
        
            
                
            
        

    Contents

 
Political Map
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
Chapter 19
Chapter 20
Chapter 21
Chapter 22
Chapter 23
Chapter 24
Chapter 25
Chapter 26
Chapter 27
Chapter 28
Chapter 29
Chapter 30
Chapter 31
Chapter 32
Chapter 33
Chapter 34
Chapter 35
Chapter 36
Chapter 37
Chapter 38
Chapter 39
Chapter 40
Chapter 41
Chapter 42
Chapter 43
Chapter 44
Chapter 45
Chapter 46
Chapter 47
Chapter 48
End




Political Map

Note: territories are marked by colors. It may be difficult to see on a black and white page.
[image: ]




Chapter 1

A woman wearing gray robes stormed through a messy room, her black hair trailing behind her as she adeptly navigated overturned tables and dressers. She opened drawers, searched through piles of papers. She checked beneath her couch, pink eyes darting from place to place without ever finding something to settle on. Her frantic search led her to check the same place multiple times as though something might’ve simply appeared in her brief absence.
After a long while of fruitless searching, she leaned up against the stone brick wall and slid down it until she sat. The woman was young, barely at adulthood, and had dark circles beneath her eyes that betrayed sleepless nights. She ran her fingers through her long hair, bunching her legs up until she was a ball of stress. She gazed at the stained-glass window in this small apartment room, seeing only the blue sky beyond. She was on the sixtieth floor of this tower—so high up, it would be no surprise to see nothing but sky.
An insistent knock disturbed her thoughts. She ignored it, fingers stroking her scalp a little more firmly. The knock came once more, and the young woman rose to her feet and marched angrily towards the noise. She grabbed the iron ring and pulled the door open.
Though she had opened her mouth to strongly rebuke whoever was knocking, her words caught in her throat. She stared at someone’s chest. She slowly raised her gaze up, meeting eyes with a ridiculously tall man wearing a set of gray robes matching her own.
The pale, gaunt man before her was tall enough the doorframe partially concealed the top of his head. He had gray eyes as steady as stone and wavy black hair that shone like obsidian, just as hers did. Though the gray robes he wore concealed his frame well, his bony fingers hinted at his skinniness. He had a handsome jawline and a sharp brow that made his stare intense. His skin was unhealthily pale, yet unblemished.
“Cousin Nikoletta,” the man greeted with a smooth and calm voice, his hands clasped together before him.
“Uh…” Nikoletta fixed her hair and stood with a straighter posture, stepping back somewhat to see more of him. She kept her foot just behind the door to prevent it from opening further. “Hello, Argrave. I thought you were my friend… forgive my appearance.”
“I’m not your friend,” Argrave noted, stone-faced. “How hurtful.”
“That’s…” Nikoletta scratched the back of her neck. “I didn—”
“I’m kidding,” Argrave interrupted, a grin emerging. “You were expecting Mina of Veden, I presume. That one always seems to hang around you.”
Nikoletta stared at him blankly, unsure of how to handle this situation. Argrave was her cousin, and a close one at that… yet the word ‘close’ did not describe them at all. He was the royal bastard of King Felipe III and she the king’s niece by his sister. That made them kin, yet he was still a bastard. The two had little occasion to interact even when both of them had joined the magely Order of the Gray Owl. During her studies here, she had spoken to him but once.
“May I come in?” Argrave gestured inside when she did not speak.
Argrave’s words brought her back to attention. “Now isn’t a good time. I’m in the middle of something,” she said firmly, grasping the door as though to shut it.
“I wouldn’t come here for a social visit, cousin,” Argrave said cryptically, his grin fading.
Nikoletta’s hand fell away from the door and she took another step back. Outside, people wearing gray robes identical to theirs wandered through the stony confines of the tower. As she sized up Argrave better, she saw a packet of papers pressed firmly in the crook of his arm. After doing her best to disguise her quickened breathing, she pushed the door in and gestured. “Come in.”
Argrave nodded and stepped forward. He failed to duck low enough to pass beneath the door and bumped his forehead. Nikoletta might’ve laughed, but she felt too serious to find the humor in the situation. He cleared his throat in the awkwardness that followed, and then proceeded onward into her room.
Argrave’s cold gray eyes wandered the place, and Nikoletta felt a little embarrassed. Books were scattered everywhere. Crumpled parchments lined the floor. Research materials and equipment were plastered all over the place. Perhaps the only saving grace of this mess was the lack of half-eaten food. Besides Nikoletta’s bed and desk, there was one set of furniture not tossed to the floor in the room—two couches parallel to each other, a low-lying table between them.
Nikoletta walked past Argrave and picked up a stack of books, clearing room for the two to sit on the couches. “Have a seat,” she pointed.
Argrave stared at the dirty couch like it was a snarling dog, gray eyes going dead. “I’ll stand.” He held out a hand to refuse. “I won’t take much of your time, so you can resume what you were doing in short order. Though… I suspect you won’t need to.”
Nikoletta glared at him, gaze flitting between the wrapped documents in his hand and his eyes. She wasn’t slow-witted—he had given enough hints for her to piece things together. She, too, refused to sit.
“Here.” Argrave held the documents out, tired of dancing around the issue. “Your stolen research.”
“Damn it all, you bastard!” she shouted, tearing them from his hands. “I knew it. I knew that you stole it!” She guarded the papers in her arms delicately.
“Well, I am a bastard in a literal sense,” Argrave conceded, fixing the sleeves of his robe. “Figuratively, though, I must disagree. I also didn’t steal your thesis.”
“Ohoh,” she half-laughed. “What, these papers followed you home, showed up at your doorstep begging to be adopted?”
“Half-right.” Argrave shook his head. “I did not steal them. They were given to me by Induen. My half-brother, your cousin, the heir presumptive of Vasquer. You may know him, he’s rather famous,” he said drolly.
She walked a fair distance away and set the papers on her desk angrily. She wanted to open them right now, see precisely what was missing. “You expect me to believe the crown prince took off with my thesis?”
Argrave shook his head again. “No, I imagine he has people for that—thieves and such. Why would he do it himself?”
“I can’t believe someone like you is my cousin,” she said, entirely ignoring his words. “If I—”
“Be quiet for a moment,” Argrave said loudly, calm yet firm. Nikoletta tensed at his voice. “Think. Use your head. Jog your noggin.” He tapped his forehead. “I wouldn’t be returning this if I was at fault. I’m not one for a guilty conscience, and even if I was, I’d use a subtler method.”
Nikoletta stepped forward, crossing her arms. She sized up Argrave, then sighed and sat on the couch. She had to admit… it didn’t make sense. But perhaps that was what she wanted her to think? She couldn’t be sure.
“You’re right,” she finally admitted. “I’ll listen if you have an explanation for this.”
Argrave clasped his hands together. “As I said, Induen gave that to me as a gift. It doesn’t fit, so I’m returning it.”
“My thesis has been missing for a long while,” Nikoletta countered. “Why return it now?”
Argrave stepped a little closer. “Look at it from my view. It’s a gift, but it comes with an implication. He wishes to use me as an Acolyte within the order to suppress you—to suppress House Monticci. There is no greater stain to your house’s honor and legitimacy than expulsion from the Order of the Gray Owl. If I adopt it as my own, I anger Duke Enrico. If I return it, I anger Induen, heir to the throne. Is it any wonder I would deliberate on this matter?”
Nikoletta stared at Argrave, her frown slowly deepening. “But why would Induen try and suppress one of the king’s faithful vassals? My house has never antagonized the royal family. My father is a loyal servant of the realm.”
“Because of your mother.” Argrave pointed at her face. “Being descended from my aunt, King Felipe’s sister, marks you as one of very few with a legitimate claim to the throne of Vasquer.”
With his point spoken, Argrave took a second to breathe. “My… father,” he said reluctantly, “…is old. Succession is a pertinent issue. Induen is a paranoid man who prefers to crush problems before they arise—I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors. But I am no bludgeon, and I will not trample you for my own success or Vasquer’s success. Above all, I don’t need it.”
Nikoletta turned her head away and rubbed her eyes. Certainly, all she knew of Induen suggested he was capable of something like this. And yet… Argrave had chosen House Monticci over his brother, over all of the royal family? Why? Nikoletta could not think of a reason.
Eventually, she lifted her head and mumbled, “…it’s plausible, but… I… don’t know what to think.”
Argrave shrugged. “Then don’t think. Mark me as the culprit, if you wish. But what was yours once is yours again, and that’s ultimately the end to the matter. I didn’t come to ask for a favor or broker a deal. I merely came to do what’s right.”
Her pink eyes locked with his gaze, and both were silent for a time. Then, she nodded. “I don’t know if I can thank you, not for this.”
“How disappointing. I was expecting a tear-filled expression of utmost gratitude,” Argrave said sarcastically. “If I can suggest something, though—buy an enchanted lockbox. They’re designed to keep things safe, especially precious things that might determine your future livelihood. Gemstones, important documents, things of that nature.”
“I know what a lockbox is,” she said in irritation. “Just…”
“Go?” Argrave finished her sentence, already turning around. “If you insist.”
“Hold,” Nikoletta called after him. “If this is true… won’t this cause problems for you? The crown prince is not… merciful,” she said lightly.
Argrave paused, then looked back. “You’re right. He’ll probably want me dead… but that’s the thing, isn’t it? These are problems for me, not for thee. Have a nice day.”
The words caused guilt that Nikoletta could not suppress. Even as she considered the notion this was but an act on Argrave’s part, the feeling remained. Yet without another word, Argrave opened the door and stepped out. Still, he forgot to duck once again and bashed his head against the top of the doorframe. After staggering, he quickly shut the door behind him with embarrassed haste.
Nikoletta stared at the closed door a long time after Argrave had left. Her mind was disturbed by a thousand thoughts. She had not interacted with her cousin much at all. He was the bastard of the royal family, and she the sole daughter of the Duke of Monticci. Even if they were both in the Order of the Gray Owl, there had been little occasion for them to interact. The only situation she recalled was three years ago when she was seventeen.
That said, he was nothing like she remembered. Previously, he had been a reticent and awkward teenager. Though he had the same tall, skinny body that made one question if he was starving himself, his actions now had a neat dignity. As Nikoletta recalled him banging his head against the doorframe, she realized some of that awkwardness might remain. It was oddly endearing, though.
Nikoletta shook her head to get out of her stupor and then turned to the documents Argrave had delivered. She’d still yet to verify if it was truly what she’d lost. She tore off the neatly wrapped strings and pulled off page after page, checking if everything was as she remembered it. After she had gotten to the end of it, her knees buckled and she collapsed to the table, chuckling.
“It’s all there. It’s really all there.” She kept laughing like a maniac for a time as she felt the burden of the world lift from her shoulders.
She had been in a desperate panic the past few days trying to recreate this. Now, her cousin, whom she had only dislike for and firmly believed to be someone of ill character, had simply handed it to her. Not just that, but he’d done it without even requesting a ‘thank you.’ Either something was afoot… or he had changed.
As a matter of fact, it was like he wasn’t the same person at all.
***
Argrave moved into his own room, ducking to be sure he did not bang his head a third time. He turned on his heel and shut the door, moving the bolt into its place to lock it. He stared at the bolt for a long time. Then, his perfect posture crumpled, his legs gave out, and he collapsed onto the stone floor, staring up at the ceiling.
“I guess… this is real,” he whispered to no one in particular.
Grief was a process… or so people had always told him. He found that process markedly different as he grieved his own life. It grew yet more complicated when he was still alive, though in a body not his own and in a world with laws wholly removed from the one he’d departed.
Argrave kept his eyes squeezed shut for a long while, trembling. Then, he reached up to his robes and dug into a pocket. He pulled free a bronze hand mirror with a handle descending from the bottom. Yet where his reflection should have been… Argrave saw an all-too familiar screen.


Traits: [Sickly], [Frail], [Intelligent], [Magic Affinity (High)]


Skills: [Elemental Magic (D)], [Blood Magic (D)], [Healing Magic (D)], [Illusion Magic (D)]


Argrave let the mirror drop from his hand and clatter to the ground. He turned his head to the stained-glass window in the room. Beyond, two fiery orbs shone in the sky, the stars serving as a constant reminder he was on Earth no longer. He was in the world of ‘Heroes of Berendar,’ with its fell monsters, dread plagues, power struggles, and ancient gods. Capping all of that off? A world-ending calamity brewed in the future, like a guillotine above it all.
The player had to deal with all of that. And without fail, this little mirror followed the player through every second of Heroes of Berendar.




Chapter 2

In the middle of a vast plain, a single well-traveled dirt road led to a tower. The tower was circular and made of dark gray stone bricks that had been smoothed down by the elements. It stood hundreds, if not a thousand, feet tall. Stained-glass windows dotted its side at points. If one were to stare for a while, they could see faint trails of light dancing along subtle engravings on the bricks. These lights were the dim afterglow of enchantments that kept such a piece of architecture standing.
On one of the floors in the middle of the colossal structure, a set of gray eyes peered at the sun outside the stained-glass window. Or rather, the suns—two balls of fire stood high in the sky, partially shielded by clouds. One star shone white, the other orange. The white star was the smaller of the two.
The owner of the gray eyes was a remarkably tall man with wavy obsidian-colored hair. Despite the brightness, his eyes remained fixed on the stars. It was almost as though he waited for movement. He sat cross-legged at a window-side table with a bronze hand mirror hanging loosely from his idle hand. He wore drab gray robes that looked to be made of burlap. An owl had been sewn onto the shoulders of his garments.
The tall and gaunt man’s name was Argrave. Staring at these two suns in the sky, he was rather confident he had gone through the five stages of grief in the past few hours: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and then acceptance.
The subject of his grief was himself—or rather, his past life.
Argrave’s first reaction, denial, might be considered ordinary when awakening in a body wholly unfamiliar to him. These long, skinny legs and these harsh, steely eyes must have been the result of an overactive subconscious, he was sure. Alternate realities were merely theories without evidence. This ‘transmigration’ must be a fever dream induced by… well, fever, naturally.
But reality refused to change, and he was forced to confront the facts. He had transmigrated into a game. Namely, Heroes of Berendar. His visit with Nikoletta had confirmed as much. She was as real as he was and reacted to all of what he said as though she were alive.
In the ‘anger’ phase of grief, Argrave stewed over what he had left. He was just a college student—a college student midway through his studies, at that. His life was just beginning. Now he was here? He was in a miserable world where most of the cities lacked basic sanitation? There was unlucky… and then there was this situation.
But Argrave had always been a calm person in his past life, and his anger faded quickly.
Argrave third tried to bargain. He pleaded to whatever existence had taken him here to take him back—or better yet, to give him a different character. Why had he transmigrated into this game, Heroes of Berendar? Why had he transmigrated into Argrave of Vasquer, a person all but universally reviled? Argrave of Vasquer was a bastard of the royal family, not some noble scion. He was only a minor NPC in Heroes of Berendar, and one who met a very unpleasant end regardless of the player’s interference.
But Argrave’s pleas went unanswered, and his situation did not change.
Argrave fourth sank into the most infamous stage of grief: depression. He had gone from being a college student to a miserable, sickly, and altogether worthless villain. Many people felt a good degree of ill-will towards him. The fact that it was his favorite game did little to curb his mental anguish. Even if he wished to enjoy the world of Heroes of Berendar, he would need to navigate away from the thousand pitfalls the former Argrave had built by his feet.
To his fortune, the worst of the five stages came and went quickly.
Argrave fifth entered a tranquil acceptance. This was his life. He was in a bad position, sure, but in Heroes of Berendar, his future prospects were limitless. That could be said for everyone, of course, but having those prospects and knowing how to take advantage of them was different. Argrave knew more about this world than most of its denizens, after all.
Some would call Argrave in his former life a ‘lore master,’ or perhaps a ‘master of esoteric knowledge.’ Most preferred the term, ‘weird nerd that fills out game wikis.’ Some people had to be martyrs, delving through the game for thousands of hours to fill out wiki articles that future players would use. Argrave was one such underappreciated saint. He was the primary contributor to the Heroes of Berendar wiki.
One might think this extensive knowledge would reassure Argrave. Instead, it only served as fuel for his dread. A game, especially an open-world action RPG like Heroes of Berendar, used conflict to make players have fun. Heroes of Berendar was fun, indeed: it had great wars, foul monsters, ancient calamities and gods, and other such ‘fun’ gameplay. The game was a grim gothic fantasy.
Yet another detail about his situation bothered Argrave most of all. The game had nine premade characters to select from, each with varying styles. The player could make a custom character, too. Their personalities were all different, as were the paths they took to confront the final boss, Gerechtigkeit. Only one thing remained consistent, no matter which of them the player selected.
Argrave lifted the bronze hand mirror on the table. He didn’t see his gray eyes looking back at him. Instead, a familiar sight greeted him: a screen displaying his traits and his skills.


Traits: [Sickly], [Frail], [Intelligent], [Magic Affinity (High)]


Skills: [Elemental Magic (D)], [Blood Magic (D)], [Healing Magic (D)], [Illusion Magic (D)]


The bronze hand mirror was how the player viewed their stats. So much had been ripped away. He could not see his attributes, for instance, nor his health, fatigue, or magic. The menu had been stripped of all but the basics. He had not entered a game world—instead, a game world had become a reality.
This simple mirror was the heaviest thing Argrave had ever held. Without fail, this little mirror followed the player through every second of Heroes of Berendar. It was a companion to importance, an unwitting symbol of duty. The player decided the fate of many things in the continent of Berendar through their action or inaction: invasions, civil wars, plagues, monster incursions, and above all, looming like a guillotine, the ancient calamity Gerechtigkeit.
The player decided how this world would end up. And the player always had the very bronze hand mirror Argrave held.
His grip tightened around the hand mirror. When his knuckles grew white, he threw it aside. It bounced against the wall, ringing quietly, and then slid across the floor while spinning. He watched it as it spun, twirling wildly about like some twisted game of spin the bottle. It stopped spinning in a few seconds, its handle pointing at Argrave’s bed.
Argrave leaned against the table, kneading his forehead as he stared at the mirror. He chuckled to himself and shook his head. Throwing tantrums like I’m a child, he thought. What is this?
He stood from the chair and walked over to pick up the mirror. He retrieved it with some shame, and then moved to the bed where he cleaned it off with the white bedsheet. He gazed at the simple menu in the mirror, walking to the window where the dual suns still shone outside. He could remember those traits and skills displayed on the menu by heart. He had written many of their articles on the wiki.
Argrave sighed and sat on the windowsill. The former Argrave was not untalented. [Intelligent] was a very good trait: it increased all skill gains by twenty five percent. It was worse than [Brilliant] or [Genius], but such traits were rarer than rare and no original main character possessed it. What’s more, a High in [Magic Affinity] was a godsend for a mage character.
These extreme blessings were combated by the [Frail] and [Sickly] traits. Presuming everything remained as it did in the game, [Frail] was probably fixable if he exercised and ate properly. [Sickly] made doing so difficult—it meant he grew ill very easily. That trait could not be removed by ordinary means. He would never be a warrior. Not for a long, long time, at least.
Fortunately, Argrave had no intention of being a warrior. He disliked touching people, and doubly so touching blood. The path of magic suited him. This was assuming all he knew of the game actually held true. So far as he could tell, the things around him were real and entirely divorced from a simulated game.
I’m considering this, Argrave realized, lowering the mirror and staring outside. I guess this is really happening. Player one’s inserting his coin, getting ready for a flawless, deathless playthrough. A laugh burst from his lips unbidden. Who am I kidding? I’m Valhalla-bound at the speed of sound.
Argrave looked at the hand mirror once more. He studied the handle and the back of it. Then, his hand clenched again—this time, not to throw the mirror, but to hold it tight.
I have to go forward. If I do nothing… everything will fall apart. I want to live, even if the odds are against me. Argrave smiled at the mirror as a joke came to mind, though there was no reflection. Who knows? Maybe there’s a third ‘continue.’ Can’t imagine I’ll have a heavier burden the third go at life.
When Argrave stood, he did so with a vigor he lacked previously. He looked around his room, genuinely taking in his surroundings for the first time. He had already solved a conflict between himself and one of the nine playable characters, Nikoletta of Monticci. An Acolyte had to submit a thesis to graduate from Acolyte to Wizard, and Argrave had possession of Nikoletta’s as part of the royal family’s conspiracy. He had already put that to rest.
Stepping about the room, Argrave found a pair of black gloves in the drawer and pulled them on. There was a symbol on the back of the gloves—a golden snake curling around a sword. It was the symbol of House Vasquer, the royal family. Argrave was a bastard of that family.
And now… I’ll have angered the crown prince of that family by helping Nikoletta, he reflected. I need information. I need to find out how much time I have to plan, and I need to get my bearings. I need to assess the situation and proceed calmly. A well-formed plan is the foundation to success. The one who loses makes but few calculations beforehand.
With a clear direction in his head, Argrave looked around the room once more. Papers were strewn everywhere, books and food were laid about without any care, and nothing was in order.
“First, I should clean. Will help me think, plan,” Argrave muttered. “And then… I act.”




