Rowe.
“I am become Death, the destroyer of the destroyer of worlds.” Argrave held his hands out in faux grandiosity. “We end Gerechtigkeit. This won’t be a battle. It’ll be a war.”
Rowe gripped his staff tightly. “You have the odd and decidedly dangerous habit of rousing my blood, Argrave,” he said. It was the first time the old elf had said his name, Argrave was sure. “Most times in anger, and now, in… vigor, I suppose.”
Argrave laughed. “Let’s hope it persists for three more years. You’ll need it later, not now.”
“I am aware, boy,” the elf reprimanded. “Now, all this talk has reminded me of the duty that the Patriarch has given to me. We’ve tended to your needs, and after hearing your little speech, I can concur it was worth my time. That said, my task strengthens Veiden, and your aid is long overdue.”
“Then I suppose I am at your disposal, provided this won’t take too long.” Argrave nodded.
“That depends on your capabilities,” Rowe said, dispelling the ward around them as effortlessly as he had created it.
***
“Do you bring a library everywhere you go?” questioned Rowe as he stepped into their dormitory. “Books here, books there, books on the bed, books on the chair,” he rhymed. “I shouldn’t be surprised. You seem the type that would like to own books for the sole purpose of decoration.”
“Books do look nice, but I’ll learn all of these eventually.” Argrave picked up a spellbook and waited for the rest of his party to enter before shutting the door. “It’ll merely take some time.”
“Mmm… if your willpower doesn’t fail first, your memory will,” Rowe disagreed. He moved some books off a chair and sat down, letting out a huff of air. He leaned his staff against the table.
“I’m not an old man at the cusp of losing his mind. My memory is good,” Argrave countered. “So, things have been settled with Elias thanks to your help. What could the unfathomably powerful S-rank mage want with the weak and altogether not-helpful me?” Argrave sat down adjacent to Rowe. “Frankly, I can’t believe you’re here. Don’t you have important functions in Veiden?”
“Yes, but I hate doing them,” Rowe said blatantly. His gaze wandered to Anneliese and Galamon, who took their seats at the table. “Patriarch Dras chose me specifically for two reasons—of everyone in Veiden, I’ve come to understand enchantments the best.” Rowe held up one finger. “And two: he wishes to pass some… untraditional reforms, shall we say, and doesn’t want my meddling.”
“Despite knowing that, you’re here?” Argrave asked curiously.
“I get tired of making sure people don’t hurt themselves.” Rowe shook his head. Seeing Argrave’s incredulous expression, he added, “You try holding the line against the younger generations for hundreds and hundreds of years. There’s only one me, but they keep making more damned babies. Hard to see the value in life when you realize it’s a renewable resource.
“Time was, I had some ideological allies in Veiden, but I’ve outlived all of them.” Rowe shook his head, and then waved his hand as though shooing something. “Besides, Dras is reasonably intelligent. He won’t ruin things too much, and I can fix what he does when I return.”
“I see.” Argrave didn’t think too deeply into the matter—now that Veiden had ceased its progress into the mainland, his business with them would be done for a time. “You mentioned enchantments earlier. Is that related to your business here?”
“Aye.” Rowe tapped his finger against the table. “Our attack on that city… Mateth, was it? It was illuminating.”
“Did you have a moment of epiphany where you realized the foolishness of war?” Argrave asked drolly. “That would be the best outcome. Embrace pacifism, live peacefully.”
“No. What we realized was the foolishness of the way we warred.” Row shook his head. “Some mages tried attacking the enchanted walls with magic, you know.” Rowe gestured to Argrave, then continued bitterly, “The spells rebounded, exploding in the ranks of our own men. Dozens dead, so I’m told.”
“Yeah. House Monticci is—well, was—strong,” Argrave amended. “Their walls have never fallen, and their navy had never been beaten before. Some say their sigil should have been a golden turtle. But Veiden annihilated their navy; at that, at least, you can take pride. Your extremely poorly timed invasion was well done.”
“What does it matter whether their navy had been beaten before? To Veiden, they’re all the same—enemies to be conquered in time.”
“All the same? With that approach, Veiden’s bound to fail. There’s a reason I killed your druids, Rowe. Intelligence is paramount.” Argrave placed his elbows on the table. “Know thy self, know thy enemy. A thousand battles, a thousand victories. Victorious warriors win first and then go to war, while defeated warriors go to war first and then seek to win,” he spoke, acting up the part of the sagely scholar for his own amusement.
“I don’t care to hear your platitudes.” Rowe shook his head. “And knowing our enemy is precisely the reason why I am here.”
“Will you keep speaking vagaries or get to the point?” Galamon placed his arm on the table.
“Hmph. Impatient as ever.” Rowe glared at Galamon.
“No. You like to speak too much,” Galamon said, some nostalgia on his tone. “I know that well.”
“Those whose words are worth hearing should make them heard,” Rowe responded to Galamon, then turned his gaze back to Argrave. “Putting it plainly, we need to correct our insufficiencies in comparison to humanity.”
“Alright.” Argrave nodded. “You’ve still yet to tell me what to do.”
“Can’t you extrapolate things? Must I spell everything out?” Rowe shook his head. “I wish to know of enchanted architecture of note. I intend to visit and examine it. Furthermore, I must more closely examine illusion magic and enchantments. You taught Veiden how to create low-level enchantments, but none of those are capable of what was achieved at Mateth.” Rowe leaned in. “It is not enough. Veiden must be strengthened. This serves your interests, too—we will aid you against Gerechtigkeit.”
“Then perhaps you should have been nicer to Elaine,” Argrave said, a faintly amused smile forming his face. “I can’t be your tour guide, nor can I give you all the secrets you need. She can, though.”
“I did not expect one so weak to hold a powerful position. But she won’t help now, no question,” Rowe followed. “Hmm…”
“No, she’ll have a question, I’m sure,” Argrave disagreed. “The question will be… how much can you pay for her help?”
“Dras has given me the liberties of using Veiden’s coffers, if need be,” Rowe stated as though it was the natural course of things.
“Then your answer to that question should be ‘a hell of a lot.’” Argrave smiled. “If you’re nice, I’ll try to mark down the price. I think I can civilize you yet. Fortunately, I intended to meet with her shortly. She’ll be coming with to the banquet, and I need to invite her.” Argrave stood up from his chair. “If you’d like, you may come along now. Two birds, one stone.”




Chapter 28

Dusk light washed over the city of Jast, the orange giving the somber city an amber hue on its black stones. The towers seemed less dark and foreboding as high as Argrave was, though he was not fond of the stronger winds here.
“I’m done.” Anneliese’s voice broke his thoughts.
Argrave turned, feeling some gold fur rub at his cheek. He wore the fancy black outfit he had retailored a few days ago. It had taken some extra money to have it done in such a timely fashion, but he was largely satisfied with the results.
“And?” Argrave pressed her further. The rest of the company gathered around—Elaine, Stain, Elias, and Helmuth. Galamon was present, too, but he did not need to move from his spot to hear Anneliese.
Everyone save the two elves wore very elaborate clothing. Stain’s outfit was still the tight-fitting white one he’d donned when visiting Elias, and the young lord of Parbon wore his House’s colors. Elaine had donned a simple but vibrant crimson dress that seemed to meld with her hair. She most often wore the baggy gray robes, but in this dress, her statuesque figure was especially evident.
“I scanned the count’s estate thoroughly,” Anneliese began, gaze jumping from person to person as she recounted her experience scouting with druidic magic. “Guards patrolled the outer walls and garden, but no more than usual. None of the rooms seemed to have any large gathering of troops. Of the areas I was able to explore with my pigeon, none of them seemed to be anything more than well-prepared for a banquet. I cannot account for secret rooms or hidden compartments, but the count is not overtly preparing to take action inside.”
“I seriously doubt my brother would violate your right as a guest,” Stain said to Elias. “People would be speaking of it until the end of time. He can’t have that. People can only speak kindly of Jast, elsewise he’ll toss and turn in his sleep, crying and moaning in twisted agony at his sullied honor.”
“You’re doing a lot for this to happen, Veladrien,” spoke Elias to Stain. “Are you sure of it? I won’t fault you if you renege now.”
This is why I hate goody two-shoes, Argrave dialogued internally. They always try to take less than what they need, even at their own detriment. Don’t give him an out, you fool… he wished to say, but Argrave was not genuinely concerned. He expected Stain’s answer, and it came just as he thought it would.
“Call me Stain. It’s the name I chose—the one I want,” he insisted. “After tonight, Veladrien won’t be any more. If it’ll help this little deal work out, I’ll formally renounce my heritage. I’m sure Count Delbraun will leap forth like a dog towards a treat at the prospect of removing me from his family. Bastard. Er, no offense,” he quickly added towards Argrave, having recently discovered his identity.
“None taken.” Argrave shook his head. “Alright. So, seeing no immediate danger, I think it’d be best if we decided on a plan as to what should be done once we’re inside Delbraun’s estate.”
“We just need to get a private conversation with the count.” Elias shook his head. “We play it by ear.”
“No, we don’t,” Argrave quickly refuted. “Our ears aren’t capable of much thought. This is too important to delegate to an organ which some people live without. The stakes are a lot larger than you can see, and I’m not talking about the beef which we might find served in these gilded halls.”
Elaine snorted, but most others were unamused by Argrave’s pun.
“Firstly, it’s imperative that we stick together. We can function better if we remain closer to each other, and in the event that something unsavory is genuinely waiting for us in the banquet hall…” Argrave bunched his hands together. “Strength in numbers, no? Moreover, we can’t say when or where we’ll encounter Delbraun, and so we all need to be by each other.”
“The count is sure to greet us,” Elias argued. “He is the host, and we are the guest he specifically invited.”
“Do you think it would be prudent to show his face if he genuinely intends to move against you?” Elaine asked. “I see, now, why Argrave asked me along. I’m a shield. The count won’t act against Elias easily if he risks offending the branch manager of the Order in Jast.”
“No, not a shield. Just your presence with Elias gives a lot of credibility to our offer. And now, Elias owes you a favor. He’s rather rich, if you didn’t know.” Argrave tapped his shoulder. “Look at this outfit. Silken white, gold threads… can’t have been cheap.”
“You take many liberties, putting the young lord in debt to another,” criticized Helmuth.
“What can I say? I’m a free-spirited man,” Argrave deflected.
Elias waved a hand. “It’s fine, Helmuth,” he interjected. “Alright. Say the count doesn’t arrive. Say he’s not even present. What—”
“He is present.” Anneliese shook her head. “I have seen him wandering.”
Elias rubbed his fingers together. “How do you know what he looks like?”
“Argrave described him.” Anneliese turned her head. “Ashen hair kept slicked back, middle-aged, tall, orange eyes.”
“And how does Argrave know?” Elias prodded further. “The count scarcely leaves his estate, let alone Jast.”
Argrave quickly supplied, “Stain told me,” placing his hands on the teenager’s shoulders.
“I did…?” He looked at Argrave, then quickly caught on. “Oh, right, I did,” he said with certainty.
“Indeed.” Argrave nodded, quickly pulling free his hand. “And to answer your earlier question, Elias—the beauty of a banquet is that other people will be in attendance. Most prominently, the local nobility of Jast will be present. It takes but a few pointed inquiries to incite their own curiosity; soon enough, they’ll be mirroring our own sentiments.” Argrave put his hand to his chest. “Why isn’t the host present? When will the host be present? That sort of thing is insulting to the nobility, as you know. Might be they’ll make a fuss for us.”
Elias bit his lip, thinking, then nodded. “It seems a reasonable solution. I don’t think I would have been able to come up with that on short notice. Perhaps it was naïve of me to think that people were fundamentally unpredictable.”
“Of course, if they are fellow conspirators working with the count, nothing will come of it.” Argrave shook his head. “That alone should tip us off. It would be a good warning bell.”
“Then is that all?” Elias questioned.
“No.” Argrave shook his head. “I’ll be doing most of the talking—it’s what I’m good at, as I’m sure you agree—but this next part is very important, because he’ll likely be seeking you out for responses.” Argrave stepped forward, pointing at Elias’ face. “Do not allow him to decide at a later date. He must decide on this betrothal at this banquet.”
Elias looked up at Argrave, meeting his gaze. “Why?”
“You would make a terrible merchant.” Argrave shook his head, then held out two hands to represent two examples. “Let’s say you have two buyers of your product. One offers a very good deal. You know, however, the other buyer might be capable of offering even more. What do you do to maximize profits?”
Elias mused, and then bitterly answered, “I would tell the other buyer about the good offer, trying to get more out of him.” He shook his head. “You think the count will go to Elbraille—or perhaps even Vasquer—and look for a better deal.”
“Precisely.” Argrave tapped his temple. “Like I said, I’ll be talking. I don’t want you botching this entire thing by saying something foolish. If you’re unsure, consult me. Don’t do any ear-playing or gut-following. Think with your gut and you’re acting out of your rear.”
Helmuth shook his head in disapproval at Argrave’s insolent words, but Elaine seemed quite amused. A silence stretched out as Argrave thought of more he could say, but he came to the conclusion that there was nothing more to add.
Argrave stepped away, shooting his cuffs and straightening his coat. “I hope the food doesn’t blow. I hate fancy dishes.”
“Is there nothing more? If so, we should probably head for the main gates,” Helmuth commented.
“Some few guests have already arrived,” noted Anneliese, looking out across the hill leading from Jast up to Count Delbraun’s estate. “I will remain here, keeping an eye on things with my druidic magic. Should anything seem awry, I will fly into the banquet hall and perch on someone’s shoulder.”
“Be careful,” Argrave cautioned. “If your pigeon is shot with a quarrel, god forbid, there will be a good deal of backlash.”
“Best I suffer some than let everyone be unwitting of what is coming,” she rebuked.
“If that’s your choice.” Argrave shook his head. “Alright. If there’s nothing more…”
Elaine raised one hand. “Do you need nothing from me? Should I merely stand around looking pretty?”
“You’d have no difficulty with that, I’m sure,” Argrave complimented smoothly. “I gave you no direction because I have no issue with any interjection you might have. Unless it’s a deliberate sabotage, of course. That would not be ideal.”
“No, you have my full support.” She shook her head. “This matter with that elven spellcaster, Rowe—the deal is not yet finalized, but this could be huge for me. I have to thank you for bringing him to me.”
“I thought you might like that.” Argrave nodded. “It’s no trouble. We can talk about it later, if you want. For now… let’s go, shall we?” Argrave spoke to everyone.




Chapter 29

Argrave and his entourage of well-dressed companions stepped past the open set of gargantuan carved marble doors, entering into the banquet hall just behind their footman. Two sets of stairs branched to either side, leading down into a veritably sparkling room.
Their escort stepped to the balcony atop the stairs, announcing, “Now entering, young lord Elias of House Parbon, heir to the Margravate of Parbon, lady Elaine of Vyrbell, young lord Veladrien of Jast, and Argrave, son of King Felipe III.”
Argrave scratched his cheek as most gazes within the hall turned to them. Perhaps the title ‘son of King Felipe III’ had been intended to acknowledge his bastardry, but it seemed far more grandiose than ‘Argrave of Vasquer.’ Helmuth had been entirely excluded from the introduction. Perhaps it was because of his relatively baseborn status, or perhaps he was simply included in Elias’ retinue.
Argrave’s gaze wandered around the grand banquet hall belonging to Count Delbraun of Jast. The player did not often have cause to come here, so the place was mostly unfamiliar to him. The wide and open hall was a vainglorious testament to the power and wealth of House Jast. The place had an air quite similar to a basilica, though perhaps that could be solely attributed to the two prominent colors—white and red.
The room was near fifty feet high, and silver chandeliers bearing bright red candles illuminated the room much better than they had any right doing—most likely, they were enchanted. Marble pillars held up the ceiling, lined up all along the side of the rectangular room. The center of the hall was empty, occupied only with some chatting guests. The birch tables had been placed against the walls and were already filled with food, covered partially by red cloths. Vibrant crimson banners covered the windows, elaborate white suns embroidered in their center—Jast’s heraldry.
Obsequious servants replaced what was taken and tended to the guests ably. Though they were some of the first few to arrive, the hall was already quite filled, and curious eyes watched them readily. After a brief scan, Argrave could not spot Delbraun.
“These places make me nervous,” Elias muttered to Argrave.
“Do they?” Argrave asked rhetorically. He stepped towards the stairs, continuing, “Don’t let it bother you. I can’t hold your hand, you realize.”
“Don’t know what it is. The big crowds, the open spaces… well, banquets and balls have their fair share of tragic endings,” Elias mused. “Maybe it’s only reasonable to be nervous.”
“I know why it bothers you,” Argrave said, placing his hand on the rail and walking down the rightward flight of stairs as he assigned names to those present. “You care what people think about you.”
“Well…” He paused, then said defensively, “Everyone does.”
“There will always be some, sure. It’s never pleasant to be hated. It generally only leads to sadder days.” Argrave glanced back. “You can care less about what they think, though.”
“How?” Elias questioned.
“View things with a larger perspective,” Argrave stated simply. “Me, or you, or anyone in this room—we live relatively meager existences. We’ll live, we’ll do things, and then we’ll die. First, we’ll die physically. Then, as time passes, people will forget us, and we die spiritually. On this plane, at least,” Argrave added. “Who knows what happens after? I don’t.”
“Your solution for combatting anxiety is to contemplate death?” Elias frowned as they came to the final steps before the banquet floor.
“Recognize the own unimportance of your actions,” Argrave urged. “Being disliked by another is nothing on a cosmological scale.”
They came to the banquet floor. Already, some people stepped towards them. Elaine asked Argrave, “You truly believe this?”
“Of course not,” Argrave said incredulously. “My vying heart battles my logical brain and oft wins, I find. I wouldn’t be doing this if I thought my actions didn’t matter. Rather, I plan to leave an indelible mark before I leave this earthly realm—if indeed I leave it at all. Living forever is not so far-fetched for one of my talents.”
“You’re a real headcase, huh?” Stain mused.
“It’s a joke. I’ll probably die young,” assured Argrave. He watched Elias, who fidgeted noticeably less.
Argrave had given that little monologue only to ease his nerves, and by his estimation, it worked splendidly. There was a small group of people headed their way, and Argrave stepped forward, assuming the role as their leader.
“Look at this,” he said levelly. “So many beautiful people so busy looking so good. Let’s mingle, shall we? Follow, and remember—our host is not present, and we must ask why that is.”
Argrave greeted those approaching with a convivial smile, assuming a neat dignity that integrated itself naturally. While a discerning viewer might comment that Argrave lacked noble graces, it proved to be no barrier to his inclusion in the conversation, and he very quickly drew the rest of his company into the fray.
***
Count Delbraun, a tall, ashen-haired man with somewhat animalistic orange eyes, looked through what appeared to be a simple glassless window. If one were to peer through on the other side, though, they would see only stone—it was an illusion enchantment of the highest order, and the window itself was so small that it did not draw much attention even should the magic fail. Few save the count of Jast knew of the existence of these windows, spread throughout the entire estate. Sights and sounds both passed through the portal, and the hall was so spacious that voices echoed well.
The count watched an extraordinarily tall black-haired man converse with a very sizable crowd of people, his every word drawing them in. Delbraun watched the man with such scrutiny it was as though he was trying to decipher how a magician performed a magic trick. He listened to his words just as thoroughly.
Eventually, he closed his eyes and nodded. He stepped away, moving through a confined passageway of marble poorly lit by magic lamps. He pushed on a wall, and it flipped open. An empty bedroom lay beyond. He made sure the hidden door in the wall was in perfect alignment, then he moved to pull a string beside his bed. Just outside the door, one could hear the faint ringing of a bell.
Some time passed as the count removed his white, silken vestments. After a few moments, three knocks came at the door, and then someone entered. A servant waited.
“Fetch me something in a muted red,” Delbraun commanded naturally. “My younger brother is here, and I do not care to match with him.”
“At once, count,” the servant bowed, then stepped off into another room.
***
“…you have been pleasant company thus far, and if you might allow me to step outside my bounds and inquire about something of a political nature, good sir Argrave, I would like to ask a question of you.” A well-dressed man spoke. He had rather well-groomed facial hair, perhaps to accommodate his quickly balding head.
“The intent of the question is the important part.” Argrave raised a brow. “No need to stoke tempers at a pleasant banquet, yes? We’re all waiting for our host to arrive, and I’d prefer not to have him come to some petty squabble regarding the civil war.”
Many present agreed, taking drinks from their glasses. As Argrave had come to discover, this place was a banquet mostly in name alone. The food went largely untouched, and the majority of people were standing and speaking. Argrave was veritably surrounded by a wall of silks and suedes, so entrapped he was in well-dressed people. His company had been pushed to the fringes of the crowd.
“Yes, of course, I agree fully,” the man returned. “I simply wished to inquire about rumors abounding, their origins in Mateth.”
All present paid attention, waiting for Argrave’s response. “Mateth, is it? What do you wish to know? Yes, it’s true—the walls are truly a hundred feet tall, and the seafood is unmatched.”
A mixture of fake and real laughter spread out in the crowd. Someone offered Argrave wine, but he acted as though he didn’t notice. It wouldn’t be prudent to drink here.
“We wished to hear about your role in the invasion.” A woman spoke up.
“I don’t recall invading Mateth,” Argrave deflected with a smile.
“I’ve heard Duke Enrico calls you the Hero of Mateth. And a good deal of people tell me that you came from Mateth.”
“I came from Mateth to here, yes.” Argrave nodded.
“So it’s true?” the initial well-groomed questioner asked. “You stopped the invasion with the help of Tower Master Castro?”
“I wasn’t in Mateth when the invasion was happening.” Argrave shook his head. “It’s hard to end an invasion when you aren’t at the site of the invasion. Unless, of course, people think I sailed from the shores, into the frigid seas, and set foot on the snow elves’ homeland. A bit far-fetched, isn’t it?”
“I cannot make sense of this.” Someone shook their head. “Why does the duke praise you, then?”
Argrave sighed as though in remorse. “It all stems from a misunderstanding, you see. Master Castro initially came to Mateth seeking me out, and—”
A click echoed out across the banquet hall, and Argrave’s head turned to the side, seeking its source. The door across from the main entryway slowly opened, and a servant stepped out, coming to the balcony. He opened his mouth, beginning the word ‘announcing,’ but the count’s hand grabbed his shoulder, silencing him.
Count Delbraun stepped to the balcony. He wore a pleasant dark red outfit, lined with threads of white and silver links. His back was indomitably straight, and his gray hair was neatly slicked back. Shimmering jewels lined his fingers
“Everyone,” Count Delbraun’s voice thundered out. His voice was deep and powerful, yet it had a certain tenseness to it that made each word seem measured. “It brings me great pleasure to see you all assembled here today, giving welcome to Elias, heir to the Margravate of House Parbon. I apologize for my tardiness. Unexpected issues kept me.” His eyes scanned the room.
“Though this banquet may seem to have political undertones, I hope that everyone is willing to set aside whatever allegiances or doubts they may have of the current state of the realm and enjoy a night of fine conversation and pleasant accommodations.” He clasped his hands together, and dipped his head slightly. “When the sun fades beyond the mountains, the banquet doors will open, and anyone may roam the gardens. House Jast has been maintaining them for hundreds of years.”
“Utter trash. He had the garden re-done last year,” Stain commented quietly to Argrave. “Uprooted the trees our mom planted.”
“For now,” Delbraun continued, “Please enjoy the food and drink. I have scheduled some musicians for later. You may look forward to that.”
“I thank you for welcoming me into your home, Count Delbraun,” Elias called out. “I offer a toast to our host. I am glad of the opportunity to give you thanks.” He raised his wine glass.
The rest of the crowd mirrored Elias’ toast, then took a drink. Elias looked to Argrave. “So, what now?”
Argrave watched as Count Delbraun stepped down the stairs. “He came, as I expected. We should go and greet the host. It’s only polite.”
“Just like that?” Elaine asked.
“Just like that,” Argrave confirmed. He took the wine glass from Elias’ hand and placed it on a nearby table. “Come on. The gardens will open soon, and undoubtedly we will have our privacy with the count then.”




Chapter 30

Argrave stared out beyond the hedge maze. He was just tall enough to see over the well-trimmed bushes. Night had fallen, bathing Count Delbraun’s estate in pearly moonlight. The wind had grown colder yet, and Argrave was glad of the golden fur lining his lapel and collar. He pulled his gloves a bit tighter and turned around, watching the last of his company for the banquet take their seats. Count Delbraun sat at one end of the table, back straight as an arrow.
They had moved to a marble terrace just beside the banquet hall. An abundance of greenery made it quite the secluded place, though the plants were kept well enough that the privacy appeared deliberate. The tables and chairs were a gray stone and had been marked with hand-carved floral designs.
Argrave pulled back the chair opposite Delbraun, taking his place at the head of the table. His gaze quickly jumped between Elaine, Stain, Elias, and Helmuth, finally landing at the count. The man reminded Argrave of Duke Enrico, somewhat—a cold, business-like atmosphere, though Delbraun seemed to lack what little warmth the duke had.
“To begin with, I’d like to thank you for giving us your time,” Argrave began amiably.
Delbraun stared at Argrave in silence, only blinking and waiting. Stain tapped his nails against the stone table, biting his lips on the quiet terrace. Elias seemed to wish desperately to interject, but he only watched Argrave, eyes pleading.
Being met with all the response a statue might offer, Argrave shifted in his seat. Delbraun was not especially involved in Heroes of Berendar, so it was difficult to get an accurate bead on his personality. The player had but a few brief interactions, most of which were insubstantial. In the game, he had remained neutral with Elbraille until the war was all but finished. That told Argrave only of caution.
Argrave tilted his head, meeting Delbraun’s gaze. “Perhaps you would like me to skip the niceties and get to the point, Count Delbraun.”
This got more reaction, but only just—the count raised an eyebrow.
“Doubtless you’re curious about why Elias would come here. He has no good reason to accept your invitation, ostensibly.” Argrave leaned forward and laid his arms on the table. “I’ll lay it out plainly. This civil war is rather concerning. With Mateth crippled as it is, Jast stands to be the primary military power at the edge between the north and the south.”
The count held up a hand, a spell matrix swirling about. Argrave knew the count was a B-rank mage, and so tensed, prepared to move at but a moment’s notice. Looking at the spell, Argrave quickly deduced it was a warding spell. A bubble expanded outwards, enveloping them.
“Some letters of mine were missing.” Delbraun’s gaze fell on Stain. “Something would come of it, I knew.”
“Ahah,” Argrave laughed awkwardly. “I hope you won’t pay that any mind. A necessary act.”
“Is your intent to coerce me, Argrave of Vasquer?” Delbraun’s orange eyes switched back to Argrave, not a hint of fear on his expression despite his words. “You bring an S-rank spellcaster into my domain. As a mage, you can’t be ignorant that people would take notice of a veritable monster walking about. You arrive at my banquet unannounced. If you do intend to coerce…” He closed his eyes and shook his head. “…Imprudent.”
Elias reacted strongly to the word ‘coerce,’ adjusting in his seat and looking urgently to Argrave. Perhaps contrary to Elias’ desires, though, Argrave did not immediately deny it.
Argrave rubbed his thumb against his palm. “You’re taking a course that’s against the best interest of the realm. That’s why Elias and I are here today.”
Using the phrase ‘the realm’ made his words ambiguous, and deliberately so on Argrave’s part. ‘The realm’ might mean Vasquer, or it might mean Jast. Argrave trusted that uncertainty would get under Delbraun’s skin.
The count took a deep breath and exhaled, gaze now locked on Argrave unblinkingly.
Argrave proceeded after a moment’s pause. “Perhaps ‘taking a course’ is the wrong term for this.” Argrave held his hands out, open-palmed. “You stand at the beginning of a path. Or, better yet, a crossroad,” Argrave amended quickly.
“Your liege lord, Elbraille, fears the might of Vasquer, and has decided to accept what meager benefits were thrust upon them by King Felipe III. As of now, you obey the words of your liege, unheeding of the righteousness of the situation. I cannot fault you for this—you swore an oath of fealty, and you are a man of honor.” Argrave gestured towards Delbraun, expression serious. “Elias, however, has a proposal for you.”
Elias opened his mouth to speak, but his voice failed on account of his prolonged silence. He cleared his throat and continued, saying, “Correct. I believe it would be in everyone’s best interest to forge a union between House Jast and House Parbon, by way of myself and a woman of your house—your sister, Ridia, perhaps.”
The count did not relax, but Argrave thought some of the tension in his face fell. He looked to Elias, letting the silence hang once more. Argrave waited patiently.
Delbraun spoke evenly. “Noble houses rise and fall with the passing of time. House Jast is five centuries old. We are the oldest house in Vasquer, barring the royal family itself. Over centuries, this place rose from a barren wasteland of black stone into a city of magic famed across the realm. Why?”
Delbraun leaned in. “As one house of wizards surrounded by a thousand others in this land of dense magic, my house learned well when to fight and when to endure. Powers great and small all fell, but when the king chose a count of this burgeoning city, he named it Jast.” Delbraun leaned back. “I see no need to stick my neck out. In times like this, it makes it only easier to cut.”
“In a war of honor and righteousness, you’d eschew your duty to your people to retain your position?” Argrave criticized. The words were mostly for show—Delbraun’s resistance was only ceremony, Argrave suspected.
“Who is to say who is right or just?” Delbraun questioned coldly. “Vasquer has ruled for 872 years. The realm has only prospered during this time, growing and expanding ever further.”
“And yet it falters now,” Argrave countered. “Vasquer’s king is ruthless and uncompromising, sowing misery where he treads. Its heir is worse yet—cruel, taking pleasure in suffering.”
“We all swear fealty to the king.” Delbraun shook his head. “I bear the title of count only by his grace.”
“And the king swore to protect you in turn. At this, he fails miserably—indeed, he actively harms your people and your realm in vainglorious grasps at power to strengthen House Vasquer.” Argrave leaned in, entwining his hands. “Nothing is black and white, Count Delbraun, but do you recall a history where a villain won? Never, considering who writes it.” Argrave unwound his fingers. “Furthermore, should a new king be enthroned, with Parbon as the sole decider, doubtless that new king would bestow you a title with equal—if not greater—grace.”
Their heated back and forth slowed for a moment as each stared the other down. Finally, Delbraun asked, “You believe House Parbon to be the victors?”
Argrave was tempted to confess that things looked dire without Jast’s aid or neutrality, but doing so would damage his position in the exchange.
“Unnecessary death is always a tragic thing. Whether it’s Veiden attacking Mateth or Elbraille supporting Vasquer, both create only havoc. You won’t experience much of it. The people will, though. Your soldiers, your civilians… they’ll bear the brunt.” Argrave pursed his lips. “I stopped what was beginning in Mateth before it could spiral out of control. I cannot stop this civil war. I hope that, by facilitating this, the war can end quickly with a crushing victory.”
“Yet Parbon cannot protect their own. Word came today that five men under Prince Induen stormed a castle and killed its lord. This was in House Parbon’s territory, no less.” Delbraun waved his hand.
Argrave frowned, ignorant of this happening. Realizing his mistake, he smoothed his face and deflected quickly, saying, “An assassin can achieve much if the receiver is unprepared. If this does not illustrate Vasquer’s treachery thoroughly, I am unsure what will.”
Delbraun returned to the silence he’d cultivated at the beginning of the conversation, staring at Argrave. His gaze was lost in deliberation, and Argrave waited for him to process things.
“You wish to speak of coercion?” Argrave continued. “Vasquer has practically forced Elbraille into support. The duke fears reprisal on account of being so close to the bulk of Vasquer’s power, and Vasquer has leveraged that fear well with minute rewards.” Argrave shook his head as though disappointed. “I believe that, in times like these, it is a vassal’s place to advise their liege to take a different, more mutually beneficial course of action.”
Elaine placed her hand on the table. “The Order of the Gray Owl presently maintains its politically neutral stance under the leadership of Master Castro. Individual mages, however, are free to hold their own allegiances. As are the nobility of Jast. Something you might wish to consider, Count Delbraun.”
Delbraun did not look at Elaine, eyes staying locked on Argrave.
“Another matter.” Argrave held Delbraun’s gaze. “Your brother, Veladrien of Jast. I am well aware there exists some hostility between the two of you.” He pointed two fingers at each of them. “Elias, though, is rather impressed by his talents. Should this betrothal occur, perhaps Veladrien might, as a show of good faith, renounce his family name and enter into service under Elias?”
“Hah.” Delbraun laughed once, a smile splitting his stern demeanor for the first time in the conversation.
Stain had been watching passively throughout the whole conversation, but that brief laughter made his face shift. It was like watching some last holdout fall—some last hope that, just maybe, his brother still had some love for him. The teenager’s gaze drifted to the floor, as though his triumph was stolen from him.
“You came well prepared, Argrave.” Delbraun watched Argrave, uncaring of his younger brother’s plight. “You wear your House’s colors, yet you work against their interests. A rather baffling thing. I do not like proceeding with uncertain variables. Where is your stake in this?”
Argrave touched the gold fur on his coat. “I merely like these colors. There is no deeper meaning behind it. This outfit is rather nice, by my estimation.” Argrave adjusted his clothing.
“As for my stake…” Argrave searched for an answer, brows furrowed. “I was being genuine earlier. A loss of life is a tragic thing, to be prevented by any means necessary. If war cannot be stayed, let it end quickly. The war has not yet begun and both sides seem even, but should Vasquer keep power, things will be… unpleasant for the populace, largely. If those ruling are unjust, it is the people’s duty to step up and remove them from power. There are others more suitable to the throne, with a claim to it or no.”
This was his true position on the matter. Should the rebellion succeed and should Argrave possess a pivotal position in said rebellion, he would be in a good position to enthrone a new ruler without significant unrest. He might achieve a better end than existed in Heroes of Berendar. Not all deviations from the normal course needed to be negative. Even a game as dynamic as Heroes of Berendar was not without limits in terms of options, and now those limits were gone.
Delbraun nodded. “If you phrase it like that, I think I see.”
“I am glad to hear it. Now, then, unless you have more questions, all present are very eager to hear your answer.” Argrave placed his elbows on the table and leaned against it.
Delbraun shook his head. “This is not something I, alone, can decide. I must consult with my vassals, few though they may be, and ensure that everything is considered before making such a decision.”
“If you can’t decide here, we’ll take your answer as a ‘no,’” Elias spoke up, and Argrave hid his smile upon seeing Elias’ disappointment. Evidently the young lord of Parbon did not like that Argrave’s advice had been accurate.
“I do not like being forced to answer.” Delbraun raised a hand to the table, gripping the side.
“Need I remind you that you are, nominally, our enemy?” Argrave smiled. “I have read the letters. We came here in good faith to try to pull you away from the path you’re about to tread, at the risk of Elias’ life. I believe this is the least that you can do,” Argrave stated seriously. “You hold the most authority in Jast—any decision you make will be followed.”
Delbraun’s gaze locked on Argrave, resuming its silence. After a few moments, he looked to Elias and asked, “You would give me, at the very least, until the end of this banquet?”
“That…” Elias paused, “…should be fine, I think.”
Argrave hid his expression with his hand. Good lord, Elias. One job.




Chapter 31

“I see no reason to think that Delbraun would cheat us on this matter,” Elias said with a determined stare at Argrave. “He will give us his answer at the end of the banquet, just as he said.” He still sat in the stone chair beside the table they’d spoken to Delbraun at.
Argrave leaned up against the terrace’s railing. He sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger. “I wonder, then, why he can’t be found anywhere in the banquet hall.” Argrave lowered his hand. “What did I tell you? I specifically told you not to let him answer later. I didn’t think I needed to specify if the quantity of time was hours or days. Evidently, I was wrong,” Argrave said exasperatedly.
“Count Delbraun will come back,” Elias insisted.
“Here’s what I think will happen. Hours will pass, and then the banquet will end. Servants will refuse us, citing some annoyance the count must deal with—or perhaps he’s simply fallen asleep in deep contemplation.” Argrave shook his head. “There’s a term for this. Stonewalling.”
“You are too cynical,” Elias said finally, refusing to argue the point further. Elias’ retainer, Helmuth, seemed to share Argrave’s sentiments, but he did not voice them.
“Fine. Whatever. I did my best.” Argrave shrugged in defeat. “I don’t think we’re at risk anymore, and Anneliese will still be watching for suspicious happenings. Let us wait to see who is right.” He looked to Stain, who sat at the table still. “Stain,” he called out, and the teenager raised his head. Argrave reached into his pockets, retrieving a small pouch. “Here. Well-earned.” He tossed it.
Stain caught the pouch, perplexed. He opened it, peering within, then quickly shut it and looked around. “Gods, you have to stop carrying this much around. Four rose-gold coins?”
“Hope you like it,” Argrave said, falling into thought.
“Well… whatever happens, I’m no longer a Jast.” Stain pocketed the pouch. “Every bit helps. I have to leave this place. Leave this city. I want to vomit.”
“Try not to puke, please,” Argrave advised idly, busy thinking.
I think I can finish my business in Jast without a problem. Elbraille doesn’t seem to intend to go public with his support of Vasquer for a while yet.
“Argrave,” began Elaine. “Perhaps you might simply enjoy the rest of the banquet for what it is?”
Argrave lowered his gaze to meet Elaine’s. He considered her point for a moment, then shook his head. “The food is likely cold by now.”
“The servants are adept,” she countered. “And I see something fine over there. Would you like to come?”
“Sure,” Argrave finally agreed.
Elaine and Argrave walked back into the mostly empty banquet hall, heading to a table full of fine foods. Argrave looked around at the various foods, puzzled, before finally settling for a piece of bread with a shake of his head.
“I don’t know what half of this stuff is,” he commented, tearing the bread and taking a bite. Once he’d finished chewing, he commented, “At the very least, this is certainly bread.”
“You could try something new,” she suggested, retrieving a plate of strangely cut meat sloshed with some yellow sauce.
“And risk making a bad night worse? I’ll stick to this any day.” Argrave waved the bread about. “Consistency is key. Hard to ruin bread.”
“The night was not so bad. You speak well. I learned much about you.” She stared at him.
“Most of it was made up.” Argrave shook his head. “I don’t care what these people think of me. I’d prefer they didn’t think of me—that would be best.”
“I must say, I have never been asked to a banquet on business before.” She looked around the hall.
“Would you prefer to have been asked for other reasons?” he inquired, taking a bite of bread.
“Generally, no.” She shook her head, and then fixed her red hair. “Were it you, though, I think I would have liked it very much.”
Argrave stopped chewing for a moment, tempted to break his rule of never speaking with food in his mouth. Elaine smiled at him as he chewed quickly, swallowing. He asked cautiously, “Are you being serious?”
“If I am?” she returned a question.
“That would be very surprising.” Argrave set the bread down, feeling it was out of place for this conversation.
“It would be. Many men have tried to court me. I have considered some. And now, I am considering one in particular.”
Being confronted with this, Argrave could not help but size Elaine up. She was a beautiful woman, undoubtedly—bright red hair, unblemished skin, and enchanting green eyes. She had a certain fierceness to her face that betrayed some of her personality. The dress she wore tonight only served to accentuate her prominent features. She was a bright woman, too—a B-rank mage at her relatively young age.
“You want me to… court you?” Argrave asked, but Elaine only crossed her arms and smiled. “We have not known each other long. Why?”
“Is that not the purpose of courtship, to get to know each other?” She waved her hand towards him. “You’re intelligent, but you’re not pretentious. You don’t care about what my brother does to earn money. That alone means more to me than you know. I know that you treat the people close to you well—those two you would call ‘friend,’ Anneliese and Galamon, are evidence enough of that. And I think that… I think I would like it very much if I was one of those people.”
“Their case is a bit different, but…” Argrave trailed off, lost in thought. He let the silence fester in the air for a time as his thoughts ran in his head.
When his thoughts came to a conclusion, he turned to Elaine. “Listen. You’re a very beautiful woman, Elaine, but beyond only that, you’re intelligent and ambitious. I would be lying if I said anything else.”
Her face grew a little tense. “It doesn’t sound as though you’re about to say ‘yes.’”
Argrave scratched his cheek, wondering how best to phrase this. “Let me ask you this. Could you, tomorrow, set aside everything that you’ve built and leave Jast to go wandering for years on end? This is no journey of self-discovery, either,” Argrave cautioned. “It will be a journey fraught with perils, and there will be no time for frivolities or luxurious amenities.”
“What do you mean?” She frowned.
“Jast is but one stop in my long, long journey. I lingered here far longer than I wanted to. There is… something that I have to do. Something that I have to achieve. I might die. I almost expect it.”
“Are you toying with me?” she questioned somewhat indignantly.
Argrave sighed and shook his head. “If only. When I leave Jast, I’m headed to the Burnt Desert. I’ll be crossing the mountains using the abandoned Low Way of the Rose.”
“You’re being serious,” she realized. “That’s… immeasurably dangerous.”
“I know. I might take a more respectable road, but I need something there.” Argrave shrugged. “When my business in the Burnt Desert is done, I have to head to the northeast of Vasquer. Maybe you’ve heard rumors of the plague beginning there?” Argrave smiled bitterly. “It’s more dangerous than this civil war, I believe. I have to quell it. My schizoaffective half-brother blessed by many gods will be there, provided nothing too strange happened.”
Argrave continued, waving his hands. “After that, more, more, and more. I cannot rest. I cannot afford it. All the money in my pocket can’t buy the time I need to fix this continent’s misery.”
“I see. Then, that earlier was you…” She trailed off. “How long will you do this?”
“Three years and some months, as a rough estimate,” Argrave stated plainly, leaning up against the table. “You see, now, why your offer is difficult for me to accept.”
She turned away from Argrave, arms crossed as she lost herself in thought. Eventually, her green eyes fell back upon Argrave. “I felt that you were being… especially considerate of me. Was I wrong, then?”
Argrave was taken aback. It was true—he had been nicer to her than most, but that was only to ensure she caused no problems. He had wanted a transactional relationship more than a genuine one. In the end, she had been a great help; the matter with Rowe, recommending Anneliese as an honorary member to the Order of the Gray Owl, and showing up here today.
“You weren’t wrong,” he stated hesitantly.
She seemed hopeful given his answer. “Then, when all is said and done… when those three years have passed…” she said the words slowly, as though she herself found them ridiculous.
People started to enter the banquet hall quickly, led by servants. Argrave looked around perplexedly—it seemed as though all of the guests had had been led back. Elaine shifted uncomfortably on account of their privacy being so quickly disturbed. The doorway opposite the entryway opened once more, and Count Delbraun stepped out. Beside him was an ashen-haired woman with orange eyes. She was slender and seemed rather meek in front of the crowd.
“Everyone,” Count Delbraun called out. “I apologize for having my servants retrieve you all so suddenly. I have a very important announcement to make.”
Elias came out the door just behind them. Delbraun ushered him in, until the two stood side-by-side.
“As of today, I am very proud to announce a union of two great noble houses. My sister, Ridia of Jast, is now the betrothed to Elias of Parbon, heir to the Margravate.” Delbraun smiled, and clasped Elias’ shoulder.
Argrave’s mouth fell open. He could not help but say, “What?” His voice was rather clear in the silence of the hall. Very quickly, though, clapping drowned out his voice.
***
“So, he spurned her,” said Elenore, setting the teacup down beside a paper bearing a wax seal. The seal had been imprinted with a simple symbol—that of a bat.
Princess Elenore was a thin and frail-looking woman, with the hair resembling obsidian common in House Vasquer. It was difficult to ignore the hollow sockets where her eyes should be. Scars indicated they had been forcibly and violently removed. In addition, her feet were missing, leaving only two stumps of mismatched length behind.
“It seems to be that way, my princess,” a maid said, lowering the paper. The princess was surrounded by many maids, each of them with papers in hand. They seemed more like bureaucrats than servants as they were. The maid continued, adding, “The remainder of Elaine’s writings only reports what we already know—Jast is allied to House Parbon.” The maid straightened the papers. “It is unfortunate she could not grow closer to him.”
“Not necessarily.” Elenore pulled at the blindfold hiding her empty eye sockets, briefly exposing scarred flesh. “Her affection was genuine. She would not have cooperated had he agreed.”
The maids looked among each other, uncertainty clearly on their mind. None voiced their concerns, though.
“Should we send Elaine the usual payment we provide for new informants?”
“No.” Elenore shook her head. “Pay her generously. Make sure she knows we are being generous. Compensate Rivien, too, for his part in this.”
“Are you sure, princess? Money is tight after recent investments…” one of the maids asked.
The princess remained unoffended by the questioning of her judgement. “These investments will pay for themselves in months. There is money to be made in war—one needs only to be flexible. We will be fine, my little wings, fret not. This bat is not yet done soaring.”
Most present nodded in quiet acquiescence.
The princess mused aloud, “I did not think I had another competent brother.”
The maids looked amongst themselves, somewhat surprised. Their princess did not give praise easily.
“He killed my designs in infancy,” she noted passively, more an observation than anything. “Unknown motivations, unknown allegiance… and many more unknowns. I am decidedly perplexed.”
“Elaine thinks he wishes to be king,” one of the maids noted. “He plans to achieve great fame for various deeds, all the while aiding the rebellion.”
“I’m… not sure. Perhaps she misunderstood him. Or she’s trying to mislead me deliberately.” Elenore scratched at her chin. “I need to think. I need to plan.” She fumbled briefly for the teacup, and then took another drink.
“Set the rest of the documents aside for now. Fetch my prosthetic feet. I must walk to work my mind, lest my thoughts escape me.” She shifted in her wooden wheelchair. The maids stood rapidly, scattering, leaving Elenore in quiet.
“How sad,” the princess whispered aloud in the empty greenhouse. None but her could know what she was referring to.




Chapter 32

The worst part about Elias being correct had to be the fact that he wasn’t smug about it, Argrave had come to realize. Were it anyone less decent, Argrave was sure they’d be rubbing his error in judgement in his face, and he’d be able to confront it squarely. A week had passed, and yet Argrave could still not feel unbothered by it.
House Jast and House Parbon had entered into an alliance. Elias would soon be returning to Parbon to get his father’s approval, alongside a contingent of mages sworn to Jast’s service. The true effects of that pact would surely be felt in the days to come as it spread throughout the land—Argrave would need to see if Elbraille did indeed fall in with the rebels as he and Anneliese had theorized. He had many doubts regarding whether or not things would proceed as planned, but he tried not dwell on them. As Argrave had come to understand, many things were beyond his control.
Yet the uncertain future was not the sole thing disturbing Argrave. Elaine seemed content to never again bring up what she’d mentioned at the banquet, and Argrave was not exactly eager to broach the subject. It had made the business between Rowe and Elaine a good deal more awkward.
“Why are you sulking, boy?” Rowe’s voice broke Argrave’s thoughts. “Bothered you’re still dealing with my requests?”
Argrave, who was sitting in a chair, looked up to the aged elf. He had not especially liked Rowe in the game, mostly because he was very difficult to fight. Rowe alone was hard enough, but the fight was cheap—two on one, Rowe and his dragon, Crystal Wind. Now, after some time spent with him, Argrave started to view him as a senile old uncle with outdated ideals. It was difficult to dislike that.
They were in the Vyrbell manor. Argrave was waiting for Elaine to return from the bathroom so that things could proceed. Galamon was busy at the blacksmith, finalizing the reforging of his armor, and Anneliese remained at their inn, wrapped up in study.
Argrave rubbed his hands together. “How could I be bothered by that? It seemed like things were wrapping up. We’ve worked out an equitable illicit exchange of knowledge between Jast and Veiden. I’m sure your pride as an honorable Veidimen must be direly wounded.”
Rowe grinned. Despite his age, he had a rather clean set of teeth. “To think that Dras thought this would be difficult.”
Argrave frowned. “Meaning what?”
“Dras is a smart man. I don’t say this lightly.” Rowe tapped his staff against the ground, and then pulled up a chair. “I didn’t come here to tour your continent, looking at your ridiculous gaudy enchanted architecture.” Rowe waved his hand. “This deal was precisely the reason I came here.”
Argrave was perplexed. “What are you talking about? This is what you wanted all along?” Argrave leaned back in the chair, crossing his arms. “Why not just ask? Seems simpler.”
“Dras knew if I came to you, asking to set up contact between me and an influential person in this city, you’d wring us dry. Money. Books. Whatever other damnable things you can conjure in that dome of yours.” Rowe shook his head, lips curled. “So, Dras gave me some lines, instructed me to lead you to where he wanted, and… well, here we are.”
“Smart. Be stingy with the guy fighting against everyone’s enemy.” Argrave nodded drolly.
“You seem to misunderstand something.” Rowe leaned his staff against the wall, and then pulled his chair a touch closer towards Argrave. “To Dras, you are merely the one who made him aware of He Who Would Judge the Gods. You made all of Veiden aware of his coming.” Rowe shook his head. “To the Patriarch, and to Veiden, that is the end. You do not matter. If you die, our fight continues. Whatever you achieve is of no consequence. At best, you could facilitate an easier landing on Berendar.”
Argrave was a bit offended at first, but his reason shone through and he accepted Rowe’s words with a quiet nod.
“Even if you’ve a god at your back, Dras doesn’t see what you can reasonably achieve as one man. Despite the two formidable allies following you about like little ducklings, you’re not much to him.”
“He’s only one person, too. Why is he forgetting that?” Argrave shook his head, then examined something about the way Rowe was speaking. “You’re separating yourself from them,” Argrave noted. “You’re not saying we, but Dras or Veiden.”
“Unfortunately, I can’t disregard you. You seem to worm your way into important people’s ears with ease. Not just that, your mana grows too quickly, for reasons I cannot understand,” Rowe veritably grumbled. Argrave had not made the existence of the Amaranthine Heart known to any outside of Anneliese and Galamon, after all.
“When you aren’t doing something to benefit yourself or your companions, all you do is read spellbooks. At the very least, you have aptitude and drive. You remind me of others I’ve known. More talented than me, more hardworking than me. That girl with you, Anneliese, is one of those number.” Rowe gripped his staff. “They’re mostly dead, though. Some I watched die. Some I killed when they overreached. Don’t forget that. Talent and hard work cannot bring you everything.”
“Real heartwarming talk, Rowe,” Argrave said exasperatedly. “What’s your point?”
“Don’t get stupid. Don’t get cocksure,” he said sternly. “Had I the time, and were you less insufferable, I might teach you some things. As it stands, your jokes make my head ache and I’m to be very busy dealing with that red-haired one… What’s her name…? Elaine.” He came to his feet, using his staff to lift himself up. “I’ll say it plainly. Keep as you are, but know your limits. One mistake, one misstep, and you might end all your progress. You can’t restart life, boy.”
Argrave blinked, taking in Rowe’s words. “This is a very strange way to express concern.”
“Whatever.” Rowe closed his eyes and rubbed them as though he was tired. “I’ve said my piece. Live or die, it’s not my concern. It’s yours. We probably won’t speak again for some time. I understand most of your business is near done in Jast.”
“That’s—” Argrave was about to confirm, but the door opened and Elaine reentered.
“Apologies,” she said, adjusting her gray robes. “I believe we were finalizing things?” she questioned, tone completely business-like.
“Right,” Argrave agreed, standing up.
Argrave thought that it would be for the best if they continued like this, ignoring what had been said. At the very least, things could continue as they were.
***
“Here are the first two outfits,” the tailor introduced obsequiously. She was a short woman with neatly cut short brown hair. “It was very pleasant to work with such strange dimensions. A tall, thin figure like yours… uncommon. As you requested, I left room in case your physique should change somewhat. The lady, too, was an enjoyable challenge.” She gestured to Anneliese.
Both of the outfits had been laid out across the table, likely because they had no mannequins that could reasonably fit either’s size. Argrave stepped forward, removing his gloves. Both leather outfits were a dark steely gray, subtly lined with white at points. Argrave could faintly feel the enchantments as he ran his hands across it.
“It consists of the base—leather boots, leather pants, and the leather shirt, long-sleeve. Overtop that, you may wear a heavier duster lined with fur on the inside, in case the weather should grow cold… or if more protection is needed. It has a hood to protect the head, too.”
The tailor stepped up beside Argrave as he examined their new gear. “Each is made of leather and fur from the Snowstrider Bears in the north—very durable leather, shrugging off blades by itself. The fur is soft and warm, and mostly lines the inside. The enchantments, too, should ward off much magic. The materials and the enchantment you chose work well in tandem, sir. My compliments.” The tailor nodded.
“Excellent work,” Argrave said, withdrawing his hand. “Anneliese?”
“It is… very overwhelming,” she said, staring at the outfit as though she were staring at a pile of gold. “Oh—I do not mean this negatively. I am simply in awe,” she quickly added.
The tailor smiled amiably. “The other set, then. This way, if you would.”
She led the two of them to another table. There, a black set waited. It was distinctly different in design from the other.
“Here it is. You mentioned that this would be for the Burnt Desert, sir, and so I prepared it with this in mind. I took some liberties that I hope will not be contrary to your preferences.” She grabbed some of the joints of it. “It’s made of the very breathable Krell leather from the distant jungles, so I felt as though some areas could be blocked off to prevent sand from entering the boots or other parts of the clothes.”
Argrave grabbed the sleeve of the outfit, weighing it. “Feels light.”
“Indeed, sir,” the tailor agreed. “A very lightweight set. Just the same as the other, it consists of boots, pants, a shirt, and a duster—the duster will likely be sorely needed in the Burnt Desert. I included some face wrappings, free of charge.” She picked them up. “The enchantments on this are split between protection against physical and magical attacks. All said, I think these outfits will serve you both for decades.”
“You should wait until you see what we have to do before you make that judgement,” Argrave said, and the tailor took it in jest and smiled. It was no joke, though.
Argrave reached into his pocket and pulled free a bag. “I’m very satisfied with your work. Here’s the remainder of the payment.”
The tailor held out her hands, receiving the bag. She opened it quickly. “Ah… my apologies, sir, and meaning no offense, but I would like to count these.”
“I understand. You’re right to be cautious,” Argrave dismissed. “Go ahead.”
“Thank you for your understanding, sir.” The tailor bowed, then stepped away elsewhere.
“So.” Argrave turned to Anneliese. “Thoughts?”
“They look rather hardy. The first one, in particular, would be right at home in Veiden.” She looked back to it. “I feel guilty that Galamon receives no such thing.”
“He’s getting a killer sword and a dagger. He wears armor, anyway. And if he gets hit, it matters less.” Argrave shrugged. Anneliese looked at him strangely. “Uhh… I’m not saying he’s less important, but only that… well, you know what I mean.” He shook his head. “He’s got a unique constitution. A regular tough guy, that one.”
“I understand.” She nodded. “Thank you very much for doing this. Even if you do not seem to expect it, you deserve gratitude.”
“Yeah, I know, I’m a saint.” Argrave waved his hands dismissively. “The other thing. Elaine gave me this, for you.” Argrave retrieved a silver badge and handed it to Anneliese.
“What is this?” She took it, moving it about. “An owl? I—oh. This is that matter you mentioned earlier.” She quickly put the pieces together.
“Congratulations, Anneliese, honorary Wizard of the Gray Owl. I will no longer be risking expulsion from the Order when I lend you the books from the library.” Argrave clapped quietly. “You can also enter the Order buildings without being suppressed by the myriad enchantments in the place.” Argrave tapped the badge gripped in her hands. “It’s a blank canvas now, but you should will some of your magic inside. It’ll mark you as the owner.”
She nodded and did so. The badge shone. She held it up in the air, pointing it at Argrave. “Yet another thing to thank you for.”
“Benefits me more than you. Like I said, no more risk of expulsion.” Argrave shook his head. “Well, we have but a few more things to do on my list.” Argrave retrieved the paper, from which many things had been crossed out. “We have the two enchanted rings to get, there’s Galamon’s enchanted weaponry… plus his enchanted arrows…” Argrave briefly looked up to Anneliese. “See, he got plenty…”
“And after your list is over and done?” Anneliese pressed.
Argrave lowered the paper, stashing it back away in his pockets. “We buy what we need for travel, and we leave.”
“Back to the road once more.” She nodded, gaze distant as though preparing herself for that.
Argrave shifted. “I won’t lie. Given your experience in the Thorngorge Citadel, the place we’re going to next may be… very difficult for you. The Low Way of the Rose abounds with creatures made by the same magely order. These ones aren’t impotent, though. These are well-oiled machines made by the Order that far outlive their masters.”
“Well-oiled?” she questioned. “Meaning…?”
“Er… they’re tried and tested. Effective, meaning dangerous. They were intended to be patrolling guards for the underground roadways bridging the Burnt Desert to the lands of Vasquer.” Argrave turned his head to see the tailor returning. “We’ve done a lot of preparation for this trek. Whether it’ll be enough… we’ll have to find out.”
“I will not see your journey stalled by my own issues,” Anneliese said resolutely. “Even if creatures resembling those at Thorngorge Citadel should frequent this Low Way, I will overcome it.”
“Don’t push yourself too much,” Argrave advised. He was ignorant of Anneliese’s eye roll at his hypocritical suggestion. “We’ll have to associate with a group called the Stonepetal Sentinels. I’m not too sure about what to expect.”




Chapter 33

“What do you mean, the duchess won’t be coming?” Induen pronounced each word very deliberately, teeth clenched tight in anger. The prince was in a small, shabby room that seemed to be abandoned. It was poorly lit by moonlight through covered windows. Just behind him, his escort of four disguised royal knights stood alert. Their focus was devoted to the man adjacent to their prince, each very wary as though the man was likely to lunge at any second.
“Just that, Prince Induen,” the man replied. He was smaller than Induen, but his presence had an indomitability one might liken to a rock. He wore rounded steel armor that seemed especially thick and heavy, so one could not see his face. A warhammer hung from his waist. His helmet was wrought in the shape of a boar.
“The duchess will not be coming,” the man repeated.
“Why?” Induen insisted. “Has something come up? Something more important than the crown prince of her kingdom?”
“The situation has changed. The duchess does not feel it is in her best interest to meet,” the boar-masked knight laid out plainly.
“House Parbon does not think it is in their best interest to give faithful service to my father.” Induen stepped forward, moonlight dancing across his face until he came to stand before the man, peering at his eyes inside the helmet. “Are these two things related, I wonder? I should hope not. If you need an example of what defiance brings, you need only look to Parbon’s vassals. That should be clear enough message.”
Despite Induen’s formidable presence, the boar-helmet knight did not move at all. Though the prince’s breath came close enough to fog the well-polished steel helm, his hands stayed at his side, disciplined and unafraid.
“The situation has changed,” the knight repeated.
Induen seemed to have some difficulty restraining his irritation. When he seemed liable to lash out, he turned away quickly, leaving his back to the boar-masked knight. “How has it changed? What’s changed?” the prince asked coldly.
“The duchess said it is because Jast has allied with House Parbon.”
Induen’s breathing grew quicker, and he reached at his side, pulling free a white dagger gilded with gold. It was the same dagger that Margrave Reinhardt had used in their fight together, and it still shone with enchantments. He stared at it, fixated, slowing his breathing until it was calm. “This is… news to me.”
Induen put away the knife, and then turned around. “You. The duchess belongs to House Cael. The sigil of House Cael is a boar. Are you a scion of that house?”
“No,” the knight said.
“A champion, then?” the prince pressed.
“Once,” the knight said. “Now, I am someone the duchess is willing to let die.”
“It seems she is quick to discard things,” the prince noted.
“Yes,” the knight agreed.
Induen placed a hand on his hip. “What is your name, knight?”
“Unimportant. If you need a name, most call me Boarmask.”
“Hah.” Induen scoffed. “Which came first—the name, or the helmet?”
“Helmet,” the knight replied seriously.
“Well, Boarmask.” The prince stepped closer. “I dislike the idea of going to fetch something and returning with nothing. You said you were once a champion of House Cael. Do you care to champion your prince?”
Boarmask stared at Induen. “No.”
Induen raised his head, evidently not expecting that answer so quickly. “No,” Induen repeated. “I often like brevity, but yours infuriates me. Why do you refuse me? Do you not realize your situation?”
“I am leaving Elbraille tonight,” Boarmask said. “In search of the ideal master.”
“Yet you decline me, a prince,” Induen said.
“Would you die for me?” Boarmask asked.
Induen laughed. “A master to die for their knight? Perhaps you’ve the order reversed. You will die an errant knight if that is what you seek.”
“So it shall be,” Boarmask said. He stepped forward past Prince Induen, past his royal guards, and opened the door, leaving.
A silence settled in the abandoned room, the moonlight moving ever so slowly and reflecting off the dust hanging in the air.
“Prince… if you wish, we can…” one of the knights alluded, knowing well their master’s vindictiveness.
“No. I know that one. He had another nickname, but it seems that it’s changed. He was the Romantic Warrior. Perhaps he disliked the implication and donned that helm. It seems he is ever in search of the ideal master.” Induen shook his head. “A fool. He’ll die one, too, but not by my hand. I doubt you are capable enough to dispatch him, anyway.”
Induen pulled out the margrave’s dagger. “I will not return to the capital with empty hands.” He ran his gauntleted finger across the blade, scratching the steel armor. “Neither the duke nor the duchess will break cleanly. What I bite, I hold ‘til I die.”
***
Argrave adjusted the things on their carriage, settling everything into place. Beside him, Galamon lifted one more chest and put it in the luggage compartment. Argrave looked behind him, but there was nothing more to put on the carriage. Argrave did one last examination to be sure everything was secure, tugging on what was there and testing it. Content, Argrave turned his head back towards the distant black walls of Jast.
They had gotten everything they needed from Jast. Galamon’s newly forged greatsword hung from his hip, just opposite his dagger. Both were enchanted. Argrave could not deduce the quality by sight alone, but he supposed they would soon have occasion to test them out. In addition, his armor had been remade, covering the gaping hole in the torso. The crown taken from the ruins near Barden rested in Galamon’s helmet, hidden beneath steel. The elven mercenary had always been potent, but with the crown enhancing his physical abilities, he would be a force to be reckoned with. To top all of that off, Galamon had both Ebonice arrows and enchanted arrows, each numbering near twenty.
Argrave and Anneliese had donned their enchanted gear, clothed in fine leather and wearing rings with B-rank warding magic engraved into them. They could cast a B-rank warding spell twenty times before a recharge was necessary. Argrave hoped to learn how to recharge enchanted gear himself eventually, but that was a distant goal.
And lastly, the Amaranthine Heart had given Argrave gallons of liquid magic over the course of days. It had been an expensive endeavor. All of the liquid was stored within the main portion of the carriage where he and Anneliese would sit. With so much excess, he had decided to have Anneliese drink the stuff as well. Provided she was diligent in expending magic in practice, it would enable her magic capacity to grow faster just as his did.
“That’s quite a lot of stuff you have,” commented Elias from behind.
Argrave looked to him, and then shut the luggage compartment’s lid. “So it is.”
Perhaps if the bronze hand mirror in his pocket had any use beyond telling him things he knew, it might not be so troublesome to bring his books and the liquid magic produced by the Amaranthine Heart. It was a wonder the protagonist of a game could haul so many things around.
Then again, a protagonist did not need to sleep, eat, or drink, and was incapable of feeling fatigue. A playable character was quite a terrifying figure, bluntly—they blindly rushed into any danger, they never failed, and each had a single-minded drive towards achieving just about anything.
That role had been delegated to Argrave.
“Now…” Elias’ voice brought Argrave from his hazy thoughts. The red-haired young lord rubbed his hands together as though they were cold. “I have to get my father’s permission for all of this.”
“Incorrect.” Argrave shook his head. “I don’t think he can reasonably renege. It would do too much damage.” Argrave poked his chest. “All you have to get is his forgiveness.”
Elias blinked for a few seconds. “But you said… I could always get permission later.”
“You’ve been cheated. Duped.” Argrave clapped his hands together. His newly worn metal ring beneath his gloves struck his knuckle, and he winced. Damn. Not used to that.
Argrave parted his hands, rubbing his tender knuckle. “I only said that so you would agree. I’m sure Margrave Reinhardt will be furious at the liberties you’ve taken.”
Elias did not know how to process this, standing there mouth agape.
“Let me teach you a valuable lesson imparted unto me by sages of old. It is better to seek forgiveness than ask for permission.” Argrave nodded, and then patted Elias’ shoulder. “On that note, please forgive me. It had to be done. If you wish, lay all the blame on me. I am perfectly willing to accept yet more of your father’s loathing.”
“No, I…” Elias looked at the ground. “It was still my decision. I cannot let you suffer for it.”
“I knew you would say that.” Argrave nodded. “It’s why I even brought up the idea; I knew you’d never do such a thing. It’s too reasonable.”
“You are…” Elias paused. “A real bastard,” he finally said, with brief laughter.
“So I am often told.” Argrave nodded. “One more thing. Be careful on your journey home,” he said sternly, stepping closer to Elias and staring down at him. “I’m not telling you to drive safely, but rather make sure you don’t end up in a ditch with a knife in your gut. Just because it feels like things have settled down doesn’t mean you can relax. Delbraun might have other plans for that contingent of mages following you home, if you catch my drift.”
“Gods, you sound just like Helmuth.” Elias shook his head. “All near me have made that clear. And besides, my… betrothed…” He stumbled over the word, evidently unused to saying it. “…will be coming with us. I doubt Delbraun would try anything.”
Argrave spread his arms out. “Good. In that case, I’m leaving. If you don’t hear about me for months, assume I died horribly. Hold a funeral, maybe.”
“What are you…?” Elias trailed off confusedly, but Argrave had already turned to walk to the carriage. Galamon followed just beside him. “Hold on. I have more.”
Argrave turned. “Is this about Stain? He’s a tough kid. He’ll be fine.”
“No.” Elias stepped closer so he did not need to shout. “I decided to take Vel—err, Stain, with me to Parbon. He has some insights about subterfuge that I think would be helpful to my father.”
“Good idea.” Argrave nodded. “What, then, is your question?”
Elias bit his lip, brooding on where to begin. “My mage, Helmuth… he told me not to associate with you. He told me he saw something within you… an abyss,” Elias outlined. “It may sound strange, but Helmuth’s ascendance to an A-rank mage gave him unusual abilities. His eyes—”
“He has a touch of Truesight. I know.” Argrave nodded. “And I knew what he would see. That was why I brought Rowe—so things wouldn’t get out of hand.”
Elias swallowed. “So… you knew, this whole time. Maybe you know my question.”
“Not hard to guess, exactly.” Argrave chuckled. “Anyway, I’ll see you later.”
Elias’ face morphed in confusion, and Argrave turned once more. Argrave opened the carriage door, and Anneliese lifted up her head from within, looking at Argrave. He took one step into the carriage when Elias called out, “Wait!”
Argrave waited, leaning off the carriage while holding the door’s handle.
“What is it? What did Helmuth see?” Elias asked.
“Like I said, I know what you wanted to ask me.” Argrave sat inside and started to shut the carriage door. “This is called stonewalling. I taught you about it a while ago.”
Elias stopped the door. Galamon stepped closer, standing over Elias and looking down at him from behind his helmet.
“Why don’t you wish to tell me?” Elias insisted, unintimidated.
Argrave sighed. “You’re the ‘honest to a fault’ type. You’d make a good friend, but a poor confidant for that reason. I have secrets. I’d like them kept.”
Elias mulled that over for a time, staring Argrave down. Eventually, he released the carriage door. Argrave took the opportunity to shut it.
“Here we are once more,” Argrave said to Anneliese. “Long drives, nothing to do but read and talk. Plain, tasteless, but preservable food. And at the end, a promise of misery and hardship.”
Anneliese nodded, a book already open on her lap. “The first part is not so bad.”
Argrave raised a brow. “I’m glad you agree.”




Chapter 34

“She is too old,” Helmuth said, sitting just beside Elias.
“You’ve said this,” replied Elias, cradling his head with one hand. “You’ve said this many, many times. My father married late. This is no different. Stop talking about it.”
Elias, Baron Abraham, Stain, and Helmuth sat around a table, each eating quietly. Stain was more than a little uncomfortable in their company. He felt like he had traded one well-dressed noble family for another, but Elias insisted on having him return to Parbon. At the very least, his presence assuaged his sister Ridia’s fears about her new would-be-husband.
Helmuth set his spoon down, and it sunk into the bowl of soup. “It’s different now. House Parbon will need many heirs. She is too old.”
“I should marry half a child instead?” Elias lowered his hand. “I want someone to share life with, not someone whom I can make more children with.”
“Delbraun’s daughter would have grown older.” Helmuth crossed his arms. “After this war, Parbon will be at the peak of prominence. If you have fewer heirs, Parbon cannot capitalize on this advantage.”
Elias slammed his fist on the table. “Did you forget why my father started this war? This isn’t about benefits, isn’t about advantages or disadvantages. My uncle sits in the dungeons, bound in chains and starved. The people suffer under Vasquer, who grasps for power like no other.” Elias shook his head. “Get out, Helmuth. I don’t want to hear any more of what you have to say.”
Helmuth stared for a moment, and Elias held his gaze. He picked up his bowl of soup and went for the door, leaving quietly. Elias picked up his spoon, ready to resume eating, but Baron Abraham also stood.
“I’m going to go join him,” the baron said quietly, then left just the same way.
Once the door had shut behind them, Elias lowered his head and sighed.
“You’re wound awfully tight,” Stain noted. “I guess I get it. Scary thing, marriage. My sister’s a nice lady, though. She’s shy, and that’s probably perfect for someone like you—all chivalry, all honesty, all sweetness. You’ll have her wrapped about your finger soon enough, don’t worry.” Stain held his fist up as though cheering him on.
“It’s not…” Elias was about to refute, but then sighed once more. “I suppose there is some of that in there. But the reality of what’s happening is setting in. War. One of my father’s vassals was slain by unknown assailants, half his village burned down. And…” Elias tapped his fingers against the table. “…I’m starting to question if being honest and good is even worth it at all if someone you trusted your future with can’t return the favor in the slightest.”
“Heh.” Stain rubbed beneath his nose. “You’re starting to see. It’s simple—trust yourself and no one else. That’s how I was raised. I turned out okay.”
Elias snorted, then crossed his arms. His brows furrowed as though he had a realization. “I guess… I can’t really know how Argrave was raised. He might not be a trusting person, and we haven’t exactly been close in the past… maybe…” He trailed off, and then shook his head. “Forget it. I need to put this behind me. These next months will be busy for me, I suspect.”
***
Duke Enrico hunched over a book, his study dimly lit by candlelight. His blue hair was uncharacteristically disheveled, falling over his face in greasy strands. The book was a very old thing, veritably crumbling, and the duke flipped to the final page. A few moments passed as he read through it. Once he finished, he closed it, sighing.
He leaned back into his chair, eyes closed as he lost himself in thought. The candlelight flickered, wax dripping down the tall white stick in the silent study. A knock came at the door, drawing Enrico from his thoughts.
“Enter,” he called out, voice hoarse from fatigue. The door opened, and his daughter, Nikoletta, stood there, magic lamp held in hand.
“Are you busy, Father?” she questioned.
“No, no, never too busy for you,” he said, some vigor returned to his tone at the sight of his daughter. He stood, gesturing to the chair opposite his desk. “Have a seat. What’s the matter? It’s awfully late.”
After shutting the door, Nikoletta walked in and took a seat as her father had instructed. “I just… couldn’t sleep.” She looked across his desk. “What are you reading? Looks… old.”
“I’ve been looking into that thing Argrave told you of. Gerechtigkeit. Most of these books are from distant lands, translated into our tongue.” Enrico picked one book up. “It’s… very difficult to read, poorly translated… yet despite these facts, I have found mention of this entity,” the duke said seriously. “That, alone, is concerning.”
“So, do you believe it exists?” she questioned. “This ancient calamity?”
“The tales are consistent, the dates are consistent, and the tumult before its appearance… is consistent with what we experience now.” The duke set his elbows on the table and leaned in, bloodshot pink eyes glowing in the candlelight. “The only thing that isn’t exactly consistent is what Gerechtigkeit is.”
“You didn’t answer my question, Father,” she insisted. “Do you think it’s real?”
Duke Enrico said nothing, gaze growing distant as he thought on her question. After a long time of silence, he finally answered, “I think it would be best if we preserve and build our military strength. Because everything that I’ve read… concerns me.”
“I… see,” she said quietly.
Enrico’s eyes stayed locked on her, and eventually his gaze softened. “Speaking of concerning… Why are you having trouble sleeping?”
“Oh…” She rubbed her eyes, reminded of her tiredness. “Just… my mind won’t stop working. You’ve recovered, Father. Why must I remain regent, especially during the rebuilding of Mateth? I keep stressing, and worrying that I might do something wrong, or…”
“It’s precisely because you’re rebuilding that you should remain regent,” the duke said firmly. “I am old, and grow older yet. One day, you will be duchess in your own right… or perhaps even queen. It is important that you know rulership well, and there are few better ways to know it than to rule.”
“But if I make a mistake…!”
“I never said you could not ask me anything, Nikoletta.” The duke smiled. “If you are uncertain, or if you have doubts, I will impart to you all that I know.” Enrico rubbed his hands together, and then, as if reminded of something, added, “I believe it is important to give your children responsibility. This is a lesson you should learn, I think, before Argrave returns and this war is settled.”
“Haha…” she laughed awkwardly, lowering her head.
“That business in Jast established him as firmly opposed to Vasquer, in my eyes.” The duke leaned back in his chair. “It is a good thing, too. I… After the battle, after nearly dying… it would mean a great deal to me to be able to hold my grandchildren in my arms. I hope you know I’m proud of you, Nikoletta.”
Nikoletta stared at her knees, and Enrico noticed something was amiss. “What’s wrong?” he asked, leaning forward.
“I-I… I have something to tell, you, father.” She lifted her head and met the duke’s gaze. Her lower lip trembled as she proceeded. “I don’t think… I’m not like…” She trailed off, unable to finish the words.
“What’s the matter?” the duke insisted concernedly.
“I don’t think…” She lifted her eyes to the duke’s, examining his features. “I don’t know if I’m… ready for this,” she finished.
“Is that what’s bothering you?” The duke stood, walking out from behind the desk. “Listen. When I was betrothed to your mother, I had these exact same thoughts. It was stifling, it was overwhelming, and I felt unprepared.” Enrico kneeled down and hugged his daughter. “The truth is, though, you can’t ever be ‘ready’ for something like this.”
“Yeah,” she muttered weakly.
“But you can’t let it consume you,” he said with conviction. “Put it behind you. Move forward. Once you accept it, embrace it, you’ll realize that all your fears were for nothing.” He pulled away, gazing into his daughter’s eyes. “Okay?”
“Okay.” She nodded.
The duke nodded in turn, and then stood up. “Maybe you should leave tomorrow to me, take a break. Some time to relax may do you some good. I am still here, despite my plans for the opposite,” the duke assured. “Maybe you can enjoy some time with Mina? You two are still good friends, from what I know.”
“Mina is going to be leaving soon,” Nikoletta said hollowly, staring at the ground. “She should probably go back to her father’s estate. It would be for the best.”
“Really? I had no idea she would be leaving.” The duke walked back to his desk. “Such a thing would be sensible, given all that’s going on. She’s welcome to stay as long as she likes, you know.”
“I know.” Nikoletta nodded. “Even still, it would be for the best.”
***
Argrave and Anneliese sat across from each other. Their postures were uncannily identical—both had a bottle partially full of black liquid at their side, their legs crossed over the other, with a book supported by their knee. That, coupled with their all-too-similar gray leather outfits made quite the picturesque scene in the small carriage, but both of the passengers within seemed to be ignorant of that.
Anneliese looked up from her book. “Did you know about the founder of House Vasquer?”
“What about him?” Argrave answered absently.
She cast a glance to her the book in her grasp. “Apparently, he led his armies alongside a host of snakes, who bit his enemies at his command.”
“Yeah. His Legion of Ten Thousand Snakes. Interesting stuff.” Argrave nodded, but then frowned. “But where did you hear about that?”
She shrugged. “I read it.”
“From what? Where did you get the book?” Argrave insisted.
“I sold some things I brought with me from Veiden, and I bought it.” She shook her head. “I know I should have been learning more spells, but I needed something to break the monotony. Forgive me.”
Argrave was more amazed than irritated, so he shrugged his shoulders and said, “I don’t mind, as long as it doesn’t take up too much of our time. You might’ve asked. I would have bought it for you.”
“I know. But it was my interest, not yours, and you do enough already.” She looked down at her book again. “After reading it, I thought to ask you… I wonder if he used druidic magic. I am not so arrogant as to think my people were the first to—”
“Argrave,” Galamon interrupted loudly, tapping the side of the door. “That belltower you mentioned. I see it.”
“Really?” Argrave pulled aside the curtain blocking the window, and looked outside. After adjusting to the sunlight briefly, he saw beyond.
“Ah. There it is. Ritmont,” Argrave proclaimed, leaning out the window. “Take a good, long look. These are to be the last vestiges of civilization we take into our memory before traversing the treacherous Low Road of the Rose.”
“Have you any escapades planned here?” Anneliese inquired somewhat sarcastically.
Argrave returned back into the carriage. “If you consider spending money an escapade, sure. This time, we’ll be buying supplies for the Low Road. Shouldn’t take long, and we’re still loaded with lucre.” Argrave looked to his lockbox. “We’ve twenty-seven rose-gold magic coins remaining, and many more gold coins in hand. A little higher than I expected, honestly, after the money-sink that was Jast.”
“I know what to buy,” contributed Galamon, driving the carriage outside. “Caving… we’ll need plenty of things.”
“I’ll trust you for a lot, but the Low Way isn’t your average cave. It’s hardly a cave. I’d call it an underground world,” Argrave cautioned. “We’ll need special equipment.”