Chapter 3

What now? Argrave asked himself.
It was quite an open-ended question. Argrave juggled the answers as he walked through what was now his room and began cleaning things up. He had already been cleaning for a long time, but the room was not spotless. He dusted with a piece of cloth and organized the books on the lone shelf in the room by size. Judging by the titles alone… the former Argrave had certainly been no scholar of magic.
Perhaps I should just leave. Accept expulsion from the Order of the Gray Owl, he reasoned.
The former Argrave intended on using Nikoletta’s research as his own, and consequently had nothing to submit to the Order to graduate from Acolyte to Wizard. Completing the research would be a tedious thing, and even if Argrave put in a full effort, he was not confident in success. He had read every in-game book and written thorough articles on the magic lore, yet there was still a gulf between fiction and reality.
And despite that… Argrave held up his hand. As naturally as moving an arm or a leg, a spell matrix formed before his hand and sparks danced on his fingers, jumping out into the air. The sight was unnatural, yet it came as naturally to him as any of the other instincts instilled since birth. Certainly, there was something to be said for remaining here in this tower.
At the same time, being in the Order of the Gray Owl was restrictive. Before one received status as a full-fledged Wizard, it was somewhat like a monastic order. One would discard their family name during their stay, and further could not hold lands or receive incomes. They were barred from coming and going freely. Most spellcaster Orders were like that to ensure some semblance of political neutrality, though in this day and age, few existed besides that of the Gray Owl.
No. Leaving would be imprudent, Argrave recognized. Respect lost is difficult to regain—the former Argrave already saddled me with a terrible reputation, and if I make it any worse, it will be difficult to have mobility where I need it. I must stay within the Order. Besides, I might take this month to sort out my strengths, decide my course of action, and identify the various ticking time-bombs this world has left near the royal bastard Argrave. First among them? Now that I made my choice, I have to avoid the crown prince Induen and his wrath.
Argrave preferred well-organized plans that still left room for adaptation. That applied doubly so if the matter involved himself—or, rather, his new self. He would need to identify problems both present and future and decide a course of action to correct them. Boons could be handled in the same way—identify them and decide how to obtain them.
Argrave sat at his desk and began planning for his future. It was not so different from planning for college, he supposed. Only… his brother was the crown prince, and he wanted him dead. A civil war was soon to break out, and both sides despised him. Foreign invaders were coming to the shore of the kingdom, and yet more lurked beneath the earth, waiting for an opportunity. The list went on and on.
If you find yourself on a sinking ship with many holes… all you can do is plug them, right? Argrave thought. Because the alternative… is sinking along with it.
***
After a long day of planning and drafting, Argrave tried to sleep. The height would have been an issue, but the former Argrave had laid two beds side-by-side to accommodate his larger frame and he could rest soundly. Indeed, despite the medieval nature of his environment, things were quite comfortable for him. He could find no issue on that front for sleeping.
The issue was an overactive mind.
As Argrave stared at the ceiling, the questions he had been able to ignore most of the day welled up. What exactly was happening? Had he died—the former person who he was, at least? He remembered nothing of what he had been doing before this, and the days blended together. His memory was clear, but that clarity offered no answers. Questions bred more questions, and yet answers were few and far between.
Argrave tried to suppress his meandering mind and will himself to sleep by staying totally still beneath his blanket in the cool night air. He tried some mental exercises to have sleep wash over him, but it was fruitless. The questions kept coming unbidden. Perhaps his mother was crying over a casket at the moment. Maybe he had simply vanished—would anyone notice if he had? Hobbyist wiki editors weren’t exactly socialites, and he was no exception. Perhaps none of this was real at all. Maybe…
Forget this, Argrave decided.
Argrave sat up and threw the covers off, and the night air sank into his skin at once. He quickly put on his shoes and the neatly folded robe he’d set beside his bed and made for the door. He retrieved a small glass orb attached to a piece of metal from the sconce beside the door. He willed a bit of his magic inside it, and it lit up.
The great room outside his dorm in the Tower of the Gray Owl was well-lit, but there was neither smoke from torches nor warmth from fire. The mages used magic lamps identical to the one he held to light the place. As skinny as he was, Argrave was quite cold. He shuddered as his feet carried him through the room. Longer legs meant longer strides, fortunately.
Despite how late the night was, people were still out. Argrave’s gaze wandered to the window where a giant red moon illuminated the stone in uneven red moonbeams matching the shape of the windows. There was a massive crater in the center of it, making it look like a giant red eye in the sky that watched all that occurred below.
Argrave stopped in his tracks and stared at the moon so unfamiliar to the one he knew. He felt a chill on his spine. Seeing this moon, his mind accepted a fact that he had been subconsciously denying. He was not who he used to be, nor was he where he used to be. This was a different realm—a different world. Maybe it would be stranger if he were not unnerved. Existential questions like these were natural. The fact that he had avoided them for so long was only because he had kept his mind busy.
As the thoughts crept into Argrave’s head, he came to a realization. Business kept me grounded. Then that’s what I need to do now. Keep busy. Keep moving.
After pulling the robe’s hood over his head, Argrave headed for the circular room in the center of the tower. It was host to an elevator of sorts. That circular room was the only way to descend or ascend floors, and he intended to head to the library to gather the things necessary to begin the creation of his thesis.
As Argrave neared the elevator, he heard quiet footsteps rapidly approaching him from behind. He turned in time to pull his shoulders away from a hand, and strong fingers gripped only air. A rather well-built man stood there, correcting his posture after his bid to grab Argrave failed.
The man had short red hair and bright eyes of the same color. His handsome tan face reflected the light from the magic lamp Argrave held. His face had a certain sternness to it—a heavy brow, a strong jawline, a Roman nose. Then again, the sternness might stem from the man’s dislike of Argrave. He was a fair bit shorter than Argrave, but still quite tall compared to most. He was certainly broader than Argrave, the gray robes of the Order clinging tightly to his robust frame. Argrave recognized him very well.
“Elias,” Argrave greeted, taking a step back and illuminating the man with the glowing orb he held.
Argrave had rather hoped to avoid speaking with this man, but it was probably unavoidable. Elias of Parbon was the son of a margrave who had an irreconcilable grudge against Argrave. For good reason, granted. And these weren’t the sort of differences that could be set aside with a change in behavior and an apology.
In the original game, if the player chose Nikoletta as their character, they would hunt down Argrave for vengeance during the story. If not, Elias gave the player the side quest to investigate and consequently slay the bastard Argrave, who had turned to human experimentation. Argrave supposed meeting him now wasn’t so bad—the Order would protect him. Meeting Elias’ father, though… Argrave could not afford to meet the margrave.
“‘Elias,’” the man in question repeated Argrave’s greeting. “Not your typical response to seeing me. What, did I shock you? Catch you doing something illicit?”
“If going to the library is a crime.” Argrave nodded.
Elias tilted his head up, staring at Argrave in the eyes. “The library, is it? At such a late time.”
Argrave sighed, fuse feeling short on account of recent annoyances. “What, perhaps you wish to tuck me in and sing me a lullaby ‘til I fall asleep? Your concern is touching, but stop wasting my time.”
Elias did not break his gaze. “I told you when you came here that I’d be keeping an eye on you. Have you—”
“Fine. Need I remind you that keeping an eye on me is wholly different from bothering me? You can watch as much as you like, though I would prefer it be at a distance… and silently.” Argrave turned around and walked into the central room.
As he walked away, Argrave briefly questioned if he was being rash, but he did not expect to have much conflict or interaction with Elias in the future. Their differences were difficult to set aside. He could only avoid him.
Innumerable stone platforms floated over a very long drop. They had symbols inscribed on the top, and a strange purple light bordered them. If one were to try to jump, they’d find intense winds barring them from moving beyond the door. Instead, one would turn to the right and input where they intended to go into the abacus.
Argrave fiddled with the abacus briefly, a bit perplexed how to operate this ancient counting tool. Elias stood a fair bit behind Argrave, watching with brows furrowed. It took some time, but Argrave got things into what he thought was the right place. He pressed a button beside the abacus. Without so much as a sound, all of the stone platforms in the room began to shift.
If this had been the game, Argrave would have been holding W, pushing his character forward against the barrier while waiting impatiently for the platform to appear. Now, it was all rather wondrous. Within the elevator, thousands of stone platforms moved in logical tandem, not so much as brushing against each other in their path to and from different floors. Many of these platforms already carried people.
As Argrave watched, his stone platform appeared. The barrier barring him from walking forward fell away with an audible pop. Feeling anticipation, Argrave stepped on the platform. His shoes suddenly seized, and he found his soles stuck to the platform. Then, the platform began moving downwards, twisting around the innumerable other platforms—some empty, some containing other students or wizards.
It was a trivial thing, perhaps, but it was nonetheless thrilling to Argrave. With his previous issues forgotten, a smile rose to his face unbidden. Above, Elias had also boarded a platform. Argrave’s smile faded a little, and he shook his head on the route to the library.




Chapter 4

Argrave scanned the bookshelf, holding the ensconced magic lamp up to the titles as he walked by in search of the tomes that he needed. In his periphery, he could spot a dash of red hair—the self-righteous Elias of Parbon. He was keeping an eye on Argrave just as he promised. He kept his distance, so Argrave could not complain overmuch.
The library of the Order of the Gray Owl was very grand. Argrave estimated the bookshelves to be around twenty feet tall. They had been wrought out of stone, likely earth magic, and contained most of the knowledge any beginner wizard could ever want.
The Order of the Gray Owl was not so much a school as it was one grand repository of magical knowledge. There were instructors about, surely, but they were only there to answer questions and give guidance where it was needed. Beyond that, the results of a student depended solely on their own desire for success. The knowledge was there—one only needed to grasp it.
Fittingly, some wizards and students were reading late into the night at the tables set out. Many more were patrolling the halls, guarding the precious books and helping those who needed help. Argrave had been here many times before in Heroes of Berendar and knew this library better than them, so he did not need their help. Books moved about daily in a library, though, so he still had to search for what he needed. He started to accrue a small pile of books in his arms. They felt heavy—far heavier than they had any right being.
So weak, Argrave thought as he stared at his arms.
“Elias,” Argrave called out. The man in question walked towards him slowly.
“I thought you said not to bother you,” Elias spoke, tone cold.
“You aren’t a bother. Have higher self-esteem,” Argrave stared at Elias.
The man sighed in defeat. “What do you want?”
“Look at my arms: thin as bamboo, though not half as strong. In contrast, there’s you—justice lover, protector of the weak. Your arms are as thick as my legs. Look how I tremble carrying these books. Perhaps you could help the weak right now?”
Elias stared at him. His red eyes were quite cold, and his expression remained stern.
“What are you doing?” the man asked.
“Pardon?” Argrave tilted his head.
“I said, what are you doing?” Elias repeated. He pointed at Argrave. “You crippled my sister. You want to talk about weak?” He pushed his finger into Argrave’s arm, nudging him slightly. “She’ll never walk again. She doesn’t smile like she used to. And for what? Because she denied a betrothal to you, a royal bastard? Or perhaps just because you’re sick?”
Argrave didn’t respond. He wondered if there was a good response to that.
“Don’t quip and jape like we’re good friends,” Elias continued after a pause of silence. “I detest you. I suffer your presence so that you won’t be able to torment others. I know your nature, and I’m trying my best to make sure no one else will.”
Argrave stared Elias in the eyes for a time, the tension in the library palpable. Eventually, Argrave nodded. “You’re right. I apologize for being facetious. I am… unskilled at reigning in that side of myself. And regarding your sister, Rose…”
Elias’ gaze hardened when Argrave mentioned her.
“I apologize. Sincerely.” Argrave bowed, back straining beneath the weight of the books he’d stacked in his arms.
Elias scoffed. “You always maintained it was an accident. A horse gone out of control, I think you said,” he noted contemptuously. “Why would you apologize if that were the case?”
“The fact that it was my fault doesn’t change. I can’t change that, nor can I fix past mistakes. All I have is my words. So, I reiterate—I apologize.”
Elias’ breathing quickened for a few moments as though he were angered, and he finally tore his gaze away from Argrave’s own. Argrave turned back to the bookshelf, prepared to resume his task. Unexpectedly, the books he was holding were yanked from his grasp. Elias held them, grinding his teeth as he refused to meet Argrave’s eye.
He really is too kind for his own good, Argrave considered. It’s a shame he’s about to be deeply embroiled in the civil war. If I have it my way… I’ll pay you back tenfold, get your family out of trouble.
Argrave was not presumptuous enough to stack yet more books on top of what Elias had already taken, but he collected the remainder of the books that he needed in short order. They were all books about fundamental magic—beginner level work to introduce a prospective reader into the world of magic. Elias seemed to be confused, but if he had questions, they went unasked.
After, the two of them went to the library desk. The wizard there, a portly old man, glanced at the books.
“Did you fin—”
“Yes,” Argrave interrupted. “I found everything. This is all.”
The librarian straightened his back, and then quickly wrote down the books Argrave was borrowing. Argrave sympathized briefly as he waited—it could not be easy to keep inventory with pen and paper as they had to in medieval times. He tried to help facilitate the task.
With everything in order, the two took the path back to Argrave’s room. Elias seemed to be internally questioning why he was even bothering doing this, but Argrave did not prod at him further with bad jokes. He did not wish to be left carrying these books alone, after all.
Argrave pushed open the door to his room, adjusting the books precariously as he did so. Fortunately, he remembered to duck his head beneath the door frame this time around—had he forgotten, the results might truly have been devastating this time. He put the magic lamp back in its spot, and then turned to look at the room.
Something is askew, Argrave noted immediately. Things were not as neat as he left them. Some books had been moved, set aside, and some of his papers had been splayed out haphazardly over the edge, threatening to fall to the floor. Argrave always kept things neat. He would not have left his room like this.
There was an intruder. Or perhaps… there still is
an intruder.
Elias walked past Argrave and set the books down, the wood creaking slightly beneath their weight. He placed a hand atop them and sighed, shaking his head as though disbelieving of what he had just done. When Elias saw that Argrave was standing there unmoving, he watched perplexedly.
“What is it?” Elias asked.
“Nothing,” Argrave said, the words drawing him out of his stupor. He walked to the table and set his stack of books down beside Elias’.
“These books… they’re beginner books. Why would an Acolyte near the end of his term need a beginner’s books, I wonder?” Elias questioned.
“Stupidity, typically. The Acolyte in question is a slow learner,” Argrave said sarcastically. “For my case, it’s related to research.”
“Hmph.” Elias shook his head, evidently giving no credence to Argrave’s words. “Fine. I should note, though, that teaching magic to one outside of the Order of the Gray Owl without express permission is a punishable offense.”
Argrave walked back to the open door, partially blocking it with his body. “Yes, yes, I understand. I have nothing to hide.”
Elias took his hand off the books. He walked to the door, and Argrave let him pass before quickly blocking off the door again with his large frame. Elias looked at him strangely.
“What are you…?” he asked, trailing off.
“What?” Argrave asked, feigning innocence.
Elias looked beyond Argrave into the room, but eventually shook his head. “Never mind.”
“Elias,” Argrave called out. “Thank you.”
Elias stared Argrave in the eyes, staying silent. His crimson eyes were cold. Eventually, he turned away.
“Your thesis is about mending irreparably broken bones, no? For your sister,” Argrave called out, recalling a detail.
Elias had helped him despite loathing his guts—for that, Argrave could offer a little bit of knowledge he had accrued while playing Heroes of Berendar.
The red-haired man stopped, turning on his heel and walking back towards Argrave. “Who told you that?”
“It matters not,” dismissed Argrave. “But… there is a certain salamander in the hills of Vysenn. It is well-known for its ridiculously efficient regeneration. The natives of that land eat the salamanders en masse, and some suggest that is the reason they are so healthy—in particular, why their warriors seem to be able to regrow even their limbs. You may wish to investigate that. A ritual they perform, perhaps?”
“Why would you know such a thing?” Elias’ stern gaze was laced with suspicion.
“I was born sickly,” Argrave said quickly, excuse prepared in advance. “I always investigate things related to health and healthiness. Why do you think I studied blood magic, the core of which is the study of vitality?”
After delivering another long wordless stare, Elias turned once more and walked away.
Something tells me he won’t make a great effort to remember what I said. Argrave shook his head. His loss. Argrave walked back inside and shut the door firmly, pushing the bolt in place and turning back to his room.
Now, I suppose I should deal with the pesky little cat in my room.
Argrave pulled his gloves tighter as he walked to the desk. He quietly straightened the papers on his desk, and then began putting the newly acquired books on a shelf one by one. He set aside a rather thin and light book and took a seat.
Argrave closed his eyes and slowed his breathing. His heartbeat slowly quieted as he relaxed. Then, he heard it. A second set of breath—muffled as though behind cloth, but audible nonetheless. He strained his hearing to the limit until he pinpointed it. He grabbed the thin book he’d set aside.
With as much speed as he could muster with his skinny arms, he threw the book. It spun through the air, remaining perfectly closed. A brief shriek—a yelp, almost—echoed throughout Argrave’s room, and then the book impacted with what seemed to be nothing. The air shimmered and distorted as a spell of invisibility faded.
A woman in gray robes fell backwards, struck by the spine of the book squarely in the face. She fell on top of Argrave’s bed, rolling off it and collapsing ungracefully like a folded gray towel. Argrave stood and walked over leisurely. He was in no danger—he recognized this person well.
Mina of Veden flipped herself over, sitting up against the wall. She was a very small woman—five feet tall at most, and yet she still looked lithe and nimble. She had medium-length blonde hair, bright enough to be called golden. Her eyes were a greenish yellow and sharp with surprise. She had a thick red line on her cheek where the book had struck.
“Mina,” Argrave said. “Snooping as usual, I see.” He held out a hand.
Mina watched, caution written plainly on her face, and tried to reach for Argrave’s hand. He had not intended to help her up, though; he bent down and retrieved the book, leaving her grasping at air. He grabbed at a loose part of his robes and wiped the book down.
The woman stared at him incredulously and helped herself up, huffing loudly.
“Did you assume I’d help a trespasser to their feet?” Argrave tossed the book on the bed lightly and sat down. “Honestly, what were you thinking?”
“I’m sorry!” she said loudly, lowering her head. “I didn’t think that—”
“Didn’t think I’d be back so quickly, or didn’t think I would notice you?” Argrave leaned back.
“No, no,” Mina assured quickly, waving her hands. “I came to return this,” she said, producing a small book and holding it in front. She continued speaking quickly, half-babbling. “When I saw that you were gone, I thought that I would just slip in and leave it on the desk, but then I heard the door opening, and I panicked, and then I just tried to hide and slip out, but then you…” she trailed off, out of breath.
Argrave had to admit, Mina’s acting was quite convincing—fortunately, he knew her character well enough to see through it. She was Nikoletta’s best friend. She was also a very skilled illusion mage, a fantastic actor, and notoriously distrustful. Many players compared her to a cat—prickly, slow to trust, yet capable of deep affection nonetheless. She was a fan favorite for these reasons.
“Right, right. You rummaged through the papers on my desk to find the perfect place to return the book, I presume. And those books you took off their shelf—probably to get a sense of how I organize my shelf, yes? How diligent,” Argrave commended with fake enthusiasm. “The acting is good, but the excuse is flimsy.”
“No no no,” she said frantically. “I know how it looks, but you have to—”
“Frankly, you should have snuck out as soon as you saw the door open. You had time. Even after, when I was blocking the door, you could have pushed past. Indecision is your issue,” Argrave said, pointing. “Now, scurry on back to Nikoletta. I’m tired of talking to people.”
Mina sat there, wide-eyed.
“What? Did this little book here addle your senses?” Argrave weighed the book he’d thrown in his hands. “Just go.” He pointed towards the door. “Nikoletta probably sent you here to spy on me, figure out what it was I might be up to. Truthfully, I can’t be bothered to deal with this. Not tonight. Just go,” Argrave repeated insistently.
She opened her mouth to speak again, but no words came out. Argrave just stared blankly, finger still pointing at the door. Eventually, their stalemate ended, and Mina stood and walked to the door. She pulled back and bolt and exited quietly.
Argrave fell back onto the bed and sighed. This day had been long, but his work was truly just beginning.




Chapter 5

Argrave approached most things very methodically. His present situation, unbelievable as it was, was no different. In the month he had until the thesis submission deadline, he worked long past nightfall every single day. His diligence could be attributed both to his desire to distract himself from unpleasant existential questions and his own legitimate fascination with magic.
During this month, Argrave left his room only to eat or to retrieve what few books he needed from the library. The food was plain and tasteless, and the people serving it seemed to look down on all those that ate it. It was free, though, and that made it taste great to any college student. Elias still sometimes shadowed him, but Mina avoided Argrave like a leper. It left him ample peace and quiet to thoroughly dissect the things he’d brought from the library… and furthermore, magic at large.
First, Argrave wrote down every elemental magic spell at or below D rank that he could remember from the original game Heroes of Berendar. Once he had them written, he tested his ability to perform them, placing a checkmark next to the ones that he could. If he knew a spell, he performed it as naturally as moving a limb. If he did not, it was like grasping at air.
Some spells seemed engraved into Argrave’s body like muscle memory. He paid deep attention to what was occurring when he cast the spells. He felt a strange energy permeating his body—indescribable and mystical, yet simultaneously overwhelming and nauseating. Perhaps the nausea was a mental issue from coming into contact with the unknown, though.
Argrave identified this strange energy: it was magic, naturally.
Magic felt much like a gas roiling beneath Argrave’s skin. Its presence was as constant as his heartbeat. Indeed, a heartbeat was an apt comparison. If he held his hand to his chest, he could feel his heart pumping; if he touched the mystical forces of magic, it was as sure to be there as his pulse. Both were always present, and one needed only a cursory search to find either.
Once Argrave had identified what spells he knew, he looked them up in the books he had borrowed from the library. There, he studied how they worked, and further how magic as a whole worked. The process was less challenging than he thought it would be. It felt intuitive—perhaps it was because the former Argrave already knew these things.
Argrave sat at his chair, hands outstretched. He willed forth a spell-matrix—a horizontal line, nothing more. A small, constant gush of flame rushed forth. The flame was no grander that what one might make with a lighter. He pulled his magic away from the spell, and the matrix shattered into nothingness.
“F-rank magic. One-dimensional,” he muttered the words to affirm his observations, then turned back to his paper to summarize the feeling.
This one-dimensional magic could only achieve very simple things; lighting a flame, creating a spark, or blowing air no stronger than one could blow from their mouths. They were simple things, yet these lines formed the foundations of the future branches of magic.
Argrave held out his hand once more, then realized it was dangerously close to his bookshelf. He shifted the chair and pointed in a more open direction. He created another spell matrix in his hands. This matrix possessed two dimensions, this time; it was a triangle.
Once the matrix was completed, and Argrave’s magic willed inside it, fire emerged again. Befitting a higher rank, this time the flames were propelled forth by force instead of remaining stagnant in his hand.
“E-rank. Two-dimensional.” Argrave wrote down the feeling once more.
He clenched his hand, and then turned back to an open book by his side, ensuring that he’d gotten the spell matrix right. Content it was proper, he turned back.
“Now… [Writhing Lightning].”
It took him a second to form the spell matrix, but once he did, it felt like a lock clicking. He willed forth the mystical force known as magic, and a jagged bolt of lightning rushed across the room. It struck his bed. Argrave watched the lightning dance across the frame and covers, and then fade away. Faint burn marks marred the once-flawless surface of the wood.
“D-rank. Three-dimensional magic.” Argrave pulled his hand back, staring at his unblemished pale skin.
It was here where complex spells that achieved multi-faceted effects manifested. Fire could be given impactful force, allowing it to provide a concussive impact alongside the flames. Ice could spread across the floor or walls, trapping people where they stood. Wind could form a wall that reflected arrows or other such lesser projectiles. And all of this was completely discounting other branches of magic—blood magic, illusion magic, druidic magic, or even necromancy.
And C-rank spells… Argrave turned his head and opened a thick book. A spell matrix formed from the book, hovering in the air. Though he stared at it, and could recognize that it existed, it was difficult to wrap his head around. It felt blurry. It was a little more than natural—something beyond common perception.
C-rank was where magic departed from the mundane concepts of Earth and deviated into the mystical. It introduced a fourth dimension to a matrix. Four-dimensional things were only theoretical on Earth. Learning one of these spells seemed a stark barrier of steel, standing tall and firm to block his advancement.
Rather than foolhardily trying to break past that barrier, Argrave stopped in his tracks and directed his attention elsewhere: the thesis. It was a difficult thing to approach. Argrave had no illusions about himself—he could not produce original research in the brief time remaining in the month. The key point, though, was original.
An Acolyte was expected to create a thesis to become a full-fledged Wizard, yes, but their findings did not need to be entirely original. They could analyze a system or facet of magic, and that would suffice. Argrave could probably whip together something both from his days writing wiki articles and the recent studies he’d made into the magic system in his new reality.
Argrave was bent over his desk in his chair, singing a little tune as he pondered what, exactly, to write about. Suddenly, a splotch of red covered the empty parchment he sat in front of. He stared at the red drop, utterly perplexed for a moment. Then, another drop fell onto the paper. He saw where it came from this time. He raised his fingers to his upper lip. He pulled them away bloody.
“What is…?” Argrave felt nauseous for a moment at seeing blood, but he kept calm. He stood from the desk to stop bleeding all over good parchment, but the sudden movement made him feel lightheaded. He stumbled and tried to catch himself on the chair but failed. He collapsed to the floor, winded.
Argrave flipped over on his back. He reached into his robe and retrieved his black handkerchief, holding it to his nose as he tilted his head back. After a bit of catching his breath, Argrave started laughing.
“Been a while,” he said aloud, muffled and nasally beneath the handkerchief. “Guess being [Frail] isn’t just a title.”
He couldn’t rightly discern what had caused the nosebleed—stress, maybe, or something simpler—but a small break couldn’t hurt. Maybe even a medium-sized one. Besides, he needed time to think about what he was going to write about.
After a minute or two, Argrave’s arm grew sore from holding the handkerchief in front of his nose. He drew back the cloth and felt his nose. No more blood was flowing. He helped himself to his feet, ensuring that he did so slowly this time. He wiped off his face thoroughly, and then stared at the black handkerchief.
Argrave’s handkerchief had the heraldry of House Vasquer embroidered on it: a golden snake coiled around a silver sword on a black field. The jaw of the snake was covered in blood. A lot of blood. Argrave held the cloth by the corners, as though it were something disgusting. He was about to throw it in the wooden hamper for laundry, but he paused. The blood reminded him of something.
Argrave—or the former owner of his body, at least—devoted his time and effort into blood magic. Most players of Heroes of Berendar agreed that blood magic was very weak in the early stages of the game. Sacrificing vitality for spells was not an especially appealing prospect. Still, blood magic spells were powerful and non-elemental, meaning few opponents could resist them. The spells themselves were somewhat slow, though, and few had usable effects.
Once a player ascended to A-rank in blood magic with a focus on that field, they could do an optional quest to research Blood Infusion. This allowed players to infuse vitality into all spells to increase their efficacy. Low-magic spells could be repurposed into cheap, fast, and highly damaging attacks at the cost of one’s vitality. Blood Infusion alone made learning blood magic worth it for the vast majority of mage players.
Argrave was not naïve enough to assume he could achieve Blood Infusion now. But his task was to make a thesis, and it did not necessarily need to be a proven idea. If he were to write a theory about Blood Infusion, an as-of-yet undiscovered facet of blood magic… that would be more than suitable. It might help get a foot in the door for restoring the terrible reputation Argrave had.
With a smile on his face and his idea of a break entirely forgotten, Argrave tossed the bloody handkerchief into the laundry hamper and strode back to his desk.
“…can’t write too much, though… someone here at the tower might figure it out before I reach A-rank blood magic, discover Blood Infusion first… Would be disastrous…” Argrave muttered.
Like this, Argrave’s focus redoubled. He spent the remainder of his first month on a new plane of reality locked inside his room, avoiding both sleep and uncomfortable questions. Perhaps not much had changed from his days in college, after all.




Chapter 6

The halls of the Tower of the Gray Owl were filled to the brim with people. They were talking amongst themselves feverishly, most with some degree of relief and nervousness on their faces. The Acolytes of the Order of the Gray Owl had sewn seeds, and the time would come soon enough to see if their labor would bear fruit.
Nikoletta of Monticci stood with arms crossed on an empty wall of the tower. Mina of Veden sat at her feet, leaning against the wall in exhaustion. Though a lot of people cast glances their way, few approached. Neither of the two seemed to mind, content with each other’s company.
Nikoletta had spent the month revising the research Argrave had returned to her. Though she wished to find out if Argrave had genuinely been telling the truth—that the crown prince, Induen, had ordered her research stolen—she had no opportunity. Talking with Argrave might illuminate the situation, but she assumed that might have been exactly what he wanted. She disliked playing into other’s hands. So, she chose to remain in ignorance and wait for things to play out.
But the month had passed with utter silence from Argrave’s end. Her friend, Mina, had been caught snooping around his room, but nothing came of it. He had not followed up with either her or Mina, despite claiming he knew it was Nikoletta that had sent Mina ahead. It was all baffling. At this point, she was just curious what Argrave would submit to the Order to advance from an Acolyte to a full-fledged Wizard.
The door that Nikoletta had been keeping her eyes on swung open slowly. Argrave, wearing the same gray robes as every other Acolyte, ducked beneath the doorframe into the hall. He had been quite pale the last time she saw him, but he was deathly pale now—he looked more like a walking corpse than a man walking. His eyes were sunken with deep black marks beneath them. Despite that, he still bore himself with the same neat dignity he had a month ago.
“Gods. He looks terrible,” Nikoletta said out of surprise.
Mina was roused from her exhausted state and followed Nikoletta’s gaze. “Probably waited until tonight to finish his stuff like I did.” Mina stood, grabbing Nikoletta’s robes to help herself to her feet. “Why don’t I get your sympathy? Aren’t I your friend?”
“You also look terrible,” Nikoletta said dismissively. “Happy?”
Mina scoffed. “I wonder if he’ll pass.”
“Worry about yourself.” Nikoletta looked down at the shorter girl.
Mina fixed her messy blonde hair. “I’m always lucky. I’m not worried.”
Nikoletta frowned. “It’s a written submission. You can’t get lucky, Mina. Honestly, I don’t know how you even…”
At the far end of the hall, Argrave walked to the desk where an old man was receiving parcels. He handed the attending wizard a fairly thick stack of papers, neatly wrapped in a black ribbon. After a brief exchange of words, Argrave turned away, pulling at the collar of his gray robes. His eyes scanned the room, stopping on Nikoletta. She tensed up at his gaze. His hollow gray eyes only furthered his corpse-like appearance.
Now comes the time for the favor, she said in her head, hoping it wasn’t true. Argrave walked towards her with long, even strides. Mina grew alert, stepping in front of Nikoletta.
Argrave looked down on the two of them. Even skinny as he was, his height was still somewhat intimidating. Nikoletta kept her dark pink eyes fixed to his gray gaze.
“Your father is sending a carriage to take you back to Mateth,” Argrave said, sparing even greetings.
It was spoken as a fact, but Nikoletta decided it was a question. “Yes, that’s right. Why?”
“I need to go there. May I ride with you?”
“Not going to stay to find out the results early?” Mina asked, stepping between Nikoletta and Argrave.
“It’ll take a week regardless.” Argrave shook his head. “There’s a branch of the Order of the Gray Owl in Mateth. And above all, I’m not worried overmuch about the result.”
Nikoletta scrunched up her eyebrows. “Why ride with me?”
“A ducal heir’s carriage will be comfortable, well-protected, and fast,” he rattled off quickly.
“And Nicky will be forced to listen to you,” Mina said accusatorily.
Argrave grabbed at his throat with his gloved hands. “Is my voice so unpleasant to hear, Mina? How harsh.” He lowered his hand and continued seriously. “At worst, you will hear my snoring. I am tired.”
“The trip itself is a week,” Nikoletta said. “I suspect you won’t be sleeping all that time.”
“You make me sound like a salesman with a shady pitch.” Argrave shook his head. “I just want a free ride to the city, not through life.”
There was quiet as Nikoletta thought the request over. Certainly, there was ample room on the carriage.
“I have no ulterior motive. I just wish for transportation.” Argrave held his right hand in the air, swearing on it.
“Don’t you have friends? Money?” Mina asked.
“Mina, stop,” Nikoletta said, feeling her friend was being over-protective. She kneaded her forehead. “If I refuse, what will you do?”
“Weep, obviously,” Argrave said drolly. “I’m not sure. Probably sleep a night here, eat, and then walk to Mateth. Woe is me, et cetera. It is a long journey, to be true, but I know a good route.” Argrave rubbed his eyes and yawned, fatigued.
“And why do you need to go to Mateth? As a royal bastard, I would assume you have housing in the capital, not Mateth,” Nikoletta reasoned.
“Hah.” Argrave chuckled. “The palace is the last place I wish to be right now. I have a great deal of things to do in and around Mateth. To sum them all up, I would say that I am preparing for the storm.” Argrave raised a brow. “As you’ll recall… my elder brother won’t exactly be pleased by the choices I made. Worry not—I don’t intend to intrude on your hospitality more than this carriage ride. My problems are my own.”
“That sounds important and yet appropriately vague,” Nikoletta said with a sigh, feeling a pang of obligation as he reminded her of what he’d done. “Fine; you may come. But I would be negligent if I did not mention this: if I find you are lying about lacking ulterior motives, you will be cast out.”
“Cast out,” Argrave repeated. “How magnanimous. Thank you, Nikoletta.” Argrave bowed slightly. “I will pack my things. Can’t forget my hand mirror. I must say, it’ll be good to finally get out of this robe.”
Argrave turned and walked away, heading back towards his room.
Mina stepped forward and looked at Nikoletta, shaking her head in dismay. “I’m suddenly having second thoughts about riding with you, Nicky. Why did you agree to this?”
“You of all people should know that rumors are often exaggerated. I don’t know much about him, but he’s at least witty,” she said defensively.
“He hit me with a book!” Mina pointed to her face, but there was no obvious mark—it had been nearly a month, after all. Nikoletta doubted there ever had been a mark to begin with, though. Small books weren’t particularly deadly weapons, least of all when thrown.
Nikoletta sighed. “If you’re that insistent, I can tell him he can’t come.”
Mina faltered now that the burden of decision had been passed to her. She crossed her arms and stepped away for a moment, thinking. “If you’re really fine with it, I suppose I’m just worrying for nothing.”
***
“It seems the world has decided that things will not go my way,” a tall, well-built man in black velvet clothes said.
This man sat at a small round table beside a window, one leg crossed over the other in relaxation despite his words. There was a letter just beside him—on it, a black wax seal depicting a snake marked the message as an official royal summons. Off to the side, there was another letter. It had a wax seal, too, though its was of a bat.
“We should return to the capital, my prince Induen,” someone behind the man counseled; a man garbed in gray, an owl stitched onto the shoulder of his robes. “Argrave… though it is extremely unpleasant, the young lady Nikoletta’s carriage is well-protected. We cannot get him there. I don’t doubt the skill of your royal guard, but numbers decide much. Even if you seek to give him his justice…”
“I don’t recall asking you.” The prince looked back, the light shining on his blue eyes so they shone like sapphires.
The man dipped his head, cowed by words alone.
Induen rose to his feet. “So… the margrave marches to the capital, intending to protest my father’s actions. What a curious thing. He brings a host? I wonder… does he expect to fight?”
Another stepped deeper into the room and knelt down. The speaker was a knight armored in lavish gold. “Yes, my prince. Our own observations suggest as much, even beyond the royal summons from your father. The dust clouds from their cavalry can be observed for miles. Margrave Reinhardt has marshalled all of his personal retinue… yet has not declared open rebellion. Even still, I am uncertain about remaining in southern Vasquer with tensions as they are. The margrave has many friends here.”
Induen stared out the window, tapping one of his feet against the ground. “If I leave now… the taxes won’t be collected.”
The royal guard shared a glance with the kneeling mage just beside him. “My prince… a few hundred gold… can it truly be worth the risk?”
“Do you think my father would so meekly return to the capital?” Induen looked back. “No, he wouldn’t. He assigned me this duty. The people here haven’t paid their dues to the crown. I was sent here to remedy that.”
The spellcaster of the Order of the Gray Owl cast a glance at the message on the table, clearly thinking of mentioning that the king himself had ordered the prince’s return.
Induen rubbed his chin, thinking more. “And how will it look if I allow Argrave to simply… walk all over me? I gave him a duty, and he deliberately disobeyed me. Nikoletta hasn’t been disgraced, as I commanded—as you facilitated.”
The man in gray robes grew fearful, worrying that the prince’s wrath might be passed onto him. The crown prince only shook his head, a faint smile playing about his lips as an idea came to his mind. “Well… things aren’t so bad.”
Prince Induen sat back at the table, turning his chair. “Fetch me some writing implements. If Margrave Reinhardt intends to rebel, and Argrave shows resistance to my designs… well, some problems can be played against each other.” Induen turned his head. “Prepare a fast horse to deliver a message. And be sure that this person won’t be linked back to the crown…”




Chapter 7

Argrave sat atop a velveted cushion, one leg crossed over the other. He was out of the gray robes of the Order and back into ‘normal’ clothes. Argrave only owned black and gold clothing. The two colors were the traditional colors of House Vasquer, and the former Argrave thought himself a true member of House Vasquer despite his bastardry.
After considerable deliberation, Argrave had decided that Mateth must be his first stop. An invasion would occur there. He deemed it hopeless to prevent fully, but Argrave was certain that he could stop it before it spiraled out of control. He might be able to stop it faster than the player could in-game, even. Moreover, it was one of the few places on the continent of Berendar that would not have too many big-shot characters that might end his life early. Altogether, a lovely starting ground.
Argrave balanced a book atop his knee, one thumb stuck on the page to keep it open as he gazed out through the carriage window. A fantasy game world was designed to be pretty, but to see it in person was enthralling. Two days of their journey had already passed, and though Argrave tried to busy himself with studies, he found it difficult to avoid watching the scenery.
He saw a lithe, ferret-like creature in the woods beyond the plains. It had big, yellow eyes. Indeed, much of the time, Argrave could only see its eyes as its fur was all the same green as the leaves. The creature was attributed to the wind. It was called a widlum—a mostly passive creature, but quite fierce.
“See? He’s smiling like he’s got some secret.”
Argrave turned his head from the window and looked at the two adjacent to him. Mina was pointing her finger at him. It was a roomy carriage, but they were still quite close together. A duty of knights patrolled the windows outside, slightly behind and in front of the carriage in order to not impair the ducal heir’s view.
Argrave stiffened his face, the smile he did not know he had fading as though it never was. “I have come to realize you’re rather like a cat, Mina.”
Mina straightened her back and opened her mouth to speak, but Argrave beat her to it.
“See?” Argrave pointed at her the same way she had at him. “Your hairs start bristling like you’ve just been caught sneaking around in the dark of night, just like a cat. You’re slow to trust, and even to those you do like, you aren’t especially affectionate.”
“And how would you know how I behave?” Mina asked incredulously. She tapped Nikoletta’s shoulder. “Nicky, tell him he’s wrong.”
“Well… you’re not lazy, at least,” Nikoletta said half-heartedly.
At that, Mina stared at her friend as though grievously wounded. Argrave looked back out the window in an attempt to spot the small wind ferret once more, but the widlum was gone. Argrave pursed his lips briefly, then turned his head back to the book. It was a book on the fourth dimension of magic—C-rank. It was the tallest barrier before Argrave’s eyes.
Mateth would suffer a full-fledged invasion soon. Argrave intended to curb its effects so that Berendar was not further weakened. For that, he needed personal strength and influence in society. Personal strength was one matter. Influence in society—well, he knew many routes he could take. Money talks, for instance. He had some plans in mind, but a direct approach might be suitable. It was dangerous, though. Direct was always dangerous.
On top of that, though Argrave had some things to do in Mateth and the places near it, he had to devote much of his time to study. The game was vastly different from reality. In reality, one could not kill people and monsters and suddenly become an unparalleled magic caster by dumping their experience into magic skills. These things took time. He could not really afford to take breaks if he wanted to keep pace with the coming calamity. A videogame character needed neither sleep nor rest—and he had to compete against that.
Though… I suppose I haven’t exactly tried going on a killing spree to get experience, Argrave pondered. Maybe it is the same.
A peculiar noise filtered through the windows of the carriage. It was like the distant rumble of thunder. As time stretched, though, the noise did not fade—instead, it seemed to be growing louder. Argrave furrowed his brows and leaned to the opposite window, pulling back the curtain. He saw a great cloud of dust in the distant hills. Argrave could vaguely see horsemen. They carried a banner of white bearing a golden lion.
“House Parbon,” Argrave muttered.
“What?” Mina moved to the window as well, looking out. “Gods. That’s a whole host of knights.”
“You’re kidding.” Nikoletta moved to look out the window as well.
Argrave’s heart started to stir nervously. The man leading that host could only be Margrave Reinhardt, current head of House Parbon. He was Elias’ father. Following the familial chain, that meant Argrave had crippled his daughter. Argrave closed his book and rubbed his temples with his fingers. It seemed another timebomb found its way into his lap.
Damn it. I suppose I just got unlucky, and he’s passing through this area at this time. All the introduction sequences for the nine characters end after this has occurred, so the player never sees it, but the margrave heads to the capital with a host of knights to protest. I thought I gave them ample berth… I took this carriage to be sure I’d be giving them plenty of space. What went wrong?
He found the situation rather like some sort of cosmic joke. He had been trying to get ahead of the game and deal with the foreign invaders quickly, yet all he’d done was make the margrave’s host come across them.
“House Parbon are friends to House Monticci, and my father would have sent an urgent message had that changed,” Nikoletta said unconcernedly. “But I wonder what this is about.”
“Bruno of Parbon was imprisoned by King Felipe III,” Argrave explained quietly. “The margrave intends to secure his brother’s release, undoubtedly.”
Though Argrave felt his heart beating quicker, he kept his face still and his tone passive. They don’t have any reason to check this carriage. It’s just a coincidence. Nothing bad is going to happen. Argrave scooted back to the other side of the carriage and opened his book again. He found that reading was impossible when he was this stressed.
The thundering roar of the margrave’s host drew ever closer, the storm of steel and horseflesh nearing its crescendo. Nikoletta’s carriage had come to a stop, yet it continued to rattle as the earth shook.
“Ridiculous…” Mina said, grabbing onto the side of the carriage for stability. “That must be every knight in House Parbon’s territory.”
“Lady Monticci,” one of the duke’s knights said, pulling his horse beside the carriage. “The host will likely pass in front of us. They do not appear to be a threat.”
Argrave almost sighed in relief, but he kept his eye on his book as though he was unconcerned.
“Thank you, Sir Rand,” Nikoletta replied smoothly.
“One of the outriders is approaching,” Rand followed up, craning his neck. “From the armor and horse alone, it appears to be the margrave…”
Nikoletta scratched her chin, thinking. “Send a rider out to meet him. If he wishes to speak, have him come over.”
Argrave cursed in his head. He closed his book harshly, and it let out an audible pop. He set it in the empty space beside him and crossed his legs. I wonder if they would think it strange if I crawled on the floor and tried to hide.
Though Argrave had already spoken to Elias, the heir of Margrave Reinhardt, he only did so because he knew Elias would be reasonable. Margrave Reinhardt, conversely, was hotheaded and valued his family very much. He was leading a host of knights to protest his brother’s imprisonment, after all.
Argrave had little faith that Reinhardt would be merciful in the face of the one who crippled his daughter, especially when he was already experiencing friction with the royal family of Vasquer.
It was not long before a second set of hooves came trotting beside the carriage, and a great white beast of a stallion with a bright red mane entered Argrave’s view. Argrave leaned back as far as he could in the carriage, but he still saw a flash of long red hair.
Perhaps I should have walked, Argrave thought grimly.