Chapter 35

Galamon hefted a giant pack over his shoulder. With both his armor and the pack, he could not weigh less than five hundred pounds presently. The well-built snow elf rolled his shoulders, testing the weight. Argrave wondered if the straps would snap, given time.
“You look somewhat pitiful,” commented Argrave, wearing his own pack. It was mostly full of water and other such essentials, and quite light compared to Galamon’s or even Anneliese’s.
“It would be more pitiful watching you try to lift this pack,” refuted Galamon. He tapped his fingers against his helm. “With that crown from the ruins, this will prove no burden. Even still… low food, low water… for as long a trek as you claim this to be, we are woefully unprepared. You should return more books, pack more essentials.”
“It’s like I told you—stop thinking of it as a cave.” Argrave fit his thumb beneath the strap of his backpack, adjusting it. “If you can confidently hunt for food in a forest, we’ll have no trouble staying alive and well-fed in the Low Way. Even you, strange eating habits that you have. This place has a river, and many springs. I even know what foliage is edible. Anneliese and I can munch on mushrooms if need be.”
Galamon turned his head away, unconvinced, and Argrave looked about the quaint village of Ritmont. It was a relatively humble walled town, mostly relying on agriculture for prosperity. Its proximity to a river and its position crammed between the territories of Jast, Elbraille, and Parbon made it a minor hub of trade, and the place was moderately well-developed. The roads were paved, the guards were well-equipped, and the buildings sturdy. That said, it had no lord—the people walking about were under the duke of Elbraille directly.
Argrave had stopped here because it was the last vestige of civilization that had a connection to the Order of the Gray Owl, and he had some books to leave behind. It was costing him a good deal to have the tomes delivered back to Jast, but he was not lacking in money. There were many books to return on account of the fact that Argrave and Anneliese both had made tremendous strides in magic.
In their time at Jast and on the road to Ritmont, Argrave felt he’d covered all of his bases. He’d learned C-rank healing spells in case of emergencies, and C-rank elemental spells of some variety to cover all his bases as according to each element’s strengths. Anneliese had done much the same, though her array of spells was already quite diverse as she had been at C-rank longer than Argrave.
Beyond that, Argrave had learned one blood magic spell at C-rank: [Pain’s Thorn], a long-range bolt not dissimilar to the D-rank spell of the same school, [Pierce]. Blood magic was most effective at quick bursts of extreme power, in Argrave’s estimation, and until he was black-blooded, he did not intend to learn any more blood magic.
“Will you keep with tradition and inform us of our objective only once we have arrived at this Low Way?” Anneliese asked pointedly.
Argrave clicked his tongue, drawn from his thoughts. “Awfully cheeky, but you’re not wrong. I’m tempted to do just that when you paint me as such a monster.” He adjusted the backpack on his shoulder. “Well, I’ve never been a traditionalist, and for this journey, there’s a lot to explain. We’ve got everything packed in our bags. Let’s return to the carriage and discuss things.”
They walked out the gates of Ritmont, and Argrave set his bag inside the carriage, just beside the many satchels full of the black liquid magic created by the Amaranthine Heart. He sat on the side of the carriage, while Anneliese and Galamon both stowed their backpacks in the luggage compartment.
“Okay. Before we begin, I’m going to consult you two about this. Frankly, I’ve been torn this entire journey.” Argrave rubbed his hands together, and then eventually conjured a ward to block out their conversation for caution’s sake.
“So… there’s a coven of vampires within the Low Way. They’re mostly reclusive, barring the occasional gruesome murder, but they also have something that I need. We have two options.” Argrave raised one finger. “Entreat them for the thing.” Argrave raised the second finger. “Annihilate them.”
Galamon and Anneliese had been with Argrave long enough to follow his train of thought. Galamon was the first to respond, saying, “For vampires, there is only one option. Pull them out by the root. Take no chances.”
Argrave crossed his arms. “You might see why those words are somewhat dubious coming from you, Galamon, if you introspect.”
“I am aware of the irony. My own existence is an antithesis to my ideals. I should kill myself… but I value my life over my values.” Galamon stared Argrave down. “It is a source of shame and guilt to me. But I know the beast that chains vampires just as they do, and I know also that scant few of them can be trusted to control it. Even I have faltered before the hunger… as you well know, Argrave.”
Argrave pushed his tongue against his cheek, surprised by his companion’s uncompromising answer.
Before he could offer a response, Anneliese questioned, “Do you truly believe you can reason with this coven?”
“There’s forty of them.” Argrave brought his hand to his chin. “Maybe less. Some of them may have died, hunted by the Stonepetal Sentinels. You might think such a size would be difficult to sustain, but a literal river of blood runs through the Low Way. It tastes foul, supposedly, but it sates their hunger.”
“And the answer to my question?” Anneliese pressed.
Argrave laughed. “As I’m sure that you’ve discovered, I can reason with a lot of people that seem difficult to reason with. The infamously unruly Rowe the Righteous even confessed his admiration towards my abilities… in between calling me a wormy bastard, or something like that.” Argrave spread his hands out. “I can do it, I think.”
“But you won’t,” said Galamon. “You won’t even try.”
Argrave frowned, and Anneliese contributed, “I am inclined to agree with Galamon on this matter. Most vampires… are not worth risking our lives for.”
“Careful. You’ll make Galamon shed tears of blood,” Argrave said, voice distant. “Alright, alright,” he said, raising his hands in surrender. “You outnumber me. I submit. In that case, we’ll be working closely with the Stonepetal Sentinels. These guys… aren’t pleasant. It’s why I even considered the option of diplomacy with vampires.”
“Who are these sentinels?” Anneliese questioned.
“They call themselves the last remnants of the Order of the Rose. There’s truth to that, I guess. They’re knights and mages who have pledged themselves to ridding the Low Way of the abominations created by the Order of the Rose. The last sentinels against the tide of abominations. Of late, they’ve been trying to combat this vampire coven.”
Anneliese nodded. “They do not sound so terrible.”
Argrave looked off to the distance. “The Stonepetal Sentinels retained all the unpleasant traits of the Order from which they descend. They don’t like outsiders, who they view as people seeking to steal their wealth and knowledge. They’re arrogant, because even after all the abominations the Order of the Rose has brought to the world, their magic is still pretty potent. Of course, they lost most of the important magic. Faded glory, and all that.” Argrave shook his head.
“They’re brash and rough on account of years of patrolling the Low Way, and they view everyone who isn’t descended from the Order of the Rose as lesser.” Argrave gaze jumped between the two of them. “Especially those who aren’t human. Unlike in Jast, where the biggest enemy was the common man, the Stonepetal Sentinels have many mages in their number, so a simple Circlet of Disguise will not be sufficient to disguise your elven heritage.”
“I see.” Anneliese nodded. “After what occurred at Mateth, they may not be especially welcoming to us.”
“True enough, if news of it has even reached them. Let’s hope not.” Argrave directed his attention to Galamon. “I hope you’ll rein yourself in, Galamon. No matter what they say, just ignore it. Just because we’re going on the Low Way doesn’t mean you can’t take the high road.”
Galamon frowned in confusion, Argrave’s idiom lost on him. He said nothing to Argrave’s warning.
Anneliese followed up, asking, “Once we retrieve this item, we will proceed into the Burnt Desert?”
“Nope.” Argrave shook his head. “Well, yes, technically, when you consider that the item we need is on the path. Along the way, we’ll fetch the Crimson Wellspring. This object is what creates the rivers of blood flowing throughout the Low Way, and is yet another ingredient to make me black-blooded. Coupled with the item the vampires have, it’ll be three out of four. The last is in the Burnt Desert.”
Anneliese processed what Argrave had said. “One item to draw magic from life… another to create ceaseless blood—ceaseless vitality.” She connected the dots. “And this item from the vampire coven—what exactly does it do?”
“It’s a scalpel to be used for the surgery to make me black-blooded. I’m not sure of the specifics… but it doesn’t actually cut. It modifies and morphs flesh, and even bends the spirit…” Argrave thought about it and had a spontaneous shudder. “The vampires call it the Unsullied Knife. They tried to use it to cure their vampirism—excise the beast out of them. After failing, they hoard it. I suppose there’s nothing else they could have done with it, but it is still unfortunate.”
“What foes will we face beyond the vampires?” Galamon questioned.
“Now that’s the important question.” Argrave pointed his finger at Galamon. “It’s important to know how to deal with the guardians in the Low Way. This’ll be a long one, folks, so let me wet my throat and get comfortable…”




Chapter 36

A vast mountain towered overhead, like a sheer wall of gray stone warding off all who would dare approach. At its base, a great opening gave way into sheer darkness. The hole was so large that it could be seen far in the distance—indeed, if one could see the mountain, one could likely see the gaping entrance at its base.
The opening was a perfect half-circle. Perhaps one hundred men could walk side-by-side and enter without issue, and its highest point was about three hundred feet tall. Briars carved from stone seemed to emerge from the tunnels, clawing up the side of the mountain before blossoming into brilliant stone roses. The years had defaced both the briars and the roses, many chipped or discolored by the elements.
A great wall of stone formed a half-ring fortress around the tunnel, and though formidable, it still paled in comparison to the entrance it protected. Much of the stone fortification had crumbled, yet people still persisted within, pitching tents and hosting fires in the vacant courtyard of the ruined castle. Much of the fortifications had been repurposed—instead of protecting against invaders that would come to the tunnel, they protected against that which might emerge from it.
Heavily armored knights roamed the entrance, keeping watch on the inky darkness beyond. Their armor bore a surcoat with a rose on the front, though all of the colors had faded to gray, and many bore miscolored patches as a consequence of repair. Despite the poor look of the surcoat, the steel was polished and glimmering. Magic persisted on the armor’s surface, each set thoroughly enchanted. Many of the knights bore sashes across their chest. These sashes had roses carved of stone pinned to them, each of identical quality. Some knights had many stone roses, while others had only one or two.
Light flickered in the darkness inside the tunnels. Most of the knights quickly came to attention. One, a knight bearing at least twenty stone roses on his sash, grabbed a horn from his side and raised his visor. He stepped past the simple stone fortifications, scarred face deathly still and serious as though awaiting a threat. The light came ever closer, dancing out of the darkness.
The sound of steel clanking echoed out. It soon became clear the light was torchlight, and the ones bearing it were knights just the same as those watching outside. The old knight relaxed somewhat, and then raised the horn to his lips, taking a deep breath. The sound echoed out across the ruined castle, and at once, people came from their tents, most armed and ready.
The old knight took off his helmet entirely, letting his unruly and matted gray hair fall to his shoulders. He stepped towards the entrance of the tunnel with slow, measured steps, moving to meet the emerging party. Once he had moved close enough to them, the emerging party slowed, and then pounded their fists against their hearts.
“Greetings to Master Sentinel Alasdair!” they all shouted, somewhat synchronously.
“Relax, men,” Alasdair said, raising one hand. “Where is Knight Dirk?”
One of the sentinels stepped forward. “Reporting, sir. Knight Dirk died.”
“A Knight of a Dozen Roses died on a simple culling trip?” Alasdair said incredulously. “Have the beasts grown bolder yet?”
“No, sir.” The knight removed his helmet. “A portion of the road collapsed beneath him as he led. He fell and broke his neck.”
Alasdair sighed, raising one gauntleted hand to his mouth. “The fool. Too skilled, but overeager.” Alasdair looked up. “His body?”
“Lost, sir.” The knight could not look up. “He… his body fell too far. It tipped into the canals.”
Alasdair looked to the rest of the knights. None of them looked accomplished, merely weary and defeated. Deciding there was no point in harping on the matter, Alasdair nodded.
“It was unavoidable.” He grabbed the knight’s shoulders. “We must fight on with Dirk in our memories.”
“My memories of the dead are starting to replace each other,” one knight said, stepping forward and removing his helmet. He had dark hair, barely green, and a mischievous look about him coupled with shrewd eyes. “I’m starting to confuse them. Was Dirk the one with one eye, or that scar across his forehead?”
“Ossian,” Alasdair said coldly. “Show respect.”
“I don’t need to obey you, not anymore. I lived another journey; I receive another rose. We’re both master sentinels, you and I, Alasdair.” Ossian walked forth, one hand held out. “Do the honors.”
Alasdair glared at the younger knight. “Do it yourself, if you’re my equal.”
Ossian clenched his outstretched hand and smiled. “With pleasure.” He looked around, then moved to a rock. He picked it up, weighing it in his hand, before tossing it aside and picking up another. Satisfied, he cast a spell. He shook it, and stone fell away from the rock, revealing a perfect rose. He raised it and pinned it to the top of his sash.
“There we have it. Twenty journeys, twenty survivals. I do believe I am the youngest master in the sentinels.” Ossian smiled.
“You’ll never be given command, you know,” Alasdair said coldly.
Ossian waved his hands. “I don’t need such a thing.” He spared one last glance at the group he’d emerged from the tunnels with, and then shook his head. “Well, I’m going to eat and sleep. The rest can do the report.”
Alasdair glared at Ossian, veritably trying to bore holes in the knight’s helmet with his gaze alone. The younger knight walked away, helmet dangling from his hands.
“Alasdair, sir…” the knight who’d reported Dirk’s death began. “Ossian led us out of there. After the collapse, he took us all out and made sure we met our quota of kills. Not one of us died.”
Alasdair looked to the knight, brows furrowed. He opened his mouth, ready to say something, but a horn sounded across their encampment. They came to attention, looking at the wall the sound came from. The horn blew twice more.
“Visitors?” Alasdair muttered, stepping away.
***
“Good Lord. Did they really need to blow the horn?” Argrave complained, nervously adjusting the pack on his back. “Three people, they blow a damn horn. Can’t I just have a quiet entry? I’m tired of a host of well-armed men greeting me whenever I go someplace.”
Argrave trudged ahead, while Anneliese and Galamon marveled at the vast tunnel behind the half-ring fort. Argrave found that the entrance was so large, it was vaguely unsettling.
“I go to Veiden, there’s a bunch of warriors and a damned dragon sitting there. I return from Veiden, Nikoletta commits battery against me with a parade of steel trailing behind, and now here…”
Argrave watched as more and more people showed up to the walls. They peered down. The gates of the fort were already open, as the walls of the fortress had deteriorated to the point where keeping it closed would be pointless.
“Not many humans come to Veiden. Fewer return from it. Both noteworthy events,” Anneliese rebutted. “And now, not many people are brazen enough to approach a ‘paramilitary organization,’ as you called it, in their fortress.”
“Just let me complain. It makes me less nervous,” said Argrave distantly, focused on what lay ahead of them.
A man stepped beneath the open portcullis at the front of the fortress, his helmet off. His hair was gray and unruly, matted and stifled from being suppressed beneath a helmet for so long. He marched deliberately towards them, alone barring the three waiting at the gate. As Argrave advanced, he started to recognize the man: Master Sentinel Alasdair.
“Great. Of all the people to greet me, I get Alasdair…” Argrave muttered, then stepped forward, greeting warmly, “Hello!”
“Halt. Keep your distance,” Alasdair held out his hand. “Outsiders are not welcome. If you seek shelter, leave now. This is a knightly order, not a place for refugees.”
“Are you…” Argrave trailed off, as though grasping for a name. “Master Sentinel Alasdair?”
Alasdair, not anticipating being recognized, place his hand on the pommel of the sword at his waist. The motion earned Galamon’s caution, who came to attention. Argrave tried to warn the vampire with his eyes, but little could be communicated with glances alone.
“I am. How do you recognize me?” He frowned, pondering. “One of the servants for the merchants we use for supply, perhaps?” His gray eyes scrutinized Argrave. “No… your clothes are too well-made for that. Enchanted leather. And elven companions. Who are you?”
“It’s an honor to meet you, sir. I’ve heard tales of you, sir,” Argrave said excitedly. He was doing his best to put on an act reminiscent of an overexcited, naïve nobleman fed stories about the sentinels. “I am Argrave of Blackgard. I hail from the distant north. My family once presided over the Blackridge Citadel, in the times when the Order of the Rose still held prominence in Vasquer.”
“How…?” Alasdair trailed off, then looked away, shifting on his feet. “I don’t know Blackgard, but the name Blackridge Citadel is familiar. I think I get it. You’re a fallen noble from a house with connections to the Order of the Rose.” Alasdair shook his head. “My answer is unchanged. We don’t accept refugees. We don’t get involved with politics, either. If you’ve any delusions—”
“I’m not here for refuge. I’m here for the Low Way, sir,” Argrave said seriously. “I’ve been marching for months. I thought my last stop would be Thorngorge Citadel—perhaps you know of it, sir?”
Alasdair bit his lips, looking vaguely as though he didn’t care. Once the name clicked, he looked to Argrave suspiciously. “It’s that place near Jast… I don’t think it’s publicly known.”
“Indeed, it isn’t,” confirmed Argrave. “I went there in search of a relic of antiquity—an heirloom of my family. I didn’t find it in Thorngorge Citadel. I did, however, find documents that spoke of its transfer. It was given to a group known as the Wayward Thorns.”
“Really?” Alasdair said coldly. “This heirloom—what was it?”
“My family called it the Unbloodied Blade. It’s a scalpel.” Argrave used a false name for the artifact. It would be too suspicious if he gave it the moniker the vampires had assigned to it. “It’s elven in origin. It’s useless for combat, and indeed may be useless in general… but it is my family’s, and the last place it was seen was here.”
“And you wish to march into the Low Way and die young?” Alasdair shook his head. “Live longer, boy. Leave us here to our vigil.”
“I’m afraid I can’t do that. You have your pride, and I have mine—I’ll match you piece for piece, and still be left with some,” Argrave challenged, matching arrogance with arrogance. “That name, Wayward Thorns… I thought about it. I know there’s a coven of vampires within the Low Way. And I know their origins—apprentices of the Wayward Thorns.”
“Then you should know well to leave this place alone. I don’t know what your family taught you of this place, but—”
“My family is dead. I am the last Blackgard. All I have left is what I wear, and my father’s servants who walk with me even still,” Argrave interrupted. “I know the dangers of the Low Way. Necromantic abominations, vampires, and even the very ground itself are all enemies abounding within. Even if I should die, I wish to try to reclaim my family’s legacy, meager though it has become. Will you deny me?”
Alasdair was taken aback. He ground his teeth together, staring at Argrave. The silence festered for a time, enflaming the anxiety in Argrave’s chest. He waited, biding his time, and then struck with the killing blow.
“I can even take you to where the Wayward Thorn’s apprentices are likely hiding,” Argrave declared.
Alasdair craned his head back, looking at Argrave in the eyes. Their gazes stayed locked for a time, and then Alasdair looked back to the half-ring fortress behind them.
“Come.” He waved his hand, gesturing Argrave to follow as he turned and walked.
Once he passed through the threshold of the fortress, though, he commanded one knight, “Fetch Jean. I have something to check.”




Chapter 37

Argrave and Galamon sat around a campfire, engaging with the Stonepetal Sentinels. One sentinel seemed to be recounting a story, and Argrave was asking him questions. Though there was a cautious distance between the two parties, there was also an undeniable curiosity from both—by all accounts, an engaging conversation.
Meanwhile, though, far out of either’s sight, something else was happening.
Alasdair leaned on a table with his arms crossed, standing just across from a woman who examined a long piece of parchment with spell light. The woman was old, with wrinkled skin and thinning gray hair, all concealed by robes bearing a rose on the shoulder. They were in a tent that had been enveloped by a ward to block out any would-be listeners.
“The lords of Blackridge Citadel were the Tullens. Even the minor nobles in the regions—the castellan, the treasurer, et cetera… none of them were named Blackgard, Alasdair.” The old woman looked up at the master sentinel.
Alasdair sighed, then kneaded his forehead. “Is there even a noble house with the name Blackgard affiliated with the Order?”
“These records aren’t perfect, but they’re just about so. Blackgard was never a house associated with the Order of the Rose.”
“Slippery bastard. Had everyone under his thumb the whole time. Played us like an instrument, now I’ll string him like one…” Alasdair muttered. “Thank you, Jean.”
“What will you do with him?” Jean asked neutrally.
Alasdair deliberated for half a second and then declared, “Confine him. Find out why he’s here, why he knows so much about the Stonepetal Sentinels, and… after that, I’m unsure. Depends on what he says. We’ll probably confiscate his things. Both he and that female servant of his have items worth at least a year’s supply.”
“Those two are both mages,” Jean contributed. “The she-elf is probably B-rank, judging by how much magic she has. Argrave, or whatever his real name might be, is likely C-rank.”
“What about the big snow elf?” Alasdair pressed.
“A warrior alone. You’d know better than me about his skills.” She shook her head.
“Alright. Thank you.” Alasdair leaned off the table, walking about the tent. “We’ll gather some people before they fall asleep. Veterans, mages… all our men are here, and I’ll take no chances. Can’t be sure what these people want. I’ll be sure they rue this deception, though.”
“Acting without the approval of the other master sentinels?” Jean clicked her tongue. “You’re taking liberties with the leader gone, Alasdair. I thought you were the honest one.”
“You know as well as I do that Claude would do the same were he here,” Alasdair refuted passively. “We’ll keep them engaged, make sure they feel welcome. It’s important we find out why they’re here, and who sent them, if anyone. Claude would agree with me.”
Jeaned rolled up the parchment. “Not my place to argue. I’ll return to the lady’s tents, gather some spellcasters to help.”
***
It was night. With the moon behind the mountain, the fort in front of the Low Way of the Rose was deathly dark. In one of the tents closest to the walls, a set of white eyes peered out into the darkness, watching ever carefully. Galamon drank from a flask quietly, guarding and waiting.
His gaze flitted from the work in his hands—maintaining his armor—and watching the outside. He continued like this in relative silence, the silence of the night broken only by Argrave and Anneliese’s quiet breathing.
After a time, though, Galamon brought his busy hands to a stop, his eyes focused solely on the night beyond. He watched for a time, body completely still, and then put the gauntlet he had been cleaning back on his hand. He stood and moved to Argrave, kneeling down beside the sleeping bag. He grabbed Argrave’s shoulder and shook him gently.
Argrave, ever the light sleeper, woke immediately. He mumbled something incomprehensible, blinking quickly.
“Be quiet,” Galamon insisted.
Argrave mumbled something to the effect of, ‘Is it morning already?’
Galamon flicked his forehead, and Argrave winced in surprise. “A lot of people moving outside. Something’s happening.”
“Probably just preparing to enter the tunnel,” Argrave dismissed, too tired for a proper response.
“Did they mention these plans in your long talk with them last night?” Galamon said sternly. “They’re giving our area a wide berth and muffling their noises with spellcasters.”
Argrave blinked, thinking. “You don’t mean…”
“This is what I would do if I wanted to capture potentially dangerous people without casualties.” Galamon nodded.
“You’re sure? Not jumping the gun?” Argrave asked, some awareness returning.
Galamon frowned. “Do you know me to be paranoid?”
“This damn…” Argrave blinked quicker, still evidently very tired. He slapped his face twice, then shook his head as though to jolt himself awake. “Alright. Alright.” He pulled out of the sleeping bag, rising to his feet. The commotion awoke Anneliese, who turned over to look at the both of them.
Galamon walked back over to the tent flap, watching outside. Argrave looked around frantically. “Already dressed, everything’s packed…” He took a deep breath. “Okay, what the hell am I doing?” he asked himself, trying to gather his thought process.
“What is wrong?” Anneliese asked, sitting up.
Galamon said nothing, but Argrave replied distantly, “Our hosts seem to have taken issue with us.”
“We’re right by the wall. I remember where there’s a caved-in portion. Can’t sense any people blocking it. We move quickly, we exit without issue,” Galamon said, planning everything out thoroughly. “We’ll lose this tent, but nothing else.”
“Right. Right.” Argrave nodded at first, but it quickly turned into a headshake. “No, no… this won’t do. I don’t know what the hell happened, but I need to get into the Low Way. All the other entrances are miserable to get to.”
Galamon turned his head away from the outside. “You’re thinking about this now? We have a quick and easy out. We take it,” he refuted.
“And then we have to sneak in when they’re ready for us? Forget that. These guys are some of the best-equipped knights in the kingdom of Vasquer. It’d be ridiculous to even try. We have them unawares. They won’t be focused on the entrance. We have to go now,” Argrave whispered intently.
“And instead we should rush past when they’re prepared to apprehend us?” Galamon’s voice held disdain. “Ridiculous. Cut your losses, Argrave. Acknowledge when you have no other options but retreat.”
“Hold,” Anneliese said, pulling both of their attention. “We can…” She rubbed her eyes. “…weave out the nearby hole, and then follow the wall until the base of the mountain. There is another collapsed portion there. We can enter right next to the entrance to the Low Way and walk the rest of the way relatively unmolested.”
Argrave pointed insistently to Anneliese, feeling his point supported.
Galamon questioned, “You’re sure there’s another collapsed portion near the base of the mountain?”
“I am.” Anneliese nodded, getting up from her sleeping bag. “While Argrave was speaking to the Stonepetal Sentinels, I was examining the walls and the tunnel. It was difficult to be around them. I could tell they were not fond of me,” she justified herself.
“Okay. That’s enough for me,” Argrave said eagerly. “Galamon, you have everything?”
Galamon put his helmet back on. “It’s dark. Light will attract attention. I will lead you two through the darkness.”
“As ever,” Argrave retorted, his mind starting to come alive.
Argrave and Anneliese moved urgently to put what few things of theirs remained unpacked back in their bags. Soon enough, the tent was left with only their sleeping bags on the grass, and Argrave put the backpack over his shoulder. He checked to be sure everyone else was ready, and then Galamon opened the tent, leading out into the darkness.
Chest ablaze with anxiety, Argrave took a deep breath and followed. He could hear nothing beyond the sounds of his companions and his own feet hitting the ground, and the night was so dark he could only follow after Galamon. True to Galamon’s word, it did not take long before their feet left the courtyard’s grass and stumbled over fallen stone bricks.
They emerged from the half-ring fortress, standing before the plains. Argrave felt the wind at his cheek, and his hair moved. Realizing this might be the last time he felt open air for a long, long while, he felt another wave of nervousness.
Galamon grabbed Argrave’s shoulder, pulling him from his daze. They followed along the wall as it winded, taking quiet yet quick steps. With the wall to guide them, Argrave felt some confidence return.
“Damn it all. It had to be something I said. What did I say, Galamon? Where did I ruin things? I thought I did pretty well…” he whispered, knowing well his companion’s sharp hearing would catch his mutters.
“I don’t know. You spoke a lot, and the acting you were doing was insufferable,” Galamon returned. “I tuned much of it out.”
“Gee, thanks. Real helpful,” Argrave retorted.
“Be quiet,” Galamon veritably growled. “Focus on what to do, not how it happened. Dwell on this later, when we stand with stone over our heads and the Low Way beneath our feet.”
“This isn’t exactly how I wanted to enter it,” Argrave muttered, but then heeded Galamon’s advice and remained quiet.
They followed along the wall with the sheer gray mountain base looming closer after every step. Though they passed by multiple collapsed portions, Anneliese urged them onwards, insisting she knew of one closer to the entrance. Argrave trusted her, but at the same time felt uneasy, numerous ‘what if’ scenarios echoing in his head.
Eventually, they did indeed find a collapsed portion of the wall all but touching the base of the mountain. Argrave breathed a sigh of relief, trying to peer out into the darkness beyond. He saw a few torches lit near the entrance to the Low Way, but all else was covered in shadow. He saw a few people and felt terribly exposed with them in sight.
“It’s dark. Can’t see a damn thing. I’ll just follow your lead, Galamon.” Argrave shook his head.
Galamon nodded. “Grab onto me if you must.”
Shouts sounded out across the night, making Argrave freeze. He listened, trying to discern their voices. It was a fruitless effort, though, but it helped confirm one thing—they were indeed targets. The voices came from where they had been sleeping.
“Let’s go now,” Argrave said insistently, trying to suppress his fear with action.
Galamon stepped back into the fortress, and Argrave followed just behind. After a few steps, a horn sounded out, the sound bouncing off the mountain walls and echoing dreadfully.
Damn it all, Argrave despaired silently, following after Galamon.
They proceeded across the empty courtyard towards the entrance to the Low Way. All those that had been guarding turned their heads to the sound of the horn. None of them seemed to move. Just as they neared the perimeter near the tunnel, though, someone broke away, taking the torch off its sconce and rushing towards the blown horn.
Galamon drew his dagger and rushed away. Argrave called out weakly, “Wait!” but to little avail. The elven vampire caught the man’s wrist which held the torch, pulled him forward, and then plunged his dagger beneath the man’s helmet. The fiery enchantments on the dagger burst from the visor, and then Galamon pulled it away. The man’s body dropped.
“Galamon…!” Argrave called out quietly. “If they didn’t have a reason to pursue before, they do now!”
“The man would have seen us—shouted, called for help. That alone would ruin things. We can make a clean break. They won’t find out where we went for some time. By then, we’ll be deep within.” Galamon grabbed the man’s torch and smothered the flame. “Let’s go.”
Argrave spared one last glance at the man’s body. He shook his head, swallowed, and went after Galamon, entering the Low Way of the Rose.




Chapter 38

Argrave looked back, seeing none of the moonlit night beyond. The Stonepetal Sentinel’s encampment was far beyond them. “Galamon… anyone behind us?” he asked uneasily.
“No,” the elven vampire answered after a moment’s pause.
Argrave breathed a sigh of relief, and then conjured an E-rank spell for light. It jumped into the air and Argrave’s eyes closed instinctively, adjusting to the new brightness. Soon enough, his eyes opened, and he saw the spell light reflecting off the gray stone around them.
The beginnings of the Low Way of the Rose were well-made, each stair descending in perfect order. The pillars were carved in the likeness of rose stems, thorns poking out along their surface. Torch sconces were cleverly disguised into the thorns, but they had neither lamp nor torch in them at this point.
“What a disaster,” Argrave said, both to himself and his companions. “Flew too close to the sun, and the gods burnt my wings.”
“We should be moving,” Galamon said, unheeding of Argrave’s comments. “No telling if… or when… pursuit will come. We need a comfortable distance ahead.”
“Yeah… yeah.” Argrave nodded, and then they continued down the stairs. Their pace was a moderate one—a little slower than a jog. Each stair was very large, and it was difficult to proceed down them quickly. Argrave was certain that his knees would ache tomorrow. “In a while yet, the tunnel will open up into the real Low Way. There, we can reassess things,” he called out to both as they proceeded.
The briars about the ceiling and walls gave the impression the room was twisting and writhing as they proceeded downwards. Had Argrave not known the name of this place, he might’ve assumed the thorns everywhere were spikes, and this place the abode of some fell creature. Thinking of what lie ahead, Argrave realized that impression was not entirely false.
“Rowe was right. I got cocksure, and now look where we are—enemies ahead, enemies behind.” Argrave shook his head. “The plans I had—up in smoke.”
“Neither of us questioned your judgement, Argrave,” Anneliese argued as she moved beside him. “The fault is not yours alone.”
“How could you question my judgement?” Argrave said interspersed with laughter. “I didn’t share it. I just insisted you follow along. Everything went so damned well in Jast, I thought the world was my oyster. Fat chance of that if I keep counting chickens before they hatch. Things went to hell in a day.”
Galamon spared a brief glance backwards but said nothing. Silence settled over them as they proceeded.
Anneliese finally broke the silence. “After Thorngorge Citadel, when I could hardly stand, you asked me a question. I will return it to you now, in hopes you understand the point I intend to make.” She pulled ahead of Argrave, stopping him. “What do you want to do about it?”
Argrave stared down at her, regaining his breath. After letting her words sink in, he slowly nodded. “You’re right. Should reflect on mistakes, not dwell on them.” He looked down the tunnel. “Probably getting close to the end of this stairway.”
“Yes. The air shifts ahead, and I hear the rush of water echoing against cavernous walls,” Galamon said. “Not much further.”
Anxiety rose up as a tide within Argrave’s chest as they resumed their journey downwards. Faint, reddish light greeted them, draped like a mist over the cold gray stone of the stairs. A horrifically potent and sharp smell reminiscent of truffle oil and iron invaded his nostrils, but Argrave shook his head and pushed past the feeling. The sounds of rushing water grew louder as they approached the red light.
The tunnel that led into the Low Way was grand in scope, its ceiling towering hundreds of feet above them. That, though, seemed small in comparison to the grand chamber that opened up before them. The Low Way of the Rose was truly massive, enough to house the grandest of cities—and indeed, at some point, it had.
“Welcome to the trading city of Nodremaid,” Argrave announced.
Nodremaid had been, once, a city of impeccable order. That order remained in the architecture. Several terraced pyramids held tall stone buildings, residential and commercial both. Stairways led from terrace to terrace and pyramid to pyramid, giving Argrave an impression not entirely dissimilar to a teocalli. These terraced pyramids were divided by large canals that moved beneath sets of stairs, each flowing to the center.
The order brought by the angular paths and canals was entirely destroyed by that which had grown over it. The walls and the ceilings housed vines of bone and flesh that wound in and out of the stone, flowers blooming at points that held the image of twisted faces. They had seen one of these ‘plants’ at Thorngorge Citadel—these in the Low Way were intended to support the ceiling and provide light. Their eyes, ever open and shining like spotlights, illuminated the dead city of Nodremaid with red light.
Though the waterways were mostly clean, pure water, at points they merged with viscous flows of blood pouring out from a waterfall in the far end of the cavern opposite them. Over the years, strange plants had begun to grow by the canals, and much of Nodremaid was consumed by foliage. The majority of the growth was hued red, offering little reprieve from that color.
Galamon and Anneliese both looked around with some confused mixture of awe and horror. Even Argrave felt some, despite knowing fully what to expect. Few people save the Stonepetal Sentinels understood just what the Order of the Rose had left in their wake.
“This place… How could people have lived here?” Anneliese gazed at the flesh plants in the ceiling. “How could anyone feel at ease here?”
“Wasn’t always this bad, I don’t think.” Argrave looked about. “Even were that not the case, if you see something every day, you get used to it, I suppose.”
“We’re out in the open here,” Galamon said. “I smell the same rotten blood as in Thorngorge Citadel. It’s in the water, the buildings, the ceilings… this place reeks of debased flesh.”
“I know…” Argrave began confidently but trailed off. “I know someplace that’s likely safe and secluded enough that the Stonepetal Sentinels won’t be able to find us… if indeed they are pursuing. This place is full of secrets. I know a great deal of them.”
“Then let us go and reassess what we must do,” Anneliese said.
“Right. Don’t let your guard down.” Argrave adjusted the collar of his gray enchanted duster, then pulled his hood over.
***
“Looks to be an enchanted weapon that killed him, not magic. Fire-based. Probably a dagger,” commented Jean, kneeling beside a body. The corpse had been stripped of its armor barring the helmet, which had partially fused with his face from the heat.
“Can you recover the helmet?” Alasdair questioned, standing at the head of a crowd of people.
Ossian scoffed. “Nice priorities, old man,” he rebuked.
Alasdair cast a reproachful glance at Ossian while Jean shook her head and said, “No. The enchantments on the helm are ruined anyway. Meant to protect against threats without, not within, and the person who attacked knew this.”
Alasdair nodded, then directed his voice to the crowd. “On the morrow, he’ll be buried, the proper hymns sung to send him to the gods’ hands.”
“What of the three that did this?” one of the knights asked, clearly emotional for the person who’d died.
“Why are you asking him?” questioned Ossian. “He’s a master sentinel, not our leader. Why was this done without approval from anyone, Alasdair? You mobilize men without a majority vote from the other master sentinels?”
Alasdair turned and spat angrily, “You mean to tell me you wouldn’t have done the same?”
Ossian pointed at Alasdair. “Don’t deflect. Doesn’t matter what I would have done. You aren’t our leader, Alasdair. Claude is. Until a month passes, and he’s declared dead, we’re in a state of interregnum.”
Alasdair waved dismissively. “They may have already intended to enter the Low Way.”
“Oh, and they happened to do so just before you stormed their tent while they slept,” Ossian laughed. “Just rich timing on their part, then?”
Alasdair crossed his arms, metal armor creaking. “We should strengthen the guard around the tunnels. In pairs, something like this won’t happen again.”
“Hold on a minute,” Ossian interrupted. “It sounds to me like we aren’t going to be chasing after them.”
“You were the one most eager to welcome those three,” Alasdair deflected. “Now you wish to hunt them down?”
“You didn’t answer my question,” Ossian shook his head, undeterred. “Are we going to chase after them? Time is of the essence.”
Alasdair glared at Ossian. “It’s not reasonable. The Low Way is vast and dangerous. If they aren’t killed by us, they’ll be killed by the dangers within. Few save us sentinels can survive for long in there.”
“I can’t believe this,” Ossian said, too surprised for indignance. “They kill one of our own, and you’re simply going to wait them out?”
“They’re dead men walking,” Alasdair insisted. “Those on the surface are ignorant of what lies beneath these mountains. If they return at all, it will be from where they entered.”
Ossian stepped towards Alasdair. “And Argrave, did he seem ignorant? Not at all. On the contrary, he seemed to know too much. I’ll admit he was suspicious, but was this the way to handle things?” Ossian held up a finger. “No—don’t answer. I don’t care to hear you justify yourself. You want to do things on your own because of Claude’s absence? Fine. I’ll do just the same.”
Ossian made to leave, but Alasdair called out, “Stop.”
Ossian ignored him. “I won’t leave justice unmeted.” He spread his arms out. “Anyone that wishes to come with, follow me. Elsewise, I’ll go alone.”
Though the knight’s words were brash and passionate, the sentiments resounded with many within the crowd, who stirred on their feet as though their bodies told them to follow. Ossian simply walked towards the tunnel with purpose, then turned on his heel, waiting for any who would step forward.
“Ossian. This is foolish,” Alasdair reprimanded, stepping out in front of the crowd. “Gathering men to confine a potentially dangerous individual was reasonable. Scouring the Low Way for a fugitive is simply… foolish,” the aged knight repeated, unable to think of another word to describe the situation.
“Time is of the essence. Who will come?” asked Ossian, ignoring Alasdair entirely.
When the first stepped forward, he was soon joined by others. Ossian stared at Alasdair passively. Soon enough, he was flanked by many others. Some of the female spellcasters even moved to join him, too.
“Then I am off. Wish me luck,” Ossian said neutrally.
“Ossian!” Alasdair shouted urgently as the man started to move towards the tunnel. “Be reasonable!”
But Alasdair’s words were not answered. Their group, numbering near twenty, proceeded into the Low Way of the Rose. As he did, six pigeons perched atop a cliff above the Low Way watched, each far more focused on their party than the birds ought to be.
Alasdair clenched his gauntleted hands. “Reckless, Ossian…” he muttered. “But that’s what I’d hoped to see.” His traces of displeasure were nowhere to be seen.