Chapter 8

A big, gauntleted hand reached forward and rested itself on the edge of the carriage’s windows. Then, Margrave Reinhardt dismounted from his horse and stood at the side of the carriage, peering in. The margrave had red hair like his son, though it was closer to crimson and fell past his shoulders. He had a fierce face, rough but scarless, and his frightening visage was further augmented by his eyes. They were like two rings of rubies. He wore resplendent white plate mail, a red cloak hanging from his shoulders.
Margrave Reinhardt scanned the carriage with his haunting red eyes, his gaze finally locking with Argrave’s. Reinhardt’s face quickly changed from neutral to scornful as he recognized him. The two held their gazes, neither willing to turn away from the other.
“Margrave Reinhardt,” Nikoletta greeted quickly, unaware of the covert conflict between the two. “What brings you here with such a large host?”
The margrave did not look at Nikoletta. “My men and I were headed to Dirracha. I thought to pay my respects to my friend’s daughter. Seeing your company, I am questioning that decision.”
“How rude. Mina isn’t that bad,” Argrave said, holding the margrave’s gaze. He saw the golden-haired girl tense up at the mention of her name.
“I was not speaking to you, Vasquer,” Reinhardt said coldly.
“Correct; I was speaking to you. Quite the head on this one.” Argrave smiled, mustering levity to dispel his anxiety. “But you are incorrect in calling me a Vasquer. I am but a humble bastard.”
Reinhardt tilted his head down, scowl deepening as shadows danced over his face. He opened his mouth to speak, but Nikoletta spoke first.
“Why do you need such a large force to venture to the capital?” she said quickly, evidently hoping to divert the margrave’s attention.
Reinhardt finally looked away from Argrave, turning his head to Nikoletta. “My brother was unjustly imprisoned, his evidence of treason clearly fabricated. The king sees only steel, and so I will show him some lest he forget his place as a just ruler. And during my journey… I received a letter. It directed me here. And here…” Reinhardt’s gaze switched back to Argrave. “…who do I find but his son.”
The margrave stepped back to his horse, pulling a horn off the saddle. He blew the war horn once, and a deafening, deep noise filled the air. The thundering hooves slowed, and the carriage stopped shaking. Silence soon consumed the plains and vehicle both, the faint wind and distant huffing of horses only barely breaking the now-silent road. Argrave swallowed. He had detested that noise of galloping horses, but now it seemed quite pleasant in comparison to this eerie quiet.
“What is the meaning of this, Margrave Reinhardt?” Nikoletta maintained her posture, but Argrave could hear the nervousness in her voice.
“The Vas—the royal bastard,” Reinhardt corrected himself, stepping back beside the carriage, “He should come with me.”
“I’m a bit busy,” Argrave said dismissively.
Mina looked at him like he was mad, but Nikoletta tried to cover his words up, urgently saying, “I am not sure why you are acting this way, Margrave Reinhardt, but presently, Argrave is a guest enjoying my hospitality. In turn, he enjoys my protection.”
Argrave was taken aback by Nikoletta’s declaration. He had fully expected to be surrendered quickly. He was a bastard—protecting him meant nothing compared to earning the favor of a margrave. Reinhardt controlled a vast and wealthy territory, home to many of the nation’s mines and with near a dozen vassals sworn to him. And Argrave… well, he didn’t even own a house.
Then again, I suppose most of the main characters are good people. I shouldn’t be surprised she would defend me. Still, I’m grateful, Argrave thought, sitting up a little straighter.
“You would protect this foul cur?” Reinhardt nearly spat.
“I would,” Nikoletta answered without hesitation. “The honor of House Monticci is firm. We protect those who we say we will—no more, no less. The nature of a person is irrelevant towards that pledge.”
Reinhardt stared icily at the obsidian-haired woman. “Are you sure of this decision? That House Monticci will protect the royal bastard, Argrave?”
“He is my guest, and a host should ensure their guest’s safety. Honor demands I fulfill that pledge.” Nikoletta paused, then spoke more urgently. “House Monticci and House Parbon have been close for centuries. Will you end that for an unjust abduction?”
“My brother was ‘unjustly abducted,’ and cast into the dungeons at Dirracha,” Reinhardt rebutted. “If I can possess a card that may ensure his safe release, the relation between our houses means nothing.”
Mina leaned forward in the carriage, pressing her head closer to the window. “Not just House Monticci. I’m here, too—ninth child of Count Elgar, head of House Veden.”
“My answer remains the same no matter how many I offend. I cannot call myself a member of House Parbon if I forsake an opportunity to save my brother’s life.” Reinhardt’s cold gaze bore holes in Argrave’s head. “Better yet that it be the ignoble bastard that crippled my daughter.”
“Ignoble? Oh, yes. Start a war that kills thousands for your brother. How noble.” Argrave chuckled.
“Time wastes while my brother rots,” said the margrave, placing his hand on his sword’s pommel. “Decide how this will end.”
Nikoletta started trembling. Argrave’s own heart was pounding furiously. The time stretched out for a few seconds.
How can I make the best out of this awful hand I’ve been dealt…? Argrave thought, brain working on overdrive. He seemed to have only one choice. Perhaps it would be best if he made it, instead of having it made for him.
“Fine then, let us be off. Let it not be said that I am a ‘foul cur’ who stands in the way of justice.” Argrave pushed off the seat and reached for the carriage door. He grabbed the handle, but Nikoletta reached for his arm.
“Wai—what are you…?” she said, trying to grab his wrist. Argrave avoided her touch.
“I will go willingly,” Argrave shrugged. “If you defend me… at best, some of your knights will be foolishly injured in a futile defense. At worst, some of them will die. This incident will cause intense friction, perhaps even war, between your two houses. That sounds like a terrible outcome for all involved, and even then I still end up captured. So, I think it’s best if I pack up my bags and go.”
“But…” Mina said hesitantly.
“No, no,” Argrave said, shaking his finger at her. “It’s my choice. Place no burden on yourselves.” He grabbed the bronze hand mirror and slipped it into his breast pocket. With that, he opened the carriage door and stepped onto the roadside. His legs were quite stiff from sitting for so long, and he stretched briefly.
“Still, Nikoletta… that you would protect me despite us being essentially strangers… I won’t forget it,” Argrave said genuinely. “You are a braver person than I could ever hope to be. Thanks for the ride.”
“How can you…?” Nikoletta said, trailing off. “I’m sorry, Argrave.”
“What was it I said before? This is a problem for me, not for thee.” Argrave shook his head. “I suppose repeating that phrase is a little less compelling after I asked to travel on your carriage… Well, whatever.”
Reinhardt kept staring at Argrave. His eyes were still cold, but there was something else… disbelief, perhaps, or more optimistically some thin veneer of respect. Then, the margrave wordlessly walked to his horse, reaching into a saddlebag to retrieve a rope.
“Oh, God. Am I to be hanged, drawn, and quartered?” Argrave was able to joke easier, for he found that his anxiety was fading somewhat. The choice had been made—there would be no conflict. That alone calmed his beating heart.
The margrave held the rope out. “This is to be wrapped around your torso. I will be holding the other end. You will ride alongside me on horseback.”
“What?” Argrave frowned. “I don’t know how to ride a horse.”
“There are many hours left before nightfall,” Margrave Reinhardt said coldly. “You will learn quickly, or I will drag you.” Reinhardt walked closer with the rope, already beginning to wrap it around Argrave.
Argrave flinched away, but the margrave soon wound a length of rope beneath Argrave’s arms. “Horses are disgusting creatures. Can’t I—ow,” Argrave trailed off as the margrave tightened the rope fiercely. “Alright, take it easy.”
The margrave pulled the rope tight, and then mounted back atop his stallion, brushing its crimson mane. He led it forth in a canter, pulling Argrave along. The sight of the gaunt, tall man being led about was quite pitiful. His complaints of abusing hostages and borderline slavery slowly faded away from the carriage, leaving Nikoletta and her entourage alone on the road.
One of the margrave’s knights gave up a horse for Argrave to ride. After some fussing and fidgeting, the margrave raised his war horn to his lips once more. He blew into it twice, and then the knights set off once again, leaving a great cloud of dust and grass behind them.
***
Nikoletta opened the door to the carriage and exited, staring at the great cloud of dust slowly moving in the direction of Dirracha, the royal capital. Her mood was complicated, and that fact was etched into her face. She was glad that no blood was shed—neither Monticci nor Parbon blood. She did not wish it to be said she had been the one to start hostility between their two houses.
At the same time, it came at the expense of one person. Argrave was willing to forego his own safety, walking willingly into enemy hands, if it meant that none would get hurt. He did so all the while making stupid jokes, smirking like there wasn’t a guillotine above his head. For a brief instant back then, she had thought Argrave had orchestrated all of this to make Parbon fight Monticci… and now that he was gone, that thought made her feel immeasurably guilty.
“How can you say that I’m braver than you when you’d do something like that…?” Nikoletta muttered.
It was difficult to believe that he was of the same blood as the House of Vasquer, the family of snakes. Perhaps that was why he emphasized constantly that he was a bastard. Perhaps he meant to show that he was nothing like the royal family.
“Nicky, we should get back on the road,” Mina said, crawling through and sitting on the window. “Maybe you can talk to your father, have him intervene somehow.”
Nikoletta turned back to the carriage, tidying her black hair behind her. “I don’t know what good it would do. My father doesn’t like interfering with the affairs of the royal family.”
“Ugh,” Mina grabbed at her own hair. “If we make a lot of noise about what Argrave did for you, for us… maybe your father won’t be able to ignore it.”
“Possibly…” Nikoletta rubbed her chin, then walked towards the carriage with purpose. “I certainly won’t do nothing, not after what just happened. I owe him that much.”
“You owe him nothing,” Mina rebutted, slipping back inside the carriage. “He’s the reason this happened to begin with. This is just the right thing to do. But he’s… Maybe he’s a better person than I thought.”
Nikoletta opened the carriage door and clambered aboard. “I think you’re still chapped about him comparing you to a cat. And now that it’s just us two here, I can say that he’s completely right about that.”
“What? What is that supposed to—”
“Sir Rand,” Nikoletta interrupted. “Let’s begin moving again. Fast-paced. We need to return to Mateth immediately.”
“Right away, Lady Nikoletta.” Rand accepted the command, moving to the front of the caravan.
Nikoletta sat back down, stiffening when she sat on something hard. She reached beneath herself and pulled free a thick book. It was a book she was all-too familiar with, for she herself had been studying it recently. It was about the barrier between D- and C-rank magic. Argrave had been reading this.
I’ll be sure to return this, Nikoletta promised. Deep inside her head, Nikoletta was questioning that promise. Perhaps she would never have the chance to return the book. Someone dying on her behalf… it had happened before. She did not wish for it to happen again.
Maybe this time, she could do something about it before it was too late.




Chapter 9

“What an unpleasant trip…” Argrave complained aloud, sitting atop a rock as he cleaned off his clothes with water magic. Dust, dirt, grass, and worse covered his clothes. His upper legs had been chafed raw, probably because of poor posture. He had dealt with that as best he could with healing magic. Across from Argrave, Margrave Reinhardt hammered in poles to set up a tent. The last bit of sunlight was fading, and so they were setting up camp.
In truth, Argrave loathed complaining so much, but all words served a purpose. Reinhardt was an impulsive and wrothful man, but he was also honorable and charitable. He would never abuse a hostage. Like Sun Tzu said, ‘If your opponent is of choleric temper, seek to irritate him. Pretend to be weak, that he may grow arrogant.’
“I’m in way over my head…” Argrave muttered. “What do I know about enemies… Third-year college student… Disgraceful…”
The margrave’s white stallion neighed at Argrave as though to comfort him, red mane flowing in the wind. Argrave flinched and stared at it for a time. The longer he stared, the more his expression softened. Slowly, a smirk entered his face, and he looked back at Reinhardt.
“I thought horses were disgusting before. I see now that I’m right. Don’t know why you ride these things. Disgusting,” Argrave said loudly at Reinhardt.
Reinhardt paused, holding the hammer he was using to nail the tent’s stakes tight in hand and gazing at Argrave.
“Look at them,” Argrave pointed, a little mindful of the fact the man had a hammer in hand. “They defecate randomly, like giant toddlers. Filthy. Unclean. Their mouths are strange, like some foul cross between a mole, an antelope, and a human.”
“Then tomorrow, you can walk,” Reinhardt said coldly.
Like a saint of patience, the margrave turned back and started hammering the nail deep into the grassy soil.
“Alright. Better than being stuck atop a horse,” Argrave agreed readily. “Of course, we won’t make it to Dirracha as quickly. How tragic.”
Reinhardt did not look over as he answered, “Never said we’d slow for you.”
“If I show up bloody and beaten, I’m sure King Felipe will show abundant mercy to your brother,” Argrave bluffed. In truth, King Felipe III would probably smile if he saw Argrave battered.
The margrave did not respond. He picked up another stake—it looked to be the final one—and bent over to jam it in the ground.
“I am not entirely sure what you hope to achieve with this. Bringing me with you doesn’t earn you any leverage in negotiations. You’ve gotten aboard a burning ship, heading into stormy seas.” Argrave watched Reinhardt. Evidently, the man had decided simply to ignore him.
“When we arrive and you tell the king that you’re keeping me as a ‘guest,’ he won’t scrape and bow and release your brother Bruno like nothing happened. He’ll view it as an affront to House Vasquer, like you… like you killed his favorite dog or something. I’m not worth enough to him. Maybe if I was the crown prince, Induen, or that holy fool Orion, he might take the situation seriously. But then, they wouldn’t come with you willingly. And unlike me, they could probably escape from your little knightly order.”
“You’re good with your words. If you don’t wish to lose your tongue, keep it still,” Reinhardt threatened.
“Empty threats,” Argrave called out, though his heart did drop into his stomach briefly.
His mind wandered as he wondered if healing magic could regrow tongues. He grew nauseous as he thought of the blood.
Argrave stood, having finished cleaning his black clothes. He could not mend the rips, but such was life. “Have you ever paused to consider why exactly King Felipe imprisoned your brother?” Argrave held a finger out. “And before you get angry at me, I’m not suggesting he was legitimately plotting treason.”
Reinhardt walked over to Argrave. The margrave was a little shorter than Argrave, but he certainly did not feel smaller in full plate with a robust body. His ruby-like eyes were unshaking as he waited for Argrave to speak.
“Your brother was one of many stewards in Dirracha. Even if he had been planning treason, without your help, there was little he could have done. Bluntly put, besides being related to you, Bruno is not important,” Argrave said, pausing to let the words sink in. “King Felipe’s not aiming for your brother. He’s aiming for you. He’s trying to incite a reaction, knowing your impulsivity and your direct manner of handling things.”
“A king wants his subjects to rebel. Hah.” Reinhardt chuckled, but it sounded forced to Argrave’s ears. “I overestimated your reasoning.”
Argrave held his arms wide and shrugged. “Laugh if you will. House Parbon has been growing wealthier. New mines have been recently discovered on your land, you have a growing city, and lastly, a good seat—your Lionsun Castle. A king would be wholly justified in seizing those rich lands if his subject were to rebel. And you’re playing right into his hands.”
Reinhardt walked away from Argrave and grabbed a folded tarp. He waved it, unfolding it, and then cast it over the poles that he’d just hammered into the ground.
“King Felipe has sons besides Induen, the youngest of whom is just coming of age. He wishes to secure lands, incomes, and a future for Orion of Vasquer, that holy fool. Felipe is proud of his son. He’s a great warrior, maybe even better than you, and only in his mid-twenties. A fitting lord for the lands of Parbon… in the king’s eyes, at least.”
Reinhardt stepped back, looking at the tent he’d built with his hands on his hips. Argrave walked a little closer until he felt the pull of the rope wrapped around his torso. The margrave had seen fit to tie him to a rock, like some sort of animal.
Argrave crossed his arms and watched. “Do you really think the king would balk at starting and suppressing a small rebellion to increase his own powerbase? You are his vassal, true enough, but you only serve him because of your honor and perceived duty. He has no loyalty to you, no affection for you.”
Reinhardt looked to Argrave. “Do not presume to know me or my intentions.”
“I’ll ‘presume to know’ King Felipe III, at the very least.” Argrave pointed to his chest. “When we arrive and he learns that I am captive, he’ll feign anger, indignance. Then, he—or perhaps my brother, Induen—will order me killed. They’ll pin that killing on you!”
Argrave spoke with complete confidence, because that was precisely one of the ways Argrave had died throughout the course of Heroes of Berendar. It had not been Reinhardt keeping him captive, but rather one of the main characters—Ruleo, a rogue-type character. Another timebomb Argrave had to find and deal with.
“Enough of this,” Reinhardt snapped. He moved to Argrave and grabbed the rope, untying it from the rock and yanking it forward. He led him inside the tent and tied him to one of the thicker posts. “You will wait here while I stable my horse. I will bring back a horse blanket for you, and you will sleep on the grass.”
“A horse blanket? I should share a quilt with a horse? First you tie me to a post, and now you bury me beneath animal accessories? Just let me freeze. Better than being reduced to a beast—most of all a filthy, unclean beast like a horse.”
Reinhardt paused tying the knot around the post. He stared at Argrave, breathing deep and heavy, wrath brewing in his chest like a great storm. He furiously untied the knot, then yanked it, sending Argrave stumbling as he rushed off in a tizzy.
“I tried to be gracious, as a true knight should be to a hostage.” Reinhardt spoke loudly as he walked outside the tent, drawing the attention of many of the other knights who were setting up their own tents. “Have it your way, then.”
Reinhardt grabbed the reins of his white stallion and pulled it just beside Argrave. Jerked about, Argrave diverted most of his attention to his feet to avoid falling. He wasn’t sure that Reinhardt wouldn’t simply drag him along if he were to fall. Some of the knights watched their passing, shaking their heads or smiling with schadenfreude.
Reinhardt dragged Argrave through all of the camp until the distinct sound of whinnying and neighing became louder and louder. The knights had constructed a makeshift stable of sorts—a few knights watched over it, huddled over a pile of wood that was likely an unlit firepit. The knights stood when they saw their margrave dragging Argrave along.
The margrave gave a yank on the rope and threw Argrave in front of them. Argrave collapsed to the grass, landing on his elbows as gracefully as one could manage. It hurt more than he cared to admit—his body was quite fragile.
“Look after the hostage. If he talks too much, I leave it to you to decide how to shut him up… so long as he isn’t hurt,” Reinhardt quickly added as he led his horse to the rest of the other creatures and tied its reins up neatly. “Another thing. He’s to sleep right next to the horses.”
“Come on,” Argrave protested, rising to his feet. “You don’t need to do this, margrave.”
“You didn’t need to speak,” Reinhardt said as he walked by uncaringly. “Didn’t stop you.”
Argrave stared at the margrave as he walked away, his back facing the knights that had been assigned to look after him. If the margrave cared to look back, he could see a faint smile lining Argrave’s face.
Praise be to Sun Tzu, Argrave thought. Know thy self, know thy enemy. One battle, one victory. Far off from a thousand, but it’s a start.
He felt a faint tug at the rope around his chest, and Argrave turned his head to the knights behind him. One of them had picked up the rope.
“The margrave’s given us the order,” one of the knights said, a serious-looking man with orange hair. “If you don’t trouble us, you won’t be troubled.”
Like master, like servant. Margrave Reinhardt chose honorable knights. Fighting the margrave as a spellcaster with D-rank skills? Positively suicidal. Escaping from these guys, though… I just need an opportunity. And misdirection.
“I surrender,” Argrave said, raising his hands in the air. “Do with me as you will.”
The knights looked at each other, then eventually led Argrave to a post beside the margrave’s horse. They tied him firmly, yanking the rope tightly to make sure both the post and the knot would hold. They argued briefly about who would watch over Argrave. Eventually, they played a game of chance, and one stood just beside Argrave, watching him loosely. After that, they resumed their duties—fetching water for the horses, gathering wood from the distant forest for the fire.
Argrave passed the time by staring at the sky. More and more knights brought their horses to the area, leaving them to the knights assigned on stable duty. The knights watched Argrave, but he kept silent. Unlike the margrave, he could see no benefit in provoking them. Soon, the moon was peeking above the distant mountains, half-full, bright, and still eerily red. It still gave Argrave shivers to see it.
He bided his time. The margrave’s horse grazed on the grass, its appetite seemingly unending. The moon kept rising, and the last light of dusk slowly faded away as the two suns went behind the planet. Or… Argrave frowned. He supposed this planet would be rotating around the suns. Was it even called a ‘sun’ anymore? It would be a different star system entirely. The people still called them suns, though.
A faint scratching entered Argrave’s ears. He turned its head to its source. One of the stable knights had retrieved a piece of flint. He awkwardly used his sword as the ‘steel’ portion of the flint and steel, casting sparks onto the wood. He grunted in frustration.
“Just fetch one of the knights that knows magic,” one of the men commented.
“Forget it,” the knight crouching dismissed the other’s comments. “We can do it ourselves. Magic isn’t everything.”
“The wood’s too wet to catch fire. It won’t work,” the other reasoned. “C’mon, we can just walk into camp. Won’t take long.”
“I can do it,” the knight stubbornly refused. He set aside his sword. “Hand me my gauntlet. I’ll use it instead.”
Argrave watched the exchange, head tilted.
The other knight sighed but handed him the gauntlet. The would-be fire starter put on his gauntlet and tried to snap with the flint. After a few tries, and some sparks cast, Argrave heard a distinct snap and some curses.
“Damn it all. The flint broke.” He threw it aside.
“I’ll get someone,” the other said in exasperation.
Argrave raised his hand. “I can help,” he yelled out.
All of the knights near the horses turned their head to Argrave, looking at him.
“I’m an Acolyte for the Order of the Gray Owl. I can start your fire,” Argrave explained further.
They all stared at him. “The margrave wouldn’t like that, I don’t think,” the one guarding Argrave commented.
“Ah. I see.” Argrave lowered his hand. “It’s no trouble, but if you insist… I was just cold, too.”
“It’s just a fire, Marsh,” the one who’d been using the flint and steel said. “We can let him sit close. Keep a good eye on him. If he was dangerous, the margrave wouldn’t have left him to us.”
The one guarding Argrave shrugged. “Alright. But the rope stays on.”
They untied the knot and led Argrave to the fireplace. He held his hand out and used some simple F-rank magic to conjure a flame. Soon enough, the small pile of twigs and logs was set aflame. Argrave sat on the grass, holding his hand out. All of the knights gathered around, letting out quiet cheers.
“Some heat. Finally,” Argrave said.
“Just before the night gets truly cold, too.” One of the knights scooched close, holding his hands out. “Thanks, kid.”
Argrave nodded. He watched the flickering flame. It brought back memories. Long camping trips, with nothing to do at nightfall but sit and stare at the flame, eating whatever sweets they’d packed with them. And now… to say the least, having another situation like that seemed impossible.
He waited and waited, watching as the knights gathered around the flame. They could not fall asleep—they had Argrave to keep watch on, but more importantly, the horses. If they were to run amok… well, it would be devastating.
Coincidentally, horses feared the flames. Turning his head towards them, he saw their beady eyes reflecting the fire. All of them watched the fire cautiously. These horses were probably well used to fire, being trained and raised by humans. But illusion magic… well, it was particularly effective on those that did not know about it. Animals knew nothing of magic.
Argrave got closer to the fire, holding his hands up. It looked as ordinary a gesture as any. Illusion magic could muddle the senses, too, but it could also make something seem larger, more intense than it actually was. All of the knights were relaxed.
It seemed as good a time as any. His heart was moving fast enough to burst from his chest, but he told himself that fortune favored the brave.
Argrave cast a spell—[Intensify], a D-rank illusion spell. In his eyes, nothing occurred. In everyone else’s eyes, though, the flames would appear to roar to life, exploding into the air. The potent smell of smoke would fill their nostrils. The heat would soar, all but causing pain.
After he cast the spell, some of the knights leapt away from the fire. The most immediate reaction, though, was the horses.
The animals all reared on their legs and fought against what tied them to their posts. Argrave suppressed his spell, but the damage had been done and the horses spiraled out of control quickly. Animals tended to be keen towards each other’s emotions, and one’s reaction could incite the entire herd. Even a warhorse was not exempt from this, especially without a rider on their back.
All of the knights nearby scrambled to get the horses under control—some broke free from their bindings and galloped across the plains. Argrave stood, acting just as surprised as all the rest. He walked towards the horses in even strides, cutting his rope with an E-rank spell, [Wind Knife]. His hands shook dreadfully, but his mind was focused.
Argrave clambered atop a large white stallion with a red mane—the margrave’s horse—completely avoiding the attention of the knights, who were distracted by their primary duty of keeping the horses. Perhaps they did not even suspect foul play. Argrave cut the white stallion’s binding and held its head. It was well-trained and accepted him quickly.
With one quiet urge, the margrave’s horse started to gallop. Argrave was thankful that he learned how to ride today. One of the knights—the orange-haired one—noticed Argrave’s attempt and moved to block him. Argrave’s stomach churned as he confronted the fact that he’d not be able to escape without doing something drastic.
The knight drew his sword and thrust at Argrave atop the horse. Argrave twisted his body and conjured another [Wind Knife] just in time to knock the blade aside. Despite the combat, the well-trained horse did not react—it was bred and trained for war. The horse kept moving, slamming its body into the knight and casting him to the ground in a winded mess.
Argrave heard shouts behind him, but he kept his body low to his horse and his mind on the plains ahead. He had been through this area many times in the game before. He knew the way to Mateth. If he were to get there, he would be safe. Nikoletta had proven as much back at the carriage.
He heard a whistle and saw an arrow just ahead of him on the plains. More and more whistles sounded behind them. Argrave twisted back and cast a large wind spell, [Wind Wall]. It was a simple and immobile barrier of wind that would stop any projectiles seeking him further. Then, he turned, lowering his body onto the horse.
The thundering hooves of the margrave’s stallion echoed in Argrave’s head. The only sound more present was the beating of his heart and the pounding of his blood. His whole body was shaking in dread and excitement both. On and on they went, the beast’s hooves meeting the ground again and again and again, into the tens, the hundreds, the thousands.
Argrave dared to look back.
The plains were empty. All that could be seen was a distant trail of smoke, and a few knights struggling to retrieve errant horses.
“Heh,” Argrave said quietly, the noise lost in the wind. “Hehahaha. HAHAHAHA!” His giggles erupted into triumphant laughter. “Oh, God. I did it.”




Chapter 10

It was dawn. The pale, somewhat blue light of the early morning suns made its way across the vast plain in front of Mateth. Subtle rainbows of refracted light dappled the landscape where the light passed through drops of water at just the right angles. A lone rider, leaning tiredly on his horse, spurred his mount in a light canter towards the towering walls of the coastal city.
Argrave felt exhausted. A night ride was not a pleasant thing. If he had not chosen the best horse—the margrave’s horse—he doubted the creature would have lasted running all night. If Argrave did not know his surroundings as well as he did, he further doubted he would have been able to make it without colliding into a tree or rock.
On top of all that, Argrave’s body was frustratingly weak. He had to stop several times during the journey, utterly exhausted. Each moment of rest felt like a moment of impending doom, where one of the margrave’s men would steal upon him and put a sword through his throat. And yet… he’d made it. Mateth, seat of the Monticci Dukedom.
The near unending expanse of green, wet grass slowly gave way into great fields of gold. Beyond them, yet more verdant fields lie—melons, orchards of plums, pears, apples. Closest to the city, and furthermore the most heavily guarded, were the more arcane plants. They were few in number but varied in color, ranging from a bright, fluorescent blue to a rich black that seemed to eat the light around it.
Argrave mustered what dim vestige remained of his sleepless mind to admire the beauty of a Mateth that had yet to suffer an invasion. It was the most beautiful city in the game, according to most Heroes of Berendar players. Argrave thought it looked much better in person. His eyes surely had a better resolution than the game. Higher than 1920x1080, at least. Maybe sights like these were why people bought 4k monitors.
The city itself was very pretty. Its walls must have been made out of marble. Maybe it was magic fantasy marble, but it looked the same as regular marble. They were stark and bare white, but statues lined the ramparts, spaced equidistantly like great guardians watching over the vast fields out in front of the city.
Argrave slowed his horse into a pleasant trot as they rejoined the main road into Mateth. Argrave listened to the horse’s breathing slowly quiet as it regained its composure. It was a great horse, to be sure—likely bred and raised specifically for the margrave to ride.
He was very much looking forward to selling it for a king’s ransom.
Argrave joined the side of a large caravan traveling into the city, carrying loads and loads of wares. He straightened his posture and started riding like a normal person, though his legs ached something fierce despite the numerous breaks he’d taken. He passed through the towering walls of the city without issue. The guards checked the caravan’s contents, but too many people passed into Mateth to check with each traveler. He was let past without even being called out to.
Seeing an all-too-familiar city layout, Argrave couldn’t help but crack a slight grin. He led Reinhardt’s stallion through the city, heading for a horse breeder that he knew of. He saw a great row of stalls holding fine horses. Argrave dismounted, walking to the front of the stables.
“Hello? Looking for the horse master,” Argrave called out, voice hoarse.
“One minute, please wait!” a voice answered.
Argrave complied. Soon enough, a somewhat fit man with braided brown hair and a beard walked out of the building and to Argrave.
“Hello. Robarr, right?” Argrave asked.
“Yes, that’s correct, lord,” the man answered cautiously. “Have we met before?”
“Not personally, but I know you well enough,” Argrave answered, shaking his head. “You deal in horses, no?”
“That’s correct, lord,” Robarr nodded. “Would you like me to take care of this fine animal for you?”
Argrave looked at the stallion. “As much as I would like to say ‘yes,’ I’m afraid that’s not the case. I have to be selling this horse.”
“Selling,” Robarr repeated. His eyes wandered, and he awkwardly turned about, not meeting Argrave’s eyes. Then, he said almost begrudgingly, “A man comes to me in ragged clothing, appearing exhausted, offering to sell a horse. Forgive me, but my first assumption is not kind.”
“And why not?” Argrave asked.
“Well…” Robarr scratched the back of his neck. “And meaning no offense, my lord, but when I see an exhausted man trying to quickly sell a horse, I first assume that it’s stolen.”
Argrave frowned. “Stolen? Why would you think that?” he asked incredulously, then looked down at himself. “Actually… come to think of it, you have a good point… but I assure you, that is simply not the case,” Argrave said insistently.
“Is that so?” Robarr said accommodatingly, almost as if he felt bad for Argrave.
“Yes, it is,” Argrave answered firmly. “I was accosted by brigands on the way to Mateth, you see. Well, not to Mateth, but rather to Vendleber and then onwards to Dirracha. I am a recently released Acolyte from the Order of the Gray Owl, intending to return home. I went to Mateth because it was the closest and safest place I could reach after escaping from the brigands.”
“The brigands, you say?” Robarr repeated.
“Indeed. Brigands.” Argrave nodded, straining his tired mind to its fullest. “They were mounted on horseback, and they carried a banner of white with a golden lion. I assumed they were men of House Parbon. I feel foolish, in hindsight… Nonetheless, they demanded my money and my books. Once I had given them that, I seized a moment of distraction—with some help from illusion magic, you see—to escape. I must thank this fine horse for the help… but I am penniless, and I need to return to my family in Dirracha. I am forced to sell this fine creature to pay for an armed escort.”
Robarr frowned, scrutinizing Argrave. “Well, that’s…”
“Come now.” Argrave held his arms out. “These clothes are worn, true enough, but they’re custom-fitted and well-decorated. Clothes for a man of my height must be custom made, you see. I cannot claim to be from a great house, but I am a noble from the capital.”
“Your house’s name?” Robarr inquired.
“Blackgard,” Argrave answered after a moment’s pause. “Argrave of Blackgard.”
“Well…” Robarr scratched his cheek. “Gods. I feel a bit paranoid, lord. I apologize if I offended you.”
“Oh, come now.” Argrave held out a magnanimous hand. “A man of your trade has plenty of reason to fear for being sold stolen goods. My father’s horse was stolen once before—fortunately, the boy did not know how to ride, and was caught quickly.”
“Thank you, Lord Argrave.” The horse master bowed a little. “Let’s see, then… this horse must be a custom breed.” Robarr walked to the horse, petting its mane. “Such a beautiful crimson mane.”
“Indeed,” Argrave said, trying to act proud as he watched Robarr admire the horse. “For generations, my family has traded in fine horseflesh.”
“I can tell.” Robarr walked around, sizing it up as it neighed. “It’s well-muscled, too. It would make a fine warhorse.”
“It was bred for as much,” Argrave nodded. He was glad he had cast off the ornamentation from House Parbon that it had been decorated with.
“Well… I can offer three thousand gold for it,” Robarr said.
Argrave squinted. “Robarr… my family does horse trading, and I have accompanied my father on many a sale. This fine horse is worth far more than a mere three thousand. You could sell it for nearly ten thousand, especially on the eve of a tournament.”
The two exchanged figures for a long time. Argrave was adamant and persistent—he had bought and sold many horses in the game, and he knew that the margrave’s was a very good horse—and Robarr eventually grew tired.
“Alright. How is this? Six thousand, nine hundred and fifty, in the form of a banknote,” Robarr proposed. “You can’t carry around so many coins, anyway.”
“We have a deal,” Argrave said with a smile, having doubled the price and then some.
Robarr shook his head. “Your family are surely horse traders. Few customers haggle as well as you.” He walked back into the building, retrieving the money.
“Here you are,” said Robarr after a time, handing the note in an unclosed envelope. Argrave checked the figure and then closed the envelope tightly. “Considering your situation, I wrote a letter of recommendation so that you could open an account in the bank quickly.”
“That’s… You went above and beyond,” Argrave said, marveling. “You may make a speedy profit. My father may rebuy the horse in a few weeks’ time at a generous price once I make it home.”
Robarr nodded and held out his hand. Argrave politely declined, citing that he was filthy.
Walking away, Argrave pinched the envelope tightly in his fingers. Silver tongue has bred me some filthy lucre. Now that I’ve got money, I’m free. He hid the envelope deep in his breast pocket. Few bumps, but I made it to Mateth. Now the real ‘fun’ can begin.
***
Nikoletta and Mina watched the streets of Mateth as the carriage rode by. The past few days, they had been discussing how exactly they were going to get their parents to take action.
“And what if that doesn’t work?” Mina pressed.
“Then we try another way,” Nikoletta answered calmly.
Mina leaned in. “Suppose nothing works?”
Nikoletta turned to her friend. “You sounded like you didn’t care a few days ago, but now you’re twice as eager as I am.”
“I-I… Well, you seemed like you cared a lot. I was just trying to step up for my friend,” Mina answered hastily. “Besides, the situation sounded terrible. He could be—”
“He’s fine. He has to be,” Nikoletta interrupted, not wishing to hear her finish that sentence. “He’s witty. At the very least, he’ll know how to avoid getting on the margrave’s nerves. Long enough to save his skin, maybe.”
Mina leaned out the carriage’s window, resting her head on her hands. “I don’t know… the margrave mentioned something about his daughter…”
Nikoletta recoiled. She recalled that line. It had been on her mind, too. “Mina, we made it back as fast as the carriage would allow. All we can do now is try.”
“You’re right, as always.” Mina kept looking out the window, a silence settling between them. The carriage rolled onwards towards Nikoletta’s father’s castle.
“Hey, Nicky?” Mina said. “Do you see that horse?”
“Is now the time to think about horses?”
“No, seriously, look,” Mina pointed, speaking urgently.
Nikoletta leaned to the window, following Mina’s pointed finger. “Gods. Rand, stop the carriage,” Nikoletta commanded promptly.
“Wait, what if it’s just a—” Mina tried to say, but Nikoletta had already opened the carriage door.
“There’s no way it’s a coincidence. They’re identical. Same red mane and everything.” Nikoletta alighted from the carriage. Her legs were stiff, but she still walked as fast as she could towards the stable. She recognized the place—her father bought many horses from this stablemaster.
“Excuse me,” Nikoletta said urgently, grabbed the doorframe and leaning inside the building. “I’m looking for the horse master here.”
Mina joined her, staring at the horse intently as though to discern if it was real or fake.
“Just a second, please!” a male’s voice responded. Soon enough, Robarr walked out of the building to greet the two.
“What can…?” the man paused. “Hold a moment. You’re… the young lady Monticci, no?”
“That’s right,” Nikoletta answered quickly. “This horse,” she pointed to the red-maned white stallion. “Where did you get it?”
Robarr’s eyes widened. “Oh gods. Forgive me, my lady!”
“Forgive you?” Nikoletta questioned. “Why?”
“If I had known it was the ducal famil—”
“Just answer her question,” Mina interrupted.
Robarr swallowed. “I-It was sold to me a few days ago. A very tall, ragged-looking man with hair… well, hair the same color as yours, young lady Monticci, sold it. Called himself Argrave of… ehm… Blackbay, I think.”
Mina laughed out loud. “No way. He really…” She turned away, laughing into her sleeve.
“Ragged-looking?” Nikoletta questioned. “Was he injured?”
“Injured?” Robarr repeated, surprised. “No, he had no visible injuries. His clothes were a bit torn, though, and he looked exhausted. He claimed he was attacked by bandits bearing the banner of House Parbon and robbed of his books and money.”
Nikoletta herself was stunned speechless for a moment. She joined Mina in laughter for a brief moment.
“Err… young lady Monticci, was the horse not stolen?” asked the clueless horse master.
“Well,” Nikoletta said, suppressing her laughter. “Some people may come looking for the horse. I will hand you a badge with Monticci’s symbol—if they do ask about the horse and who sold it, send them to the duke’s estate. Do not give them any other information.”
“Oh… I-I see,” Robarr said, his anxiety evidently not quelled with this news. “Was the man related to the young lady Monticci?”
“My cousin.” Nikoletta smiled. “Did he mention anything else? Where he might go, for instance?”
“Ehm… he mentioned he was an Acolyte… He haggled ridiculously well,” Robarr complained. “I bought the horse for six thousand nine hundred and fifty gold, gave him a banknote. He mentioned hiring an armed escort and heading to his home in Dirracha.”
Nikoletta shook her head and walked away. “Thank you for your time.”
“Certainly, young lady,” Robarr called out. “Then… the horse…”
“Keep it,” Nikoletta responded.
Mina was just ending her giggle fit as they walked side-by-side back to the carriage, Sir Rand shortly behind them. “To think… to think that we were sitting in that carriage, brooding about what to do.”
“I wonder if he’s still around,” Nikoletta commented.
“Maybe,” Mina mused. “Mateth is safe.”
“He gets kidnapped… steals the margrave’s horse, sells it for near enough to buy a house…” Nikoletta summarized things, marveling at the situation.
Mina started laughing again. “I think, maybe… no, I know that your cousin is a lot more fun than he looks.”