Chapter 39

The point of Nodremaid closest to the tunnel entrance from which Argrave and his companions had entered was the most thoroughly ‘cleaned’ by the Stonepetal Sentinels. It was largely devoid of danger and foliage, and the city retained some of the order it attempted to create in the distant past.
These facts made it dangerous. It would be the first place pursuers might look.
Argrave was certain there were pursuers. The six pigeons linked to him via [Pack Leader] had been keeping an eye on the tunnel entrance, per Argrave’s directions—they could not follow into the tunnel through the darkness and the link between them grew faint, but Argrave knew that a sizable group had entered. He could not be certain of how many, nor their composition, but knowing they existed was a very valuable piece of information.
The three of them had moved to a building temporarily, to seek shelter for a time and to decide their course of action. It was an abandoned merchant’s stop, though the furniture within had rotted over the centuries that passed. It was just a wreck of rotten wood and cold stone, now.
“Alright. Given my recent lack of success, I’m going to float to you all the ideas running in my head, and then we can decide from there,” Argrave said, leaning up against a wall that faced the open doorway so as to keep watch. It was a pointless gesture, he knew—Galamon would notice interlopers long before he did.
“Be concise. We should hurry, lest we lose our head start,” Galamon urged.
Argrave glanced at Galamon. Though acknowledging this bothered him, Argrave had to admit he felt some frustration Galamon had so quickly disposed of the Stonepetal Sentinel guarding the tunnel. Of course, without him, they may have all been killed. A simple fact kept his frustration in check; all of this was Argrave’s fault to begin with. He was the reason that man guarding the tunnels was dead.
“Right.” Argrave nodded, dismissing his errant thoughts. “We can’t stay here, where the city is least heavily influenced by the abominations left by the Order of the Rose. The sentinels know this area best. Only a matter of time before we’re found.”
Galamon and Anneliese both nodded, and so Argrave continued. “That said, going into that jungle of flesh and bone is all but suicide. The guardians roam Nodremaid in large groups. If one of them should find us, it’ll be difficult to escape unscathed even if I call upon Erlebnis’ power. These creatures are fast, ruthless, and intelligent—far different from those we witnessed in Thorngorge Citadel.”
“Leaving us with what option?” Anneliese inquired.
“The way I see it, we should move into the vampires’ territory—the headquarters of the Order of the Rose. They hunt the guardians just as the sentinels do, and we need to engage with them eventually, be it on friendly terms or… otherwise. It’ll be safer there than here, and it’ll place us closer to our goal.”
“Given what you disclosed to the sentinels, they’ll be expecting us to go there,” Galamon pointed out.
“I thought the same.” Argrave crossed his arms. “Before recent events, I had intended to use the sentinels as a cudgel against the vampires—win them to my side, talk them into coming with me.” Argrave scoffed at himself. “Guess I learned that you shouldn’t mess with the crazy. Regardless, if they’re pursuing us, the only thing I can think of is trying to force a confrontation between the vampires and the sentinels. Maybe diplomacy, maybe just shepherding…”
“It’s an obvious thing to do. If the leader of the group pursuing you is competent, he will notice that intent immediately,” Galamon shot down quickly. “That said… it’s not a bad idea to head into the vampire’s territory. At the very least, I understand how they might be better than dealing with these… guardians. I can keep watch better.”
“Okay. We can refine things further as we journey, but for now, we head to the headquarters of the Order of the Rose in Nodremaid, where the vampires reside. We’ll stick to the perimeter of the city—fewer areas the guardians might approach from if we’ve a wall on one side.”
“We will have less maneuverability,” rebutted Anneliese.
“True, but that’s only if we’re caught.” Argrave nodded. “I don’t think it’s possible for the six pigeons linked to me via [Pack Leader] to come down through the darkness. I wish I had thought of this when we were escaping, but… well, what’s passed has passed. As such…” Argrave raised a hand, a spell matrix forming. The link between him and the birds shattered. He felt a strange emptiness in his chest, as though an emotional piece of him had been torn away. “If possible, forming a druidic bond with local fliers is paramount.”
“There are birds down here?” Anneliese asked incredulously.
“…no,” Argrave said after a pause. “Bats.”
“Oh, right.” She nodded, somewhat embarrassed. “Stupid… question.”
Argrave smiled, finding some solace in amusement amidst the constant uneasy dread. “Can’t blame you. Place is big enough for birds. I suppose we should count ourselves lucky there are no flying guardians in this hellhole,” Argrave mused. He looked at Anneliese for a while. “How are you holding up?”
“I knew what to expect. I steeled myself. And… we have only barely begun.” Anneliese shook her head.
“Alright. Things ever get too much, don’t hesitate to stop us,” Argrave said.
Argrave felt a hypocrite saying that to Anneliese when uneasiness and anxiety plagued him so terribly. A voice echoed in the back of his head, saying, ‘This is it. This is where the skies end, and where I plummet into what I knew was coming.’ Try as he might not to dwell on it, Argrave had a fear of death as sharp as mint on his breath.
Argrave stepped to the doorway. “Let’s get going. Galamon, keep an eye out for bats, would you?”
“Bats, people, vampires, necromantic abominations… anything else?” He shook his head bitterly, adjusting his helmet.
“Not yet.” Argrave shook his head. “Soon, though.”
***
A servant poured water over a plant in the greenhouse. The flowers resembled poppies, but they were a deep and rich purple that shimmered in a way that was not entirely mundane.
“That is enough,” Elenore said, standing just behind the servant. She wore a white and green dress, as ever. The dress was long so as to cover the stumps that were once her feet. She wore white prostheses that barely showed beneath the dress. They were accurate imitations of feet, with the nails made of gold.
“But…” the servant said. “I only just began watering this one, my princess.”
“These are the Imperial Poppies—I remember their smell. You overwatered them yesterday, and they don’t need much water to begin with. You were distracted. I remember,” Elenore said neutrally.
The servant seemed surprised the princess even knew where they were standing. She opened her mouth and started to say, “I—”
“Don’t argue,” Elenore interrupted. The princess turned her head to the side. A maid walked down the aisle of greenery.
“My princess. You called for me?” the maid greeted, curtsying. Despite the fact that her master was blind, the maid had been quite diligent in maintaining her appearance—her orange hair was neatly bound in ring-braids, and every part of her uniform was impeccable. The princess’ head stayed idle, facing the maid as though watching her, despite the blindfold hiding her empty eye sockets.
“I did call.” Elenore held out her arm. “Walk me back to the fountain.”
The maid hurried to obey, gingerly grabbing the princess’ arm. She walked forth slowly, the princess’ steps beside her confident. One could not be certain if it was trust in her servant or confidence in her abilities that made the princess’ steps so sure.
“Induen has declined to return from Elbraille. He intends to… do something. He did not specify what,” the maid relayed quietly once the servant was beyond them.
“I see,” Elenore said. “Keep in touch. Watch over him. Inform me of his doings.”
“Yes, my princess.” The maid nodded. “One of the royal knights at his side is one of your ears.”
“I know,” Elenore said. “Make sure communication is infrequent and discreet. I cannot risk my brother learning I have one spying on him.”
“Yes, my princess,” the maid said once more.
“Therese.” The princess stopped walking.
The maid was surprised that the princess knew her name, and her eyes widened. “Y-yes, my princess?”
“Many of the other maids that serve me have loose tongues, and loose fingers. They take money where they can. If I did not so ruthlessly punish traitors, they would doubtless sell my information to the nobility,” she said, tone flat.
“P-princess, I have never…” the maid stuttered.
“I know,” Elenore answered at once, tone lightening. “As I said, the maids have loose tongues, especially for each other’s misgivings. Most thefts, I am aware of. I make an example of some that cannot be ignored without an adverse impact on my respectability. Yet you… for years, you have never been dishonest. That is why I intend to give you a position of importance.”
Therese’s eyes widened.
The princess turned her head towards the flowers nearby, stepping close. She inhaled sharply through her nose, and then exhaled. When that was done, she looked back to the maid. “Things must happen in the coming months. The opening I saw to fly away from this place has closed. Elbraille has folded. I must find another path. If no opening exists… I must create one. To create one, I must poke holes in that which has been built around me.”
“I live to serve, princess,” Therese said, placing her hand to her chest.
“Live for yourself.” The princess shook her head. “But know that beneath my wings is the best place for you.”
“I-I have never heard you speak like this, princess,” Therese said uneasily.
Elenore stepped forward. “And you will be the only that does, I believe.” She fumbled about, but eventually her hands grabbed Therese’s shoulders. “There must be upheaval, chaos. The box that contains us must shake until it tears. You are capable, you are loyal. I wish for you to do this.”
Therese took a deep breath, and then exhaled. “What must I do, princess?”
Elenore leaned in and whispered, “Margrave Reinhardt’s brother, Bertrand of Parbon. He still lies in my father’s hands.” Elenore paused, and then continued, “We must begin the process of planting one of our own in the team that tends to him. My father has him guarded well—he is of great value to securing victory for Vasquer. That is why he must die, and the whole world made aware of his death.”
Therese shook, but eventually nodded. Realizing the foolishness of the gesture in front of a blind person, she quickly said aloud, “I will, my princess.”
“Do not rush things,” the princess said sweetly. “Be slow, be quiet. Leave no loose ends. Inform me before you take any action. Can you promise me this?”
“Yes,” Therese said at once. “Yes, I can promise, my princess.”
“Good.” Elenore smiled. “And… when we are alone, call me Elenore.”
“T-thank you for this grace… Elenore,” Therese said somewhat awkwardly.
The princess reached to her ears and fiddled for a moment, before pulling free both of her earrings. They were studded with many diamonds, their base gold. “Take these. Sell them. It is but a beginning to a long and fruitful relationship. In time, you will become my right hand.” Therese looked overwhelmed, and Elenore placed the earrings in her hands. “Now, go.”
“Yes, my princ—Elenore,” Therese corrected, then curtsied and moved away. Elenore stayed facing her as she left, smile on her face. The maid had already long gone, yet it remained. Only after a great deal of time did her smile fall.
She took a deep breath as though taking in her surroundings. She felt around, feeling the nearest flowers.
“The white roses… three hundred steps to the square,” she recited in a low mutter.
The princess walked forth with no escort by her side, perfectly in the center of the pathway. She traveled by memory.




Chapter 40

If there was one thing that Argrave hated above all, it would be ignorance. More specifically, his own.
Seeing something he had no clue about made him squirm. When he encountered such a scenario, Argrave took two routes: ignore the thing in question entirely or learn it completely. Perhaps that was why he had taken up the role of editing the wiki for the game—to seek remedy for his ignorance by learning every detail that there was to be known about Heroes of Berendar.
This trait had helped him a great deal, both in the past and after his arrival at Berendar. It allowed him to focus on magic far beyond a point most would deem normal. Argrave found magic interesting, and it was also largely foreign to him. It had become a conduit that his efforts could be directed to, just as his fascination with Heroes of Berendar had been in the past. In essence, he had replaced one outlet with another.
In the Low Way of the Rose, his dislike of his ignorance served as prime kindling for the all-consuming flame of anxiety. Uncertainty was Argrave’s primary companion, being both pursued by the Stonepetal Sentinels and flanked by the horrors of the Low Way.
Their trek through Nodremaid was harsh. The stone beneath their feet was hard and wore out the back, and much of the path was stairs. The way forward was often blocked by dense foliage, forcing awkward maneuvering. The air reeked of foul, unnatural smells at all times. Prevailing above all was the scent of iron, yet beneath it were strange, exotic, and earthy smells—mushrooms and other foul things lined their path, much of it growing atop equally rancid fertilizer.
That alone was challenge enough, but at times, Argrave could see them beyond the wide leaves and towering buildings. The guardians of the Low Way. They were brutal creatures with a cold simplicity. Their body resembled a human head, though with the jaw removed. Two muscular arms sprouted from enlarged ears. Eight black eyes with golden irises stared off in all directions. Weapons of varying types had been buried in the back of their hands, held secure by metal bolts. Lack of maintenance over centuries left near all of them badly afflicted by rust.
Every time Argrave spotted one of these creatures, his blood would run cold and his body would shake. They crawled on the cavern walls, on the roofs of buildings, and even swam through the canals, fighting against the current like some twisted mockery of salmon. The three of them moved cautiously enough to avoid being seen, Argrave reasoned. Galamon ensured their party never strayed too close. Still, their fleeting presence bred uncertainty within his mind.
The oppression of the Low Way wore at Argrave’s sense of time. The unceasing light from the flesh plants above furthered that effect. The rays would flicker at times as the faces blooming on the flowers blinked, casting ever-dancing shadows that gave one the impression the entire city was constantly moving.
Worse yet was the constant noise. The streams flowing through the canals emitted an unceasing roar. The sound would shift in volume as they moved, rebounding off the stone corridors and growing more or less intense as they moved up and down stairs. Buzzing or chirping insects occupied everywhere, making even the areas away from the canals constantly awash with sound. At times, the constancy of these noises would be supplanted with howls, screams, and roars—they were infrequent, and that infrequency only increased Argrave’s uneasiness as he tensed, waiting for the next to come, fearing what it might be. He had guesses, of course—he knew what was in the Low Way. But there was no certainty.
Argrave tried his damnedest to suppress all of that. Anneliese was with him—she would certainly be having a rougher time than he. Galamon remained constant, leading their advance as ever, undaunted and steady. Argrave had no place to be held back by these things. He tried to find the same courage that he’d mustered within Thorngorge Citadel, only to realize that had been confidence, not courage. He had known what to expect. Now, though, he felt exposed. He felt his feet were metaphorically bare and cut as he trod through a salt mine.
The sole comfort he found in this place was the distant sight of the headquarters of the Order of the Rose, brightly lit by the red lights of the flesh-plants winding in and out of the stone on the cavern walls and ceilings. Of all the buildings, the headquarters was the only one that broke the uniformity in Nodremaid. It resembled Petra vaguely, if only by its entrance alone. All of the vines of flesh and bone originated from the building, and as such, the light was most intense there. Beyond the entrance was darkness, though.
Argrave crested the top of one of the terraced pyramids, eyes fixed on their destination. Breathing heavily, he raised his hand to his mouth and a spell matrix swirled, conjuring water that he drank sloppily. Galamon stopped, waiting. Anneliese stepped up beside Argrave, significantly fatigued but nowhere near as badly as he.
“Haah…” Argrave exhaled after he’d finished drinking. He spent some time to catch his breath, then said hoarsely, “Not much further. Let’s keep going, end this quickly.” Argrave veritably dragged his legs forward.
“No.” Galamon stopped Argrave. “I smell the foul blood of the guardians ahead. It’s moving away. We can take another path… or wait. I would advise the latter.”
Argrave was secretly relieved for the opportunity to rest and looked about for a place to do so. The higher portions of the city were mostly crossroads, so there were few buildings about. After some time, they decided to descend the stairs a small amount further to enter a decrepit residential building.
Once within, Argrave sat on a solid piece of rubble. It wobbled briefly, but he settled it and leaned back. His knees, feet, and back all ached horribly, and the pain surfaced as he stopped his motion. Galamon stood at the doorway, watching and waiting, while Anneliese found a place near Argrave to rest.
“You’re damned reliable, you know that, Galamon?” Argrave said, wiping some sweat that leaked into his eye.
“Hmm,” he grunted half-heartedly.
Argrave brought his feet up, removing his gray leather boots. He cast low-ranking healing magic to relieve some of the pain. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Anneliese moving about. He raised his head, watching her. She had a book in hand.
“You’re reading?” Argrave inquired.
“I need a distraction, anything,” she answered quickly, voice taut. “I’m at the cusp of learning B-rank magic. I will press towards that.”
“Not good to distract yourself in a place like this,” Galamon said, though his tone was not especially judgmental.
“This place is utterly devoid of all that is good,” she rebutted quickly. “Escaping from it, if only with my mind, will keep me sane.”
Galamon had no rebuttal. Argrave took a deep breath, feeling some measure of guilt well up within. He finished healing his feet, and then removed a vial of black liquid from his backpack. He downed it quickly and felt the magic resurge within.
Argrave sat in silence, his taxed mind and shaken body regaining some clarity. He rummaged in his backpack, pulling free the bronze hand mirror to strengthen his resolve. Something came to mind, like a bolt from beyond.
I’m the reason these people are here. They’re following me.
His gaze turned away from the mirror to each of his two companions in turn, examining them. They were battered and weary—they had endured the same things that he had. They did this willingly. They did so because of conviction, because of duty, and because they should. They were people willing to die for these simple facts.
What did he give them in turn? Empty words. Absolute trust… but at arm’s length. He told them nothing beyond what they needed to know. Why was that? he wondered. And Argrave knew the answer. Beneath all the veneers, his refusal to examine his own reality led to an inability to accept these people as people at all.
The realization set in like a chill, and Argrave shuddered. It was a difficult thing to stomach, and he didn’t really want to think about it now. He cast another glance at Anneliese and Galamon. Things have got to change. You’ll only fail if you keep on as you are. You have these people by your side for a reason—because they’re capable. Let them in. You, alone, have proven insufficient.
Another voice argued against him, admonishing, Where would you even begin? You keep them in the dark for a reason. Better to be a false apostle than a madman. Honesty doesn’t earn any friends. You might not be able to see through it, but stone is harder than glass.
Rowe’s words came back to him—the fact that he had no plan if he should die. It would be for the best if I convey all that I know to these two. This way, even if I die, I’ll leave a successor—someone that can be sure the world doesn’t end. Anneliese would be perfect. Smart, capable…
Yet again, another voice argued, If you die, what’s the point of anything? Let them die without you.
“They’ve moved on.” Galamon’s voice split into Argrave’s thoughts, and he flinched.
“Oh,” he said quickly. “That’s good. That’s great.” He stood, quickly putting his boots back on. “Come now,” he said, mustering false cheer. “The road has been long and hard, yet every step we take, we grow closer to our goal. Struggle begets growth.” Argrave walked towards the doorway.
Set this aside for now. Listen to Galamon. A distraction in a place like this will kill you.
Argrave walked back out into the city of Nodremaid. Just as before, it was a harsh and grating place. Nothing offered reprieve—the dreadful atmosphere was suffocating. Argrave took a deep breath. His chest felt strangely tight.
“I wish I could say we’ll be moving to safety. Instead, we’re just embracing another threat,” Argrave mused, staring out at the headquarters of the Order of the Rose. “At least this one is more manageable. Vampires sound nice at this time of day.”
“One who is dehydrated would be remembered as the greatest fool if they drown in the first spring they find,” Galamon said, stepping past Argrave and moving to the stairs. “Do not rest easy. I am not infallible.”
Argrave nodded. “But you’re damned reliable, like I said. Let’s go.”




Chapter 41

Darkness loomed ahead, starkly contrasting with the red lights shining behind. Argrave tried to peer beyond to little effect.
“I don’t sense anything ahead,” said Galamon. “Only… debased viscera,” he contributed after pausing a moment to find the word. “The vampires may be using magic to disguise themselves. You mentioned they were apprentices of a mage group—the Wayward Thorns.” Galamon turned to Argrave.
“Doubtful. They know rudimentary magic, nothing beyond that. Centuries mean very little if you don’t have access to spellbooks, or the genius needed to make your own spells. They have ridiculously deep magic pools, but no spells beyond D-rank. There are reasons for that, but… I’ll share them when we aren’t caught in a vice.” Argrave raised up his hand, a spell matrix forming. A ball of light jumped into the air, banishing some of the darkness before them.
The headquarters of the Order of the Rose in Nodremaid may once have been grand, but its residents had changed it. Much of the place had been dyed red from centuries-old blood. It wasn’t the site of some bloody slaughter—instead, the roses of flesh that gave off light winding about the ceiling had been torn down and destroyed by the vampires to shroud the place in darkness. The ‘bodies’ of the flesh plants were much less frightening than the things themselves. Once the flesh rotted away, all that was left was long stalks of ivory.
“Is light wise?” Anneliese questioned, staring at the ball of flame cautiously.
“They’re vampires, the majority of them older than Galamon. Darkness means nothing for them.”
Anneliese stepped forward, contributing her own light and further illuminating the place. “It’s… quiet here. Figuratively and literally.”
“You mean… not picking up any feelings? Empathy meter goes cold just ahead?” Argrave inquired.
“Yes.” She spared a glance back, then examined the bottom of her boots. Her eyes stayed locked on the corpse of one of the guardians. The thing’s arms had been torn off. It had been drained of blood. “Still… I cannot say this place is particularly soothing.”
“Right with you,” Argrave agreed, stepping up beside her. The harsh and piercing smell of iron still persisted here, but most other scents died. No insects made noise in the darkness beyond. Indeed, the only noise still present was the barely audible sound of the canal outside, but once they proceeded deeper, Argrave was sure it, too, would fade.
The central lobby was quite a large place. A statue fountain about ten feet tall stood decorating the center, but the fountain had been rendered useless, the faintest bit of polluted red water spouting pathetically out of the statue’s chipped mouth. This place was largely free of the foliage consuming all of Nodremaid.
The main square branched off into three paths, yet there were also two sets of spiral stairs leading up to a second floor. One of the stairs had collapsed midway. The ceiling was quite high. The light of their spell did not illuminate beyond the central lobby, so nothing could be seen of the second floor or beyond.
“Let’s get to a safer place, finally,” urged Argrave with a tired sigh. “Go right. There are some bigger rooms that way that only have one doorway. Good place to hole up. Anyone disagree?” He made sure to seek their opinion out this time.
No one dissented, and Argrave’s directive was obeyed. Galamon did not proceed as quickly as he had back in Nodremaid. The hallways were tall and ornate. Nodremaid had been unadorned, but the halls here were lined with jade and silver, and the walls were much more finely carved. Argrave kept imagining things in the shadows waiting with teeth bared, but no such things existed.
They first passed by an open area that was once a dining room, though like all other places in Nodremaid, it had fallen into ruin, the ceiling partially collapsed. Galamon examined the room for enemies a long time before he was comfortable proceeding.
After passing by many rooms that Argrave could not discern the purpose of, they finally came to the rooms that had only one doorway. They looked to be storage areas, for they were often blocked with thick iron doors and filled to the brim with shelves and crates. Galamon examined the insides of many, deeming most unfit for reasons Argrave did not begin to guess.
Finally, Galamon pushed open one door and looked around slowly. “This place… looks to be sufficient,” he said after a time.
Argrave pushed past him, eager to sit down and rest his feet once more. When his spell light trailed into the room after him, it illuminated a fairly empty storage room. Argrave was looking at one of the crates when something caught the light of his spell, reflecting back at him. It took him a second to process that they were eyes.
The vampire started to close the gap between them quicker than Argrave could even recognize what it was. Once Argrave realized it was a vampire, bad memories resurfaced of Barden, of him calling out for Galamon moments before being seized, his very blood stolen. He froze. The vampire didn’t seek to seize Argrave, though—its long nails aimed for his neck, hunting for a quick kill.
Galamon pushed Argrave aside, casting him to the ground. He met the vampire’s charge, seizing its arm and stopping its attack. He took two steps back before its momentum ceased. Once he had stable footing, he overpowered it easily, tossing it away. It staggered back, falling to one knee. Galamon drew his greatsword from his waist and swung in one fluid motion. The steel missed, but the wind blade created by enchantments leapt out, cutting it across the nose. It cried out and scrambled away quickly, knocking over a crate.
“You hid yourself well,” Galamon said.
Argrave came to his feet as quickly as he could. His arm hurt where he’d fallen, but in front of the task at hand, he barely noticed it. The vampire, who Argrave now recognized as a man, retreated further, joining up with two others.
All three of the vampires wore rich crimson robes. The passage of time had decayed them, though, and most of them were missing sleeves. The main robe itself was full of holes, some of it covered with patchwork cloth. It was all the same color, though—a deep red. Argrave considered that it was probably easy to keep clothes red in the Low Way of the Rose, but quickly dismissed that errant thought.
“Not the others?” one said, a woman, voice low and urgent.
“No. Not the sentinels, either,” the one who’d attacked answered, wiping his face free of blood. Once he’d done so, the wound was already closing.
Argrave preemptively casted a C-rank ward in case one of them should lash out with spells. Once that was done, he caught his breath, rubbing his arm to dispel the pain. An uneasy silence stretched out between them as each waited for the other’s actions.
“…I think the choice of diplomacy or confrontation has been made for us. We must block the door. They cannot tell others,” Anneliese said quickly.
“Maybe we can…” Argrave started to suggest diplomacy, but his voice did not go beyond the ward and he did not trust he would not be attacked. “To hell with it. Too late for that. They attacked us the first chance they saw.”
Galamon removed his backpack, setting it on the ground alongside his greatsword. He quickly strung his bow and retrieved an arrow, nocking it. Seeing this, the vampires shifted on their feet, ready to move.
“Split them up,” urged Argrave. No noise reached outside the ward. “I’ll stun one with lightning magic, and Anneliese, follow up with something that’ll kill.”
Galamon nodded, drawing back his bow. Stepping free of the ward, he released, and the arrow shot towards the one in the center. They cast a ward to block the arrow, but Galamon had chosen an Ebonice arrowhead. Their low-rank ward shattered, and the three scattered. Argrave sent out the D-rank spell [Writhing Lightning] towards the one that split from the group. The vampire reacted quickly, trying to form a ward, but even its supernatural speed could not contest the fastest elemental magic. The [Writhing Lightning] struck the ground, traveling to the vampire’s legs and causing her to stumble.
Argrave saw Anneliese’s hand glow in his peripheries, and soon enough the powerful boom of thunder echoed out—the C-rank lightning spell [Skysunder]. A white bolt struck the vampire, and she was cast to the ground, smoke rising from her waist where she had been struck. Argrave followed up, casting the same spell Anneliese just had. Argrave lowered his hand, watching the vampire spasm, only for an arrow to fly by and pierce her head, ending all struggles.
“Gods!” one of them shouted. “Damn it all! Just break through! Rush! Rush!” he insisted, urging his fellow towards them.
They strafed through shelves and crates, heading towards their position. Galamon set down his bow and drew his dagger, waiting. Argrave waited nervously, stepping back behind Galamon. He held his hands out, and a C-rank spell matrix manifested. A blue eel sprung from his hand, dancing about within the ward—the C-rank spell, [Electric Eel]. It waited for Argrave’s direction as he conjured more.
The two vampires broke out from the shelves, rushing towards them. One conjured a D-rank blood magic spell, and his wrist split open, a knife forming in his hand from his own blood.
Galamon grabbed a crate and threw it into his path with one hand while retreating back behind the ward, but the vampire nimbly dodged it, thrusting his dagger through the magic barrier. After some strain, the C-rank ward shattered. Galamon advanced, catching the hand that held the dagger of blood. Galamon thrust his dagger at the vampire’s neck, but it was caught, and the two struggled.
The other vampire rushed forward, but Argrave had been devoting his attention towards that possibility. One of the [Electric Eels] struck out towards it, but the vampire ducked back behind the shelves. While Galamon grappled with the first vampire, the second tipped over one of the shelves towards the two of them.
Galamon ducked low and disentangled himself, shoving the vampire towards the falling shelf while stepping back nimbly. The shelf struck the first vampire, and the one who had pushed it tried to rush past Galamon. The elf held out an arm to stop him but failed.
Anneliese grabbed a crate and slid it into the vampire’s path. He slowed for a second, and then eventually leapt forth, jumping right over it. Anneliese had been expecting this, evidently—she ducked low, spell matrix forming as he descended. Unable to change his path, the C-rank spell [Wargfire] rushed from her hand and slammed into the vampire. She fell forward, narrowly avoiding a flaming ball of fire.
Argrave stepped around the crate and held his hand out, and all of the [Electric Eels] he’d conjured swarmed down, meeting the vampire all at once in a grand display of light. The vampire spasmed and writhed in agony, and Argrave watched, hesitant to use more magic. Eventually, its movements became slower and less intense, and Argrave dared a glance back towards Galamon.
Galamon and the last vampire faced each other. The vampire clearly wanted to rush past, but Galamon waited patiently, refusing to advance. Eventually its patience broke first, and he lunged at Galamon, preparing to grapple. Galamon stepped and thrust his foot out, slamming its knee. The vampire howled in pain. Galamon caught it by its shoulder and jammed his dagger into its neck. It grasped at his arm, but he ruthlessly tore the dagger upwards. It died in a most gruesome manner.
Breathing heavily, heart beating quickly, Argrave kept alternating his gaze between the ball of flame and Galamon. The entire exchange had taken no longer than two minutes, perhaps, but it had felt far more stressful than their entire trek through the Low Way.
“Good Lord,” Argrave said, throat dry. “Are we safe?”
Galamon said nothing, cautiously examining every bit of the room. After an insufferably long period, he nodded.
Argrave let off a variety of curses, leaning against the wall. As he began to calm, he felt vomit rise in his throat as the smell of burnt flesh invaded his senses once more. He breathed slowly, trying to calm himself. He saw Anneliese still on the ground and offered his hand to help her up. She accepted his help and stood, and after gathering herself, moved to extinguish the flame.
“No diplomacy.” Argrave heaved out a long sigh.
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“They were more experienced with this life than I am,” Galamon stated, before pushing up a shelf loaded with rocks in front of an iron door. The thing could not have been light, but he pushed it very casually. With both the enchanted crown from the elven tomb and his vampirism, his raw strength was something to marvel at.
After the battle had finished, the three of them elected to find another place to seek refuge. Argrave thought it might be a bad idea as they might run into more of the vampires, yet Galamon persuaded Argrave when he mentioned some might come seeking the source of the sound. Lightning-based spells were not quiet. They had decided to barricade the doors for the night, leaving room enough only for air.
Certainly, it would be difficult to survive an assault against every vampire within Nodremaid. That said, there was a tenuous balance of power in Nodremaid between the Stonepetal Sentinels, the guardians, and the vampires. The three were always wary of the other—neither of the two sentient groups would risk such an overt move for what might be a trap by the other.
“You overpowered them pretty easily,” Argrave responded to Galamon, feeling a bit guilty watching the elven vampire do all the work while he sat atop an overturned shelf. The presence of Anneliese, who was reading just beside him, assuaged that feeling somewhat. “Vampires grow in strength when they kill by feeding—they call it drinking the Lifeblood. Considering most of the blood they drink doesn’t come from that, they can’t be exceptionally powerful vampires.”
“Experience isn’t strength.” Galamon shook his head, dusting off his hands against each other. “And vampirism isn’t just a passive state. The beast, the curse within… some vampires suppress it, resist it—like me.” He tapped his chest, the gauntlet ringing out against the metal chest plate. “In return, we receive minimal benefits while largely retaining moral reasoning.”
“Others embrace it.” Galamon stepped forward towards Argrave until he stared down at him. “They court the curse within, unable or unwilling to resist it. They succumb to bloodlust, lose their sense of morality… but in return, they gain the power of the curse.” His gaze turned back to the door. “Back there… They stopped their heartbeat, ceased their breathing, eliminated all trace that they were alive… embraced undeath fully. I have to be more vigilant,” he scolded himself, voice low.
Argrave tilted his head, looking up at Galamon. “How do you do it?”
Galamon removed his helmet, and his matted white hair fell to his shoulders. “Do what?”
“You never sleep. You’re always vigilant, always watching, always ready. You never falter. Despite all that… I never hear you complain,” Argrave said.
Anneliese looked up from her book, evidently intrigued by the line of questioning.
Galamon stepped away, turning his head. “…it’s different than what you think.”
“Help me understand,” pressed Argrave.
“I don’t get tired. I don’t get headaches, or aches, or fatigue. I only grow… unsated.” He raised his helmet, looking into the twin sockets. “There is but one need I must monitor.”
Argrave leaned back, resting his elbow against the shelf to support himself. “If you’re trying to turn me, you’re doing a great job selling it.”
Galamon’s head snapped towards Argrave, and he took two quick steps forward. “The curse is not to be trivialized. The vampire’s very existence is a scourge upon the living. Their life is sustained by misery and death. All of them deserve death,” he said intensely. Argrave tensed.
“Yet before becoming a vampire, you campaigned at the head of Dras’ army, killing tens of thousands of your own kind in warfare,” Anneliese commented, closing her book. “Is that not an utmost display of this ‘misery and death’ you speak of?”
Argrave’s face slacked at the unexpected contribution. Galamon turned his head towards her, brows furrowed.
“Do not misunderstand me. I am not admonishing you.” She raised her hands innocently. “I am merely questioning if it is truly misery and death you have a problem with. You united Veiden alongside Dras. You even expressed that, if you had not become a vampire, you would have aided him in invading Berendar.” Anneliese stared up at him.
“…that was different. It was for the greater good,” he said, his back straightening. “For Veid. For the good of all Veidimen.”
“Therein lies the true answer, I think,” Anneliese said calmly. “You take issue with vampirism because Veid fashions vampires as an abomination before Her eyes, to be purged.”
Galamon took a deep breath, and then turned away. He raised up the helmet once more, gazing into it. “Aye. I hate that which I am. I hate myself… and my cowardice.”
“If you’re a coward, I have to seriously reevaluate my own standing on the spectrum of bravery,” Argrave rebutted incredulously.
“I am good at fighting because I fear death,” he told Argrave, slightly shaking his head. “Fear spurs me towards martial perfection.” Galamon hefted the helmet in his hand, and then looked back at the two of them. “And because I fear death, I violated the thing I was most proud of—my faith in Veid.”
‘Most proud of’? You have a son, remember? Argrave was tempted to say, but felt it was better left unsaid.
“You’re right, Anneliese. The curse lies not in the hunger, the beast. The true curse is what it deprived me of. My homeland. My wife, my son. My friends. The Patriarchate that I helped create…” Galamon clenched his hand tight on his helmet. “There are nights when I think of what is behind me… and I think of what I did to stay alive that day. I just want the day to end.” He looked to Argrave. “But sleep never comes. I am left alone with myself, who I hate.”
Argrave said nothing. He wasn’t sure there was something he could reasonably say to that.
“And yet… despite what has happened to me… Veid did not abandon me,” Galamon said finally, tone lightening somewhat. “She gave me a path to atonement. Gerechtigkeit. He Who Would Judge the World. A desperately pitched battle, and one that I must throw myself into fully.”
Galamon walked up to Argrave. “Dras knew I was afraid of death… and he used that to secure victory, placing me in impossible situations time and time again. And now, another fool of the same nature has come along,” Galamon said somewhat bitterly, white-eyed gaze locked on Argrave. “I will atone. I will prove myself before Veid. That is the truth of how I do not falter.”
Argrave was a bit taken aback by the abrupt shift of the conversation’s tone. His mind harkened back to his thoughts earlier this day.
“Even if…” he began, his voice shaking. He took a deep breath and began again. “Even if I’m not who you think I am? Even if all that nonsense about Erlebnis is made up?” His gaze moved back and forth between the two of them. “Because it is,” he continued when neither spoke. “I’m no agent of Erlebnis.”
In the silence after his confession, Argrave’s heart was beating rapidly. Both stared at him, saying nothing. Galamon eventually broke the silence, asking, “At Mateth… you went to that shrine, communed with Him. What was that, then?”
“That was to receive the Blessing of Supersession. It was a business deal—nothing more, nothing less. Second time I’d had contact—and the last, if I have my way.” Argrave spread his hands out. “I strung you two along with nonsense, acting like I had the world in the palm of my hand. Now we’re here, and I’ve proven my incompetence.”
Argrave’s uneasiness spiraled further upwards in the silence that followed. Galamon stepped away.
“Even barring your punishment of me, the ‘indentured servitude,’ as you called it…” Galamon crossed his arms. “Not six months have passed since I was hired. I am still bound by contract. I would be here regardless.”
“Wasn’t exactly honest about the terms and conditions.” Argrave shook his head.
“You wanted me to stay by your side and protect you and perform the occasional menial task. The fault lies with me for not inquiring more about who you were and what you intended to do.”
Argrave found those words a little difficult to swallow. Eventually, he only nodded when no words came up to counter Galamon’s words. He looked to Anneliese.
“What about you? You left your home, your family—terrible though they may be—to go off with someone who concocted a tale.”
“It does no good to speak of this now.” She shook her head. “We are here, now. What happens after can be settled once we make an ‘after.’”
Argrave sat in the silence. “This doesn’t bother either of you?”
“You had all but confirmed it.” Anneliese shook her head. “And now you have confirmed it. But let me ask you this: do you intend to fight Gerechtigkeit?”
Argrave took her question in, examining it beyond a mere token confirmation. After a brief moment, he nodded. “I do.”
“You have proven your knowledge is real time and time again. I will likely keep following even after you reveal its source, so long as you stick to that goal.” She placed her hands on her knees neatly. “I have had my moments of doubt. I will not deny I considered leaving silently, one night. But the way you act… it is as though you are being chased.” She paused, then smiled as though an amusing thought came to her. “In a way, you and Galamon and rather similar. Both of you struggle desperately because you fear death.”
Argrave exhaled deeply. He felt like some of what was gnawing at his chest was fading.
“It is curious, though. You talk to people as if you know them, not merely knowing of them,” she emphasized. “And you travel through dangerous places like you’ve been there before. I considered if you had been there before. But then… you balk at some things within them. Death. Killing. It is as though you have read about these places… or studied about them. To be frank, the notion that Erlebnis had planted this knowledge in your head held credence, given these discrepancies.”
Argrave was taken aback by her insights. Once again, he confronted the difficulty of properly conveying what, exactly, had happened to him.
He opened his mouth, but before he could speak, Anneliese interrupted.
“You did drag us into this. I am still deeply rattled by this place, both physically and mentally. I cannot say I hold no enmity—I am no saint. But there is a time and a place. I am exhausted. I wish to sleep. We can confront this squarely at another time.”
With things phrased like that, Argrave felt foolish.
Galamon put his helmet back on. “She’s right. You’re too… introspective,” he emphasized, “at pivotal times like these. Before Barden, in the Cavern of the Lily’s Death… instead of thinking, you should just sleep. I will keep watch.”
“Thanks,” Argrave said blankly as the elven vampire turned and went to the door, sitting on the wall and closing his eyes.
He had to admit, he had not been expecting the conversation to proceed in this manner. Perhaps they might yell or simply leave. Then again, maybe it wasn’t that I was expecting it… it was that I wanted something like that to happen. A little bit of punishment for my failure.
Argrave sighed. He felt deathly tired, but he wondered if sleep would even find him tonight.




Chapter 43

Argrave awoke feeling refreshed. Sleep had come easier than he expected it to. At the very least, his body could sleep when he needed to.
All of that changed when he tried to move.
At once, his legs and back groaned, sore and achy from the intense yesterday. His shoulders felt bruised from the backpack, his feet still vaguely protested, and his thighs and calves were both taxed beyond compare. He tried to sit up, but even his core was sore.
“Good Lord,” he huffed while leaning up. He felt something stuck in his throat and coughed. His cough was wet and unpleasant, and after he’d finished hacking, he spent some time clearing his throat. He was only able to breathe normally again after he pounded his chest.
“You okay?” Anneliese asked.
Argrave looked up at her. She had a book in her lap as she leaned up against the wall. She looked a mess, just as Argrave felt—her long white hair was braided tightly, yet still dirtied and matted.
“I’m fine.” Argrave waved his hand. “Just my throat, I think. Probably slept with my mouth open.”
Anneliese nodded. “Rare for me to wake before you.”
“Wish it would happen more often, frankly,” Argrave said, rubbing his eyes. “Any notable occurrences, Galamon?” He raised his head, looking towards the doorway.
“Nothing I could hear. Gave up on the smelling. Useless here—the debased blood of the guardians consumes that sense,” he answered, returning to his usual brevity.
“Alright.” Argrave raised himself to his feet, and a piece of a broken shelf that had stuck to his clothes fell off him, clattering against the stone. “Part of me wishes someone would just break down the door. Kill off some of the uncertainty, at the very least.”
“It’s tempting to think like that.” Galamon stood. “Spent two days in a glacial cave, once, hiding out from enemies after things… went awry. Wanted nothing more than to do something stupid, force something to happen. You can’t, though.”
“I know.” Argrave sighed. “Alright. We have quite a conundrum on our hands, the way I see it. Kept me up a long while, thinking about how I was going to pull my head free of this vice before it slammed shut.”
“Given the circumstances… perhaps the aforementioned diplomacy with the vampires would be our best option,” Anneliese posited. “I am not sure they know three of their own died at our hands.”
Galamon looked ready to protest, but Argrave interjected himself before he could do so.
“I don’t really care to find out what the vampires know.” Argrave shook his head. “My overconfidence landed us in this situation in the first place. We left ourselves in the hands of a greater power, and this greater power proved to be unreasonable. The same might happen again, and I doubt we’d have an easy go escaping from vampires.”
Galamon nodded contentedly, and Anneliese looked to have no rebuttal. Argrave stepped away, placing his hand on the shelf blocking the door. He drummed his fingers on it, lost in thought. With a sudden realization, he frowned and turned around.
“I’m doing it again,” he said in annoyance. “Planning on my own. Seeking no advice.”
The two said nothing but did not meet Argrave’s gaze. That, alone, told him that he was right in what he said.
“Alright. Let me lay down some things we might be able to use to force either side’s hands…”
***
A man wearing a crimson set of patchwork robes stared through a set of thick iron bars, one hand held against a bar for support. His face looked locked in a permanent scowl, and when coupled with his bald head, he strongly resembled a vulture. His eyes were cold and hazed, resembling a set one might find on a corpse.
The bars he stood before were each as thick as the man himself, and the metal shone with dancing light—enchantments. They were wide enough to accommodate entry. Though the area the man resided in was filthy, stained with blood and littered with debris, the area beyond the bars was pristine. It shone with golden light from chandeliers dangling from the rafters even now, illuminating a decadent library shrouded by a thick haze of dust.
The man reached a hand through the bars, and once it reached the halfway point, his fingers bent as though meeting an invisible wall. He kept pushing his hand forward until his fingers formed a fist, and then he pulled his hand back, punching. His skin shook, impacting against something invisible.
The man did not blink or breathe, staring at his hand. He raised a nail up, scratching at the barrier between the metal bars. Though his nails slid along what was blocking passage, no sound came, as though what he scratched was immaterial.
The faintest sound echoed out in the room, and the man quickly turned his head towards it. A necklace of stone roses dangled from his neck, numbering three.
“Who?” the man called out, voice almost a bestial growl.
“It’s Vizer, Namara.” Another slowly walked into the room, taking his place just behind Namara. He had a shrew-like look to him.
“What?” Namara questioned sharply, turning his head back to the bars before the library.
“A group of Stonepetal Sentinels have encamped out front the headquarters.”
“Mmm…” Namara uttered, voice a low rasp. “Their reason?”
Vizer shook his head. “Unknown. They’re watching the entrance. Their leader is Ossian.”
“Ossian,” Namara repeated. “The unpredictable one.”
“Some people heard a noise,” Vizer said, walking up beside the bars. “Thunder, they said. Only a few heard it.”
“Where?” Namara questioned.
Vizer clasped his hands together. “Within. And neither Raid, Ardis, nor Gavin have returned.”
“No coincidence,” Namara said. He finally turned away from the metal bars, some vigor returned to his eyes. “Something’s in here with us. But that something… the Stonepetal Sentinels are looking for it.”
“None of the others know,” said Vizer. “We can move before they do.”
“And do what, exactly?” countered Namara, voice a disdainful snarl. “No. We need no complications. Send one of our own out, rouse the blood of some of the guardians. Lure the creatures inside. Have them flood the upper levels. We’ll wipe away the dirt with a tide of flesh and blood.”
“…it may be difficult to emerge from hiding in a timely fashion,” Vizer countered, wringing his hands tightly. “If we lure guardians, those things will settle inside the higher floors. They’ll need to be purged once more.”
“Centuries we’ve stayed, our numbers dwindling more and more as the years pass by. It’s intolerable.” Namara glanced at Vizer. “See it done. Use someone reliable—someone used to trekking in the Low Way. The sentinels, the intruders… let them succumb.”
Vizer nodded obediently, then walked away. Namara turned back towards the metal bars, staring at the library beyond.
***
“So, it’s decided.” Argrave nodded. He sat atop a crate, speaking to Anneliese and Galamon. “We’re headed into the heart of the vampire’s territory—the lower levels.”
“I don’t like it.” Galamon shook his head. “But I dislike this entire situation. It’s the best option.”
“And our first genuine group decision,” Argrave said with a positive spin. “Won’t exactly be easy to get inside.” Argrave reached into his back pocket and pulled free a medallion bearing an owl on the front. “Remember this? Gave one to you, Anneliese.”
Anneliese nodded. “I do. It is a badge signifying membership to the Order of the Gray Owl. It allows one inside the Tower of the Gray Owl or its subsidiary branches in various cities.”
“Glad you have an understanding.” Argrave stowed his badge away. “The important thing is that it links to your magic fingerprint. This tradition of using one’s magic signature… it wasn’t started by the Order of the Gray Owl.”
“So,” Anneliese mused, placing a finger on her chin. “…the lower levels require a badge of that sort, just the same as the Gray Owl.”
“Not quite.” Argrave raised a finger. “The Order of the Rose had a more primitive system. The doors themselves only open to those with a magical signature recognized by the Order of the Rose. All of the vampires are apprentices from the Order of the Rose—hence, they have access.”
“Then we need only capture a vampire alive.” Galamon crossed his arms.
“I suppose we could.” Argrave nodded. He had not been considering that as an option because it didn’t exist in the game—another bit of evidence towards his limited perspective, and another reason he was glad he had sought out his companion’s perspective. “Hell, that might be the better option. The way I had intended… You remember those screaming heads on a stake at Thorngorge Citadel?” Argrave pointed at the two of them.
“The ones we should not kill.” Galamon nodded.
“There’s this place called the Menagerie of Morbidity on the upper levels. Has a lot of creatures out on display—grandiose abominations displaying alleged ‘necromantic achievements.’ Most of them are… pretty disturbing,” he admitted, gaze lingering on Anneliese. “One of them is a screaming head made of a Wizard that used to belong to the Order of the Rose. His magical signature is fully intact. As is his cognition.”
Galamon frowned and looked towards Anneliese. “That sounds… a bit ridiculous,” he eventually said. Anneliese nodded in agreement.
When put to examination, Argrave supposed they had a good point. This screaming head was a key item the player needed to access more of the headquarters—the player needed a way to progress, after all. It was an item of convenience placed solely for the sake of the game. Such conveniences would not exist in common reality, surely—but then, this had become his reality, and most other things remained the same.
Argrave’s head spun as he tried to wrap his head around it. Realizing he let a silence hang in the air for far too long, he quickly said, “I mean, we can probably just try to capture one of the vampires, but I think this should work…”
“Not used to you lacking confidence,” Galamon noted. “Be plain. Do you think this is worth the risk?”
“Compared to the prospect of capturing a vampire alive, yeah.” Argrave shrugged. “You saw the way those three were. Almost frenzied, unreasonable, and still dangerous despite all of that.” Argrave tapped his finger against his leg, thinking. “But with the Menagerie, there’s Anneliese to consider—can’t imagine the sights will be easy on her, what with her empathic talents.”
Anneliese shook her head in quick protest. “Thank you for your consideration, Argrave, but I refuse to be a hindrance. Even still, I’d like to know what waits within this Menagerie of Morbidity before I make a decision.”
Argrave nodded in understanding, leaning back on the crate he sat on. “A lot of the things within are locked up, or they’ve already been killed. The rest… they’re imitations of grander life,” Argrave described as best he could. “Of the ones still alive… there’s a wyvern, a mammoth, various types of big cat…” Argrave tried counting, but he realized the list was growing quite long and waved his hand.
“Too many to list, but they’re all malformed, each and every creation corrupted. The magic used to create them was imperfect, and they’ve morphed over the years into terrible things. Of course, they’re locked away. I doubt there will be much trouble. Best yet, there’s edible things there. We can replenish our food supply, if only just.”
Argrave waited as they both thought over what he’d said. Capture a vampire, or head into a necromancer’s zoo—neither seemed particularly fun options, but this was the hand they’d been dealt. He would be fine with either. As fine as he could be, at least.
“Considering the noise we made yesterday… it may be difficult to actually find a vampire, let alone capture alive,” Anneliese posited. “Though I am not fond of saying this, I believe we should head into the Menagerie.”
“Galamon?” Argrave gestured. “You’re fine with this?”
“Aye.” He nodded. “We should probably move quickly. No telling how things will proceed.”
“Right,” Argrave agreed, lowering himself down from atop the crate he sat on. “Let’s get going.”




Chapter 44

Galamon had his hands on the handles of a turn wheel. As he turned it, a heavy iron gate rose upwards, the sound of chains echoing out into the spacious central lobby. Argrave kneeled low, trying to peer into the opening that appeared to little effect—the place beyond was dark. Argrave gave up and turned around, peering out down to the first floor of the headquarters of the Order of the Rose. He felt exposed in the open place, having grown used to the constancy of the stone walls in the room they’d slept.
“There,” Galamon finished with a grunt, looking up at the iron gate which hung suspended.
Argrave turned around. “Nothing… lurking out there, right?”
Galamon took his hands off the wheel and moved to look around. After ten or so seconds, he nodded. “Nothing near. But still… be cautious. Don’t want you freezing up as you did last time if I missed something.”
“Nor do I,” Argrave agreed, stepping forth. The magic light he’d conjured to light the way followed with him, illuminating some beyond. Anneliese evidently felt the light was insufficient, for she conjured a spell of much grander light. A ball traveled forth from her hand, dispelling the darkness.
The Menagerie of Morbidity lived up to the ‘morbid’ part of its name at once. Compared to the lobby, where one might see the occasional body of a guardian or the ivory stalks left behind by the destroyed flesh plants that illuminated the area, this place was quite intense.
Despite being a bit ominous, the entrance was quite a stunning sight. The skeletal remains of a dragon hung down from the railings of the second floor of the Menagerie, cracked and decayed but nonetheless glorious. A tree with red, oak-like leaves grew out from its left eye socket. Dozens of other skeletons surrounded the dragon’s corpse. Some bore rotten crimson robes and were decidedly humanoid. Others consisted only of a skull and two arms protruding from where the ears might’ve been—the remains of some guardians of the Low Way.
The place was wrecked far more so than the other areas of the Low Way. The tile was cracked, both from battle and from growth. Moss covered most of the floor beyond the entrance, ranging in color from purple to blue to red. Trees with red leaves filled up much of the place, at times so dense it was difficult to tell they were inside a building. Their roots disturbed the stone, making the path uneven and awkward. Some of them had white berries growing from their branches. The fruits had rings on the bottom, making them look a bit like eyes from a distance.
“This is why I didn’t eat,” Argrave said, stepping up slowly and pulling a berry from a tree. He put it in his mouth and chewed. He hadn’t been sure what to expect, but it actually tasted quite pleasant. Then again, after the day he’d had yesterday, anything would likely taste pleasant.
“Are you sure that…?” Anneliese trailed off when Argrave swallowed.
“Pretty good, actually. Kind of like… grapefruit, I guess, but less tangy.” Argrave pulled a few more off.
Anneliese watched with obvious concern. “I do not know what grapefruit is.” When Argrave swallowed another, she quickly said, “Maybe you should not eat so many.”
“It’s safe, don’t worry,” Argrave assured. Argrave held his hands out, the white fruits balanced atop his bony palm. “Try some. Every bit helps. Besides, we don’t want to cut into our rations too deeply.”
“I…” Anneliese said hesitantly, staring at the berries. “I think I will stick to our preserved meat.”
“Do not be frivolous, Argrave,” Galamon said. “The gate. I think it would be best to leave it open, even if it might attract attention.”
Argrave considered that. “Let’s break it down. Even if someone discovers it, which is unlikely, who says they’re to assume it’s us? Better to leave the possibility of speedy exit open, in my estimation,” Argrave nodded.
Both agreed with his assessment of the situation, then spent their time examining the surroundings.
“Seems a straightforward path,” Galamon noted.
“For now, it is.” Argrave nodded, peering out into the crimson forest beyond. “It opens up into a grander area later—much more open.”
“Do you have an idea why there are so many of the guardians of the Low Way dead here?” Anneliese questioned, noticing the abundance of their corpses lying about.
“Because the guardians and the things within the Menagerie aren’t exactly allies.” Argrave pushed one with his toe. “This place… uncomfortably crowded, a lot of places to hide.” Argrave looked ahead. “We should probably be more cautious than normal.”
Galamon stepped ahead without a word, proceeding in silence. Argrave followed just after him, and Anneliese took the rear. This place was much more difficult to traverse than even Nodremaid. The growth of moss and plants made the strain of walking less on the back and feet, but the uneven terrain made watching one’s step paramount—twisting an ankle would be less terrible than on Earth because of the presence of healing magic, but Argrave still did not wish to use magic for something that was ostensibly easily avoidable.
Argrave and his companions walked through the red forest in single file. Though the berries had only vaguely resembled eyes from the entrance, inside the forest, Argrave got the chilly feeling that a thousand gazes were on him at once. Argrave tried eating more of the berries to dispel that feeling, but the taste was ruined when he perceived them as eyeballs and he found them a little more difficult to swallow.
They passed by many stone cells with the corpses of creatures within. It was difficult to perceive what exactly they were. The things within the Menagerie of Morbidity had been made of human parts. Because of the imperfect spell used in their creation, they slowly morphed back into the shape they had been molded from. They would see the body of a tiger, for instance, yet the head had been morphed back into an arm or leg. Even as bone, it was a disturbing sight.
Sound started to echo out across the crimson forest of the Menagerie, and eventually, the stone cells housed the still-living. A great black bull huffed at them as they passed by, the horns on its head morphed into two skeletal arms that moved with an apparent will of their own. The creature approached the steel bars that held it, and the two arms reached out, bony fingers grasping the bars as any human prisoner might. It unsettled Argrave more than he cared to admit, and he did not feel at ease walking by it. He checked behind him at times to be sure Anneliese was coping, and she seemed stable enough.
Sounds and smells grew more intense as they proceeded. Ape-like noises, barking, yelping—it was enough that each and every step was ever more uncertain. The smell of rot made Argrave nauseous. The hallway they had been traveling on opened, and the forest of red trees thinned, opening into a large room. Cages were placed equidistantly throughout the grand room, holding up the place like pillars.
Though many malformed animals made noises from within their cages, the centerpiece drew Argrave’s attention at once. A wyvern lay within. Though it was normally proportioned, where it might’ve had scales, veiny skin covered it instead. Uneven patches of hair grew at random portions, with varying colors and lengths. Cuts and scratches marred its body, many of them leaking pus. Seeing it now, he was certain it was the strongest smell in the room. Argrave grabbed at his throat, feeling like something was rising. Fortunately, he managed to suppress it.
Galamon kneeled, casting his eyes about the room to be sure nothing was amiss. A dog-like animal of indeterminable species barked at them, and Argrave felt like every animal locked in this room was watching them.
Argrave leaned on Galamon’s shoulder. “Maybe we don’t need to go so slow,” he suggested, only half in jest.
“Don’t see anything out of sorts, but… hard to hear. Hard to smell,” Galamon reported.
“Then…?” Argrave pressed.
“Then we proceed. Cautiously.” Galamon looked up at him, white eyes shining within his helmet. “Where do we head next?”
“That hallway over there,” Argrave pointed out. “Right side. We follow it until the end. Whether we weave through the cages or follow along the wall… I’ll leave it to you.”
Galamon nodded, rising to his feet. “Along the wall.”
The elven vampire stepped forward. The animals watched them as they passed. They passed by the monkeys. Their tails had turned into human arms, which made their movements awkward and jerky. They screeched horribly as the three of them passed. The sight that made Argrave most uneasy, though, was an empty cage. Its bars had split like something had burst out from the cage.
Though moving through the area was unbearable, it passed quickly and without escalation. They entered the second hallway, moving along to the end of the line. This place was much more open than the entryway and largely free of obscuring vegetation, which assuaged some of Argrave’s fears. This place was the personnel’s branch of the Menagerie, if Argrave recalled correctly.
“End’s not too far. Third on the left,” Argrave eventually broke the silence.
Galamon nodded, and Anneliese let out a sigh of relief. They proceeded upwards, and Argrave stopped them at the door. It was made of iron and largely intact, though spots near the doorknob had rusted.
“Alright. Let me do the talking,” he whispered.
“Talking?” Anneliese repeated, confused. “Is someone in there?”
“Don’t be loud,” Argrave said, lowering his hand as though urging her to lower her volume. “I told you that the head we’re looking for retained its cognition, right? And the ability to use magic?”
“You said it retained its magic signature, not its ability to use magic!” she whispered back, a bit louder.
“I’m sorry, alright?” Argrave apologized. “It’s not that big of a threat, honest. I didn’t consider it because it’s not worthy of consideration.”
She stared at him with mouth agape like he was a fool.
“Come on. No use dwelling on this,” he tried to dismiss. “Let’s just get ready.”
Anneliese looked at the door, face taut, while Argrave pushed his tongue against his cheek. “Alright. Now’s a good time to test out the B-rank wards conjured by our rings, I suppose. I’ll use mine when we pass through the door.”
“Galamon.” Argrave gestured towards the doorknob.
The elf reached a hesitant hand out and turned the doorknob slowly. He made sure Argrave was prepared with the ring, and then swung the door open. With will alone, Argrave conjured the B-rank ward before the door had even left his vision. A semi-visible golden shield filled his vision at once. He had expected to see a room beyond it—instead, a blinding flash of light filled his vision as flames hurtled towards them.
Argrave could not help but jump back. The golden B-rank ward stayed strong, though, and the flames hurtled upwards. The fire battered against the ceiling, floor, and walls. They continued for a great length of time, and then slowly began to diminish. Once they had faded, what was left beyond was a scorched mess of a room. It the center of it, untouched by anything, stood a stake. This stake had a head atop it.
“You bastards had a trick, I see,” the head said.
“Nice to meet you,” Argrave said, stepping forth through his ward despite the earlier display of power. He remained ready to jump back at a moment’s notice. “We got off on the wrong foot, I think, but we have much to discuss.”
The head squinted.




Chapter 45

The severed head stared at them warily from its position atop a stake. Despite the utterly destroyed room around it, where every wall had been scorched black from fire and other spells, both the stake and the head were unblemished. They were shielded by a sheening ward that Argrave knew was relatively low-ranking.
The head itself had quite an ordinary appearance, once one looked past the ‘disembodied’ part. It seemed young, with mostly smooth white skin and short brown hair. His expression had a general air of arrogance and defensiveness, though perhaps that came from the situation it was in. His eyes were black and gold, like most other creatures born of the Order of the Rose.
“You…” The head’s brown eyes moved up and down, sizing Argrave up. “Show me your teeth.”
Argrave complied, pulling back his lips. After a moment, he let them fall back into place. “There. Nice and pearly white, none of them sharper than they need to be.”
“Then who are you?” the head asked. “Why are you here? Are those… elves?”
“I am Argrave.” He placed a hand to his chest. “And who are you?”
“I’m…” Its eyes rolled back into its head. It stayed silent for a long while, and Argrave shifted on his feet patiently. “…that’s who!” it said suddenly, eyes drawn back to attention. “And you… you’re…” His gaze flitted back between Anneliese and Argrave. “Both of you are wearing the same thing. A uniform. You’re part of a group,” it said accusingly.
Argrave was taken aback for a moment, and he spared a glance at Anneliese. Indeed, just as Argrave did, she wore gray leather gear covered by a duster.
“You’re part of a group exploring the grand city of Nodremaid. I get it…” It licked its lips. “You’re pillagers, come to wrench free the knowledge of the late great Order of the Rose,” it spat angrily. “You’re no different from the bloodlappers. You’re—”
“Shut up for a minute,” Argrave interrupted, holding a finger out. “You can’t even remember your name. Do you even know your own situation?”
“Of course I can remember my name!” it shouted out. “I’m…” Its eyes rolled back into its head again.
“And your arms, your legs… hell, your whole body,” Argrave spoke to it, despite its trance-like state. “Where is it all? Think about it. Break free of your mental constraints. Remember who you were.”
Its eyes twitched, its face scrunched up, and its lower lip began to spasm.
“Think long and hard,” Argrave said insistently, stepping further past his ward. “Who were you? What did you do? Why are you here?”
It opened its eyes again, its face scrunched up in fear as it stared at Argrave with bloodshot eyes. Blood started to trickle down its face like tears.
“Your breathing, your heartbeat… you can’t feel them, can you? You’re not paralyzed. They’re just not there,” Argrave said smoothly, as though trying to hypnotize.
The head started to spasm and twitch as it gazed up at Argrave. Galamon tried to stop Argrave from advancing further, but he shrugged off the elf’s grip.
“I’ll say it again,” Argrave said, standing just before the head. “Who were you?”
The head ground its teeth together, veritably growling at Argrave.
“You weren’t always just a head on a stake,” Argrave said conclusively.
The head’s eyes widened, and all its movements stopped. Then, its face sagged, as though it had fallen asleep. The ward surrounding it dissipated, the magic shattering like glass. Argrave held his hand to his chest and let out a sigh of relief.
“Nerve-wracking,” he muttered to himself.
Argrave dispelled the B-rank ward so that Anneliese and Galamon could enter the room. Anneliese stepped forward cautiously, arms crossed. “Is it… over? What happened to it? I saw immeasurable distress, and then… nothing.”
“It’s breaking free of the magic that kept it servile,” Argrave explained. “It… no, he should wake up in a few minutes. I would advise plugging your ears when he does so.”
Argrave was quite relieved that had worked. He had recited what the player said to the head in-game. It had worked out in Veiden when he talked to Dras, and now it worked out once again. To be frank, he wasn’t entirely sure his memory of the dialogue was spot-on, but he got the gist of it right, and it worked out.
“Would… something like this be possible for others?” Anneliese inquired.
Perhaps it was Argrave’s imagination, but he detected some hopefulness in her tone. He felt the answer was ‘no,’ but he gave the truth.
“I don’t know.” Argrave shook his head. He stared at her amber eyes as she turned away, quietly nodding and accepting his information. “How are you handling this place?”
She looked at him and gave a faint smile that had some bitterness beneath it. “Let us say simply I will be glad to put it behind us.”
Argrave nodded. “You and me both.”
Galamon shut the iron door. Argrave used the time that the severed head was inanimate to settle his frayed nerves and catch his breath. It was strangely hard to breathe, and his chest felt tight. It was probably because of where they were, he reasoned—even with all the foliage in Nodremaid, it did not change the fact that they were underground.
Anneliese, once more, took the time to read her B-rank spellbook. Her diligence had been especially high in recent days—Argrave assumed there was a spell that caught her interest. He kept his eye on the head on a stake. When a few minutes had passed, he stirred, and Argrave was the first to greet him.
“Hey, you. You’re finally awake,” Argrave greeted, standing just in front of him.
The newly and truly awakened head looked up at Argrave. He blinked for a few moments. Without so much as a word of warning, he let out a deafening scream. Argrave had been well-prepared, and had his hands already placed over his ears. Anneliese had heeded his warning and had done the same. Galamon, though, took a step back and frowned in annoyance.
He screamed for a very long while—he had no lungs, after all, and his voice born of magic could last near forever. Argrave might’ve casted a ward to muffle him, but that might’ve earned his ire, and the iron door muffled the sound well enough that nothing outside would come to investigate. After a long while, his abject terror settled into a panic-ridden mess of curses, obscenities, and general confusion.
When the head became aware that there were three people in the room with him, he sought out answers. Argrave spent a long while trying to console him, offering calming words while trying his very best to ignore the oddity of the scenario.
“Hooh…” he breathed out. “Gods damn it all. That bastard Macheid… he got me. He got me, gods damn it all,” he said, face scrunched up as though he were about to cry. “So… who are you people? What in the gods’ name do I do next?”
“Considering that everyone you’ve ever known is dead, the Order of the Rose is entirely defunct, and you haven’t left this place in, oh, six hundred years?” Argrave guessed drolly. “I think it’s about time we get you out of this place, for your health if nothing else.”
The head looked overwhelmed.
***
“Ossian!” a knight shook the man he mentioned, and the master sentinel was immediately roused.
“What’s happened?” Ossian said immediately, already awake. He sat up from the cold stone floor, rising to his feet quite adeptly despite the plate mail armor he wore. “Report,” he commanded.
“There’s a huge swarm of guardians headed this way. Biggest I’ve ever seen.” The man stood with Ossian, walking towards the doorway and exiting into the city of Nodremaid.
Ossian followed, and then stepped outside. The knight pointed off to the distance.
The guardians of the Low Way stormed through the city like monkeys, leaping from building to branch adeptly. Barring the noise of their metal weapons scraping against the stone of the city, their approach was soundless.
“Gods,” Ossian breathed out. “How was this missed?!” he demanded, stepping forward. “Gather everyone,” he commanded swiftly.
“They were two separate groups, sir, and moving away from us, chasing something. They converged, and—”
“I told you to pay attention for anything odd,” Ossian said angrily. “The fact that they were chasing anything at all was an oddity. Gather everyone,” he repeated, grabbing the knight’s arm and pushing him away.
Everyone moved frantically, waking those that were sleeping and retrieving those that were on watch. Before long, Ossian scanned the group, and seeing everyone was there, began giving commands.
“We have to move quickly. The group of guardians is too large to avoid completely. We go into the headquarters of the Order of the Rose.”
“Sir,” one of the female spellcasters protested. “We should hole up in a nearby building, prepare fortifications and traps,” she recommended.
“Not enough people to resist that wave.” Ossian shook his head quickly. “No arguments. Spaces are confined there, but there’s still room to move. Even if the vampires are there, they are enemies to the guardians just as much as we are. Now, let’s move,” he repeated, shouting.
Ossian was the first to move, pushing past and heading down a flight of stairs that led to the headquarters. The others followed obediently, even the woman who disagreed. All knew well enough that to disobey orders in the Low Way meant to potentially cause the deaths of all.
***
Argrave watched as many of the Stonepetal Sentinels swarmed into the entrance. He, Galamon, and Anneliese were all on the second story. Argrave held the severed head like a staff, and now he used it to support himself as he kneeled.
They had very nearly walked down the stairs, but Galamon heard something coming and moved them to a safer location where they could watch without being seen. Argrave and Anneliese had dispelled their lighting spells, but the spellcasters in the sentinel’s company lit the place up with their own.
“They’re being chased,” Galamon commented. “A swarm of guardians. We should move back inside the Menagerie, lower the gate. It should be sufficient to ward them.”
“Who are those people?” the head atop the stake in Argrave’s grip asked. “Friends of yours?”
“No, they—” Argrave cut himself off. “I suppose they could be.”
“You are not thinking of…?” Anneliese looked at Argrave.
“I am thinking of it.” Argrave nodded. “I find people are much more amenable to suggestion when they’re in a desperate situation. We can help them, lead them into the Menagerie. We win them to our side, everything goes back to the way it should have.” He looked back at Galamon and Anneliese. “Thoughts?”
“Their leader… the one called Ossian, if I remember right,” Galamon contributed as he watched. “Don’t remember much hostility from him.”
“They might grow suspicious, considering how fortunate this timing is for us,” Anneliese reasoned. “And… once more, we surrender ourselves before power.”
“Good points, both.” Argrave nodded. “At… twenty, just about, I think I can take them if I use Erlebnis’ power… but I wanted to save that. Won’t be able to use the Blessing of Supersession for the rest of this venture if I do.” He sighed. “I’m leaning towards helping them… but I won’t do it unless you two give me the okay. Learned my lesson, I think.”
“Gods… the headquarters of the Order of the Rose… reduced to this,” the head mused, looking about the ruined building.
Anneliese and Galamon both glanced at the head, then back at Argrave.
Galamon was the first to nod. “Help against the vampires will be important, even with Erlebnis at your back.”
“This scenario is different from what occurred in their camp.” Anneliese nodded, agreeing.
“Alright.” Argrave took a deep breath. “Guess I get a chance to salvage things.” He handed the stake over to Anneliese. “Probably best if they don’t see me holding a head,” he reasoned, rising to his feet. “Wish me luck,” he said, about to move to the balcony.
“Good luck,” said the head. He was the only one who did so.




Chapter 46

Ossian stood at the doorway of the headquarters of the Order of the Rose, siphoning the last few members of his band inside the cold stone halls. He did not feel at ease being here, but the sight of the guardians of the Low Way moving through the ruined city of Nodremaid made what little unease he had about the place negligible. Their escape had been speedy, so they had plenty of time before the abominations reached them.
“Ossian!” he heard a voice echo out across the stone halls, and his head turned quickly, thinking it was one of the people in his party.
Ossian’s misunderstanding was quickly corrected, though. Their very purpose for being here, Argrave of Blackgard, leaned out on the railings of the second floor, his face grimly illuminated from beneath by spell light from Ossian’s group of spellcasters.
“How in hell did you manage to get that many guardians on your tail?” Argrave questioned.
Ossian stepped away from the doorway, wading through the crowd until he stood at the front of his group. He did not know what to say—he had not expected to meet Argrave in this manner, let alone at all.
“Guess it’s not important. Listen—you probably came here for shelter,” Argrave reasoned. “I know of a place big enough and secure enough that even that horde outside won’t be able to bother us. Despite all that’s transpired between us, I can take you there.”
“Where are your two menials?” Ossian looked about.
“Menials?” Argrave repeated, confused. “I don’t know what… Oh.” He came to a realization. “My companions are nearby.” Ossian watched the man’s eyes, trying to see if they would betray their location, but Argrave’s gaze remained fixed ahead. “There’s no ambush, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“I should trust you? You killed one of our own,” Ossian shouted out. “You marked yourself an enemy to the Stonepetal Sentinels.”
Argrave lowered his gaze. “I… I never wanted that to happen. We were just trying to enter the Low Way. Things were panicked, chaotic—you gathered men to attack me in my sleep, without any provocation whatsoever,” he accused.
“Not attack. To confine you.” Ossian shook his head, but did not rebut further. He had been against the idea from the beginning, but Alasdair took liberties that could not be retracted. “We don’t have time to waste for this. Everyone, let’s—”
“Just hold on,” Argrave interrupted. “I saw you coming. Could have avoided you, left you ignorant of my continued existence entirely. I don’t want that. I have no ill-will towards you or the sentinels, despite what transpired. My stated goal remains my true goal—claiming the Unsullied Knife from the vampires. I’ve already got the key to entering the lower levels, where they reside.”
“You called it the Unbloodied Blade before,” Ossian noted quickly.
“Whatever.” Argrave shook his head. “If I’m right, the vampires have killed a lot more sentinels than I ever have, and theirs were purposeful. After we deal with that horde, we can put the vampires to the sword.”
The master sentinel shifted on his feet, sparing a glance back outside. “You’re taking a lot of liberties,” Ossian said harshly.
“I know, and it’s because I never wanted things to be like this. I have a lot of respect for each and every one of you. What happened—it’s gutting,” Argrave said, placing his hand near his chest. “Give me the chance to right my wrong. Let me help you.”
“We should move, sir,” one of the knights said, grabbing Ossian’s shoulder.
Ossian looked down at the ground, lost in deliberation. We outnumber them, but they’ve had plenty of time to prepare for our arrival. Could be walking into a trap. The horde behind us—could be something Argrave forced to happen. But how? Would he be working with the vampires? Ossian dismissed the idea. No, that’s ridiculous.
The master sentinel looked up at Argrave, trying to discern his motivations. Beyond eliminating enemies, Argrave had little reason to see them dead. Indeed, things only started to deteriorate once Alasdair moved against him. That said, his intent to use them as a cudgel against the vampires was quite obvious. He had stated as much, though in nicer terms.
Is it so bad to be used, as long as things get done? The vampires have plagued the Low Way for centuries. You could put an end to that. Be a damned hero, Ossian’s vying heart spoke.
Ossian broke free from the knight’s grip on his shoulder and asked Argrave, “Where is this holdout?”
Argrave smiled. “Up here. There’s a big iron gate, about a foot thick, operated by a turn wheel. Come up the stairs, follow me.”
***
Galamon lowered the large gate to the Menagerie of Morbidity, and it let out a loud sound when it met the stone, dust jumping up into the air. The party of Stonepetal Sentinels kept a cautious distance from Argrave’s group. The hostility was all but tangible between them.
“This place is largely safe. I can’t be sure there aren’t some creatures roaming about within—this place is a Menagerie, after all,” Argrave said, paying little attention to the tense atmosphere. “But that iron door right there can surely hold back any guardians. Even if they’re smart enough to try the turn wheel, it’s an easy enough task to keep the gate from moving.”
“So these are my descendants?” The head, still on his stake, spoke from Anneliese’s hands. “What do they call themselves?”
Ossian looked to Anneliese, who held the head.
“The Stonepetal Sentinels,” Anneliese answered.
“Oh, that’s rich,” the head said amusedly. “I remember them. They were the border guard for the northern part of the Low Way—considering it was Vasquer territory and safe as a chick in a coop, it was where they sent the rejects and useless ones.”
Ossian’s head turned back to Argrave, some of his men bristling behind him. “What is that thing? Why is it alive?”
“He’s not alive, technically,” Argrave said. “He’s—”
“I am Garm, youngest ever High Wizard of the Order of the Rose,” he introduced himself loudly. “Now, I am a head on a wooden stake.”
Argrave nodded, stepping up to Anneliese. “Adapting awfully quickly, I see.”
“I have to,” Garm said, raising his eyes to look at Argrave. “Considering how long I was in there, your coming is the only opportunity I might get to escape this place. I have to be adaptable. Can’t exactly walk, in case you haven’t noticed. Can’t even point a hand to emphasize that.”
Argrave pursed his lips, thinking. “Garm…” He set his hand on Garm’s brown hair, turning back to Ossian, “…is our key into the lower levels of the headquarters—and in turn, where all of the vampires reside. He can get us into the inner levels of the headquarters, where actual members of the Order of the Rose reside.”
Garm looked very annoyed at Argrave’s touch but could not exactly shake his hand off.
All of the sentinels stood near the iron gate, facing Argrave and the three of them. Recognizing the rising tension, Argrave took his hand off Garm and faced them. They were greatly outnumbered, but Argrave did not feel fear. Even still, he kept the B-rank warding enchantment in his ring at the ready and kept the spellcasters in his vision.
“Tell me.” Argrave stepped forward. “Which way is the wind going to blow? Even if you’ve agreed to come here, now that we’re standing in front of each other, a lot of things must be running through your head.”
“You tell me, mind-reader.” Ossian crossed his arms.
Argrave nodded at the jab, thinking his next words very carefully. “What’s transpired between us… I can say I never wanted it to happen, that I have nothing but respect for you… and you might believe me. Might not,” Argrave reasoned. “But I can say for sure that neither of us really want to fight right now. Coming to swords in a place like the Low Way… it’s one of the Stonepetal Sentinels least favorite things, if I know your group well enough. Why?”
Ossian said nothing, so Argrave continued.
“It’s because down here, the true enemy—the enemy to us all—is the Low Way itself.” Argrave pointed to the floor. “Disunity ends in death. A group divided is easy prey to a predator.”
“You aren’t part of our unit,” a female spellcaster said. “You are the enemy.”
“Can nothing be put to bed? Had I not done what I did, I’d be dead, or worse yet, bound in chains while your people did…” Argrave threw up his hands. “I don’t know what you’d have done. I can say for certain I probably wouldn’t have liked it.”
“You were suspicious,” Ossian said back. “You knew too much about things. You travel with elves.”
“That excuses things?” Argrave questioned.
“Wasn’t my call,” Ossian retorted back. “Alasdair did it, without seeking approval from the other master sentinels.”
“I didn’t bring you here to cast blame, to point fingers. The whole situation was just an unfortunate tragedy, and one I’d prefer never happened. But you’re here now. I didn’t set a trap. I let you into this place that has food for weeks, a place that’s completely safe from the guardians outside… lot of big risks on my part. We’re only three.” Argrave waved between everyone in his group.
“I’m not a person, you see,” Garm added. “I don’t count.”
“He’s not,” Argrave agreed, deflating the head’s sarcasm. “I won’t act like I came here for some sightseeing or another such benign reason. I have a purpose. You know that purpose—the Unsullied Knife. That said, we can help each other.”
Ossian stared up at Argrave, unblinking. Eventually, he turned his head away. “I have to confer with my people. Give me some time.”
“Sure,” Argrave agreed, though he did not feel entirely comfortable doing so. Persuading Ossian would be much simpler than winning the entire group over to his side, and he wasn’t certain things would go in his favor after their conference.
Anneliese, Galamon, and Argrave put some distance between them and the group of Stonepetal Sentinels. Once they were far enough way not to be overheard, Argrave spoke.
“Garm,” Argrave said. “You said you were a High Wizard once, right?”
“Indeed. Youngest in history. Promising future,” he said. “Jealousy put an end to that… a tragic tale of woe, dating—”
Argrave interrupted, “Can you discern how much magic their spellcasters have?”
Garm didn’t miss a beat in answering. “They have one B-rank, at best. The rest are all nothing.”
Argrave looked down at Garm. “Nothing to you might be something to me.”
“Hmm… the other three are probably C-rank. Mid, I’d suppose.” Silence stretched out, and Garm examined the other group. “The Stonepetal Sentinels—once vagabonds and lackwits, now forming the last bastion of the Order… they’re a dim vestige of even dimmer glory. What a sad commentary.”
“Okay.” Argrave nodded. “I think I can deal with them, should it come to that.”
Saying that dredged up some uncomfortable nervousness. It would be stranger if he was eager to fight them, he supposed, but he did not enjoy the feeling.
After a long time of uneasiness, Ossian broke off from the group, walking up to Argrave. “We can agree to cease hostilities, at least until this horde is gone.” Ossian glanced back to his group. “As for cooperating further… I think we’ll need more time to decide that. That said, most of us are tired. We’d like to set up camp.”
“Sure. Not like I own the floor.” Argrave shrugged, then pointed to a relatively flat spot. “The entrance is probably best. This place… was a Menagerie, once. Some creatures roam deeper in. We didn’t encounter any, but—”
“Spare me the advice.” Ossian held out a gauntleted hand. “We’ll decide on our own where to sleep.”
Facing such a distinct reminder of the lack of trust between the two of them, Argrave said nothing for a time. “Alright. Sleep well, I guess. The berries are edible.” Argrave pointed to a tree. “I can eat some first, if you don’t trust me.”
Ossian turned and walked away, leaving Argrave feeling dissatisfied and uneasy.