Chapter 11

A few days had passed. After cashing the banknote and opening an account at the local bank, Argrave stayed at a fairly expensive inn in Mateth that valued order and cleanliness—virtues he found it difficult to live without, especially given the strenuous circumstances he had been through in the past few days. It was easy to overcome his mysophobia when faced with the very unappealing prospect of being held hostage in opposition to King Felipe III, but now that the danger had passed, he cleaned himself up.
Margrave Reinhardt would not waste the time to send men to find Argrave, he knew. Getting to his brother Bruno was far more important to the margrave than securing a hostage. Argrave did not fear retribution overmuch. His relationship with the Parbons could never be repaired, though. An unfortunate happening, but it was unavoidable.
Argrave had changed his well-to-do aristocratic clothes for firmer leather clothing—a shirt, boots, gloves, et cetera. Waiting for them to be custom fitted to his considerable height had been the only thing delaying his departure, in truth. It was vaguely armored, but Argrave did not trust his weak body to support full leather armor.
Once they were made, he left expediently from Mateth’s western gate, following the road along the coastline for a time. He watched the ships coming and going from the docks in Mateth. Some things remained unchanged. The smell of the salt brought back memories of Earth. There was the unfamiliar, too—the smell of an otherworldly city, the sound of the people and carriages moving on the road, a caravel sailing the open sea, the pounding of a blacksmith’s hammer from behind the city’s stark white walls…
Argrave sighed in wistful homesickness, and then walked towards his destination. He strayed from the roads, walking across the plains leisurely. There would be no bandits or foul beasts so close to the city, and his destination was not far. It was just within the woods. Dusk light illuminated his path.
He walked across the plains until he began to see stumps left by lumberjacks, and then he walked beyond those until he entered the forest untouched by civilization. The trees were tall here, ancient, and their leaves so dense only a few specks of the dying sunlight made it through. It was not long before his only company was the animals and his thoughts.
Argrave was certain he was on the right track when he noticed the trees changing. Their bark became darker, as though winter emanated from deeper in the forest. The leaves went from bright green to a deep, rich color. The air itself seemed to change color.
“Rather ominous in person,” Argrave commented to no one in particular. Even still, he could’ve sworn that someone would hear him.
He stopped at a particularly tall and thick tree, likely the oldest in the forest. He stared at it for a time, brows furrowed, but eventually moved around to the back. He nodded when he found what he was looking for.
A set of stairs had been carved into the roots of the old tree. It led up to a hollow portion in the base of the trunk that seemed to have been chiseled away in an age long since passed. Mushrooms grew at points, like shelves, in the alcove. The carved hollow housed a stone shrine. It consisted of only a table, a tablet, a quill made of stone, and a statue. The years had covered the stone items with moss, giving much of the gray rock a greenish hue that made it look like patinaed copper.
The statue was a grotesque thing. It depicted a malformed lump of meat vaguely resembling a head with a mouth possessing far too many teeth. It had two eyes but they were not in alignment, as though its face was melting and drooping away. Argrave kneeled down before the shrine.
Argrave picked up the stone quill and the tablet. He wrote on the tablet, ‘I seek wisdom beyond my years.’ The quill left no marks, but he was not surprised by this fact. He set the two items down, moved back a few feet, and waited contentedly.
The mouth of the statue split open, its stone teeth retracting back into its mock gums. Its lips widened further and further, acting more as flesh than stone. Then, a reddish, mercury-like portal spread out in the mouth from its throat. An arm emerged, skinny and long, and kept emerging; it could not have been any shorter than ten feet. Just after it a stubby arm pushed its way out, grasping onto the statue for purchase. The beast began to pull itself from the portal.
The emissary of the being Argrave had called upon started to reveal itself in earnest. It was anthropomorphic, yet all of its limbs were strangely proportioned and its skin resembled exposed flesh after being flayed. Its eyes bulged in and out of the socket in rhythm with its breathing.
The dread emissary looked about the forest, not displaying any hostility. One of its legs was far too short, so the creature awkwardly balanced on its one long arm and one long foot. The emissary opened its mouth, revealing a set of pearly whites so straight they looked fake.
“This shrine hidden amongst the ancient trees still sees worshippers. We had no idea,” the being said. The voice was very ordinary, entirely unbefitting of the creature itself.
“I suspect I am the first to come in many years,” Argrave answered calmly.
“We know,” the creature said passively. “And why have you come?”
“Why do people generally contact a god of knowledge?” Argrave stared the emissary of Erlebnis in its eyes without blinking.
Any single emissary of Erlebnis, the God of Knowledge, was capable of killing Argrave. Those elongated or stunted limbs were ineffectual, sure enough. However, the servants of Erlebnis knew magic far beyond what any order of mages might teach. Argrave recalled innumerable days playing Heroes of Berendar where he had attempted to kill one of Erlebnis’ emissaries for fun, only to be utterly pulped by ridiculous spells.
That said, Argrave was perfectly safe now. He could sleep in the strange creature’s revolting arms and no harm would come to him. Such a situation was unlikely to happen, naturally, but the point stood. The emissaries only defended themselves from attack. They were neutral beings because they were fundamentally merchants, taking no side in the affairs of mortals by and large. They only bartered, and their only good was knowledge. Harming customers was bad for business.
“You come seeking knowledge,” the emissary nodded. “Like so many before you.”
“Not true.” Argrave held a gloved finger up and shook it. “I come offering knowledge, in return for a blessing from Erlebnis.”
“Then you have wasted our time,” the emissary said levelly. “No knowledge possessed by one as young as you would be worth a blessing from our lord Erlebnis.”
“I know the location of Oril Valar, and the Viirtulfyr that he stole from your lord,” Argrave declared.
After Argrave’s words finished, all sounds died. The wind, the swaying of the trees, the bugs and the birds all suddenly ceased to make any noise at all. His own breath escaping his nostrils made no noise. He felt his heart speed faster, but he could not hear it. Even if Argrave knew he was safe, it was difficult to stop the natural reaction to abrupt stimuli. The emissary spoke, and Argrave heard only its voice.
“Even mentioning Oril Valar, you have drawn the eye of our lord Erlebnis.” The emissary did not display any of its emotion on its voice—it might as well have been talking about the weather. Perhaps it had no emotions to display.
“That was my intention,” Argrave responded, fortunately able to hear his own voice in this strange silence.
The emissary’s eyes withdrew back into its head, leaving behind the same reddish-mercury portal from which the creature had originally emerged from. Argrave waited patiently, expecting this might happen—the emissary had returned to receive Erlebnis’ will.
In simpler terms, it was talking to its boss.
Argrave used the time to calm his beating heart. Communing with ancient gods often was not particularly good on the health, Argrave would guess. Fortunately, this information was the only thing that he could currently offer Erlebnis, a God of Knowledge. If he wanted further rewards, doubtless he would need to become inextricably bound to Erlebnis.
Conveying this knowledge to Erlebnis had been a secret quest in Heroes of Berendar. If one found out about the Viirtulfyr, one could offer that knowledge to Erlebnis. More simply, one could return the book directly. Hoarding this knowledge was useless to Argrave, as the book only contained top-level spells beyond his ken that he had no ability to retrieve, at present.
Argrave was confident in this trade. Further trades, though—forget it. Beyond the very high possibility of early-onset baldness from stress, he was tampering with a power that could very well lead to his insanity. A god was, fundamentally, impossible to understand. Ancient gods were further insidious and manipulative. He did not have the hubris the Greeks so loathed—Argrave knew his limits as a mortal and was not certain he could continue to meddle without losing his mind.
Only one of the emissary’s eyes returned, refocusing on Argrave. “Our lord is watching this conversation through my eye, Argrave. He will be very displeased if you are toying with us.” Argrave could not help but shudder—he had not mentioned his name, yet the emissary knew. Perhaps he should not be surprised.
“The master is interested in this deal,” the emissary continued. “You would be willing to submit to a spell to determine the veracity of your words?”
Argrave considered the question, ensuring there were no loopholes in its phrasing. “As long as the spell only discerns truth from falsehood, that condition is amenable.”
“Cautious one,” the emissary noted. “A valuable trait for all of life. And you asked for a blessing in return?”
Argrave nodded. “A specific blessing from your lord: the Blessing of Supersession. It should be of the highest quality—the best your lord can give.”
The Blessing of Supersession would be an invaluable acquisition for Argrave on his path as a mage. It would allow him to connect his pool of magic to Erlebnis, an ancient god, for a period of five minutes. In effect, he would be granted unlimited magic during its duration—every emissary of Erlebnis had this ability, and it was precisely why they were such potent spellcasters.
For Argrave, who intended to use the very costly electric magic as his primary form of attack, it was invaluable. The blessing had its drawbacks—he was borrowing the magic, and he could not use the ability again until he had paid back his magic ‘debt.’ Ordinarily, one could not even use magic until they paid the debt back. The highest-quality Blessing of Supersession Argrave requested completely removed that condition. Argrave could pay back the magic debt at his leisure and remain capable of using his own pool of magic without issue.
After Argrave had stated his request, the emissary turned its eye to look at the portal where its other eye once had been, communing with Erlebnis in total silence. Its gaze refocused on Argrave after some time had passed.
“You ask a very high price,” the emissary said slowly. “Even amongst our lord’s direct mortal servants, few possess a blessing of that sort.”
“I ask for a high price because I know the value of my knowledge.” Argrave shrugged. “The grudge your lord bears against Oril Valar is deep, and I know well the value of Viirtulfyr. If I could retrieve it myself, I might. Alas, Oril Valar is a very powerful person, and not someone a humble mortal like me can meddle with.”
“We see.” The emissary once more looked to the portal in its vacant eye socket, and Argrave waited longer. “The lord tells us that He can agree to provide a Blessing of Supersession of the highest quality, under the condition you answer three questions under a spell that differentiates truth from falsehood. In addition, the information contained in these questions must first be proven accurate by His emissaries. Simply put, we would retrieve the Viirtulfyr before you receive the blessing.”
Argrave hesitantly nodded at the conditions, but he was not entirely content. “Tell me the questions, first.”
The emissary raised its long arm, holding its hand close to its face as it counted down. “First, the location of Oril Valar in detail. Second, the location of Viirtulfyr in detail. Third, how you came to possess this knowledge.”
Hesitation crept in at the third question. If Argrave admitted where he originally came from, even indirectly, Erlebnis might take an unwanted interest in him.
“Is the third question necessary?” Argrave tilted his head.
“If you wish for the highest quality blessing,” the emissary answered quickly, almost anticipating his words.
Argrave clasped his hands together, staring at the gloves as he rubbed his thumb against his palm. He wanted the highest-level blessing—an inability to use magic after its use would be very annoying. No, not just annoying, it might end in his death.
“If you don’t ask for details on the third question…” Argrave said slowly, ensuring his phrasing was ironclad. “I will agree to those three questions only.”
The emissary bowed its head lightly. “It shall be so. Then, we shall cast the spell per the arrangement.”
Argrave gestured for the emissary to proceed. It held its hand out, and a red line of light shot towards his heart like the bite of a snake. Argrave did not resist, and he felt the oddity of another’s magic for the first time in his life.
The emissary’s one eye stayed fixed on Argrave’s face. “What is the precise location of the spellcaster Oril Valar, who wronged our lord Erlebnis and stole the Viirtulfyr?” the emissary spoke, enunciating every word clearly.
“Oril Valar inhabits an island known to locals as ‘Black Isle’ off the coast of the northern point of the continent of Berendar, near the town of Kumdan. The island is host to a volcano which Oril Valar has tampered with, making it shroud the island in ash. Oril Valar has a castle on the northern side of the island, concealed by illusion magic. He rarely leaves the castle, and even less so the island.”
Argrave held back no details, even giving more information than the spell would probably compel. The earlier they recovered the Viirtulfyr, the earlier he got his blessing.
The emissary carried on without missing a beat. “Where is Viirtulfyr, the book stolen by the vampire Oril Valar?”
“Oril Valar keeps the book close. It is in the same fortress in which he currently resides. It is likely still on the third floor down, in the library at the end of the hall on the right,” Argrave said, almost entirely sure of the details.
“How did you come to possess this knowledge regarding Oril Valar and the Viirtulfyr?”
“I confirmed it personally,” Argrave said slowly.
And it was true—he had gone there multiple times with each character from Heroes of Berendar. He was the primary contributor to Oril Valar’s wiki article.
The emissary said nothing for a time, staring at Argrave. The red light persisted—Argrave was worried the spell might react.
“Well? It’s the truth, no?” Argrave remained stone-faced. If he had been lying, the red light would have broken.
The emissary snapped, and the red light retreated. “Indeed it is, mortal. Or at the very least, your mind and body believe it is the truth. We will confirm the value of your truth in the days to come.”
The sounds of the forest returned as suddenly as they had left—it was a little like one’s ears popping from a change in altitude. The other eye of the emissary emerged from the portal resembling red mercury.
“Our business is concluded, then.” Argrave nodded. “I presume you will give me a token that will notify me when you are ready to offer payment?”
“Most curious. You almost lead us to believe you have done business of this nature with our lord before. Perhaps an ancestor of yours provided you some knowledge… yet even still, that does not explain how you confirmed the presence of the Viirtulfyr and Oril Valar personally…” The emissary produced a red disk in its hands, seemingly from the air.
“Here. Keep this on your person and you will know when we are ready to receive you. If you have somehow tricked us… Oril Valar is the only one currently in this realm who has done such a thing. And if your information is correct, that will be rectified.”
Argrave took the red disk. It had no markings and looked to be made of simple stone painted red. “I look forward to receiving the blessing, then.”




Chapter 12

Elias alighted from the carriage at the gates of Vendleber, scanning the small town’s streets thoroughly. He had removed the gray robe of the Order of the Gray Owl, instead donning the traditional white and gold of his House Parbon. After searching the streets for a time for the banner bearing the golden lion, he walked to the men guarding the gate.
“Excuse me,” Elias asked, touching one guard’s shoulder lightly. “Have you seen a large party of horsemen come through here with the banner of House Parbon?”
The guard jumped a little, and then looked up at Elias. “Errm… yes, we did. The lord told us to… well, I probably shouldn’t say,” the guard stopped himself.
Elias frowned. “Are they here, then?”
“Aye.” The guard nodded. “Most of them are camping outside the walls. I think they let a few stay in the inn on the western side of town, though.” The guard pointed. “The Rattled Rain, it’s called.”
“Thank you,” said Elias, retrieving a gold coin and handing it to the guard.
“Oh…!” the guard brightened. Elias turned and strode quickly to where the guard had pointed. “Thank you!” the guard yelled out, but Elias paid it little heed.
Half-running through the streets, Elias kept an eye on the wooden signs hanging above doorways. Once he spotted the Rattled Rain, he paused, catching his breath before entering the doorway. Some familiar faces turned to meet him—some of his father’s knights.
“Lucain. Mystle,” Elias greeted, walking towards them. “Where’s—”
“Elias,” a deep voice echoed through the inn. Elias turned his head towards the stairs, watching as his father slowly walked down into the inn’s common room. He looked disheveled, his long red hair splayed out across his plate mail in thick, greasy strands.
“Father,” Elias said, moving to greet him. “I came as soon as I heard that you had left Parbon.”
“Why are you here?” Margrave Reinhardt asked angrily. “You’re supposed to be in the Tower of the Gray Owl.”
“My term as a student is over,” Elias explained quickly. He held out a steel badge that bore an owl on it. “I’m a Wizard of the Gray Owl, now. My research was admissible.”
Reinhardt prodded his chest with a finger, sending Elias back a step. “And so you come here, instead of heading back to Parbon?”
“I should stand idly by while you go to help my uncle?” Elias spoke, matching his father’s bravado.
Reinhardt grit his teeth for a minute. Then, he stepped forward, hugging his son tightly. After a moment, they pulled away. The margrave kept a firm grip on Elias’ shoulders. “Congratulations, Elias. I did not think a son of mine would ever become a Wizard, but that doesn’t change the fact that I am proud.”
Elias smiled slightly. It seemed a rare expression on both of the men’s faces. They sat at one of the tables in the corner, alone.
“In truth, I didn’t think I would be able to find you at Vendleber,” Elias told his father as he took his seat. “I assumed you would already have started onwards to Dirracha.”
“I wanted to. I received some information from an anonymous source. We ran into trouble. A cunning snake,” Reinhardt said resentfully. “I knew I should have taken my wyvern instead of a horse…”
Elias placed his hands on the table, looking at his father as he slouched on the table. “Trouble with such a large host in tow? Was it one of the king’s eldest sons?”
“No. Argrave, the royal bastard.” The margrave looked to his hands, a grim and wrothful look settled on his face.
“What?” Elias asked incredulously. He’d seen his father have that expression before, but it was only after a great defeat. “But he’s… I don’t believe he’s even reached C-rank magic, yet. How…?”
“His magic was hardly relevant.” Reinhardt shook his head, eyes growing distant with reflection. “But his words… even thinking back, he led me by the nose like a fool. He was traveling with the Duke of Monticci’s daughter and… a child of House Veden. I forget who.”
“Mina,” Elias filled in the blanks.
“Right.” Reinhardt nodded. “I thought to take him as a hostage. He came willingly. It made me let my guard down,” the margrave lamented. “The whole way, he complained about horses and hating them. He played my temper, stoked my doubts, made himself appear weak, and ingrained his hatred of horses into my head… I thought to punish him by having him sleep next to the horses.”
The margrave ground his teeth. “Moving him to the horses… probably what he wanted from me the whole time. From there… he frenzied them. A firepit and illusion magic, they said. He stole my horse, rode towards the coast. The men spent hours getting the mounts back in order.” Reinhardt slammed the table slightly.
Elias leaned back in the chair, holding his hand to his chin.
“He has the cunning natural to the House of Vasquer. Their banner bears a snake, and it suits them. That one is a snake with a silver tongue,” Reinhardt brooded. “The men were up for hours chasing horses. They need rest, as do the horses.” His head snapped to his son, refocused. “We’ll head to Dirracha tomorrow. If you’re to come with me, you should sleep. Some rooms are available upstairs. We rented out the whole inn.”
“Right,” Elias said absentmindedly. “You said Argrave rode towards the coast? Mateth? You must’ve sent someone after him.”
“Probably Mateth, yes.” Reinhardt straightened, leaning back in the chair until the plate he was wearing creaked. “The duke’s daughter seemed willing to protect him. He’ll head towards there, seek protection. I didn’t bother sending anyone. By the time I knew he was gone, it was far too late to send anyone after him. He stole the best horse we had, my Redsnow. I had to borrow one of my knight’s horses.”
“I see,” said Elias, a hint of frustration on his tone. “You should go and sleep. I have far too much energy left to sleep just yet, and I’ve not eaten.”
“The innkeeper makes decent food. Ask her,” Reinhardt said, handing Elias a few gold coins from a pouch. “We’ll wake early tomorrow. And son…” The margrave paused.
“Yes?”
“I’m glad you came.” Reinhardt patted his shoulder and walked up the stairs.
“Ah…” Elias did not know how to answer. He watched his father’s red hair fade out of view, and then the rest of the knights followed close behind him. Elias stayed in the common room. The innkeeper sat at a barstool at the other side of the room.
After a few minutes had passed, Elias stood and left the Rattled Rain. He walked towards the gate of the city. The suns were just beginning to fade. He saw a few of his father’s knights and followed them.
After exiting Vendleber, Elias saw a few horses stabled up. Elias approached without issue, as most of the knights recognized his crimson hair common in House Parbon. The horses seemed thoroughly guarded, but the knights wouldn’t dare impede the margrave’s heir.
Elias scanned the horses, looking for the one that looked most suitable. He spotted the one that looked the fastest and strongest, and walked to it.
“Erm… young lord Elias,” one of the knights interrupted. “It’s an honor to see you, but…?”
“My father gave me something to deliver,” Elias lied. “I need a horse posthaste.”
“Oh!” the knight said. “In that case, pardon me.” He bowed and walked away.
Elias got atop the horse, and after a few minutes of adjustment, set off into a canter. After a few minutes, he urged the horse into a gallop.
I’m sorry, Father. I won’t be of much help to you in the capital—more a hindrance. I should head to Mateth, find Argrave. Mete out punishment… or, at least, try to find Redsnow.
In the back of his head, Elias couldn’t help but acknowledge the fact that his sister was the first thing on his mind. In truth, Elias felt he was blindly stumbling forward towards some vague attempt at a vengeance he didn’t even know how to enact. He suppressed his doubts and rode onwards towards Mateth.
Coincidentally and entirely unbeknownst to Elias, the horse he had taken was the one that Margrave Reinhardt had borrowed to replace his white stallion.
***
It was midday. Argrave stood at the docks in Mateth, staring up at one of the buildings with his back facing the sea. He kept his gaze fixed on a pigeon. He had the distinct feeling that he was locking gazes with it. It stayed a fair distance away from the seagulls, refusing to eat or travel.
I’ll need to do something about these pigeons soon, Argrave thought.
Argrave turned his head away and walked from the docks. He had secured one card to play against the coming tides. Gerechtigkeit was coming. No matter what the player did in Heroes of Berendar, the ancient calamity’s summoning was inevitable. He was the millennial auditor for the world’s continued existence. His name was German for ‘justice’—he was the test offered by the world itself to determine if it was worthy of existing, or if a new one was necessary. Fantasy Darwinism, in essence.
As was natural with ancient calamities, Gerechtigkeit’s method of judgement was through strength.
Mateth, probably one of the richest cities on the continent of Berendar and the capital of the Dukedom of Monticci, would soon suffer an unexpected invasion. This problem would be exacerbated by the impending civil war and the succession crisis caused by the death of King Felipe III. None of those events had happened yet, but they were inevitable, guided to happen by innumerable factors. Personal strength alone could not defeat the ancient calamity. One would need an army.
Can’t we all just get along? Argrave sighed, weaving his way through this city he knew all-too-well. He grabbed the bronze hand mirror in his breast pocket to remind himself of his duty.
The invaders coming to Mateth hailed from a land overseas. The people in Berendar called them ‘snow elves,’ which was a fitting term going off appearance alone. They were elven in appearance and descent, but they had many differences from those that dwelled in the redwood forests far in the north. Their skin was paler, their hairs were lighter, and they were much larger. They called themselves Veidimen. Their nation was Veiden. They followed a patriarch. This patriarch—or matriarch, depending on the gender—was the head of the innumerable conquered tribes.
Some of the snow elves inhabited Berendar already, having been exiled from Veiden. Others simply sought greener pastures. Argrave found them quite interesting. Theirs was a militaristic, honor-focused society excelling in warfare. Contracts were almost sacred exchanges in their culture. At the same time, they were uncompromising enemies who viewed conquest as an inevitability and a duty vested by their god.
Argrave was planning on meeting one of those snow elves. He was an exile and a mercenary. Even with Erlebnis’ Blessing of Supersession, Argrave needed some concrete and reliable protection. Quite frankly, he didn’t fancy his chances in a fight against most anyone. And of all prospects Argrave could bring to mind, only one was reliable and readily available. This person could hold his own against warriors and mages alike—indeed, he was uniquely equipped to combat spellcasters.
A Veidimen mercenary could always be trusted, despite racist sentiments persisting throughout Berendar. They would never forsake a contract for a higher-paying enemy, even if that enemy was the patriarch of Veiden. They believed their goddess would condemn them to their version of the underworld—and perhaps She would. Argrave was counting on that loyalty to carry him through some of the storms ahead.
Argrave came to a stop at a certain establishment in Mateth. The building looked seedy—it was decrepit, unmarked, and Argrave pulled his gloves a little tighter as he looked at it. He did not wish to linger here long, to say the least. He grabbed the iron ring that marked the door gingerly and pulled it open.
Raucous noise filled Argrave’s ears at once. He entered into the building and closed the door. Argrave caught many gazes as he ducked into the establishment. He presumed and hoped it was only because of his height. Most were too busy with their own food and drink to do anything more than look. Argrave’s eyes scanned the room. He looked at the Veidimen mercenary’s usual spot, but no one sat there. He grew disappointed and uneasy.
In his peripheries, he saw a familiar black Scandinavian-like helmet and a large greatsword leaning against one of the wall’s pillars. Argrave smiled, weaving through the crowd while trying his best not to touch anyone. He stepped over some spilled drink and came to stand over precisely the man he’d been looking for.
“Galamon?” Argrave asked.
The man in question lifted his head up slowly. He had a mane of white hair that looked like fine silk that fell far past his sharp ears and broad shoulders. His face was firm and stoic, his skin far paler than Argrave’s. He had near entirely white eyes, the iris separated from the sclera by only a thin black line. In stark contrast to his pale features, he wore black armor. It was mostly plate, yet gray fur covered the shoulders. The snow elf had been sharpening a dagger with a whetstone.
“It is you,” Argrave nodded when his question went unanswered. “Wonderful. I’d like to hire you.”
Galamon scanned Argrave quickly with his eyes. Then, he pointed to the opposite chair with his dagger. “Sit.” The snow elf’s voice was deep and guttural, enough to make the faint of heart tremble in their boots.
Argrave made sure the chair had nothing spilled on it, then sat as he was directed. He was unoffended by Galamon’s brief command. Brevity and bluntness were simply the man’s mode of operations. Galamon retrieved a flask from his pouch and took a drink. That might deter a prospective employer, seeing their mercenary drink so casually.
It wasn’t alcohol in that flask, though. It was blood. Galamon had been exiled from Veiden because he was a vampire.
Argrave placed his hands on the table, crossing them over each other. “I have an employment offer for you. Mercenary work.”