Chapter 47

The first day of cohabitation with the Stonepetal Sentinels proved to be tense.
The horde of guardians of the Low Way reached the great iron door, eventually—the sounds of their bodies and metal weapons bumping up against the gate and testing it echoed throughout the Menagerie, adding to the grimness of the place a great deal. Galamon had wedged a large rock beneath the turn wheel, preventing it from turning to allow entry. Even still, the creatures tested it, obviously aware that it was the mechanism to open the door—that alone was terrifying enough.
Argrave had wished to spend the time endearing some of the sentinels to himself, but that proved a difficult task. The sentinels were very clearly wary of him and his companions, and that alone established a strong obstacle in obtaining something important in conversation—naturalness.
If he approached them in the heart of their camp and flattered them or otherwise tried to sway them, his intent would be obvious and the opposite effect would be achieved. Argrave believed that though people might say they don’t like brown-nosers, that wasn’t necessarily true—they just didn’t like overt, shameless flattery, especially when the intent behind it was obviously selfish.
Bearing that in mind, Argrave gave the Stonepetal Sentinels and Ossian ample space. He could not deny the powerlessness he felt in this situation was extremely nerve-wracking, but he was confident in his assessment that any attempt to persuade them might be an active detriment. Argrave and his companions were outsiders and murderers, in their eyes—he did not wish to mark himself as two-faced to boot.
Even still… Argrave tapped his boot against the ground rapidly, sitting at attention on a large root of a crimson-leaved tree. “Hate sitting around like this.” Anneliese lifted her head from her book at Argrave’s words. “We’re wasting time sitting about for some people that might be our enemies. What a terrible situation.”
“Mmm, yes,” Garm agreed, standing upright on his stake jammed in the ground a fair distance away. “At least you have the luxury of standing. Of sitting, even. I can do neither. I just have to wait for someone to pick me up, carry me about, like some kind of… man-baby. An intelligent mind trapped in a useless husk.”
“Perhaps you will grow to be ambulatory, too, like a baby,” Argrave said as he caressed his forehead to dispel a headache. “Just don’t like being on other’s time.”
“The sentinels are weary. Even if they intended to support us, they would need to rest today. They experienced the same journey we endured, and some of them spent the night on watch.” Anneliese turned her gaze towards their camp.
“Today?” Argrave repeated that word. “I don’t know if it’s night or day. I certainly can’t sleep, not with all these people nearby… and that banging.” Argrave gestured towards the door. “Nothing can ever go smoothly, can it?”
“The vampires are as trapped as we are. The guardians are enemies to all, not just us. It would not surprise me if the vampires orchestrated this, in some attempt to clear their hunting grounds of enemies,” Anneliese outlined, her calmness returned in the relative quietude and safety of the Menagerie.
“You’re right.” Argrave shrugged and shook his head. He felt something in his chest and coughed harshly, spitting out an unpleasant glob of what looked to be snot off to the side. Argrave grimaced and turned away quickly, but then froze.
“They are trapped,” Argrave said out loud, looking to Anneliese. “Locked tight. They fight with the guardians, just as we do,” he said slowly, as if in revelation.
“What are you thinking?” asked Anneliese, shutting her book.
“I’m thinking… I have an excuse to talk to Ossian.” Argrave stood. “And I think I have a way to turn this curse outside our door into a blessing. And it may just be the defining point I need to win the sentinels over to my side. Allow me to explain.” Argrave beckoned Galamon and Anneliese closer.
***
“You wanted to speak to me?” said Ossian, his hands held on his hips. He was not alone, but he was present, and that was enough for him. To be fair, Argrave was not alone, either—Anneliese and Galamon were just behind him, the former holding Garm. Argrave might’ve left Garm back at their camp, but he didn’t trust one of the sentinels wouldn’t meddle with him as he rested there. Though the severed head wasn’t defenseless, it was better safe than sorry.
“I did,” said Argrave, some of his confident spark returned to his voice. For the first time in a while, he felt that things were going right.
“So?” Ossian held his arms out. “Speak, then.”
Argrave was somewhat dissatisfied by the brusque tone, but he began unaffected, “I’ve been doing some thinking. The common problem that unites us, right now, is the mass of guardians just outside our door.”
“And this revelation is what you call ‘some thinking’?” Ossian said drolly. “I trust that’s not all.”
“Peripherally, though, we both want to deal with the vampires,” Argrave carried on as though Ossian had not spoken at all. “And I’ve been thinking, you see, that the two would be best pitted against each other,” Argrave said with a smile.
Ossian said nothing, so Argrave launched into an explanation.
“I have in my possession what the sentinels have lacked for centuries—a key into the lower levels of the headquarters.” Argrave pointed to Garm. “The vampires think that they’re safe in the lower levels, because they’re tightly warded by enchanted doors. I say we set the horde of guardians against them. I say we open the doors to the lower levels and leave them open. We let the guardians rush in, tear them apart.”
“And how do you suppose that’s possible?”
“The only issue in this plan is that we would need to leave safety,” Argrave said. “I’m not suggesting that you guys go and do everything for me. I’d lead the charge outside, have no fear.”
“Lead us into a trap, more like,” a sentinel at Ossian’s side said.
“You have an awfully high opinion of my capability,” Argrave noted amusedly. “Yes, I’m the master of the Low Way, capable of setting traps in every corner of this place to lure the unwitting paragons of justice like yourself to early graves.” Argrave waved his hands about with grandiose sarcasm.
Ossian sighed and shook his head. “Traps don’t need to be set by yourself. The point is—”
“Listen,” Argrave interrupted. “You don’t agree, I go alone. Simple as.” Argrave shrugged. “I hope you’re honorable enough, at least, to open the gate for our return.”
“Hah. That would be worth watching, if only for the spectacle of your inevitable death,” the same sentinel beside Ossian commented.
Argrave pushed his tongue against his cheek, frustrated by their obstinance. “The only reason I let you inside my little sanctuary here was because I was confident I could defend against all of you. A B-rank mage, a couple of C-ranks…” Argrave pointed them out, remembering Garm’s insights. “I’ve got my own bag of tricks. Be it all twenty of you, or that horde banging on the door… I can handle it,” he said calmly, careful to make his words sound like stated fact more than bravado.
Ossian snorted in disbelief but did not rise to challenge the statement. “If you’re willing to come with, I don’t see the problem with this idea of yours. The problem lies in that thing your menial is holding,” Ossian pointed. “You say it opens the lower levels, yet I’ve never seen that.”
“A fair point,” Argrave admitted begrudgingly.
“Like hell it is,” Garm snarled out. Argrave stepped aside, giving the floor to the severed head. “Listen here, mutt descendent of mine,” he ranted. “The doors to the lower levels of the headquarters only open to a magic signature registered with the Order of the Rose. Those vampires, bloodlappers and bastards though they may be, are indeed members of the Order of the Rose. They’re mere apprentices, but they have access to the basic level.
“I, too, am a true scion of the Rose,” Garm continued. “The doors will open for me. If you doubt me…” Garm’s eyes opened and glowed, and then a burst of flame shot out towards Ossian. The master sentinel leapt back warily, but the flames stopped short of where he had been standing.
“Don’t,” Garm finished conclusively.
Argrave enjoyed the silence that followed, but the entire camp of sentinels now watched their conversation warily. Argrave stepped forward, walking up to Ossian once more.
“Not sure if that suffices. Maybe you can quiz him on some things only a member of the Order of the Rose would know,” Argrave suggested in jest.
“That thing should be put down,” one of the sentinels pointed at Garm. “Sentient or not, it can’t be controlled, obviously.”
“Like how you tried to put me down, because I couldn’t be controlled?” Argrave questioned. “I don’t understand why you feel the need for absolute control.”
“Confine you, not put you down,” Ossian corrected again, teeth clenched tight in irritation.
“The point stands.” Argrave shrugged. “Don’t get all pissy with me. I keep trying to help you, and you keep spurning me. We’re at a crossroads, the way I see it. Distrust me, and continue fading as you are.” Argrave pointed to them as he said so. “Trust me, and prosper once more, eliminating the biggest obstacle to your progress into the Low Way.”
Ossian turned away, lost in thought.
***
Galamon turned the turn wheel for the gate to the Menagerie, raising it upwards just slightly. Ossian crouched low, peering beyond into the darkness appearing in the door’s small crack. Their entire party was silent, everyone listening carefully. Argrave had a spell at the forefront of his mind, ready to conjure [Skysunder] at a moment’s notice to blast away any two-armed creatures that came scuttling beneath the iron gate.
Ossian held his arm out to stop people from advancing further, then held up two fingers. Argrave looked to Galamon, and surprisingly, the vampire nodded, confirming the sentinel’s sense. His observation did not have much time to be doubted, though—a hand shot out, grabbing the gate and trying to force it open.
The creature raised the door slightly, allowing sufficient time for another guardian to slip through. Each of its eight black eyes darted around independently, looking for a target, before locking on the closest—Ossian. The master sentinel stepped back, drawing his sword as he rose to his feet in one fluent motion. Argrave elected not to cast, considering the sheer bulk of people nearby who could do the task without magic.
The creature swung its arm, and a flail attached to its hand whistled through the air. Ossian nimbly dodged with a backstep, then placed his foot on the flail’s chain once it impacted with the ground. Another sentinel stepped forward, stabbing the creature with a short spear. It grabbed at the spear for a moment before sagging limp with a soundless death. The hand holding the gate struggled to win against Galamon, who held the turn wheel patiently and kept the door suspended.
Ossian crouched and kicked the creature holding the door, then stood. Argrave heard the creature’s hands slapping against the ground as it fled. Ossian waited for a time, then said to Galamon, “We can open it all the way. We waited for their numbers near the door to thin, and we were right to do so. None are near.”
After Argrave nodded to confirm Ossian’s order, Galamon raised the gate up.
“Right. Down the stairs, through the central hallway, then down the stairs to the right,” Argrave outlined aloud, mostly for himself.
“You’ve said that plenty,” Garm noted from Anneliese’s hand. She held the head like a staff, though it was much too short to meet the ground.
“You said you’d lead the charge.” Ossian turned back to Argrave.
One of the spellcasters stepped forward, conjuring a ball of light that illuminated much of the room. At once, guardians on the walls and railings turned their heads, eyes locking onto their party.
“…so lead quickly,” Ossian finished.
Argrave took a deep breath. Galamon stepped up beside Argrave, grabbing his shoulder.
“Be calm,” he soothed. His deep, grating voice did not make it especially so.
“Easy to suggest, hard to enact,” Argrave muttered. After another breath, he stepped out into the central lobby of the headquarters, a thousand black eyes watching him from every corner of the room.




Chapter 48

Ossian and Argrave did not enter the headquarters of the Order of the Rose without proper planning. What they intended to do was already established long beforehand, both offering some contributions based on experience.
For Ossian’s part, he knew how the guardians would attack. They had all the reckless abandon of a locust plague—they had numbers, and knew well how to take advantage of them. Despite this, they were not unintelligent in their attacks. They had weapons bolted to the backs of their hands, and they knew how to use them effectively. They would lurk in corners or hang off ledges, waiting for an opportunity to capitalize on a mistake or simply surprise an unwitting wanderer.
Argrave knew simply that being encircled would be the least ideal situation, and the rough path that they needed to take. Beyond that, he left the strategizing to Ossian. The man was competent, and he could be trusted to see their plan to fruition despite his lack of trust in them.
The key in this situation was simply this—a burst forth. They would need to move quickly, never allowing the creatures to obtain an advantageous position.
Argrave took the first step forward, Galamon just beside him, sandwiched between him and Anneliese. They moved in a steady jog, heading across the balcony of the second floor that overlooked the central lobby towards the stairs. The spellcasters working with the sentinels strove to light the place as best they could, uncaring about the attention attracted—they wanted to attract attention, at least somewhat.
Galamon served as the protector, warding off stray attacks from guardians lurking in places unseen. Anneliese and Argrave served as the wedge to open a gap. Whenever a group of guardians would block their advance, they would need to use magic to dispel them forcibly. Despite their fierceness, the guardians were light compared to humans—a sufficiently powerful spell would knock them away. Fire, lightning, and wind elemental magic danced through the air, sending the creatures flying.
Their initial rush from the Menagerie to the stairs proved to be no issue. Yet as the sounds of the elements echoed out across the stone building, fell noises returned—metal grating against stone, flesh slapping against the ground… all signs the guardians heard their advance and already moved to stop it.
Progress slowed at the stairs. The guardians climbed up the side, thrusting at the three of them through the railings like wolves nipping at the heels as a pack. The sentinels, though, moved forward with unity, pushing back against the tide that rose up the stairs. With their parties grouped closer together, Argrave proceeded further once again, careful not to stumble on the stairs.
Once Argrave’s feet stepped off the stairs and met the ground floor, he thought the anxiety might be relieved somewhat… but looking out across the room only stoked his unease ever higher. Despite the haste Argrave had endeavored to achieve, the creatures already pooled in the central lobby. Gleaming black and gold eyes moved towards them, so numerous they were uncountable.
“Gods be damned,” Ossian cursed, stepping up beside Argrave. “There’s too many. Cut our losses—we return to the Menagerie.”
“Don’t even think about it,” Argrave disagreed, panic making his tongue more commanding than normal. “I’ll carve a path.”
“What?!” Ossian said in disbelief.
“Didn’t want to use this at all.” Argrave shook his head. He gestured his hand backwards. “Don’t send anyone forward.”
Argrave triggered the Blessing of Supersession. It felt as though his whole being was being flooded, magic welling up from his chest like a spring freed from the rocks. Erratic thoughts about preserving his magic and minimizing his debt vanished to the wind, whisked away by the tornado of panic disturbing his guts. He stepped past Anneliese and Galamon, conjuring a B-rank ward with his enchanted ring to protect them from errant magic. With the central hallway in the distance in his mind, he held his hands out, spell matrixes forming.
White lightning, fiery wolves, spears of ice, and blades of pressurized wind danced out across the central lobby, sending debris and flesh every which way. The entire place became awash with spell light. The sheer sound, sight, and smell of it all consumed Argrave’s senses until nothing else occupied his thoughts. He sought out the creature’s black eyes as his targets, conjuring spells as an indiscriminate butcher. The sheer sense of power he felt in that moment combatted his anxiety, crushing it utterly.
He could feel the heat before him, as though he were standing before a blast furnace with hands outstretched. Every bolt of lightning that sounded out resounded in his chest like a giant drum. Spears of ice hurtled forth, meeting flesh or stone and shattering into a fine blue mist. The wind cut all it moved past, setting anything loose within the room in motion.
It was only once he felt a hand on his shoulder did Argrave remember himself. His ears rung, and he turned to see Anneliese mouthing words. As the ringing faded, he made sense of her words.
“…over. We have a path, Argrave.”
Argrave nodded, shaking. “Yeah. Yeah, right. Let’s…”
“What in the gods’ name are you?” Ossian asked, looking out across the carnage.
Argrave clenched his fists, feeling the leather gloves soaked in sweat tight in his grip. He slowly gathered himself as the feeling of invincibility began to fade. If these are C-rank spells… what carnage I could wreak at A-rank? He briefly thought. Not even a minute had passed, and yet he had achieved this.
Realizing he left Ossian unanswered, he quickly said, “What am I? I’m just in a hurry. Let’s go, before more take their place. They are legion, after all.”
Argrave stepped out into the central lobby, passing the sight of carnage. A strange quiet had settled over the place. As he stepped into the sight of his attacks, he felt the damage he’d caused directly—the heat beneath his feet, the icy mist in the air, the still-spasming guardians writhing with electricity…
The Blessing of Supersession lent Argrave’s advance a sense of urgency. He was the first to rush into the central hall. Before long, he was joined by Galamon and Anneliese, who kept up easily on account of being more athletic than he was. Some guardians stopped their advance. Argrave dispatched them, using the C-rank lightning spell [Skysunder] with reckless abandon, uncaring of how deep he grew in debt to Erlebnis.
They reached the stairway that led down, and Argrave caught the wall just before it, pausing to catch his breath.
“Chest feels tight… think my cardio got worse, actually,” he huffed. He looked back, watching the armored sentinels still rush to catch up to them. “Alright, Garm. If this doesn’t work…”
“Don’t let the thought enter your head,” Garm assured, breaking his silence from his place in Anneliese’s hands. Anneliese took the first few steps down the stairs. Argrave followed just behind, where ahead, he saw a stone door that shimmered with lights. It was circular and had no handles.
“You… have done your task,” Garm said as Anneliese stepped to the door. “I will do mine. Your presence, now, is… well, overpowering. The magic within you…” he muttered. “I can hardly bear to look at you. Just press my head to the door, sweetie,” he said to Anneliese.
Anneliese did so. At once, a black, flower-like pattern bloomed across the door. It slid to the side. Someone had been leaning against the other side, and they fell backwards. Galamon mercilessly dispatched the vampire before he had a chance to recover. He looked beyond, watching for more enemies.
Ossian stepped down the stairs, leading the other Stonepetal Sentinels. “Gods… it opened. The lower levels… I can’t believe…” he trailed off.
“You can’t believe, yet you came with us?” Garm questioned.
“We can celebrate at a later date. Did you forget the next part?” Argrave pressed, almost having recovered his breath. His inhalations still felt shallow, and he felt some measure of pain. He knew something was wrong but did not have time to address it.
“Right.” Ossian directed one of the spellcasters with his hand. The woman stepped forth, conjuring something, and a hunk of stone moved to block the door from sliding back in place. It would likely not be sufficient for long term, but it was only to prevent the door from moving long enough to allow the guardians to enter.
Ossian stepped back up the stairs, watching the hallway beyond. “Plenty of guardians coming, following the noise. We enter, lead them in, and go to this other exit you talked about.”
“Watch for falling vampires,” Argrave said glibly to disguise his own unease, then stepped into the lower levels of the headquarters of the Order of the Rose.
The lower levels had the same darkness common on the entry floor, yet here was different in a way Argrave found difficult to wrap his head around. Rather than simply being dark, it felt like light had not touched this place in a long while. It was mostly free of dust and dirt and had the same elaborate carvings as in this first floor. The hallway stretched on for a long time. Argrave hurried down it as fast as his labored body would allow.
Eventually, the hallway opened up into an open space. The room was massive, its ceiling stretching high into the air. It seemed split into halves—the front room was an administrative center, housing desks and reception areas that had long ago been repurposed to the vampire’s needs. The other half was blocked off by thick iron bars, and housed a grand library still illuminated by light even after the centuries since the Order’s fall.
“S-sentinels!” a shout echoed out across the room, abject terror in the voice unbefitting the vampire which it came from.
“Go left. Ward off attacks—once the guardians get in, they’ll screen our escape, more or less,” Argrave said to Ossian. Despite his position as the master sentinel of the group, he did not object to Argrave’s directive, nodding in quiet agreement.
They went left. The vampire’s home soon became a veritable hive of activity as the things moved to tackle the situation. Shouts similar to the one that first echoed out filled the place as people adapted to the unforeseen occurrence. Though some vampires tried to stop them from proceeding or generally assault them, the attacks were easily enough repelled.
Argrave dared a glance backwards once they were sufficiently far from where they’d first entered. He saw the first of the guardians enter the lower levels. True to Argrave’s prediction, they started to flood in great numbers, quickly emerging from the hallway. The vampires that had moved to deal with the sentinels and Argrave’s party were quickly confronted by a wave of guardians.
Argrave whipped his head back ahead, laughing slightly. He held a hand to his chest once the pain he’d felt earlier reignited. Ahead, there was another hallway.
“This is the other exit,” Argrave wheezed out.
“What?” Ossian said, having not heard him.
“The exit’s there,” Galamon finished for Argrave.
Some joy seeped into Ossian’s tone as he said, “Gods… this… this is an unparalleled…”
Argrave broke away from the group, putting his hand against the wall to support himself. He coughed, each one setting the pain in his chest afire. At the final cough, he felt the tang of iron in his mouth, and he spat out blood. Argrave stared at the redness blankly, still short of breath.
Galamon grabbed Argrave’s arm. “Veid…” he cursed. “Don’t have time for this. I’ll carry you.”
Argrave lacked the breath to protest as Galamon sheathed his sword and lifted Argrave, throwing him over his shoulder. Ossian paused, looking back.
“What is he…?”
“Just move.” Galamon pointed ahead. “Considering all he’s done, it’s only fair you take the bulk of the burden in the escape.”
Ossian looked at Argrave, then nodded, moving ahead. They entered into the hallway, where a circular stone door identical in appearance to the one they’d entered through waited. Anneliese stepped past the sentinels, opening the door with Garm once more. Beyond, the hallway lay empty.
“Alright. Things seem calm—the bulk of the guardians followed us. They’ll be dealing with the vampires,” Ossian narrated. “We just head back into the Menagerie.”




Chapter 49

Galamon set Argrave up against the wall, while the sentinels behind them lowered the iron gate to the Menagerie. It collapsed against the stone, letting out a puff of dust that expanded out across the empty space. Everyone breathed heavily, catching their breath, yet above it all was a short, shallow breathing—Argrave’s.
Galamon knelt by Argrave. “You have a fever. I can smell the blood on your breath even still, along with… rot. An infection.”
Argrave touched his chest, saying nothing. His chest felt painfully tight, and he couldn’t inhale as much as he normally could. On the bright side, his enchanted leather gear had made Galamon’s pauldrons dig into his ribs less.
Ossian stepped forward, standing just before Argrave’s foot. “I thought you were experiencing some rebound from that display of magic you pulled out earlier, but it seems I was wrong.”
Argrave coughed a few times. “It’s gotta be… pneumonia… though that’s a symptom, not the illness… or is it a…? Can’t remember what it… is.” Argrave shook his head, then touched his chest. “Pain’s subsiding a bit.”
“Pneumonia?” Ossian repeated. “I don’t know about that. I know what you have, though. We call it Redlung—it’s caused by some of the plants in Nodremaid, though it doesn’t bother most people this severely. Coughing blood, pus, trouble breathing… I suspect the physical strain made it worse in this case. It affects mostly children or the elderly.” Ossian fixed some of his matted dark hair, having recently removed his helmet. “This case… it’s quite severe. Probably fatal.”
“Do you know how to treat it?” asked Anneliese, urgency evident in her tone. Garm stayed silent in her hands.
Ossian nodded. “The B-rank healing spell [Cure Disease] suffices.”
“And you have a B-rank mage.” Anneliese pointed at the woman in question. “If this is so common an issue, surely she knows the spell…”
“She does,” Ossian confirmed with a nod. He placed his hands on his hip, moving his sword further back on his belt.
None made any moves, standing around Argrave in silence. Anneliese pointed to the woman once more and said, “So, why are we letting him stay like this? Please, treat him!”
Ossian pursed his lips and stepped away from Argrave. “I can have him treated… but I have some conditions.” He turned his head back.
Argrave lifted his head up. “Oh, yeah?” he asked, some vigor returned to him. “Go on, then.”
“You would have to surrender that thing,” Ossian pointed to Garm. “And moreover, you would have to submit yourself to the Stonepetal Sentinels for judgement. We would give you safe passage back to the surface… and use your deeds in revealing the vampire’s location to us in this judgement,” he said enthusiastically, as though lightening the blow of his words by pointing to a bright side.
“We would keep you under… house arrest, I suppose—not a prisoner, but a detainee. Thereafter, the three of you would be presided over by a council of all the master sentinels.”
Argrave started to laugh. It broke off into a wet cough. After, he looked up grinning, blood on his teeth. “Can hear the gratitude in your voice. Real heartwarming.”
“I would speak for you. I’m sure most of the other people here with me today would, as well,” Ossian waved around, and his words were met with some nods—they didn’t seem overly enthusiastic, though. “In the sentinels, though, there are rules and orders that have to be followed, even by me. I can’t simply give you favors for the sake of them.”
“You’re a bastard… after my own heart, heh.” Argrave chuckled briefly. “Let’s say, for the sake of argument, I don’t want to be held in judgement by people who hate me. What would happen then?”
Ossian shifted on his feet. “…I would leave you untreated and return to the sentinels. That’s going to happen very shortly regardless of your choice. Though the guardians collided with the vampires, this is an advantage that needs to be pressed. I’m going to return to the entrance of the Low Way and gather more of my brothers to finally wipe the vampire menace out of the Low Way—uproot them completely.”
“Ossian… just leave him?” another sentinel asked, stepping forth. “That’s not right. We have them here—we outnumber them.”
Galamon stood up, stepping forth until his towering presence was made known. “Try,” he said simply. “After some of what you cretins have said, I’d relish the chance to prove why your numbers mean nothing.”
“Easy, now,” Ossian said, holding his hand out. “And you—” He turned back to the sentinel that had spoken. “Attack Argrave or his companions, I’ll kill you myself. Let’s not escalate things without reason. I’ve made my stance known. Wouldn’t sit right with me, returning help with hostility.”
“Girl,” Garm whispered. Anneliese, expression worried, looked down at Garm. “I would speak to you. Privately.”
“What?” she questioned, then stared at Garm’s face. He stared back at her, unspeaking. After a time, she nodded, and stepped away.
***
Behind, the conversation continued tensely while Anneliese walked to a distance, planting Garm down in the ground. She was not eager to leave behind the two of them in front of the sentinels, but she was relatively confident things were not yet at the point of coming to blows, simply judging from the states of the sentinels.
“You’re a snow elf, aren’t you?” asked Garm, staring up at her.
“A Veidimen,” she corrected. “Snow elf is what humans call us.”
“And your traditions—honor, contracts, loyalty—they remain intact? Unchanged?”
Anneliese nodded. “They do. I still follow them.”
“Good.” Garm looked satisfied, though he was unable to nod. “I’ve been watching you. Watching all of you. I’m not ignorant of my position. I’m a tool—a useful one, but one that each and every one of you is willing and able to discard. What happens to me is beyond my hands… not that I have them, anyway.” He closed his eyes. “That B-rank spell book you’ve been reading in the camp… it’s the tome for that spell they mentioned. [Cure Disease].”
Anneliese crossed her arms, saying nothing. After a time, she nodded. “It was. I thought something like this might happen… only… it doesn’t matter.” She shook her head in defeat. “I wasn’t able to learn it in time.”
“Hmm,” Garm grunted. “From what I have gathered, these Stonepetal Sentinels are not on the best of terms with your group. The idea of going with them is not ideal for precisely these reasons. The way things are shaping up, your friend will die if you do not. Coughing up blood, barely able to breathe, a high fever… ill omens.
“However,” Garm continued, “these Stonepetal Sentinels, in comparison to your group, are much less ideal for me. I have been in a haze for so long, my thoughts not my own, and only now have I regained them. I am not one for giving up. I am destined for greatness. I always have been,” Garm said with utter confidence. “Were I to be surrendered to the sentinels, I would surely perish… or meet a worse fate.”
“Argrave is more important than you,” Anneliese said bluntly. “If it will save his life, I am sorry, but—”
“I know. You three have… a strong bond, I think, with him at the center of things… like some kind of sinewy glue. Hmm… Perhaps willowy might be the better word.”
“What are you—”
“However, I am a High Wizard of the Order of the Rose,” Garm continued loudly. “I long ago mastered A-rank magic. This limited husk prohibits me from using higher-ranked spells, yet the knowledge remains.” Garm gazed up at Anneliese. “I can help you learn this B-rank spell. I know it—I’ve used it. I might even use it on Argrave, had I the capability—alas, I am but a head on a stake, and my capabilities are miniscule in comparison to what they used to be.”
Anneliese took a deep breath and looked back towards the group. “I understand where this is going. You mentioned contracts, loyalty, at the beginning of this. What would you expect in return?” She looked at him. “Your freedom? Your safety?”
“I can’t have freedom. Look at me.” Garm’s eyes rolled about in his head. “But yes, you are right. I want you to ensure my life. I want you to take me with you out of this hellish place and ensure my continued existence. I was great, once. I will be great, again. I need only the opportunity.”
Anneliese looked down at Garm. “You merely want to travel with me?”
“I will ask for no more than my continued protection. I am in the position of weakness now. I have no delusions about this.” Garm shut his eyes. “But as long as I continue to stay alive… there will be an opportunity. Especially so with people as… intrepid, shall we say, as you three. There will come a time when you need my knowledge once more. And then, we will strike another deal.”
Anneliese took a step away, lost in thought. Garm waited patiently, staring up at her. She turned her head back. “I cannot decide this alone, you realize. This is Argrave’s life we speak of. I cannot be its arbiter—he must decide whether or not to risk things.”
“Yet you are amenable to the idea?” Garm raised a brow.
“I am.” She nodded. “I am at the cusp of advancement; I am sure of it. If your help is as good as you say, I believe I can overcome the barrier to reach B-rank. But as I said…”
“Then let us bring my idea to our patient,” Garm said.
***
“Go on. Get.” Argrave pointed to the gate.
As soon as Anneliese had pitched the idea to Argrave, he was more than willing to give the sentinels the boot. Anneliese was one of the fastest-progressing spellcasters in Heroes of Berendar, and he fully trusted her capability to reach B-rank, especially with the help of a High Wizard. Anneliese was more than a little flabbergasted by his total confidence in her abilities.
“Without treatment…” Ossian cautioned, “…I am near certain you will die. Even in the best case scenario, your lungs will suffer significant scarring, and you will never be the same again.”
“I’ve got my own bag of tricks, like I told you,” Argrave said, still leaning on the wall. “Last time I ever decide to be nice to members of a paramilitary organization. I thought you were one of the decent ones, Ossian, but you were the biggest snake in the grass.”
Ossian took a deep breath and sighed, but the people behind him seemed somewhat bothered by Argrave’s words. “Fine. Don’t understand how you can be so flippant with your own life, but… I’ll honor my words. You’ve done a good service for the sentinels. Even if you do not live… you will be remembered.”
The Stonepetal Sentinels moved to the iron gate, one of their number moving the turn wheel.
“Hah. Right.” Argrave laughed as the gate rose. They started to move outside, one by one. Ossian was the last to leave. He gave a quiet nod to Argrave, and then the iron gate lowered once more. Galamon walked forth and wedged the rock beneath the turn wheel, ensuring it would not open again.
“Hoo…” Argrave breathed. “Safety… relatively speaking.”
“You made the right choice,” said Garm, stabbed into the ground some distance away. “We’ll have you on your feet in no time.”
Argrave clenched his hands tight. “Yeah. Hope so. Can barely keep my eyes open. This hit me hard.”
“…I’ll prepare something comfortable,” said Galamon, looking around.
“Right,” Argrave said idly, leaning his head against the stone. “I’ll be waiting.” His whole body felt heavy. He felt a haze growing in his brain, and he slowly surrendered to it, drifting into darkness.




Chapter 50

Argrave grabbed Anneliese’s wrist weakly. “When I die… you go see Orion. You’ll need his help for the jester,” he mumbled. “After, you should deal… with the war. I think. If you like Orion, help him. If you don’t, help the rebels. You’re a smart… cookie. You’ll do it fine.”
All while Argrave was talking, Anneliese was repeating his name time and time again. He didn’t seem to hear it at all.
“Just remember to get Elenore on your side—she’s the Bat,” he continued, slurring. “After that… the steppes. Go there. The centaurs… and the elves… You’ve gotta deal with the malfeasance… and the dryads. Side with the centaurs… they’re better. Cooler.”
Anneliese finally shook Argrave, and his bloodshot eyes came to focus on her, open wide in surprise. “Argrave. It is over. You have been treated. You are not dying.”
He stared for a moment, mouth agape. He smacked his lips together, and his eyes rolled back into his head before coming back to attention. “That can’t be right. I feel terrible.”
“Just let him be,” Garm said, causing Anneliese to turn her head back. “That spell drains a lot from the one subject to the disease—he’ll probably need to eat and drink a lot before he’s back to working order. Even then… his lungs probably have some scarring. Minor, though, and it should heal given time.”
Anneliese lowered him back into the makeshift bed that Galamon had constructed. Argrave spoke, staring at Garm. “What are you… a doctor? An… anesthesiologist?” he spoke the word incredibly slowly, as though he could barely remember it. Once he laid back in his bed, he shifted. “Shitty hospital bed… I want to go home. The HOBwiki is nothing… without…”
Anneliese looked up at Galamon. “What is he talking about?”
“Doubt anyone could answer that.” Galamon crossed his arms and shook his head. “He’s delirious. Let him be. We should prepare some easily-chewable food for him—crush those berries, dice some of our rationed meat.”
Anneliese leaned away from Argrave, letting out a deep sigh of relief that caused the stress to veritably drain from her face. Her eyes were sunken and bloodshot, with deep dark bags beneath them.
“I hope you won’t forget our deal, sweetie, now that your little friend isn’t one toe into the grave,” Garm said from behind her.
Anneliese’s expression tensed once more, and she looked back to Garm. “I will honor that arrangement. And… thank you for your tutelage.”
“Don’t expect more… unless I benefit, somehow.” Garm smiled. “If you think that’s selfish, realize you’re speaking to someone worse off than a cripple.”
She turned her head away and nodded, then rose to her feet. Galamon was staring at her.
“You should rest,” he stated. “Hard to tell time here, but I estimate you’ve gone two days without sleep… your job is done, and now you must come back to form. I will take care of things from here. Nothing will disturb us.”
“But you must be near devoid of blood—perhaps I should—”
“Sleep,” he commanded. “Do not be as bad as him about taking care of yourself.”
Anneliese nodded. “Wake me should anything happen. You said the sentinels are still clearing out the lower levels of vampires—an unideal time to be found here.”
“I know,” Galamon said. “Bad for them, at least. After what we did, to be extorted like that…” Galamon clenched his fist, his gauntlets creaking against one another.
Anneliese held a hand out. “Please, do not dwell on it. Everything turned out fine.”
***
“So… a talking head, huh?” Argrave said. His voice was hoarse and speaking still hurt. His mind had gathered somewhat—enough for conversation, at the very least. “Most kids bring home a pet, it’s something like a dog… or a cat, maybe, if you’re lucky. But Anneliese… a head,” Argrave outlined, then nodded his head as he let the words hang.
Anneliese let out a few small laughs through her nose.
It had taken some days for Argrave to recover enough to speak, and she seemed to be glad he was back to snuff. Galamon was off collecting some of those berries from the trees. Argrave and Anneliese sat near the wall, Argrave well-supported by a bed of cloth that Galamon had foraged from the Menagerie.
“You’re pondering this now?” shot back Garm.
Argrave scratched his chin. “Didn’t really have much room for thought when the idea was pitched. Anneliese takes the next step on the path of magic, it got me out of debt to the sentinels… good enough for me.” Argrave frowned. “How are we… going to bring you anywhere? Not exactly easy luggage. You pass through any city gates, the guards won’t know how much to charge for the toll. Three and a quarter? And that’s assuming they let us in.”
“The mind makes the man. They’d charge for four,” Garm said bitterly. “Yes, very funny. Mock a head on a stake. Do you mock amputees? Cripples? The mentally deficient? Are you merely a classless man, or has the standard of propriety in Vasquer dropped so low after my death?”
Argrave was a bit taken aback, and he frowned, genuinely considering Garm’s situation. After a time, Argrave looked him in the eyes and nodded. “You’re right. It’s just… so ridiculous. Impossible to even think about.”
“Try living it,” Garm said poignantly. “Picture it. I can’t turn my head. The only thing I can do is move what’s on my face. If I think there’s something behind me? All I can do is wait—maybe conjure a ward to block. Any itch, any sensation… I’m powerless. I have to be carried everywhere.”
Argrave let his imagination wander as Garm set the scene and could not help but shudder. “You’re right. It’s terrible.” Argrave raised his hands in surrender. “It’s just not going to be easy to bring you anywhere. I’d say we pull out the stake, wrap you up in a… a blanket, or something, but even that… what if brain falls out? Or… or…” Argrave shook his head, dispelling unpleasant thoughts.
“Why is it so strange?” Garm questioned.
“Are you being serious?” Argrave asked, genuinely unsure.
“Lots of Wizards walk about with their necromantic creations. I knew this man… he had—”
“Necromancy is illegal, now,” Argrave said plainly, finally realizing the culture gap. “After the Order of the Rose fell, their creations started going out of control, and… well, things have been extremely unpleasant for everyone involved. You’ve seen this place.” Argrave waved his hands around. “Every ruin of the Order of the Rose is like this.”
“Everywhere?” Garm narrowed his eyes. “That doesn’t make sense. Unless they all vanished overnight, something like this… makes no sense,” Garm repeated, flabbergasted.
Anneliese looked over at Argrave, curious for his answer. Argrave looked between them, then raised his arms up. “Why are you looking at me? I don’t have all the answers.”
Garm closed his eyes, looking disappointed, and Anneliese nodded as though it was the natural course of things.
“I can tell you about the last thing that I know the Order did collectively, though,” Argrave said, sitting a little straighter.
Garm opened his eyes, and Anneliese also straightened her posture, both listening intently.
“The last recorded meeting of the Order of the Rose was called by its last grandmaster,” Argrave began. “This was when the southern tribes were invading the Low Way. He called together all of the High Wizards of the Order to the Low Way, in a gathering now known as the Night of Withering.” Argrave’s gaze switched between Anneliese and Garm.
“No one knows the purpose of the meeting, or what actually happened in it… but that night, when the southern tribes made it deep into the Low Way, trying to push into Vasquer… what awaited them was a river of blood. Everything in the Low Way was submerged in a great tide of blood. Some drowned—others were torn to bits in the flood, cut apart by debris carried by the tide.”
“Had to be something Grandmaster Astran did. He was a master of blood magic and necromancy, both,” Garm contributed.
Argrave shrugged. “No one knows what happened. Some people say the grandmaster and the High Wizards both gave their flesh to wash away the invaders with blood strengthened by their own magic. Others say they were a victim of their own project and died in the flood just as the southern tribes did. But… there aren’t any witnesses,” Argrave finished.
“I… can’t picture the Wizards of the Order sacrificing themselves like that to stop a mere invasion.” Garm looked down. “I don’t…”
“We have to move again… tomorrow.” Argrave looked to the door of the Menagerie.
“What?” Anneliese questioned, surprised. “You are still unwell.”
“Galamon mentioned the sentinels moved to clear out the vampires,” Argrave said, gaze distant. “They can’t get their hands on the Unsullied Knife.” He looked back to Anneliese. “You think I want to get up and move around? I feel like death itself. This conversation’s killing me, but I like talking too much.”
Anneliese sighed, rubbing her forehead. “I’m… If you think there’s no other choice.” She shook her head. “Promise me you won’t overexert yourself.”
“I mean… it’s a little beyond my—”
“Just promise,” she insisted.
Argrave met her eyes. He found himself unable to say ‘no,’ and so he nodded quietly.
“I think the sentinels and I will have to enjoy another conversation,” Argrave said, tightening his hand into a fist. “This time, though… this time, I’ll be the one stepping on their neck.”
***
“Look at this.” Alasdair spread his arms out. “All the knowledge of the Order of the Rose, within eyesight. The vampires stared at this for years, unable to move past… unable to claim it.” Alasdair reached a hand forward and tapped between the thick iron bars thrice, where the metal gauntlets met with the invisible barrier. “And unable to ruin it, naturally.”
“The important bit is that the vampires are wiped out, don’t you think? It took four days, and a lot of lives, but… it’s finally done, barring two or three that luckily managed to escape,” Ossian said, stepping up beside Alasdair. “This victory is a lot more important than some ancient library we can’t touch.”
“And if we could touch it?” Alasdair turned his head back.
Ossian laughed. “You see, this is why I didn’t want you to come. You say a bunch of stupid stuff all the time. The vampires have been here for centuries—if it was as simple as that, this place wouldn’t be undisturbed as it is.”
Alasdair inhaled sharply, then looked back to the library. “Maybe so. But you did something very stupid. You let that murderer roam free. I intend to correct that.”
“Are you serious?” Ossian tilted his head. “He’s the reason we made it here to begin with, and you’re going to ‘correct that’?”
“That head he has.” Alasdair looked back. “If it’s the key to these doors, it might be the key to this library. Argrave said the Wayward Thorns were mere Apprentices in the Order of the Rose, but that head… it was a High Wizard, no? There has to be something to that. Even if it can’t get rid of this barrier… it definitely knows how to break it.”
“Gods… you’re being serious. The man hands us the biggest boon to our knightly order in centuries on a silver platter, and you want to make his life harder than it already is—if, indeed, he’s even alive?”
Alasdair stepped up to Ossian. “What happened to your bravado, Ossian? You chased after him with the intent to kill, and then you find him and make nice? If Claude were here, I’d petition to have you stripped of your rank.” He pressed a gauntleted finger against Ossian’s chest.
“You do this—go to the Menagerie—I won’t stand for it.” Ossian swatted Alasdair’s hand away. “And I won’t let you do it secretly during the night, either. All I did, I did for the sentinels’ honor. You, though… I’ve got no idea what you’re thinking.”
“You want to start a mutiny, Ossian?” Alasdair tilted his head.
“It’s no mutiny. You’re not my leader,” Ossian said loudly and clearly. “This is a joint expedition, for the purpose of wiping out the vampires. Nothing more,” he emphasized.
“Fellas, no need to argue over me,” echoed a hoarse voice.
The two master sentinels turned their heads to the side, where three figures walking beneath a ball of light slowly stepped out of the darkness and into the lower levels. Alasdair raised his fingers to his mouth, and despite the gauntlets, sounded out a perfect whistle. At once, all of the sentinels that had been idle came to attention, facing towards the new arrivals.
“Gods… Argrave?” Ossian said, brows furrowed in confusion and surprise both.