Chapter 13

Galamon drew the dagger across the whetstone one final time, and then rubbed it down with a cloth. He put it back in its sheath and set it on the table beside his helmet. He straightened his posture and stared at Argrave.
“An employment offer,” Galamon repeated Argrave’s words back to him, the words serving no more purpose than acknowledging that he was listening.
“The work is fairly long term,” Argrave continued. “Six months. Three thousand gold.” Argrave saw some heads turn when he mentioned the amount.
“You know my rates,” Galamon said. “Someone referred you?”
Galamon’s voice was a low rasp, harsh enough to give Argrave chills up his spine. He briefly felt envious. He had no issues with his own voice, per se, but to have a voice like that… well, it would be damned nice. Maybe if he inhaled hot embers for a couple of hours…
“Something like that,” Argrave nodded, dismissing his vocal envy. “You’d mostly be acting as a guard, and doing certain other tasks along that line.”
Galamon did not react. “Who, or what, am I guarding?”
“Me.” Argrave pointed both of his thumbs at himself. “I have some enemies, you see. I plan to make more. I won’t demand you do anything unreasonable, though the terms can be ironed out when we draft the contract.”
Galamon nodded slightly, face still unmoving. “You’ll provide room and board?”
“Yes. Though… we may be camping frequently.” Argrave nodded. “I would ask that you hunt, should that be the case.”
“You have the coin?” Galamon’s eyes scanned his person.
“Not on me,” Argrave said quickly and loudly so as to deter any listeners. “We would have to go to the bank, draft a contract, and then I could give it to you. In coin, if necessary.” Argrave tapped his fingers on the table. “Any other questions?”
Galamon stared Argrave down, and then retrieved his flask for another drink. He set it aside, then shook his head. “No.”
He doesn’t even ask for my name, my position in society… Really, his confidence would seem like recklessness if I didn’t know fully how good this guy was at his job, Argrave reflected internally.
“Good. But I have some things to say to you. So…” Argrave held his hands up and cast a D-rank illusion spell, [Isolate].
This spell prevented sounds from leaking out; a simple yet efficient spell. Of course, it was an illusion spell and not a warding spell, so a sufficiently high-level spellcaster could resist its effects—not that he’d find them in this seedy place. Argrave did not know any warding spells, though. He would have to change that in the future.
“Our words won’t reach beyond this table now,” Argrave said. “One,” Argave held up a finger, “I know that you were exiled from Veiden. Two,” Argrave held up a second finger, “I know why. Don’t worry—I wouldn’t have even talked to you had that been an issue.”
Galamon’s stoic face finally showed some expression. His brows furrowed, and his lips fell into a scowl. “Why was I exiled, then?”
“You…” Argrave hesitated.
Even with the spell, he did not feel comfortable saying it out loud. Vampires were nearly universally reviled. If any high-level spellcaster were to overhear, it would make things very uncomfortable. Such people would not be common in such a place, but Argrave was not incautious.
“You have an iron-rich diet,” Argrave said, spreading his hands. Galamon stared, and Argrave considered that most people of the Middle Ages or its fantasy equivalent would have no idea that iron was in the blood. “You like a certain salty drink…” he continued, waving his hands. “Erm… no, that sounds wrong… You’re a bloodthirsty warrior…”
“Enough,” interrupted Galamon. “Why mention this if you have no issue with it?”
Argrave shrugged. “In a long-term partnership, both sides should be honest with each other, I think. The people of Veiden are honorable. You are especially so. As long as you keep me from harm, I don’t care if you… drink on the job. Just don’t expect me to pay for the drinks,” Argrave warned vaguely. “On the bright side, your kind don’t need to sleep.”
If older vampires kept drinking blood, the sunlight would not damage them, and they would not require sleep. That was why Galamon always carried around a flask. Indeed, vampirism seemed a vaguely appealing idea to Argrave. If not for the fact that blood nauseated him, he might’ve even considered it further.
“I see.” Galamon stood. Argrave had to look a long way up. He decided to stand also. Galamon was huge—well-built, and even taller than Argrave. “I must quickly fetch some things.”
“I’ll wait,” Argrave divulged his plans. “Then we’ll go to the bank.”
“Yes,” Galamon agreed. He walked away, and the crowd parted for him as he left.
Argrave sat back down at the table, dispelling the [Isolate] barrier. The two had very quickly become the most eye-catching people in the establishment, between their mention of Galamon’s ostensibly exorbitant fee and their very distinct physical appearance.
“Oi,” called a bald man sitting in a table across from his. Argrave ignored him. “Oi. Black hair. Talking to you.” Argrave kept ignoring him. The man got out of his chair and reached for Argrave’s shoulder. Not wishing to be touched, Argrave cast a simple shock spell, and the man jumped back.
“Watch it, wizard,” the man hissed.
Argrave crossed his arms, paying attention as much to his surroundings as he was the man in front of him. He felt ill at ease.
“You shouldn’t hire that snow elf,” the bald man insisted, pointing at a careful distance.
“And why not?” asked Argrave coldly, not caring to hear the answer.
“You stick with your own,” he said, putting his fist to his chest. “That white-haired bastard’ll likely put a knife in your chest as you sleep.”
Argrave just shook his head.
“I’m trying to look out for you here,” the man insisted, sauntering about with some support from those nearby. “Nothing good comes out of that one.”
“I presume you’d prefer I hire you.” Argrave waved his hand. “Go back to your table, leave me in peace.”
“Nay, I don’t want your gold. You look a noble. Nothing good comes from getting mixed up with you.” The bald man shook his head. “But people that talk ill of his god… they end up missing, no body ever found. I’m just warning you.”
Argrave frowned, somewhat surprised at that. The bald man seemed somewhat genuine. Argrave didn’t let his guard down, though.
“The Veidimen never break a contract.” Argrave shook his head. “Even if he did disappear some people, that’s not my concern.”
The bald man shook his head, calling Argrave a fool beneath his breath before he sat back down. Argrave turned his head to see Galamon returning. He had a strung bow on his back, an axe and dagger on his waist, and a bag hanging from his shoulder. He collected his white hair and tied it behind him, donning his helmet. Then he grabbed his greatsword and strung it to his waist, opposite his other weapons. Greatswords couldn’t be drawn if they were sheathed on the back, despite common perception.
“I am ready,” the elven vampire said simply.
Argrave smiled at the familiar sight. “So you are.” He stood, and the two left for the bank.
***
Galamon thoroughly examined the contract that Argrave had written. Once he reached the end, he set it down on the bank’s counter gently and looked at Argrave. The bank clerk sat there nervously—a giant snow elf in black armor was standing right in front of him, and Galamon did not seem overfriendly.
“To summarize… the job is mainly protection. And you don’t wish to be touched unless the situation demands it. You can request things of me, but I retain the right to refuse if I believe it unreasonable.”
“Yes. No bloody murder butchery, no secret assassinations, just a retained sword I can count on by my side that can also handle certain… other tasks,” Argrave said vaguely.
Galamon took a drink from his flask, and then signed the paper. Argrave gestured for the clerk to hand over the banknote with the custom amount, deducting it from his account. The three thousand gold loss would sting, to be sure, but insurance was more important than wealth.
“Have a good day, sirs,” the bank clerk said professionally.
“How should I call you?” Galamon said, tone professional and distant now that the contract was formally established.
“Just ‘Argrave.’” He walked towards the exit and pushed out of the doorway into the streets of Mateth. “Walk closer so I can speak quietly.”
Galamon obeyed quickly, and Argrave spoke.
“The next few weeks will be very busy. The Patriarchate of Veiden has been preparing an invasion on Mateth for some time. The time of their landing is going to come very shortly, and I need to minimize damages.”
Galamon missed a step but recovered quickly and kept walking beside Argrave, hand on the pommel of his greatsword.
“There are some pigeons spaced out on the roofs… oddly equidistantly,” Argrave pointed, looking up at them. “They don’t scavenge for food like other pigeons. They don’t travel in groups. Once night falls, they all coincidentally fly away.” Argrave looked at Galamon pointedly. “They’re scouts being controlled by druids. Veidimen druids, specifically. And I need to get my hands on their reports.”
After observing the pigeons for a time, Galamon looked back at Argrave. “You’re sure they’re Veidimen druids?”
“Well, if they aren’t, it’d be a pleasant surprise. In case you don’t know, the Order of the Gray Owl has no druidic spells. Only Veiden has that secret. Any exiles that have come here haven’t taught anyone these spells, and your people certainly haven’t traded that knowledge away.” Argrave shrugged. “I have my own way of knowing these things. They’re led by a druid called Tirros.”
“Tirros?” Galamon repeated. “Tirros the Tempestuous? He’s a prominent druid in Veiden working for the patriarch… so far as I remember, he was a poor spellcaster, but a great leader. This is no ruse, then.”
“Oh. You know him. Good. Do you think you could kill him?” Argrave asked. “With my help, naturally.”
“I don’t know your strength.”
“Spellcaster, D-rank spells, mostly.”
“…if he lost both of his arms, perhaps,” Galamon said hesitantly. He patted the axe on his waist. “This axe is made of Ebonice—it can dispel magic on contact. But Tirros would not be alone. Animal familiars, fellow druids…”
“Yes, indeed. If we fought him as we were, we’d be digging our own graves and jumping inside them, then tossing the shovel back up for someone to bury us.” Argrave shook his head. “But I’m at the cusp of comprehending C-rank magic. I think.” Argrave remembered he’d left his book about C-rank magic aboard Nikoletta’s carriage. That was a library book. I’ve got to get it back… Ugh.
“And besides, what’s the quote…? ‘Victorious warriors win first and then go to war, while defeated warriors go to war and then seek to win.’ That is to say, if we prepare, Tirros is nothing but a stiff breeze, not a tempest. Haha.” Argrave laughed at his own joke. He resumed walking through the streets of Mateth.
“For now, Galamon, we head to the local branch of the Order of the Gray Owl. It’s the small little temple in the northwest part of town… well, just follow along. We’ll find out if I’m as clever as I thought I was. And it’s time for me to learn the fundamentals of enchanting items.”
Galamon stood rooted in place for a moment. The snow elf considered, for the first time in near a hundred years, that his self-confidence may have gotten him into trouble. This employer of his seemed positively determined to march to his death. He opened his flask, and the scent of blood filled his nostrils. He took a large drink, sating the beast within him. The sunlight felt a little gentler on his skin.
All have to die someday.




Chapter 14

Argrave looked up at two great stone owls, hanging over the entrance to the Order’s hub in Mateth like gargoyles that were a quarter as scary. Argrave thought that owls were far too rotund and bizarre to ever be as scary as the other birds. Condors were terrifying enough… eagles, too. Realizing his mind had wandered, Argrave lowered his head and gathered his thoughts.
“Just wait out here, if you would,” Argrave directed Galamon. “I think they only let Acolytes and higher inside the Order itself. Annoying, but what can you do?”
“Understood,” said Galamon.
Argrave bit his lip a little. “Just find a quiet place. I’m sure some ignorant people might be troubled by a Veidimen standing right out in front of the—”
“I know,” Galamon interrupted.
After a nod and a wave, Argrave entered the Order’s Mateth branch. As long as he had one of the badges of the Order—his was a copper owl marking him as an Acolyte, kept in his leather gear’s chest pocket—he could enter the premises freely. Without the badge, one would be restricted by some particularly powerful enchantments.
This place was much less busy than the Tower of the Gray Owl. The tower was a bona fide school, with instructors and students abounding. It was the grandest repository of knowledge throughout the whole continent, and it had visitors to match. The branches throughout the major cities in Berendar were more like libraries, with only minimal services needed by wizards. Mostly, it referred members of the Order to private businesses that would fulfill their arcane needs.
Argrave ducked beneath the doorframe and stepped into the administrative office where a brunette woman wearing the standard gray robes of the Order busily tended to papers.
She looked up when she saw Argrave approach. “How may I help you, sir?” she asked with all the enthusiasm of a genuine wizard subjected to a crushing nine-to-five job.
“Hello, Miriam. Nice to see you again,” Argrave said, recognizing her. “I am here to inquire about the results of the Acolyte graduations.”
“O-oh,” she stuttered, coming to attention. Argrave wondered why for a minute, only to catch her looking up at his face. What is she…? Oh. I know her name, but she doesn’t know mine. She thinks she forgot we met before. I see. Argrave suppressed a smile with his gloved hand. He’d stumbled onto a fun new hobby—making people uncomfortable by knowing random details about them.
“The results arrived by owl early this morning. I can tell you the results, but you’ll have to go see Bern to get a Wizard’s badge.” She shifted some papers aside and pulled out a slightly crinkled parchment. “That is, if you passed, sir.”
“And? Did I?” Argrave pressed gleefully.
“Erm…” Miriam’s eyes darted to the paper, and at Argrave’s face. He could practically hear the gears turn in her head, desperately trying to remember a name she’d never heard. “Perhaps you’d best look for yourself, sir.” She handed the paper to him, escaping the pitfall Argrave had set up. He clicked his tongue and took the paper.
Argrave didn’t need to look for long before he found his name. It was at the very top of the paper, beneath a label glamorously decorated with gold and stars reading, ‘Special Consideration.’ A few other names were below and above his—Mina of Veden, Reichard, and Svetlana of Quadreign. All of them were powerful spellcaster characters in Heroes of Berendar.
“‘Special consideration,’” Argrave said, angling the paper. “What does this mean for me?”
“Oh. I suppose I should be congratulating you!” Miriam answered. “Acolytes entered for special consideration have submitted something that has value to the Order beyond a mere advancement from Acolyte to Wizard. Some of the High Wizards of the Order are taking the time to evaluate its precise usefulness to reward you appropriately.”
Argrave put his hand to his chin. High Wizards are those capable of B-rank magic… He felt a nugget of worry festering in his heart. You need A-rank blood magic to learn [Blood Infusion], and I left plenty out of my concept of Blood Infusion. I don’t think they’ll be able to complete the research independently… Ugh. I suppose some positive attention is what I wanted, in part, but…
“I can still get my recognition as a Wizard, right?” Argrave asked, brows furrowing.
Miriam crossed her hands atop her desk. “Unfortunately, until the process is finished, that can’t be granted.”
“That’s annoying.” Argrave handed the paper back to Miriam. “Look at me, so special, barred from getting the only thing I came here for…”
I wanted to buy some things to prepare for the druids with the remainder of the money I made selling that horse. I can’t purchase from some sellers without the badge of a Wizard of the Gray Owl. More importantly, I can’t get the books I need to make simple enchantments. Argrave lost himself in thought at this wrench in his plan.
“Perhaps I can help with that, little brother,” came a warm, pleasant voice from behind Argrave. Chills ran up Argrave’s spine the second he processed who it belonged to.
Argrave turned his head very slowly. A man leaned against the doorframe. He was tall, lithe, and well-built. His face had a strong resemblance to Argrave’s, though it was far less gaunt. He had obsidian hair and bright blue eyes. His clothing was black, highlighted with gold and studded with gems tastefully. On his collar, sleeves, and shoulders, a sewn symbol depicted a golden snake weaved around a sword—the symbol of the House of Vasquer.
His name was Induen of Vasquer, eldest son of King Felipe III and heir to the throne. He was also the last person Argrave wished to speak to, in this life or the next.
In Argrave’s haste to stand, the chair he sat on creaked loudly. He placed his hand to his chest and said quickly, “Prince Induen.”
Perhaps Induen was fond of Argrave’s troubled haste, for he smiled a little. “Maybe I shouldn’t call you ‘little’ brother anymore, seeing as you’re taller than even me,” he joked with all the geniality a normal, sane older brother might possess. Argrave wasn’t fooled for a second.
“…one of my blessings, Prince Induen,” Argrave responded after a pause. The words were insincere. Being this tall was terribly inconvenient, as a matter of fact.
“So it is,” Induen agreed with a nod. He stood from the doorframe. “Come, now. We should speak in private. I believe I can help you regarding that Wizard’s badge you need.”
Argrave froze up a little. Induen was terrifying because, like most of his siblings, he was incredibly arbitrary. Worse yet, he was both a powerful warrior and a great mage. He was a High Wizard in the Order of the Gray Owl, and well on the track to mastering A-rank magic. And Argrave… he had gone against Induen’s orders to discredit Nikoletta.
“Thank you for even considering it, Prince Induen,” Argrave flattered.
Being with Induen would be dangerous, but refusing him would be even more so. The crown prince was petty. Unlike his other siblings, though, his revenge was more insidious. He enjoyed torturing people psychologically. Failing that, he generally just killed people outright. Argrave considered if this encounter was karma for his slight teasing of Miriam.
Induen walked out of the administrative office and led the two of them to a room on the second floor. Two royal guards stood, a man and a woman, both guarding the room diligently. Their gold armor shone resplendently, shining both because of the metal and the powerful enchantments inlaid atop it. That armor could resist much of the damage caused by magic and furthermore strengthened their physical capabilities. Even without the armor, the royal guards were very powerful, Argrave knew. They could probably bend steel.
Argrave and Induen entered the room. It was the quarters of the manager of the Mateth branch of the Order, and the branch manager stood off to the side in gray-white robes, hands clasped behind his back. The royal guards followed behind them and closed the door.
“I’m quite annoyed, Argrave,” began Induen, the endearing term of ‘little brother’ dropped now that they were in privacy. “After all the trouble I went to in choosing a gift for you, I find that you’ve returned it to the shop.”
Argrave walked a little closer, standing beside the chair across from the desk without sitting. “What do you want me to say, Prince Induen? The gift didn’t fit. I’ve grown much since you last saw me.”
“Don’t get cute with me,” Induen retorted, sitting down in the branch manager’s chair. He gestured to the seat beside Argrave, commanding, “Sit.”
At least he gives me a chance to talk. If there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s talking, Argrave thought. After obeying Induen’s command to sit, Argrave waited patiently for Induen to continue.
Induen leaned back in the chair casually. “Even if you didn’t want it, you shouldn’t have returned it.” His icy blue eyes stared Argrave down. “It makes me question if you were trying to trample on my goodwill.”
“I wouldn’t ever, Prince Induen,” Argrave said, holding out his hands. “I simply came to know during my time at the Tower of the Gray Owl that Nikoletta was no threat to your succession. She is not a materialistic person.”
Induen took a deep breath, then exhaled. He leaned forward, placing his elbows on the branch manager’s desk. “Do you remember when I killed your mother?”
Argrave was a bit taken aback by the question, and he sat in stunned silence for a few seconds. This was a tidbit of lore that Argrave did not know. Fortunately, Induen’s question was rhetorical.
“My mother died giving birth to me. Growing up, our father told me, ‘Love makes a man weak. Without your mother, you will be stronger,’” Induen said, lowering his voice in impression of King Felipe III. “Our mothers are the most loving creatures in our lives. Their love makes us weak. I thought to teach you that lesson, as was my duty as the elder brother.”
What complete nonsense, Argrave thought. You just get off to killing people’s parents in front of them. One of the other main character’s stories revolved around seeking revenge for their parents. Induen’s primary pleasure in life was orphaning children while they watched.
“Have you fallen in love with Nikoletta of Monticci, brother?” Induen asked, low and intently.
Argrave frowned. “Of course not. She’s my cousin. First cousin, at that.” And she’s a messy person, not to mention a goody-two-shoes. Probably the least interesting main character, all things considered.
“Are you sure?” Induen asked again. “Because that’s the only reason I could even begin to consider!” Induen slammed his fist on the desk and inhaled deeply, then muttered quietly, “…how you could act so naively.” Induen stood quickly, walking around the desk to stand above Argrave.
“Nikoletta is not the problem, little brother Argrave. Nikoletta is the weapon,” he explained gently, as though to a child. “Her cause can be heralded by others—people like her father, or the other nobles. If she is seen as upstanding, that causes problems for the peace in this kingdom of Vasquer.” Induen clenched his hands into fists. “If you take their weapon from them, they must use their fists. You see my fists?”
Argrave’s head danced and his vision went white. He felt a terrible pain and his mind struggled to focus to figure out what exactly was happening. It was only when he felt his cheek planted on the ground that he realized that he’d been struck. He tried to move his jaw, but it felt terribly ajar. Something gripped his arm roughly, and then he was placed back on the chair.
His ears were ringing, but he saw Induen speaking to the branch manager about something. The man walked over, and Argrave flinched away. A spell matrix appeared in the air in front of the branch manager’s hand, and Argrave felt his jaw moving. It was a deeply uncomfortable thing, but it was barely noticeable in front of the pain.
The pain and the tinnitus slowly faded away as the branch manager’s healing magic did its work, and Induen’s voice was audible again.
“…reduced the punishment to chopping off some fingers once I heard your research was of high quality.” Induen’s voice grew louder as the healing worked its magic. “Later, though, when I’d heard of the embarrassment you made the margrave suffer, I reduced it to just that. Be thankful, brother, for my mercy.”
Argrave stroked his jaw. He pulled away his hand and saw blood on the leather gloves. Some blood dripped onto his legs, and he felt an overpowering urge to vomit. He had never been hit like that before. He was certain his cheekbone had been shattered, his jaw had been dislocated, and his nose had broken. The healing magic had fixed it, but the blood remained.
Induen sat down again. “Do not deliberately disobey me again, Argrave. Are we clear?” He paused, waiting for an answer, and then repeated more deliberately, “Are. We. Clear?”
“…yes,” Argrave answered quietly.
“Wipe off your face,” Induen commanded. “It’s unsightly.”
Argrave retrieved his handkerchief from his gear’s pockets, wetting it with water magic and quietly wiping his face off. His head was a whirlwind of fear battling with intense anger.
“Now that the unpleasant part of the conversation has concluded, I can talk about something that may please you more. Your badge as a Wizard—I will have the branch manager give it to you.” Induen snapped, and the branch manager stepped forward.
“Give me your hand,” the man said.
Argrave mutely obeyed. The branch manager placed a steel badge depicting an owl in Argrave’s palm. Some magic flowed through the air like a tangible white thread, and subtle inscriptions on the badge’s surface started to glow white. The process was done quickly, and the branch manager wiped some sweat off his brow.
“There. It’s done. Do not lose it,” the man said gruffly, without any respect. He walked back to where he had been standing.
“That is done, then. Congratulations, brother,” Induen said with a warm smile. “But that can hardly be called a reward. Though I’m sure the Order will reward you appropriately for the research, my insider in the Tower says that even the Tower Master has taken an interest in your particular thesis. What’s more, you made the margrave suffer a major blow to his prestige. I’m told he lost a precious horse.”
Induen stood once more, and Argrave tensed involuntarily. “Though you are my brother, you are still a bastard—technically a commoner, given your mother’s lowly origins. I think that should be rectified.” He snapped his finger. “Rita, if you would.”
The female royal guard walked forward and handed Induen a set of documents. Induen weighed them in his hands, then offered them to Argrave. “My father and I are doubtless to be busy with the margrave’s little protest in the coming days, so we cannot name you a noble immediately. But this… well, this is your estate, brother. A seaside castle—a rather famous location.”