Chapter 51

Argrave stared out, once again, into Nodremaid. The bleak and inconstant red light coming from the ceiling seemed a salve for the constant darkness they had been subject to inside the Menagerie. Argrave’s party had come here only after Galamon had done significant scouting. Ossian had returned to the fortress in front of the Low Way some days ago, and returned with a second party, numbering near forty—amongst them was Alasdair.
“Do you know a very interesting principle about water?” Argrave quizzed Anneliese, staring out into the distance.
“Could you ask a vaguer question?” Anneliese shot back.
“Water always runs downhill.” Argrave looked at Anneliese, brushing her sarcasm aside.
“…I think that is true of most liquids,” she said after a time.
“Very good.” Argrave turned his head away. “Just checking to be sure you knew.”
She breathed out lightly in some amusement, then pressed, “Why are you bringing this up?”
“The canals.” Argrave raised a finger, pointing at them. “They have sluices. They’re part of the path that I need to take to get the Crimson Wellspring—divert the water right, you get a dry path you can take to get up to it. But then… I got to thinking. We opened the lower levels, didn’t we?”
“…oh.” She nodded, understanding things.
“These Stonepetal Sentinels… they’re real nasty people. I was thinking real hard, running things through my head I might say to win them over to my side… and maybe I could.” Argrave looked up at the ceiling. “But these people… I think I got them wrong from the start.”
“How so?” asked Galamon.
“They’re cowards,” Argrave said, looking at Galamon. “Like you, apparently.”
Galamon frowned. “I didn’t mean that I—”
“Don’t get mad.” Argrave looked back to the canals. “I just mean… they live in fear of the outside, and they live in fear of what’s in here. They don’t trust anything… because they’re scared.” Argrave sighed, then frowned when he felt some pain in his chest.
“Fear keeps people alive,” Garm rebuked.
“Just let me make my point.” Argrave shook his head. “You can’t reason with these people. Hardly even worth it to try. And… well, I’m damn tired of acting nice to people who couldn’t spare but a single spell for my welfare. The scraping and the bowing, the false flattery… it has its uses, but I think I’ve been relying on it too much.”
“So you intend to flood the lower levels, kill them?” Anneliese asked.
“I don’t think that’s possible. Despite its current state, this city was well-made. Even if the canals overflow, a drainage system will correct things quickly enough.” Argrave looked around. “I just need to… well, I’ve said it. I need to scare them. I know that’s possible. I intend to turn their caution against them. Especially Alasdair’s.”
“What do you mean?” Galamon pressed.
“That one wants to be leader of the sentinels, no matter what. He needs a good achievement. Wiping out the vampires… that was mostly Ossian’s thing, and he’s young and bold. I imagine Alasdair sees him as his chief competition to replace their missing leader, Claude. As such…” Argrave looked at Garm. “I imagine he’ll want to get into the library. And quickly.”
“Why are you looking at me?” Garm asked concernedly. “I can’t open the library. It was well-managed by select Order members. Now that they’re dead… well, I can’t imagine anyone can get in, unless they destroy the enchantments entirely. Near impossible to do, you know.”
“Alasdair doesn’t know what you know. He probably thinks you’re invaluable. If you’re absent, he won’t act against us as easily. He wants you above all, I suspect. You’re another card in my hand.” He gestured towards Garm.
“I want a royal flush if I’m betting against the sentinels this time.” Argrave looked to his companions, and all looked confused by the expression. “Er… I mean, I want things heavily weighted in my favor,” he elaborated.
Garm sighed. “I wish people with a sense of self-preservation had found me.” He stared up at Argrave. “I won’t do anything dangerous. Anneliese, tell him.”
“You want dangerous? I imagine Alasdair will try doubly hard to have us killed if you’re present.” Argrave ruffled Garm’s hair. “You stay near the final sluice, and you raise it to start and stop the flooding after a little bit. You’ll be safe, don’t worry.”
“…fine,” Garm eventually agreed. “Don’t forget, though—this is a favor.”
“Yeah, sure.” Argrave waved his hand dismissively. “I go in. I act bold, I act unafraid—make it seem like I’m in control. After some happenings, some well-placed words, everyone falls into place. So… any objections to this plan, you two?”
“You should elaborate a bit more,” urged Anneliese. “For clarity.”
“Alright.” Argrave nodded. “From the beginning, then…”
***
Argrave stood before a group of numerous sentinels once again, with Alasdair at their head. Though the setting was entirely different, it brought back some memories. Last time things began like this, they ended very poorly. Argrave was a bit more confident things wouldn’t end up the same way.
Of course, he didn’t come without a way out. He had been very cautious before approaching—Galamon had confirmed their count, the sentinels numbering thirty-six, and Garm had confirmed there were no mages beyond B-rank. Should things go sour, Galamon was instructed to pick Argrave up and run away. Unflattering, perhaps, but Argrave was confident they could get away easily enough. Indeed, their enemies might not even give chase, considering their paranoia of traps and snares.
Guess they’re right to fear a trap. Not like they can escape it now, though, Argrave thought, using that to assuage his anxiety.
“Interesting conversation you two were having.” Argrave spoke at a fair volume, his voice ragged and rough. He sounded like a chain-smoker when he spoke loudly, but Garm assured him that would change in a few days. His limbs felt weak, taking deep breaths was still painful, and Argrave could not exert himself, but he had no choice but to be here.
With things as they were, Argrave knew he couldn’t expect a warm reception. Despite the many days taken for his recovery, he still felt terrible. But the Unsullied Knife would still be here, and Argrave would much rather get it now before the Stonepetal Sentinels could take it back to the entrance of the Low Way.
With things having progressed as they had, Argrave had only two options. His first option: he could get the Unsullied Knife now by dealing with a group of weary, cautious Stonepetal Sentinels who had already seen the power he possessed. They were, further, ignorant of his Blessing of Supersession’s limitations.
The second option was to let them have the Unsullied Knife and get it from their fortress later… in the heart of their power, where near two hundred of them would be waiting. In addition, he knew they had at least two A-rank spellcasters at that fort—Jean and Kaja.
Obviously, confronting them here held more appeal. The preparations he had made further sealed that deal.
Ossian took his hand off the pommel of his sword. “You cured the Redlung? How?”
“I had to unhinge my jaw like a snake, open real wide… then I stuck my hand deep, past my throat and into my lungs… and pulled the disease out, piece by piece.” Argrave emulated what he described, then stepped forward, continuing in his hoarse voice, “It took southern grit and a sword-swallower’s finesse, but I managed. And here I stand. My heart’s-a-beating, my soul’s-a-singing.”
Alasdair held his hand out and shouted, “Keep your distance.”
“Say ‘please,’ maybe I’ll consider it,” Argrave said, but he did come to a stop. He looked about casually as though he didn’t care about the armored entourage before him. The place had been filled by the corpses of vampires, sentinels, and guardians. It was gruesome enough that it might’ve bothered Argrave a great deal… but he was starting to grow used to these sights.
“Nice work in here. I would say ‘Couldn’t have done it better myself,’ but… well.” He looked to Alasdair. “I think you saw the central lobby on your way in.”
It was very difficult to try to intimidate a room full of knights wearing enchanted armor who were also flanked by spellcasters at the same or higher rank than himself. Argrave was happy enough to have gotten through the sentence without stumbling over his words.
Part of him expected to be laughed at in unison by the whole group like some sort of comedy sketch, but instead, a long silence settled throughout the lower levels of the headquarters. The shining lights of the library beyond the iron bars grimly illuminated the place.
“Why are you here?” Ossian eventually asked, one of few of the Stonepetal Sentinels that did not seem to positively bristle at Argrave’s presence.
“I told you from the beginning, and my purpose hasn’t changed. I’m here to reclaim my family’s heirloom.” Argrave shook his head as though disappointed. “Things could have gone easy for the both of us. I could have taken you here, we could have wiped out the vampires together… yet for reasons beyond me, you decided to move against us as we slept.
“But!” Argrave spread his arms wide. “We’re here now, having achieved what I initially wanted, despite some… significant setbacks. I had to preserve myself, and despite that, I still gave you what you wanted most. I think it would be best for all of us…” Argrave’s throat failed, and his voice faded away. He paused to take a drink of water. “…to put the past behind us.”
His words seemed to dissolve the tension somewhat. Alasdair stared at Argrave unflinchingly. He seemed disappointed—likely due to Garm’s absence. “I can’t trust you. You were dishonest from the beginning. House Blackgard doesn’t even exist,” Alasdair posited.
“That’s what it was?” Argrave raised a brow in surprise. “I see. Guess I shouldn’t have… well, it doesn’t matter. You want honesty from me?”
No answer came, so Argrave continued, “Alright. I’ll give you honesty. I am Argrave of Vasquer, son of King Felipe III.”
“Don’t toy with me,” Alasdair said, stepping forward.
“I’m not,” Argrave said coldly, pausing to allow his lungs to rest. It was starting to hurt to speak. “Everyone should know what their king looks like—a giant of a man, as tall as me, with hair as black as night and eyes a cold, steely gray. Perhaps this light doesn’t show those features well enough.” Argrave adjusted his position so the light from the library fell on his face.
A grim silence settled over as they took in his features.
“If you’re a prince, you’d have an entourage of royal knights,” Alasdair countered.
“They are performing certain tasks for me.” Argrave shook his head. “And it is hard to travel quietly with so many knights.”
Alasdair took a deep breath, thinking. Ossian asked, “Why not say this from the beginning?”
“Yes, because it would be very prudent for a prince to roam about using his name carelessly when he’s in the heart of the territory of an enemy rebellion,” Argrave mocked sarcastically. “Though… with things as they are, I suppose you have a point—things would have gone easier had I been honest from the beginning.”
Argrave put a hand to his chest. “I came here on behalf of my father to retrieve the Unbloodied Blade. Our family founded the Order of the Rose, and the artifact belongs to us, by rights. What use he has for it, I don’t know… but being a prince has its responsibilities.”
“This is nonsense. You make up things to suit your needs, and you lie again—even using the king’s name—to bend us to your will.” Alasdair sliced a hand through the air.
Galamon tapped Argrave’s shoulder—that was the cue. Argrave had stalled long enough for the water to come.
“Alright.” Argrave nodded with a smile. “You don’t trust me, that’s fine. How about I prove it?”
“Prove it?” Alasdair repeated. “There’s no way I can think of.” He shook his head.
“You remember the Night of Withering?” Argrave questioned. “Well, stupid question. Of course you don’t remember it. But you’ve probably read about it.”
Alasdair’s face hardened. “What are you talking about?”
“No one knows the cause of the Night of Withering, or so it’s said. The only thing people know is that a tide of blood washed away the southern invaders. There’s speculation, of course, but no one knows the real answer,” Argrave said, stalling for time. When he started to hear rushing water, he sped things along.
“Well, that’s not true.” Argrave shook his head. “The royal family caused the Night of Withering, flooding the Low Way with a river of blood, killing both the southern invaders and the Order of the Rose.”
The rushing of water became louder, crashing against the stone walls and echoing into the room. The Stonepetal Sentinels all shifted uneasily. Argrave stepped forward, raising his hands in the air.
“Let me lay things out clearly for you.” Argrave spoke louder, voice rising above the rushing water. “If you refuse me… I will prove my descent. These walls will become awash with blood once more, and all within this place will be lost. Just as it was near seven hundred years before… if Vasquer cannot claim this place, none shall.”
By this point, red water started to push past Argrave’s feet and into the room beyond. The swell soon rose further yet, battering at his calves. His gray leather duster blocked debris carried by the overflow.
“So, Stonepetal Sentinels,” Argrave continued. “Make your choice.”
“Argrave!” Ossian shouted out, stepping back. “We agree! We’ll put things behind us!” he shouted in panic.
Argrave was a bit taken aback. He hadn’t expected an answer to come so quickly. He remained quiet as the tide grew larger yet, approaching his knees. Had the water been moving quickly, it would have been impossible to stay standing. What is Garm doing? I didn’t want this much!
“I’m unconvinced,” Argrave returned, trying to earn some more time for the tide to slow.
“Gods be damned!” Ossian cursed. “Alasdair, just give it up!” He shook the other master sentinel.
Alasdair stepped back deeper into the lower levels, stepping away from the water. He looked shaken, and most of the other sentinels seemed equally shocked by the occurrence.
“I…” Alasdair began but trailed off.
Argrave faltered a little, and Galamon put his hand on Argrave’s shoulder to stop him from being knocked over by the tide.
“Alright!” shouted Alasdair. “We’ll hinder you no more!”
Argrave accepted the words in silence. As if divinely ordained, the rush of water coming from behind started to slow, and the red water spread out across the lower levels, battering against the walls. It was quite a messy sight, for the blood and gore caused by recent conflicts had all been stirred by the water.
“I’m glad we came to an agreement.” Argrave smiled, a ray of light from the library beyond falling onto his grin.




Chapter 52

Argrave stepped through a pool of dark red water, the sound of the sloshing echoing across the lower levels. The sentinels were near, but they gave the three of them a cautious distance. The disgusting wetness at Argrave’s feet made his skin crawl, but he had to bear with it. There was a sense of urgency to his step that spurred his feet forward, yet the persistent aching in his chest made him check his speed.
Despite Argrave’s grand show of faux power in causing the canals to overflow, what he had created was, in effect, a scarecrow. Upon seeing the ridiculous, people were far more amenable to suggestion. Bloodred water flooding the lower levels coupled with Argrave’s leading words—his solution had worked for now, but if the sentinels were to examine things closer, they would see Argrave’s construction was of straw and wood, not ancient royal heritage as he posited.
“Are you sure the scalpel will be where you lead us?” questioned Anneliese quietly.
“No,” returned Argrave happily. “Might be things have deviated. The scalpel may have been moved. If that’s the case, we will be… in an unfavorable position.”
“Deviated,” Anneliese repeated. “Interesting word. It implies a set course.”
Argrave looked at Anneliese. “You know another interesting word? Deviant. Stop making me out to be one. And stop being one yourself, while we’re at it.”
Anneliese laughed quietly, and Argrave felt some his tension dispel with their light banter. He took a deep breath, wincing when his lungs ached, and soldiered on.
“Some of the sentinels are watching us,” Galamon noted. “They were assigned to do so by Alasdair. The remainder are giving us a decent distance.”
Argrave nodded, directing his companion, “Keep me posted.”
As they proceeded further into the lower levels of the Order’s headquarters, the water level slowly dissipated until the only sound echoing out was the squishing of their wet boots against the stone. They kept a respectable pace, heading into the right hallway. Argrave’s spell light illuminated the path ahead.
After proceeding down the hallway for a time, an opening to the side revealed stairs descending lower yet. Argrave took them, keeping a steady pace and ensuring he kept his hand on the handrail. He wanted to rush, but his feet were heavy with water and he didn’t want to strain himself.
The sights down the stairs were untouched by the water. The fresh corpses of guardians, vampires, and sentinels littered the place. Argrave did his best to ignore them and press on.
“Has to be at the farthest point, doesn’t it…?” Argrave muttered to himself.
The rooms they passed by had once been places of study, but years being the sole home of the vampires in the Low Way had made those origins almost unrecognizable. There were strange paintings on the walls, with a crudeness likened to what one might see in Neanderthalic cave paintings. They were very obviously made of blood. Some were calendars, while others were strange depictions of people and the sceneries of the Low Way.
In the game, they had merely been undetailed textures. Now, though, some of the paintings were unimaginably detailed, as though made by an artist who’d had hundreds of years to perfect the craft—and indeed, some of the vampires may have been creating these crude paintings for a time as long as that. But despite the quality of the art, something could be seen beneath each painting—a strange sense of twisted savagery. It reminded Argrave of an exhibit he had seen once; artwork made by the mentally ill. Regardless of what was conveyed by the paintings, knowing who had made it twisted his perception.
Beyond that, other oddities filled the halls—sculptures, woodcarvings, artwork all and innumerable in count. Each were hobbies taken up by the vampires to pass the centuries. They were all wrong in some in varied ways. Faces on sculptures were twisted, for instance. They were alien in the sense that they didn’t seem to be made to appeal to human emotions.
Argrave noticed, though, that Galamon’s eyes lingered on many of the pieces for an especially long time. Perhaps there was something intrinsic to the art that appealed to the vampiric condition. Regardless, Argrave was glad when they turned a corner, and he saw the door he was looking for just ahead.
Argrave prodded Galamon, pointing to the door. “That’s our destination.”
“…Right,” the elf responded after an unusually long pause. He had to tear his gaze away from a statue. He moved forward hastily, grabbing the door and pulling it open. He looked around for adversaries, then motioned Argrave in.
Argrave entered the room, spell light illuminating the place. The scene was not familiar. There was an altar in the center, but it had been overturned by three bodies—a vampire grappling with two guardians. All three seemed to have died together. One of the guardians had been torn in three and scattered, while the other impaled the vampire through the head with a spear. Remnants of spells lingered in the room, frost most prominently.
“No…” Argrave said despairingly, walking towards the overturned altar. He saw a glass display case with a velvet cushion that had been splayed out across the room. He kneeled down, picking up the box and looking about. “Come on… where?”
Argrave looked through the glass, searching for a white knife. Behind him, Anneliese noticed something, and bent down to pick it up. She raised it into the air.
“Argrave,” she said.
He turned when his name was called. Anneliese held a white scalpel in two fingers, its blade no larger than Argrave’s thumbnail. It shone with red inscriptions, like glistening rubies embedded in elaborate weaving patterns.
“Haha!” Argrave said excitedly, stepping forward. He held one hand out, and Anneliese gingerly handed the thing over.
“Be careful. I can… feel it,” she cautioned in a quiet murmur.
Argrave looked her in the eyes, then delicately took the scalpel. And indeed, she was right—he felt a resonance coming from the blade, like the repulsion from a magnet near another magnet. In this case, though, the scalpel seemed to reject everything that was not itself.
“The Unsullied Knife,” Argrave said, taking a deep breath. Despite the pain in his chest, he felt a rising triumph. “Now… we can finally start getting the hell out of here.” He clenched the handle tight.
***
An innkeeper cleaned a wooden flagon far too thoroughly, scrubbing it clean with a washcloth as he stared up at the roof. His face was cautious and tense, as though whatever lay on the second floor made him greatly uneasy. There was a rhythmic tapping sounding out, and each time it came a little bit of dust sprinkled out into the empty first floor.
The innkeeper could not know, of course, that the man in his room was not merely some well-armored entourage. The heir to the throne of Vasquer had gone through great lengths to remain in Elbraille without drawing attention. No—the innkeeper merely knew that there was a very angry, and very dangerous person on his second floor.
Induen of Vasquer held his head in one hand as he sat at a table. His royal knight escort stood before him, silent, as he tapped his foot against the floor. They were tense, as though expecting punishment.
“My accursed brother,” he said, nodding his head. “He’s the reason I’m still here, doing what I am… and I had to learn this second hand?” Induen lifted his head up. “None of you were able to find out this information? No one knew that my half-brother,” Induen tapped his chest, “brokered the alliance between Jast and Parbon?”
None of the royal knights said anything, standing silently with heads lowered and arms behind their backs.
Induen nodded, tapping his fingers against the table. “Wasn’t Orion. Wasn’t any of my other half-brothers—Levin, Magnus, none of them, no.” Induen wagged his finger. “No… it was the half-dead bamboo shoot. The weak-willed one. The weak-bodied one. About as strong as a twig.”
Induen laughed and shook his head, feeling as though the entire situation was ridiculous. “That’s my sworn enemy.” The prince’s laughter grew to a crescendo, and then Induen continued grimly, “He’s dedicated himself to setting the road ahead of me aflame.” Induen nodded, gaze distant.
“Should have strangled him there, right in Mateth.” Induen raised his hands up, emulating what he described. “Choke him ‘til those beady eyes pop out of his head… fed him to rats…” Induen closed his eyes and took deep breaths, evidently trying to calm himself.
After a long time had passed, Induen turned his head over to the knights. “Severin. Take off your helmet, step up,” he gestured with his hand, then rose to his feet.
The knight in question stepped out cautiously, removing his helmet slowly. He was an older man—a grizzled veteran, with a scar across his face. Induen walked up, towering before the man.
“Is there anything you want to say to me?” The prince waved his hand between himself and the knight.
“My… my prince,” the knight said, unable to meet Induen’s gaze. “I-I’m not sure…”
Induen raised a hand up and grabbed the knight’s face, pushing the man’s cheeks together ungracefully like he was a small child being punished by his parents. “Enough of this tiptoeing around. I know you work for my sister. I thought it was cute, her little spying mission… and you never hindered me, so I kept you around. Now… it’s different. She knew about this. She could have reached out, but she didn’t.”
Severin raised his hands up, clearly wanting to grab Induen’s wrist but unwilling to touch the prince’s body without permission.
Induen raised his other hand and pointed it at Severin’s face. “Right now, I’ve got the temptation to go and find that bastard and smash his face into ten thousand pieces, like I should have done months ago.”
The prince released his grip and pushed Severin away in one motion. The knight staggered, then moved his cheeks about, dispelling the feeling.
“But I won’t. I’ve got the urge… and I won’t. My business here in Elbraille is just starting. I can’t afford to leave.” Induen placed his hand on Severin’s shoulder. “But here’s the point to remember. I want satisfaction. I want my sister… to deliver my retribution. I’ll set aside my impulses, my urges, if she can prove to me that it’s worth my time.”
Severin looked up at Induen, and slowly nodded.
“So, next time you go to your little secret meeting, or deliver your secret letters…” Induen tapped Severin’s chestplate thrice. “You get this to her. I expect some good results. Elsewise, well…” Induen trailed off, and then stepped away. “I’ll have to reevaluate the role of her advice.”
Induen stepped to the window, peering out into Elbraille. Despite the night, the city was well-lit by expensive magic lamps that showed smooth cobblestone roads.
“But I’ll put this behind me, for now. If Duke Marauch is unwilling to support me… then his dukedom will rot from within, and another will take his place. I will not let what is mine be taken from me,” Induen said, teeth clenched. “Least of all by any brother of mine. My mother died giving birth to me. I killed her.” Induen turned back to Severin. “And I can kill my kin again. Tell my sister that.”




Chapter 53

Alasdair ducked beneath the iron gate of the Menagerie where a few of the Stonepetal Sentinels awaited him.
“Nothing, sir,” the closest to Alasdair said immediately.
“Nothing?” Alasdair repeated. He raised up both hands, kneading his gauntlets together anxiously. “Gods be damned… where would he have put the accursed thing?”
“We searched everywhere. All the rooms, every corner… not a thing,” the sentinel confirmed, shaking his head.
“Damn it all,” Alasdair muttered, ducking back out of the Menagerie and into the balcony of the second floor. He leaned against the railing, staring out at the soaked floor. Even despite the blood having washed through the place, traces of the battle where Argrave had supposedly conjured enough magic to kill everything within sight lingered. According to Ossian, despite his display of power, Argrave seemed able to use magic—a veritable bottomless well of power well befitting a prince of Vasquer.
Yet even still, something did not feel right. A deceiver remained a deceiver. Even their efforts to prove the contrary were merely grander shows of deceit. Alasdair knew this well, because he was a deceiver himself. Though he played the part of the honorable master sentinel, well concerned for the welfare of those beneath him, he truly only cared for the position of grandmaster. He had wasted his youth in this doomed knightly order—at the very least, he would be its master before his death.
Alasdair watched the blood, his old and scarred face tense beneath his stifling plate helmet. After a time of staring, his face relaxed, eyes locked on the blood. He knelt down, retrieving a rock with a frown on his face. He dropped it, and it impacted with the floor a story below. Ripples spread out—quick and shallow, but present.
“Mixed with water… It’s not just blood,” Alasdair said aloud in awe as he came to the answer.
At once, he moved to the stairs, rushing down them as quick as his heavy armor would allow. He walked out to the door, out into the city of Nodremaid, ignoring the confused cries of the sentinels behind him. Moving alone in the Low Way was ill-advised, but Alasdair was too overcome with excitement to allow his caution to control him.
He rushed to the side of the platform, leaning out and staring across the canals. As his eyes took in the sights, he started to realize something.
The flow is different. The sluices have been moved.
The realization brought a smile to his face, though it could not be seen beneath his helmet. The sentinels beneath him, concerned for his well-being, caught up to him.
“Alasdair, sir,” one called out, not overloud because of their location.
“One of you, return back to the lower levels. Gather everyone serving beneath me,” he commanded, removing his sash of stone roses around his chest. “Use this to ensure their obedience. The rest of you… we search the city, checking the sluice control points for the severed head.” Alasdair turned his head back to the canals, where the water rose especially high. “Argrave is no prince. He used the floodgates to create an overflow.”
***
“Someone approaches,” Galamon informed Argrave, stepping in front of him.
They were in the final hallway out of the lower levels, and towards freedom, ostensibly—once they were on the road towards the Crimson Wellspring, their days of dealing with the sentinels would be over. A fight awaited them to claim the artifact, but despite his weakened state, Argrave felt extremely confident it would be easy.
“Someone?” Argrave pressed.
“A lone armored footman—a sentinel,” Galamon told Argrave.
Argrave considered this. “Alright. Let’s keep going. Tell me of anything more.”
They proceeded forward, Argrave readjusting the backpack on his back. Their food rations were greatly reduced, and it felt much lighter than before. Still, he kept a slow pace, being careful not to overexert his lungs.
Galamon looked back. “He has a sash bearing stone roses.”
Argrave frowned. “You mean… another one, besides the one on his chest?”
“Aye. It has near twenty.”
Argrave didn’t know what to make of that. Fortunately, Anneliese supplied, “These sashes are a sign of command, as you told me.” She looked to Argrave. “If so, it would be given to a subordinate to deliver an order with their authority.”
“I see.” Argrave looked at the ground, then at Anneliese. “So… Alasdair has something important to get to the rest of the group. My cover story’s been exposed, maybe.”
Both said nothing, but that was answer enough for Argrave. Even still, he spent a long while deliberating on the matter before giving his answer. This person might be delivering an order that could compromise a lot of their future progress. He might not be, though.
“Stand aside, let him pass.”
“What?” asked Galamon incredulously.
“Let him pass a bit,” Argrave amended. “Then… deal with him. In whatever way you deem… most efficient,” Argrave finished bitterly.
Galamon nodded slowly, then patted Argrave on the shoulder as though to reassure him the choice was correct. Argrave didn’t feel any less terrible about it, though.
Soon enough, the sentinel approached. Their party of three stood aside, Galamon even giving a polite nod to the sentinel as he jogged past. As much as Argrave didn’t want to watch, he didn’t dare look away considering the potential danger. Perhaps he should have, though—Galamon grabbed the sentinel’s helmet with one hand and quickly dispatched him by jamming his enchanted knife into his neck. The sentinel struggled only once before dying. It was hauntingly similar to the way Galamon had killed the one outside the Low Way.
“…I believe we would be best off hiding the body,” Anneliese suggested. “Argrave cannot move especially quickly anyway, and it only benefits us. We can dump it into the canal.”
Argrave nodded, and then moved forward. “Not wrong… I’ll try to hurry. Alasdair is probably looking for Garm. He can take care of himself, but… we’d still better be quick. Quick as I can manage, at least.” He touched his chest, then rolled his shoulder, pulling the heavy gray duster over his shoulders. Galamon hefted the body over his shoulder, then moved forward.
***
Alasdair entered into one of the sluice control rooms. He had been examining the way that the sluices were set up, and by his estimation, this one would be pivotal had Argrave genuinely flooded the lower levels with the canals.
The sluice control room was narrow and simple, made of stone and filled with an unpleasant mildew. It was dark, no light prevailing. In the center, three rusted chains descended below. Alasdair looked into the hole, and he could see rushing red water just beyond it. The sluices could be raised and lowered in this room.
Alasdair walked about, scanning the room as best he could in the lack of light. He felt along the wall, trying to feel things out. The only source of light came from the doorway. The light of Nodremaid was faint outside, but it was doubly so within buildings.
Eventually, he came to a turn wheel quite similar to the one just before the Menagerie. Alasdair tugged at it, and despite the fact that it was quite old, it moved easily—evidence it had been used recently.
He heard footsteps behind and lowered himself. Soon enough, both of his men entered into the room, and Alasdair stood quietly.
“No luck?” Alasdair inquired.
“No, sir,” both replied asynchronously.
“We’ve searched all of the other nearby sluice gates,” one followed up.
“Then search this one.” Alasdair pointed down. “Carefully. Considering everything, this place is the most vital. If anywhere, I suspect the head will be here.”
They entered deeper, combing along the walls and heading for the back. Once the two were deep enough in, a light flickered at the entrance. An arrow shot out, glowing in the light. Alasdair, reflexes trained for decades against vampires and guardians, nimbly ducked behind the sluice controls, and a burst of fire scorched where the arrow struck the stone.
“Find cover,” Alasdair directed calmly. “They’re here. They have enchanted arrows.”
Alasdair breathed out silently as his sentinels moved to obey. The situation was desperate, he knew, but he had survived much worse. He drew his sword from his waist, holding it at attention.
“Argrave,” Alasdair called out. “That abominable head of yours—I have it. It’s in my hands,” he bluffed.
“My head is still attached to me, last I checked,” a familiar hoarse voice rang out at once.
“You want it back. You want to gain access to all of the places within the Low Way, take all its treasures for yourself,” Alasdair continued. “I can take that away.”
Another arrow shot out, and Alasdair shrunk away. A yelp of pain sounded out in the distance alongside the crackle of electricity, and Alasdair clenched his teeth tight. That warrior the boy brought along isn’t for show…
“Rolf?” Alasdair questioned.
“I’m… fine, sir. My left arm is shot, though.”
Alasdair grit his teeth, taking better cover. Damn it all. Why are they out so quick? Thought it would take an hour, minimum, for them to find what they need… Nowhere to escape… Think, damn it.
“Fire another shot, I kill the head,” Alasdair bluffed once more.
“Oh, yes, I’m sure you will,” Argrave said, sarcastic voice betraying his utter lack of belief.
“Fine, I’ll do as you did. Flood the lower levels. Everyone will come here. Your ruse will be broken.”
Alasdair pivoted forward, grabbing the turn wheel for the sluice. Remaining in cover, he started to raise it once more. The chains groaned in protest. The sound disguised the sound as another arrow fired out, but Alasdair managed to avoid being hit narrowly, a trail of magic whizzing by his hand.
Just as he started to hear a torrent of water rushing by below as the sluice rose, Alasdair felt hot pain on the back of his head. The blow did little damage on account of the helmet, but Alasdair staggered forth. As if expecting this, the gargantuan elf rushed forth, already swinging his blade. The blow seemed to fall short, so Alasdair stepped back. A blade of wind leapt out, and Alasdair, panicked, raised his own to block it.
The blade of wind struck Alasdair’s sword, and the ferocity of the enchanted weapon’s attack knocked the sword out of his hand. The elf still rushed forth, charge undeterred. Alasdair fell to his back and thrust his feet out, trying to stop the charge as a pikeman might stop cavalry. Alasdair barely saw the curved greatsword flying towards his face before it pierced his neck, sliding beneath his helmet.
The elf pulled out his blade mercilessly, stepping past Alasdair. Alasdair’s head fell back as he clutched at his neck. In his last moments, he tried to search out what had struck him. Had one of his own betrayed him? The very idea filled him with an indignant wrath.
Then he saw it. A brown-haired head, impaled on a stake. Its cold black and gold eyes stared down at Alasdair as he writhed. He reached out for it in vain, and it watched passively. When Alasdair’s hand finally grew near, he felt the last bit of strength drain from his body. He watched as magic swirled about the head, a blade of wind appearing right above his eyes.
“Die, mutt.”
The blade descended, and darkness took Alasdair, master sentinel of the Stonepetal Sentinels.




Chapter 54

Argrave stared into the rushing red water, watching it rise and writhe against the red-stained stone. He leaned against a railing just before the canal. Anneliese stood just beside him, looking around Nodremaid with Garm in her hand. Evidently she had grown to tolerate the place much better, for she was less troubled than Argrave.
He was coming to terms with the fact that Berendar had changed him. Beyond the initial rush of fear, uncertainty, and panic that cropped up in the act itself, he wasn’t bothered by what had happened today. Four people had died, their bodies cast into the canals. He had been the engine behind their deaths, even if he had not killed himself. Despite that, their deaths did not weigh at his thoughts as the druids had. Perhaps it was because he had come to loathe the sentinels. Perhaps it was merely that he was different, now.
The smells, the sounds, and the horrors of Nodremaid and the Low Way had already made their effects known, Argrave supposed. Experiencing day after day of the horrible and the bizarre… he didn’t dare think he was some sort of mentally untouchable iron man now, but the tasks ahead seemed less harrowing. Confronting the grim realities of the Low Way, morbid though they might be, might have served as the tempering he needed to continue.
If I can survive this, I can handle anything, surely?
“Maybe this was a good thing,” Argrave muttered, straightening his back a little. “A jolt to the system to wake me up.”
“What?” Anneliese asked, not hearing Argrave.
“Nothing,” he dismissed.
Galamon stepped out from one of the sluice control buildings, stepping up to Argrave. “You said that was the last one?”
“Should be.” Argrave nodded, not looking away from the canal.
The change in the water was not instantly perceptible. It continued to rush along its path, spattering the walls with wetness. Argrave noticed he saw more of the walls, first, and after, the constant flow of the water started to slow. Eventually, as more and more water came by, the flow ceased entirely, the water dispersing across the surface.
The bottom of the canal was filthy—all sorts of twisted aquatic growth grew from the bottom, unpleasant crimson barnacles blocking most of the smooth stone. Much of the canal had eroded over the years from the constant rush of water, and the terrain was uneven and jagged. That, coupled with years of debris, made a very unpleasant and wet walkway. There were weapons and bones in abundance, likely from the corpses of guardians that had fallen into the canal.
Argrave stopped leaning against the railing. “There’s our path. We should move quickly.”
“And if someone raises the sluice?” questioned Anneliese. “The remainder of the sentinels will emerge eventually. If they notice something amiss…”
“The whole walkway isn’t on the route of the canal,” Argrave disclosed, walking up to a set of stairs leading down into the canal for maintenance. “It branches off into a cave. This cave leads up to the Crimson Wellspring.” Argrave looked at the sluice. “Even if we’re really unfortunate, and a tide of water comes rushing towards us… I suspect our B-rank wards in tandem should be enough to buy us time sufficient for an escape.”
“Two wards against a tide of water? Gods, you’re mental,” Garm said from Anneliese’s hands. “Throwing everyone into danger time and time again. Perhaps I would have been better with the sentinels.”
“Maybe.” Argrave adjusted his pack, and then descended into the canal below. “We’re at the final stretch. A fight awaits us. It’s the one I told you two about, way back when we still had grass beneath our feet instead of corpses and gore. We’re well-prepared for it, despite the setbacks we faced here.” Argrave stopped a little down the stairs, glancing between Galamon and Anneliese. “Let’s finish this with the same caution we entered.”
The two of them nodded. Garm raised a disbelieving brow at the mention of ‘caution’ but seemed somewhat relieved.
With a nod and as deep a breath as his scarred lungs would allow, Argrave stepped down the stairs, heading for the drained canal.
***
“Induen gave me an ultimatum?” Elenore questioned, her legs crossed in her seat at the fountain. One could barely see the stumps where her two feet once were, though they were mostly concealed by her unblemished white dress.
“He did,” Therese, Elenore’s new personal maid, replied. Evidently, the orange-haired maid had been training her movements for some time, for she did not nod for her blind master as she had those weeks ago.
“He must be under great duress,” Elenore mused, placing her fingers on her chin. “Despite Severin’s reports, I am unsure of what he intends to achieve at Elbraille.”
“Will we do something about Argrave, as he demanded?” Therese questioned, and noticing that Elenore’s teacup was empty, moved to refill it from the dainty white floral pot nearby. “New tea, my princess. Be careful. It is still hot.”
“I don’t know where Argrave is.” Elenore shook her head, then felt around until she placed her hands around the teacup, enjoying the warmth. “He left Jast, and then… nothing. Elaine reported a shipment of books from some fringe town with an Order branch. He is, fundamentally, an unpredictable variable. He claims to know me. Even of that, I am unsure.”
“Then perhaps it would be best to allow Induen his way, punish Argrave when he resurfaces, and stabilize things?” Therese moved to suggest, having gained boldness being so close underneath Elenore.
Elenore smiled. “I told you that I wanted to create chaos. Shake the box.” Elenore held her fingers against the lip of the cup to ensure no liquid overflowed as she raised it to her mouth, then took a drink of the tea. “We will do nothing to Argrave.”
Therese looked surprised, but said, “Yes, my princess. But…”
“Why?” Elenore finished. “Induen is growing to be just as unpredictable as Argrave. In times of peace, where none would dare oppose his activities, he was relatively stable. Now…” The princess paused, placing her hands back on the teacup. “…Now, he faces widespread disobedience. For someone like him, I imagine that causes great mental stress. His impulsivity manifests more frequently—an unideal trait for someone aiding in my navigation.”
“I… cannot follow, my princess.” Therese lowered her head.
“Provided Argrave is not simply another victim of the coil of war…” Elenore took another slow drink. “When he resurfaces, and should Induen grow incensed with him once again… I will merely quietly disclose his location. Nothing more, nothing less.”
“To what end?”
“To decide which unpredictability is worth supporting.” Elenore turned her head up at Therese. “If Induen should deem it necessary to reevaluate the worth my advice, I find it necessary to test if he is up for what comes ahead.” Her thin hands clenched a little tighter on the teacup, turning her knuckles white. “It is something I would never have considered, had he not said what he did. But… trust is a commodity, it seems, even between kin.”
Therese stared down at the princess, her face sad. “Then, Argrave… You believe he can…?”
“Prevail?” Elenore picked up the teacup, and then set it down once more. “If they confront each other directly, it seems ridiculous. A prince, accompanied by royal knights, versus a bastard with known health problems. I know little of his two companions, but Elaine said he trusts them without compunction. He is smart, sidestepping and solving problems in a multitude of ways. In the face of all that, Induen is uncompromisingly relentless and a talented spellcaster and warrior both.”
“We can only wait,” Therese concluded.
Elenore said nothing, and then nodded after a fair amount of time had passed. “Yes. Regardless of the result, it would be best not to latch too firmly to any one person.” Elenore crossed her arms. “Disappointment is my sole companion, these days.”
“On that note, my princess… perhaps some good news is in order?” Therese began. “Two of the guards watching Bruno of Parbon have folded under threat of family. While I suspect they will not do anything major, such as murder… we can get much out of them. The margrave’s brother is largely in our hands, my princess.”
Elenore smiled, then reached her hand out. “I knew I was wise to trust you, Therese. Give me your hand.” Therese took it, as directed. “Trust is a fickle thing. It fades with the slightest infraction, and repairing it is much harder than building it. Remember this, always.”
Therese’s face grew serious, interpreting the words as both a lesson and a warning. “I will, my princess.”
***
Argrave, breathing a little heavy, stared at a mound of red crystals ahead. It was just barely illuminated by the spell light hovering over their heads. The canal had a low ceiling and the descent was quite steep. The overhang was just low enough that Argrave had to crouch a little to proceed, and if he was reckless, he could bang his head against the ceiling—the enchanted hood over his head had taken the brunt of his mistakes, but his head did ache a tad.
Deciding that now might be a good time to rest a moment, Argrave looked back, seeing the path of the drained canal making its way back up into Nodremaid. He gestured to the others and made a vague utterance signaling to stop. He searched for a safe place to rest, and then lowered himself onto a patch of stone unmarred by moss, barnacles, or other such generally detestable growth. Feeling a dull ache, he held his hand to his chest.
“Should have rested earlier,” Galamon said to Argrave, coming to stand over him. “Traveling downhill is taxing when the terrain is uneven.”
“This whole place is taxing,” Argrave said in exasperation. He looked around, locking eyes with Garm. He was sorely tempted to make a joke about wanting to be carried, but he didn’t want to lower the head’s opinion of him more yet.
“Those crystals are familiar,” said Garm from Anneliese’s hands. “The work of blood magic,” he continued.
“That’s the cave,” answered Argrave without looking back. “Not much further until the Wellspring.”
Garm stared ahead. “I’m glad, at least, I get to see it. Might be I can make sense of what happened here if I see it personally…”
Argrave felt his magic was full, so he repaid some of his debt to Erlebnis. He took his pack off his back and retrieved a vial full of the black liquid magic from within. His supply of the stuff was running quite low. Once he made it to the Burnt Desert, he intended to make one more batch of liquid magic.
After taking the time to rest fully, Argrave rose to his feet. They continued to trek downhill, moving ever closer towards the crystal mounds. They were ruby-like in quality, but quartz in structure. Despite the fact that they were the same eerie red predominant throughout all of the Low Way, their beauty was some welcome reprieve from the bleak harshness of the overgrown city of Nodremaid. Indeed, nothing grew overtop them, as though they warded off life.
“Here.” Argrave pointed, spotting an opening in the crystals. He stepped towards it, taking the first step. “An upward trek through this crystal cave. I hope you’ll understand if I take it slowly.”
“The scent of blood grows stronger ahead. The rotten blood in the canals, and… something else. Sweet. Rich. Like wine,” Galamon said, inhaling deeply. The elven vampire pulled free a flask of blood, drinking—he had refilled it from the sentinel’s corpses.
“I can’t believe you fools travel with a vampire,” Garm muttered.
Argrave ignored him. “That’s good. We’re heading towards the source—the Crimson Wellspring. There, we’ll deal with Claude, grandmaster of the Stonepetal Sentinels. Or at least, he was.” Argrave looked ahead, peering beyond into the cave.
“Now… he’s the current undead Knight of the Wellspring, keeping the thing pumping blood.” Argrave turned back to the two of them. “And he’ll be the last.”




Chapter 55

Argrave steadily stepped up the jagged red crystals that bit at his boots. If there was one thing he had not expected to appreciate, it would be the enchanted boots. There was a limit to the level of comfort one could offer for footwear on Earth, even with advanced technology. Here, though, despite the sharp, ruby-colored crystals sticking up into his soles, he felt nothing. The only pain he felt was from the gradual wear and tear of walking.
The confines of the crystal cave were narrow and dark. There was a certain comfort to the narrowness—Argrave felt as though he was freed from the constant oppression that the openness of Nodremaid provided. Back there, the vast open space and looming buildings made him feel as though something could swoop down at any moment and end him. Here, he felt walled. This came with its own set of problems, naturally, but they paled in comparison.
“You’re sure this leads… anywhere?” questioned Garm, voice unlabored.
“Yes,” replied Argrave simply, finding himself annoyed by the head’s presence. Perhaps it was simply jealousy Garm did not need to endure this trek as Argrave did.
Ahead, the crystals cast eerie shadows like jagged teeth as the spell light dancing above Argrave’s head illuminated the cave. They came to a branching path. Galamon stopped, turning around and silently asking Argrave for direction. Argrave furrowed his brows, a bit uncertain—it was difficult to be certain the way he followed was right. It had been months since he’d been here in-game. He looked for obvious identifiers, and then he spotted a faint difference in the constant red. Movement.
Argrave knelt down and lowered his fingers. They came up red, and he felt an uncomfortable warmness seeping into his gloves. He followed the trickle of thick, viscous blood with his gaze, watching from where it flowed.
“We’re close, I think. Just follow the flow.” Argrave pointed, then wiped the blood off on his duster.
Galamon proceeded. The crystals started to grow from small, sharp things into large clumps, as though increasing in quality. At times, it made navigation a touch difficult, requiring uncomfortable stretching and twisting. Argrave had to stop the party to be sure his lungs were not overtaxed multiple times.
Yet their uncertain advance started to feel like genuine progress as the things around aligned themselves with Argrave’s memories of Heroes of Berendar. The crystals grew larger yet, until the floor beneath them solidified into one giant crystal. The space continued to open, and Argrave greatly appreciated the opportunity to stand straight without fear of bumping his head against something. With it, though, came a whirling sense of nervousness and excitement both. With the Knight of the Wellspring lying ahead, it felt finally time to test his practice—his efforts over the months he had been here.
“Gods… the sheer level of power needed to create crystals this—”
“Shut up,” Argrave insisted in a whisper, turning back to Garm held in Anneliese’s hand. “Make no noise. I told you a fight lies ahead—don’t attract attention.”
Garm stared up at Argrave, saying nothing. He turned his gaze away, and Argrave took that as acquiescence.
Galamon proceeded deeper into the red crystal cave, his metal boots ringing pleasantly against the ruby-red crystals. Argrave could see the flow of blood beneath his feet grow thicker as they neared the Crimson Wellspring. Then, for the first time, there was a light ahead. Argrave stopped Anneliese, canceling his spell light and directing her to do the same.
They proceeded onwards until the narrow cave opened up into a vast cavern. Seeing a sight he remembered well, he took a deep breath as a strange sort of nostalgic awe rose in his chest.
This place had once been a council room of sorts. It was a circular room with a high ceiling, held up by four pillars. Stone chairs were arrayed in a circle around the center, while a chair in the center of this circle stood above the others. The chairs were occupied with humanoid figures—it was difficult to distinguish their features from the faint light emanating from the center of the room.
All of these things, though, had been supplanted by the crystalline growth identical to the caverns Argrave had come from. The crystals partially covered the pillars, as though reinforcing them. Many of the chairs were fully obscured by the crystals, the humanoid figures sat atop them encased in the ruby growth. In the center, the Crimson Wellspring floated, suspended in the air while emanating a bright red light that reflected off the surface of the crystals. The light made it difficult to make out its shape, yet a constant pour of blood emerged from it like water from a sink.
In the back of the room, seated on the main chair elevated above the rest, a distinctly disparate figure sat. It was a knight in armor. A sash of stone roses hung across his chest, marking him as a Stonepetal Sentinel. The stone roses had been turned into the same red crystals decorating the walls, though, and much of the armor was marred the same way, creating a rather ominous looking ruby-gray set of armor.
Claude, former grandmaster sentinel, sat in the chair with all the vigor of a corpse, a mace leaning up against his leg. To call him a corpse was an apt comparison—he was a husk controlled by the Wellspring, keeping it flowing until this day. His features could not be made out beneath the armor, but Argrave knew who it was.
Argrave knelt down, pulling everyone down with him. “There’s our foe. The Knight of the Wellspring.”
“…I have so many questions,” murmured Anneliese.
“You usually do,” Argrave acknowledged. “It’d be best if we stay focused, though.”
“Right.” She nodded after a long pause.
Argrave removed his backpack, laying it against a safe spot as he spoke. “If we step into the room, I’m sure he’ll come alive. But, we have the initiative. To begin: Galamon,” Argrave pointed. “You’ll hit him with arrows enchanted with fire—his armor will negate most of the damage, but fire is especially effective against him. After this, you’ll move up to meet him. I suggest bringing your Ebonice axe to dispel his blood magic and the dagger enchanted with flame for high damage.”
“You told me never to contest his strength, that he was much stronger than me,” Galamon said, looking at Argrave as he removed his own pack. “I’ll use my greatsword in the other hand. The dagger… I need to get too close. Unideal if the opponent is stronger and faster than me, as you claim.”
Argrave nodded. “You’d know best.” He looked to Anneliese, who had also set aside her pack for the fight. “You and me—we’ll stick close, near one of the pillars. Easier to take cover. We can watch each other’s backs, conjure B-rank wards if needed. From there… you aid Galamon. [Skysunder] will be best here—fast, potent, perfect for Claude. You’ll see why I insisted you learn lightning elemental magic first. Meanwhile… I’ll do my thing.”
Anneliese nodded. She raised Garm up. “Should I…?”
Argrave stared down at Garm. “Leave him someplace safe. He’s another variable—unpredictable, and I hadn’t really expected to… well, make use of him, even if he can help.”
Garm pursed his lips, then closed his eyes. “Won’t complain at this arrangement.”
Anneliese moved to do as Argrave had suggested, perching Garm in an area that he was facing upright. Argrave took the time to stare at Claude. Watching the Knight of the Wellspring sitting there, immobile, made him wish to rush in and start things, if only for the sake of dispelling his unease.
But eventually, Anneliese returned, Garm placed a fair distance away. Argrave looked between the two of his companions.
“Listen. The only way I can see this going sour is if someone gets hasty. You two are damned smart, and I’d want no one else by my side, so I don’t see that happening. Still, just to reiterate… we stick to what we discussed. Any questions, uncertainties? Now’s the time.” Argrave moved his head between the two of them, waiting. When nothing came, he took a deep breath, the dull ache of pain in his chest serving to ground him to reality.
“Anneliese, let’s move to the pillars. Once we’re there…”
“I’ll begin,” finished Galamon, already readying an arrow that shone with red light on its arrowhead.
Argrave gave a wordless nod in return, then touched Anneliese’s shoulder to get her attention. They moved along the edge of the room, Anneliese watching the bodies encased within the crystal with an insatiable curiosity even amidst the tension. Argrave knelt beside the crystal-encased stone pillar and spared a glance at Galamon before refocusing on the Knight of the Wellspring, Anneliese just beside him.
“Wait until I direct you to attack,” Argrave whispered to Anneliese. Anneliese had a complex spell matrix in hand, ready to attack at a moment’s notice. Argrave, though, had something else in mind. He held both of his hands out, and eels of blue lightning emerged from his hand, dancing up into the sky in a spiral. Though he lacked the Blessing of Supersession, their plan involved the usage of [Electric Eel]. His magic alone would be sufficient, he suspected—it merely lacked a safety net, now.
The few seconds of tense quietude set Argrave’s heart beating faster every second. A twang sounded out in the soundless cavern, and a flaming arrow coursed out through the center of the room. It struck into the visor of the helmet, and Argrave could not help but be awed at the elf’s marksmanship in spite of the situation.
Despite the arrow jutting out of its face, the Knight of the Wellspring immediately sprung to life. It fell forward, sending the mace leaning against its legs rolling out across the floor. Claude rolled, then came to his feet in a fluid motion. He pulled free the bloodied arrow, casting it aside, then held both of his hands out. The flowing stream of blood pouring from the Wellspring diverted its course, surging through the air as though alive. It split near Claude’s hands, gradually coalescing into two twin blades—simple broadswords with flat heads.
Without a word, the Knight of the Wellspring rushed forth, metal boots ringing against the red crystals beneath its feet. Galamon had prepared another arrow and loosed it at its charge. The knight slowed, doing a pivot-spin on one foot to dodge the arrow with supernatural speed. Galamon set his bow aside, grabbing his Ebonice axe and his greatsword. He stepped forth to meet it.
When the two were perhaps ten feet from each other, Argrave said, “Anneliese!” loudly.
Two white bolts of lightning shot out from Anneliese’s hand across the room, blinding with light and deafening with sound. Both hit home, striking the Knight of the Wellspring soundly in two points. The undead knight spasmed, and Galamon swung his greatsword with one hand. A blade of wind closed the gap, yet Claude still managed to block the attack with his blades. Blood from the blades scattered over his armor, loosed by the attack’s intensity. When the knight recovered, it threw one of its blades at Anneliese, and Argrave ducked behind the pillar, pulling Anneliese with him.
The blade shattered against the pillar, creating a foot-deep gash in the stone and scattering blood against the wall. The blood dripped down, yet then began to bubble, surging back through the air towards the Knight of the Wellspring. Claude started to move towards their position, yet Galamon placed himself in its path, swinging his sword once more.
Argrave continued to use [Electric Eel], feeling his magic diminish as he prepared. He kept the spells just out of sight. A cloud of dancing blue electricity hovered behind the pillars—a lurking leviathan of lightning.
Galamon kept Claude locked in combat, using his enchanted blade to maintain a cautious distance. The knight blocked and dodged blow after blow with its one sword, but when the second blade of blood reformed in its hand, it rushed at Galamon, keeping a low profile.
When the two grew near, Argrave emerged from the pillar, seeking an opportunity. The knight swept its left hand, cutting horizontally, and Galamon barely dodged. The second blade descended in a dreadful overhead blow. Galamon swung the Ebonice axe, meeting the attack. Once the black ice met the blade of blood, it bubbled before dispersing, pouring over Galamon’s armor ineffectually. The axe continued, striking the Knight of the Wellspring in the helmet. It staggered, rolling away with an animalistic haste.
With distance between the two, Anneliese shot out another volley of [Skysunder] from each hand. The knight had been anticipating his attack, and though it tried to dodge, the raw speed of the magic still managed to strike it. One bolt missed, impacting with the red crystal just behind it.
Seeing Anneliese as a threat, the Knight of the Wellspring broke off from Galamon, rushing towards them with a single-minded purpose. Argrave smiled, clenching his hands. Galamon rushed across the room as fast as he could, yet the Knight of the Wellspring was much, much faster.
Anneliese waited, hands at the ready, yet cast no spells. She waited, watching, with Argrave doing the same. Once the creature was near, it leapt, and Anneliese conjured a B-rank ward with her enchanted ring. The two blades of blood stabbed into the golden ward, breaking past them. Argrave conjured his own ward with his ring. The attack’s momentum was diminished from the first ward, and the blades bounced back.
Just then, Argrave willed the spells he’d prepared down. The Knight of the Wellspring looked up and frantically tried to move away, but the close proximity removed that option. Near twenty [Electric Eels] surged down, their high-pitched sparking sounding like myriad war cries, and the knight danced with light and electricity as the enchanted armor it wore shone to protect its wearer. Anneliese, too, bombarded the creature with [Skysunder].
As it struggled with their relentless barrage, Galamon caught up. He raised his greatsword, thrusting the kriegsmesser into the back of the knight’s neck, pushing down into its torso. The blow was savage enough to force the Knight of the Wellspring to its knees, cracking the crystal beneath it. Galamon pulled his blade free, blades of wind scattering everywhere, and stabbed once more. He twisted the blade, and then freed it from the abominable undead.
The undead Claude knelt there, still sparking with electricity from their earlier assault. The swords of blood in its hands began to melt, falling to the floor. The Knight of the Wellspring slowly collapsed against the ground, scattering crystals into the air. Blood started to pour from every hole in its armor, as though a dam had just been broken.
“…it’s over,” Argrave said, leaning against the pillar. He started to laugh in triumph.




Chapter 56

Ossian leaned over a railing, staring down at the drained bottom of one of the canals. Despite having traversed the Low Way since he was but twelve in secret expeditions away from the senior sentinels’ eyes, Ossian had not known the canals had a portion that could be dried entirely with the sluices. Why it was drained, or where the dried portion led, Ossian did not care to test. That would be a journey for another day, if indeed it came at all.
“…it’s been a day, Ossian. Rations are running low, and we can only forage the plants in Nodremaid for so long without straying dangerously far from the main group,” a spellcaster advised Ossian.
Ossian did not look behind as he questioned, “And no word, no sightings of Alasdair?”
“One of the sentinels in Alasdair’s group confessed that he left to search for that severed head in Argrave’s possession,” the spellcaster disclosed.
Ossian nodded, lowering his head and slouching against the railing. It was impossible to discern what had happened to Alasdair with no evidence. That said, the circumstances moved together to leave no doubt in his mind. His own experience in the Low Way told him something, too: those lost in the Low Way rarely return if gone for more than a day.
As his thoughts crystallized, Ossian lifted his head and straightened his back. “It would be best to accept that he’s lost to us now, just as those that went with him,” Ossian said, voice neutral. He had never liked Alasdair, but the old man had seemed immutable. That he might be gone forevermore disquieted him more than he cared to admit.
“It’s time to give the order to return,” Ossian said, stepping away. “We’ll gather everyone, do a count, and—” Ossian paused mid-step, something having caught his eyes. He stepped away slowly, walking to the other side of the stone platform they stood on.
He stared at another, separate canal that still ran with water far below, his brows furrowed.
“It seems…” he began, not finishing his thought. He followed the route of the canal with his eyes. The blood-red water changed in tone as his gaze wandered—from a dark, rich and gloomy red, to a faint pink. His eyes followed it all the way up… and then, for the first time, he saw clean, white water emerge from one of the canals.
“Gods…” Ossian placed a gauntleted hand on his helmet, feeling like the whole world was spinning. “The rivers… the blood…”
The spellcaster stepped up beside Ossian, staring out into the distance. For the first time in their memory, both of the sentinels witnessed the blood constantly dripping from the walls slow and cease altogether.
“Despite all that happened…” Ossian gripped the railing tightly. “He knew some vampires escaped. He ended their long night, cutting off their eternal sustenance. No more will they live forever, sustained by the bloody rivers of the Low Way.” A fragment of stone chipped off the railing, drawing Ossian away from his thoughts.
Ossian stepped away, looking around the once-grand city of Nodremaid. “The true heir of Vasquer ended the Night of Withering once and for all. And after death… there is growth.” He looked to the spellcaster. “We must return, bearing good news on two counts. As for Alasdair… he died valiantly to vampires. Nothing more.”
***
Argrave held the Crimson Wellspring in his hand. The light it projected had diminished greatly, but it still shone brightly enough.
The Crimson Wellspring was ring of black metal with a diameter of about a foot. The ring itself was as thick as Argrave’s thumb. Eight resplendent red gems rested along its circumference equidistantly, each connected by shimmering red runes that formed long-lost enchantments. Its constant downpour of blood had ceased.
“I can make no sense of the thing,” said Garm, leaning up against one of the pillars with the back of his head supporting him up. “This Wellspring is… beyond my ken, I admit, even were I not severely out of practice.”
Argrave nodded, having not expected much to begin with. His eyes wandered, witnessing Anneliese knelt down beside the corpse of the Knight of the Wellspring. Her thick braid of white hair was matted with blood, which may have worried Argrave had he not known she was uninjured.
“Your spell, [Electric Eel].” Anneliese turned her head to Argrave. “I see its uses, even when you do not use your blessing.”
Argrave nodded. “Yeah. Used all my magic, though, and didn’t even kill the knight. Galamon had to finish him off.” Argrave turned his gaze to the elven vampire, who cleaned his armor and axe while leaning against a pillar.
“Those people encased in the crystal,” Argrave began, looking around. “They’re High Wizards of the Order of the Rose. Right, Garm?”
Garm’s black eyes darted around. “Aye, they are, each and every one. All dead and gone. The bastard who made me like this… can’t find him, unfortunately. No such luck,” he veritably spat.
“Then you know all I do, Anneliese, about the Night of Withering, about the Knight of the Wellspring.” Argrave looked to her. “Any more questions?”
“Yes.” She stood. “This Crimson Wellspring—how did he feed it?”
“Anything living… or once living, I suppose. Corpses. Foliage. The Knight of the Wellspring would roam into the Low Way, hunting things down. Bodies sustained it the best.” Argrave held his hands out, staring at the Wellspring in his hands. “Even despite that… Claude never roamed Nodremaid, or the other northern sections. He never killed any sentinel. Some distant vestige of his remaining consciousness, maybe, fighting the husk that the Wellspring made him.”
Anneliese placed one hand on her hip, staring down at the body of Claude. “And what is the Knight of the Wellspring?”
“The Knight of the Wellspring…” Argrave repeated. “There’s only so much I know about it. I know the Wellspring itself chooses them—it selects from the bodies fed to it. Other than that, this whole place is just a mound of mysteries, uncertainties. There are no records. Nothing left to tell the story.”
“The Wellspring sounds dangerous,” concluded Anneliese, stepping away from Claude’s corpse.
“It’s inactive, now,” Argrave assured, lifting his head up to look past her. “Something about this room empowers it, amplifies it, especially in the center.”
“The crystals may have that effect,” Garm contributed, his eyes closed. “They’re born of blood magic. It stands to reason there’s a resonance.”
“I don’t know.” Argrave shook his head. He held a hand out. “Help me up, please.”
Anneliese helped him to his feet, and Argrave muttered a thanks. He looked around the room.
“I think… we should sleep,” Argrave concluded, rubbing his eyes with his hands. “Feels like it’s been dozens of hours since I last did that.” Argrave looked to Galamon and Anneliese, who both nodded in agreement. “Tomorrow, we have a straight shot to reach the Burnt Desert. Claude spent all of this time hunting in that area—it should be safer than Nodremaid.”
The prospect of entering the Burnt Desert made Argrave feel like the path that stretched ahead of him was unending. He hadn’t felt this way for some time. He moved to his backpack, fishing through it before he finally pulled free the bronze hand mirror.
He kept its surface facing towards the ground, instead staring at the carvings on its back. He ran his finger along them, feeling their surface.
The sight of the bronze hand mirror reminded Argrave he had promised to be honest with his companions once this was over.
“God damnit,” he muttered to himself, lightly bashing his head against the back of the mirror.
Don’t think I’m sleeping easy tonight, he accepted. Too much to think about.
***
Argrave lowered himself down from a gaping hole, his gray leather duster scraping against the red crystals beneath him. He fell a fair distance—perhaps five feet—and then impacted with the stone, kneeling. He straightened, shaking his legs, then stepped forward to allow those behind him to follow.
Anneliese held out Garm, and Argrave took him to free up her hands. He offered his other hand to support her way down, which she used minimally. Once she had stepped out the way, Galamon jumped down quickly and gracefully. He moved more adeptly than they did, despite wearing plate armor. Argrave handed Garm back to Anneliese and looked around.
This place brought back memories. It was near identical in appearance to the tunnel that they had entered the Low Way from—tall ceilings, thorns decorating the walls, with roses of stone winding about the walls and ceiling, and wide stairs that made it awkward to ascend quickly.
“I can hear the wind,” Galamon said.
“Best damned thing you could have said,” Argrave said with a smile, stepping forth and gesturing those with him to do the same. His spell light followed him, and as he proceeded, he started to make out faint light in the distance. He had been expecting blinding sunlight, yet that was not what he got—instead, pearly white moonlight shone through.
Argrave contained himself, being sure not to throw his caution to the wind at the home stretch. The walk seemed unbearably long, and his hands were twitching the whole way, but soon enough the smell of the air grew fresher, almost sweeter, and he felt the wind at his cheeks.
Argrave stepped out of the Low Way, his heart beating faster than it had in the battle with the Knight of the Wellspring. A wave of cold wind met his cheeks, and he took in the vast expanse of the Burnt Desert before him.
It seemed as though he was at the end of the skies, two vast expanses of dark stretching out into eternity both up and down—the starry skies on the top, a vast carpet of black sand on the bottom. The sand was dark enough that it seemed nothing was ahead of them, just an abyss. There was a beauty to it, yet at the same time, there was a horror belying that beauty.
Argrave stepped forward, feeling as though his feet would hit nothing. When his gray leather boots sunk into sand, he fell to his knees, grasping it like a madman.
He started to laugh, and then looked back. “Smell that? It’s air,” he said, eyes wide. “Normal air, not goddamn Redlung-ridden air that smells like piss, blood, and whatever other foul tripe in that hell.” Argrave pointed up. “A sky above us, instead of redness and stone. Nothing lurking in the shadows, ready to jump at us.”
Everyone was a bit emotional, even Galamon, like some great burden had been lifted from them all. Garm had tears in his eyes, though he blinked quickly to dispel them.
Argrave threw sand into the air, uncaring when it fell on him. He lowered his head, giggling like a maniac, then rose to his feet. He took a deep breath of fresh air, ignoring his aching lungs. “Let’s enjoy this moment until the suns rise.”




Chapter 57

“Such a cruel world,” said a deep voice in lamentation. “That the gods should take these hands from you… it is their test. You must stay strong.”
Orion wrapped a bandage around the disease-ridden hand of a farmer. The man, likely a common laborer, laid on the floor on a simple mat of blankets. His skin was bloated and waxy. Orion knelt by his side, long black hair bound in a single braid behind him. Throughout the rest of the simple warehouse, the royal knights tended to the other sick. Some of them were already showing signs of disease. Orion’s hands, though, were clean of pustules or other blemishes marring the sick.
Orion finished wrapping the hand. “I have blessed you, good man of the realm. The disease is most likened to the pale fingers of Death itself—its dread breath cannot be reversed, only halted, even with the blessings of the gods. Until a cure is found, you must wrap your hands carefully like this every day.”
“Bless you, Prince Orion,” the man said weakly. “Bless you…”
“I am merely one of the gods’ favored, good man, but we are all their children. It is my duty to protect and heal merely because I can.” He stroked the man’s hair like he was a child, and then stood, plate mail clanging beneath his dirtied white robes.
Orion looked about the room for yet more people to tend to, but one of the royal knights stepped forward. Half of his right cheek was badly deformed by the disease, and his hands were already wrapped in bandages.
“Prince Orion. How much longer must we go untreated?”
Orion looked to the man, then reached out and caressed his cheek. The man very clearly wanted to flinch away. “This plague is a test issued by the gods. Just the same, my good knight, it carries their divine will. You are servants of House Vasquer assigned to me. You are an extension of my divine crook. If you accept their will, I can mold you into true scions of me—of the gods,” he whispered.
“Oh, gods…” the man said, nearly breaking down. “We’re going to die…” The man fell to his knees.
“If your faith is true and your actions righteous, death will never meet you,” Orion said with conviction, kneeling down. “From hardship sprouts greatness. Already, you feel no pain where the gods’ plague has touched.” Orion stared at the man’s bandaged hands.
“When it consumes all of your body, I will give you my blessing and name you the Knights of Moder, heralds for the virtues of the goddess of plague and rot. Your flesh will be as tough as stone, and you will know neither pain nor fear. Do not despair, good knight of Vasquer. Pray to Moder and her mercy. Though the people may suffer, this is your gift,” Orion preached enthusiastically. “You will help bring peace and prosperity to Vasquer and the lands beyond it, as is your sworn duty. Did you not take an oath to give your life to the royal family?”
“We’re going to die,” the royal knight said, face twisting in despair where it could—some of it was rendered immobile from the disease. The knight looked up at Orion. “You’re no saint. You’re a beast. A demon!” he shouted. Many of the people in the ward turned to look at them.
Orion’s face went stiff. He stood, staring down at the man. “To speak ill of a divine herald… a great sin. But mercy is divinity’s tool. I forgive you for your words. If you repent, and your faith remains true… you will someday bask in the warmth of the gods’ love.” Orion placed his hands together, eyes closed as though praying. Then, he opened his eyes and strode past the royal knight, seeking more people to tend to.
“My prince,” another royal knight said, walking closer and whispering. He had yet to be affected by the disease. “I apologize for Will’s conduct. But I must ask… how much longer will we remain here? More and more refugees arrive each and every day. Nearly every single house is becoming filled with the sick. Your father the king sent for you near two weeks ago. All of the other princes have surely arrived by now.”
“My father will understand.” Orion shook his head. “We will stay here until this disease has been conquered. This is my own war, of much larger scale and importance. Though the air grows cold as autumn ends and the humors in the air do not spread so easily, we must fight to stay this plague before winter passes.”
Orion turned to the knight. “Just as winter will stay the armies, so too will winter stay this disease. Come spring, it will sweep across the kingdom, killing multitudes more than any army might. If the gods thought my logic flawed, they would speak to me. I hear their voices ringing in my head. There is no discouragement. I cannot call myself a man of the gods should I turn my head at the dead and dying. Suffering and happiness are two sides of the same coin.”
Orion patted the knight on the shoulder and then strode past. The knight looked at the prince as he walked away, and then his eyes went to the door. Finally, it lowered to the sword on his hip.
A senior knight walked to the other and placed his hand on the pommel of the other’s sword. “Don’t even consider it. Orion does not need us as guards—I suspect he could face an army naked with only a little trouble. To mutiny would be to die. He may seem mad, but he is blessed. That so few have died here is proof of that.”
“He’d have us all succumb to this plague,” the knight said angrily. “For some delusions of a knightly order. To save the lives of a few peasants in a backwater.”
“Backwater? Some of these men and women are from the northern cities,” the senior knight replied. “Most are from Belleden. Allegedly, even Belleden’s baron has fallen ill with this disease. This plague is indeed a serious one.” The senior knight turned his gaze to Orion. “Most prophets were thought to be mad before they changed the world. It may be hard to accept… but perhaps faith in him may be our best course for the future.”
The senior knight walked away, kneeling before someone begging for water and offering it to them. The knight cast one more glance at the door and then turned away, walking back to offer help to those ill.
***
Argrave, Anneliese, and Galamon sat around a faintly flickering spell. Garm was there, too, though considering he was stabbed into the sand upright, he wasn’t exactly sitting. Despite being the middle of the night at the end of fall, the temperature was quite pleasant. In the Burnt Desert, the heat would linger in the sand for a long time after the suns set, both because of its color and its composition.
Galamon did nothing. He had done all of the maintenance he needed for his weapons and armor the night before. He simply stared at the spell light in silence, legs crossed and boots sinking into the somewhat cold black sand beneath them. Anneliese did just the same. Though she might’ve busied herself with reading in the past, it seemed even she had to surrender herself to the whim of relaxation at times. She braided her now-clean white hair idly.
Argrave, though, found it difficult to be consumed by the same spirit of relaxation. His brain was consumed with a veritable whirlwind of thoughts, foremost above them a simple fact; he had promised to be honest with the people here.
He couldn’t deny he didn’t want to. Refusing to let his guard down would be much easier—and probably much more manageable—than telling the truth as he understood it. And indeed, he could probably worm his way out of this one. He had many excuses; Garm’s presence, for one.
After much introspection, Argrave came to realize something. It wasn’t a lack of trust—he was confident Galamon and Anneliese would keep his secrets until the end of days, if need be. He didn’t suspect they would abandon him, cast him aside—they had proven time and time again that they were in this to the bitter end. The issue, then, did not rest with them. It rested within himself.
Argrave didn’t want to tell them where his knowledge came from. But he wished they knew. He valued them beyond simply tools best suited to ending Gerechtigkeit. Argrave couldn’t deny he enjoyed lying—perhaps that was why it came so naturally to him. But his life experience both here and on Earth had taught him constant deception boded poorly for any relationship, be it as friends or otherwise.
With this in mind, Argrave raised his head and looked up into the starry sky, where the bright red moon neared the horizon. He took a deep breath and sighed.
“Garm,” Argrave said, lowering his head. “Anneliese has told you what the purpose of our journey is, right?”
“In rough terms,” the head replied, unable to nod in confirmation.
“With that in mind…” Argrave looked at him, as serious as he’d ever been. “…will you set aside any notion of benefits and demerits, any self-interest, and freely share with us what you know?”
Garm’s black and gold eyes stayed locked onto Argrave. His face was as immovable as stone, and the only sound that could be heard was the howling of the desert wind against the towering mountain above them.
“No.”
Argrave nodded, expression disappointed.
“I have always been a man of logic and reason, not of fairytales about the world’s end,” Garm continued, voice cold. “What superstitions tribal elves hold has no bearing on my reasoning. If you wish for my knowledge, I expect a return. The girl has promised my protection, and you have agreed to that condition. Until something else comes along, that is the extent of our cooperation.”
“And if you see irrefutable evidence?” Argrave continued.
“…I don’t know what I’d do,” Garm admitted. “I won’t say ‘no.’ Reasonably, I should say yes, if the evidence is irrefutable.”
“Then as long as you refuse to trust in this group, I cannot include you in this next conversation.” Argrave shook his head, adjusting his sitting position.
Garm took that in for a long while, finally closing his eyes. “So be it.”
Argrave nodded, turning his head back towards Anneliese and Galamon. They both stared at him, expressions passive. Argrave thought there was a certain seriousness to their expressions, though—they understood that Argrave had finally made up his mind.
Argrave held a hand out, a C-rank matrix swirling in his hand. A large ward spread out slowly, enveloping the three of them. The sounds of the desert stopped, and they were left alone with each other. Garm kept his eyes closed just beyond the ward, as though refusing to even look at them as they spoke.
“Don’t know where to begin,” Argrave said. He rubbed his gloved hands together. “Let me just say what I’m thinking, cut past all the filters I put over my words. I don’t really want to do this at all. Been dreading it. I feel idiotic.” He brought his knees up, then bunched them together with his arms.
Anneliese and Galamon waited silently.
“But I can’t imagine you two wanted to go through the Low Way, or the Cavern of the Lily’s Death before that. Yet you did. You placed your trust in this moron sitting right here.” Argrave pointed to himself. “I owe you an explanation, I think. But beyond just owing you… I guess I care about you, and what you think of me. I don’t know.” Argrave shook his head, somewhat embarrassed by his bumbling.
“Up until… some months ago,” Argrave continued quickly, ignorant of the exact date, “This place… Berendar, Veiden, everything around me… it was fictional. It was as fake as a fairy-tale—made-up people, places, cities, happenings. Think of it like a book, or a… a live theater,” he grasped for concepts they’d understand.
Evidently the conversation had not gone the way either expected, for both donned perplexed expressions.
“Unlike a book, though, I could—well, anyone could—interact with, and change the direction of the story,” Argrave outlined. “I would…” He paused, thinking. “I would interact with this world via an avatar. A proxy. I would take control of something living in this fictional world, and with it, do what I wanted—hunt monsters, go on grand quests… and, well, fight Gerechtigkeit. It was a game.”
Argrave turned his head away, having trouble keeping eye contact with them. In the distance, he saw the first beam of light come up over the mountain, illuminating the vast dark landscape of the Burnt Desert.
“You could experience this world… through a proxy?” Galamon questioned.
Argrave nodded. “Yes. I existed in this world, through proxy, thousands of times. The timeframe of my control over this avatar was limited to a few years—three and a half years before Gerechtigkeit being the starting point, and Gerechtigkeit’s defeat being the ending.”
“But were you… well, were you…” Anneliese began, unable to vocalize her question.
Argrave tried to predict her question, saying, “About… three months ago, I guess, I woke up as Argrave. Fiction became reality,” he finished, nodding and looked into the distance.
The light continued to rise further yet, dispelling the shadow over the dark sand. There was a long, long silence—the longest yet.
“How?” Anneliese finally broke the quiet.
Argrave didn’t answer, watching the sunlight slowly creep along the desert. Finally, he turned away from the scene.
“I don’t know.”
Nothing could be said in response to that, Argrave suspected, for both grew quiet.
Argrave elaborated, continuing, “I woke up, in a body that wasn’t my own, three months ago. I knew who Argrave was, but he wasn’t me. This world, which I perceived as fiction, gained detail, gained depth, and became my reality.” Argrave paused to gather his thoughts.
“From there, I confronted two facts. Gerechtigkeit was coming… and I might be the only one capable of stopping it. That realization made me set aside all this existential nonsense. Even now… I don’t really want to talk about it. Don’t want to think about it.”
“This is difficult to wrap my head around.” Anneliese placed both hands on her temples.
“Why are you the only one capable of stopping Gerechtigkeit?” Galamon questioned.
“When I played the game with my… avatar, some details remained consistent.” Argrave stared at Galamon. “In this world, my avatar was the one who stopped Gerechtigkeit. And in this world, my proxy always possessed one item.”
Argrave pulled over his backpack, rustling through it. He pulled out the bronze hand mirror.
“I would always possess this mirror.”
Argrave briefly caught a glimpse of it.


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


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


Anneliese stared at Argrave, simultaneously enlightened by his mention of the mirror and confused by the entire situation.
“Alright. That’s the best I’ve got for explanations. Now, ask me questions. Help me make you understand. That’s the only way we can salvage this mess, I think.”
In the distance, the twin suns finally began to rise over the blackness of the Burnt Desert, shrouding the desolate landscape of blackness in the bright and warm light of a new dawn.
***
Argrave found the entire conversation very unpleasant.
But then, Argrave reasoned there were many things in life that were unpleasant yet ultimately beneficial. Cleaning out a wound with alcohol, for instance, was excruciating—letting an infection fester was far worse.
Of course, his analogy to assuage his discomfort quickly fell flat when he acknowledged the existence of healing magic.
Nevertheless, Argrave answered all of Galamon and Anneliese’s questions for hours as the suns rose ever higher into the air, dispelling what chill had taken the desert at night. The more questions he answered, the more they had—it seemed a never-ending cycle, and yet things did eventually come to a close, in large part due to Argrave’s voice giving out.
Argrave stared out into the vastness of the Burnt Desert, Galamon standing just beside him.
“A lot of things about you make sense, now,” Galamon commented.
“Yeah?” Argrave pressed.
“Yet even more has stopped making sense.”
“Yeah,” Argrave repeated.
A strong wind blew across the desert, sending black particles drifting through the air.
“I’ve realized something,” Argrave said.
“What?” Galamon looked to Argrave.
“We don’t have much food.” Argrave gazed out into the empty sandscape, eyes unfocused.
Galamon exhaled from his nose loudly—as close to a laugh as the elf got.
“The nearest place… it’s pretty far,” Argrave said neutrally.
“Don’t worry,” said Galamon.
Argrave looked at him, hopeful the elf had an idea.
“If you collapse, I can carry you both.” He patted Argrave’s shoulder.
“Yeah. That’s because we’re your emergency food.” Argrave sighed.
They stood in silence, letting the wind wash over them. Anneliese stepped up beside Argrave, standing opposite Galamon.
“What you told us… I hope you know that your secret will remain with us,” Anneliese began.
“Was never worried about that.” Argrave shook his head. “I know you two well—Galamon more so, but you… I know enough. I told you from the beginning. You are a person of good character.” He looked at her. “Just… didn’t want to think about it. And I didn’t want to ruin things. Too much at stake to do so.”
She nodded passively, evidently lost in thought. After a time, she lifted her head. “Do you dislike being here?” Anneliese questioned.
“I don’t dislike the desert.” Argrave shook his head. “Magic removes all of its inconveniences. During winter, it might be the best time to be here. Of course… if you thought Vasquer was despotic, you haven’t been to the Burnt Desert. The powers that be control every facet of life here, and they’re slowly whittling away any resistance.”
“That is not what I meant.” Anneliese looked at Argrave. “Do you dislike being Argrave?”
Argrave raised a brow, a bit taken aback by her question. He looked around, being sure Garm was not near. Seeing that he wasn’t, Argrave let himself be lost in thought.
“I like… this place,” Argrave reluctantly said. “I love its cultures, its people, and its history. I spent years playing the game for those reasons,” Argrave admitted. “I like the idea of being here. Magic fascinates me. Discovering things, secrets, about Berendar… even now, it does excite me. But thus far? I think you can know my feelings just looking at me.”
Anneliese nodded. “Argrave,” she said.
Argrave looked over, his gray eyes locking with hers.
“You will win again. When all is said and done, and when the world is settled… you will have freedom.”
“Bold claim, missy. We haven’t even crossed this desert without dying.” Argrave pointed to the sandscape with his thumb, keeping his gaze locked on her amber eyes.
She merely smiled at him. Her eyes were strangely sad, Argrave thought. Eventually, he looked out across the desert, unable to maintain the eye contact.
“Let’s worry about winning later. After we cross the desert, we have to dance around in a despotic regime directly responsible for climate change.” Argrave popped his knuckles. “After that Low Way, it’ll be nice to have some fun in the sun.”
Argrave held a hand out, blocking out the two suns. He felt like a mess—his chest still ached, he had a terrible headache, and he simply couldn’t stop thinking.
Yet for the first time since he had come here, he didn’t feel entirely alone.
 




End

Thank you for reading the second book of Jackal Among Snakes! This was the second step into the long journey that is this story, and I hope that you enjoyed it just as much as you did the first. That's the ultimate goal behind this little endeavor.
The third book will be coming along shortly, if it's not already available! As ever, if you feel inclined, nothing would me help more than simply sharing this story with another.


Take care of yourself!
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