Chapter 15

Argrave took the documents Induen was offering him. He tore the small red strip keeping them bound and took a look at the contents. A seaside castle was, by its location alone, more valuable than most inland estates. Once he saw the name on the deed, though, Argrave couldn’t help but smile.
Foamspire. Hah. A fitting gift from Induen. It’s like a bright red apple that’s rotten once you bite in, or a block of gold that’s lead on the inside. He handled the paper delicately nonetheless.
“I see you’re pleased,” said Induen, noticing Argrave’s smile. “I hope that you realize, just as the punishments for disobeying me are great, so are the rewards for being loyal. And I hope, further, that this meeting demonstrates you can hide nothing from me.”
Argrave looked up from the deed, already proving Induen wrong as he hid his amusement. He really suits the banner he bears; the snake on his cuffs, that’s him to a T. He’s a good manipulator. But knowing his nature is precisely what one needs to escape the web he weaves.
“I never expected that I’d own Foamspire. I’ve heard tell of it—a castle of marble at the top of a great sea arch. It serves as a lighthouse for sailors to the nearby town and has quite formidable defenses. One could house near a thousand knights there. One can see the ocean stretch for miles atop it. And it’s said to be warm all year round—a true paradise.” Argrave talked it up like it was a sales pitch.
And a castle that’s fated to fall into the ocean this year. How wonderful.
Argrave held the deed close. “Thank you, Prince Induen.” Now that I’ve shown some worth to him—cleverness, magical talent—he’ll try to win me over to his side. This ‘rich castle’ is fated to be rubble in the sea in not a few months, and he knows that.
“If you’re pleased, that is enough.” Induen nodded and walked to the door. “Truth be told, you did something of a service to the House of Vasquer. Facing the wrath of both Parbon and Monticci would be… more difficult. They have many friends.”
“Then I will do my best to ensure that Monticci stays neutral, or even loyal, in the days to come,” Argrave swore. It was not technically a lie. He didn’t wish for Monticci to join the impending civil war. They had to focus their powers on the Veidimen.
Induen nodded. “Good. But you should remember that Nikoletta’s fate will not change. Discard any delusions that might be festering.”
Argrave nodded. Induen and the royal knights walked swiftly out of the door. Only once it was shut did he let his expression relax. He stood, casting a glance at the branch manager.
“Thank you for healing me, Elbert,” Argrave commented. Even if the man had been brusque, greeting rudeness with rudeness only bred enmity. Besides, he didn’t wish to leave alongside Prince Induen.
The branch manager raised an eyebrow. “Don’t thank me. I was merely showing deference to the prince… and a fellow High Wizard of the Order.”
Argrave wiped his bloodied glove off with the handkerchief. “You still did it. That counts for something.”
Elbert moved to his desk. “Get out, then.”
Complying, Argrave walked back out into the hall. He opened the door to an empty hall, save two familiar people—Nikoletta and Mina. They were both watching the stairway, presumably because the heir to the throne had just walked by out of the blue. Nikoletta wore a shoulder bag and a fancy blue dress complete with resplendent jewelry, while Mina had donned more casual leather gear bereft of accessories.
“Nikoletta. Good timing. I wanted to ask you about a book I left on your carriage,” Argrave said casually, in part to dispel his own mood of gloom.
Mina started and looked in his direction. “Wha—oh. It’s you, Grave. You—”
Mina paused, her face slowly freezing up. Nikoletta turned to face him calmly, but soon enough her face was just as perturbed.
“Grave?” Argrave pressed Mina. “Is that your nickname for me? Better than ‘Gravy,’ I suppose. Disgusting food. Bland, slimy. Okay with bread, I’ll admit,” Argrave rambled, not wishing to discuss the matter that was doubtless on both their minds.
“Argrave, you… Why are you all bloody?” Nikoletta reached a tentative hand forward.
“More importantly,” Argrave diverted cheerfully, stepping away from her hand, “why exactly are you two here?”
“We thought we’d find you here, because you’d mentioned…” Nikoletta trailed off. “No, I don’t think this is more important. What happened to you? You look pale… even more than usual. And much skinnier.”
“Who can say, really?” Argrave dismissed vaguely. “Anyway, back to that book…”
“No, back to the blood, Grave!” Mina interjected. “Your brother just walked by. Don’t think—”
“I’m fine, aren’t I?” Argrave held his arms wide. “No injuries, no scratches. My handsome face is still handsome.” He caressed his chin. “For all you know, I just got through eating someone alive.”
Argrave couldn’t be sure Induen didn’t have people listening in. He had learned what Argrave had been up to very quickly—it stood to reason he had an extensive network of people willing and ready to hand whatever secrets they heard straight to Induen. The branch manager Elbert was one such example.
“If you don’t want to talk about it, fine,” Nikoletta said, a bit of coldness seeping into her tone.
“It’s not that I don’t want to,” Argrave said. “Perhaps at another time, another place,” he tried to hint subtly. “I’m simply preoccupied.”
“Preoccupied? Are you kidding me?” Nikoletta asked incredulously.
Mina tugged on her friend’s blue sleeve and said lightly, “Nicky.” She leaned forward and whispered something in Nikoletta’s ear. Argrave could feel a faint pulse of magic around Mina’s mouth. It was probably an illusion spell of some kind designed to mask words. Mina had the potential to be the best illusionist in all of Heroes of Berendar.
“Ah… I’m sorry, Argrave. I shouldn’t pry,” Nikoletta said, trying to sound conciliatory in light of her misinterpretation. “As for that book… here.” Nikoletta reached the shoulder bag and pulled out the familiar book.
Argrave’s face lit up. He took it and nearly wiped it off with his handkerchief before remembering it was soaked in his blood. “Never thought Mina would catch on quicker than you, Nikoletta.”
Mina frowned. “What does that—”
“How auspicious, this book,” Argrave interrupted. “I would hate to lose the first book I took out of the tower.” Argrave bowed. “Thank you for keeping it for me.”
Mina’s yellow eyes seemed to spark with anger for being slighted and then interrupted, and she fumed silently in the background as Nikoletta crossed her arms. “I am glad I was able to return it to you. I feared I would not be able to. People that like to bear their burden alone tend to end in an early grave,” she said pointedly.
“Oh, yes. This burden on my back is wearing at my spine,” Argrave said self-deprecatingly. “I’m doing fine, rest assured.”
Nikoletta shook her head. “Your other luggage is at my father’s estate. I can take you to it, if you please.”
“Keep it.” Argrave held out his hand to stop her from continuing. “It’s all clothes. You can take it out and stare at it when you miss me, which is sure to happen often.”
“I’m going to throw it out,” she answered without missing a beat.
“At least sell it,” Argrave protested. “Those clothes have to be worth something. A paltry sum to you, to be fair, but for royal bastards like myself…” Argrave paused. “On that matter, I have a favor to ask. We aren’t on your carriage, so I think it’s permissible.” Argrave looked at Mina, but she didn’t seem bothered. He briefly wondered if she was starting to warm up to him.
Nikoletta frowned. “It depends on what it is.”
“Nothing major, or at least I think not,” Argrave shrugged and stepped closer, clasping his hands together as he said quietly, “I was simply wondering if it would be possible to get access to the Baretta Troupe Auction.”
The Baretta Troupe Auction was full of high rollers with plenty of money to throw around. A player required a certain level of fame to participate without a recommendation. Usually, one could only get that recommendation during a certain quest. Argrave hoped to circumvent that.
“If it’s just that…” Nikoletta took a second to consider. “Why, has something there caught your eye?”
Argrave shook his head. “The opposite. I have something rather eye-catching to show the world. I would sell it as one might normally, but it fetches a bit too much for a street vendor.”
Nikoletta paced about, scratching her chin. “Putting something up for exhibit is a bit…”
Argrave felt sudden chills. Then, he learned something he did not know before.
Erlebnis wishes to speak with me.
He came to know this as clearly as if someone had shouted it into his ears. He reached for one of his pockets and pulled free the red stone disc the emissary of Erlebnis had given him. It was pulsing ever so slowly, humming as constant as the tides on the ocean. Argrave couldn’t help but grin.
“I have to go.” Argrave started walking away.
“Wait, what are you…?” Nikoletta exclaimed, surprised.
“Urgent business,” he quickly left behind as he started to rush. “We can talk later in greater detail. For now, I have to go.”
Looks like I get my trump card a bit faster than I thought.
***
Elias leaned over the edge of a wooden balcony, gazing at the courtyard in front of the Mateth branch of the Order of the Gray Owl. He had found his father’s horse at one of the many horse breeders in Mateth, and the stablemaster referred him to Duke Enrico of Monticci. As much as he wanted to seize the animal right then and there, the horse master had the duke’s seal, and he did not wish to enrage Duke Enrico by acting out of turn in his territory.
Argrave’s behavior in the tower had been much different than what Elias was accustomed to, but that only redoubled his loathing. That the royal bastard had humiliated his father so, played him for a fool with his words… it affirmed Elias’ doubt of the sincerity of the words that they’d exchanged in the Tower of the Gray Owl. A salamander in the hills of Vysenn to cure my sister… What nonsense.
Elias had seen Prince Induen come and leave. Just after him came Nikoletta of Monticci, shadowed by her friend, Mina of Veden, but they had yet to leave.
If there was one place Argrave was likely to come to, it would be this Mateth branch of the Order. Unlike Elias, after turning in his research, Argrave had left the Tower of the Gray Owl immediately. In order to graduate from Acolyte to Wizard of the Gray Owl, he would need to head to one of the various branches of the Order of the Gray Owl in prominent cities.
Though Elias had acted rashly and moved to Mateth as fast as the horse would take him, he was not entirely certain of what he should do to rectify things. Furthermore, he did not know what he actually could do in the tightly guarded city of Mateth. His gut simply screamed that being here was the right thing to do. His intuition was usually on point. His father, Reinhardt, had said that it was a trait shared by most of House Parbon.
Elias saw someone heads taller than most nearby leave the Order’s branch. As he looked further, he distinguished that it was a man in dark leather gear with obsidian hair. Argrave. Has to be. Elias watched further, confirming the person’s identity.
He’s talking to someone, Elias thought, taking mental notes. They’re tall… black armor, very well-built. Weapons look expensive, possibly enchanted. A mercenary, maybe, but more likely an incognito knight. Given the height, it might even be someone from House Vasquer—perhaps Orion, though that’s unlikely. The man is far too showy to move quietly with Argrave.
Then, the two walked off into the streets in long strides. Elias stopped leaning on the balcony, watching as they carried off down the street. It would be easy to follow them, given their size. They could be spotted miles away.
I’m not sure what they’re doing… but I can at least try to find out, Elias reasoned, feeling a rush of anticipation as he made up his mind.




Chapter 16

“Someone is following you,” Galamon informed Argrave as they walked side-by-side out of the gates of Mateth.
“Really?” Argrave asked, surprised. He was tempted to look back, but that might give things away. “I suppose Prince Induen took a greater interest in me than I thought he would.”
“Doubtful,” Galamon disagreed with Argrave’s judgement. “He’s not professional, rather young. The prince would be a fool to do such a thing.”
“He?” Argrave repeated, getting a hunch. “Describe him.”
“Tall. Shorter than us. Well-built. Dark red hair. White clothes—expensive,” Galamon listed off monotonously.
“Damn it,” Argrave complained. “Really? And he’s alone?”
Galamon grunted in confirmation.
“How annoying. Just… scare him away,” Argrave commanded in exasperation. “Like a stray dog. No violence preferably, but I won’t object to…” Argrave trailed off. “Never mind. No violence. I’ll take the time to clean myself off.”
Galamon turned on his heel and walked away without so much as a confirmation. Argrave moved onto the beach in his absence. He conjured some water with simple F-rank magic and cleaned some of the blood off his handkerchief, wiping what spots of red remained on his gear and body and draining them into the ocean. Responding to the blood, something swam up to shore. Argrave backed away warily, but then started smiling.
It was a small school of irontooth piranhas. As their name suggested, they were vicious predators. In the game, they appeared whenever the player swam too far from the shore, killing them instantly. They kept the player locked on the continent of Berendar. It was one of the reminders that the game was a game—few and far between in Heroes of Berendar, where immersion was a top priority.
Soon enough, Argrave’s smile faded as his mind wandered. But this isn’t a game anymore. I could buy a boat ticket, sail from the continent, leave this nightmare behind. Let the continent fall into disarray. Why is this my problem? Why should I step forward to deal with these things?
Argrave felt a lump in this throat. Almost vomited from seeing my own blood. Almost cried from getting punched. The future holds a lot of that—taking hits and giving them. I talk nonsense about killing druids. I’ve never even killed an animal. I’m no hero. What the hell am I doing?
It was difficult to appreciate how good life was in the twenty-first century until one was deprived of its basic liberties. Cruelty and tyranny were relics of a bygone era for many people living well in first-world countries. He had a warm bed, cheap food, and trivial concerns. He missed that. Argrave blinked quicker, holding back tears—a fact which only made him angrier at himself. What reason did he have to cry like this?
“It’s done.” Galamon’s deep, grating voice drew Argrave out from his depressive haze.
Argrave quickly slapped the wet handkerchief on his face to hide his embarrassment. The water was cold, and it sharpened his mind back to the task at hand. He wiped his face down thoroughly until he felt that his thoughts were in check.
“Alright. Good.” Argrave straightened his back and smoothed his wet hair. “Now, I have to go communicate with an ancient god. I implore that you restrain yourself in the event of seeing strange, inhuman creatures and other such generally terrifying monstrosities. They are my business partners.”
***
If Galamon had merely been considering that his self-confidence had landed him in an unfavorable contract, that consideration had turned into certainty. He kept an unsteady hand on the pommel of his greatsword as he watched Argrave converse with an emissary of Erlebnis.
The Veidimen knew of Erlebnis and had a moniker for him: ‘Hand Reaching from the Abyss.’
An abyss was bottomless and unknowable; it told of unending offerings. At the same time, all it took was a mere stumble, or perhaps the push or pull of a hand, and one would be forever lost within its depths. Erlebnis was an equitable god, true enough, but he was not kind. And the depths of knowledge that the god both possessed and wanted were the same as the darkness of an abyss.
Galamon made it a point to rarely ask the details of the contracts that he took. It was part of his faith. The Veidimen’s chief goddess and namesake, Veid, governed justice and contracts and guided the Veidimen through the world. To surrender oneself to the flow of the world was considered a way of atoning for sins. Veid would deliver upon the sinner whatever was required for penance. For some, the price was light. For others, astronomical.
Despite Galamon developing vampirism, he fled execution. He was afraid of death—so afraid he was willing to forsake his faith and sin. His sin left him with an indelible guilt that haunted him through each and every day. He had made his peace with his blasphemy by taking whatever contracts found their way to him—surrendering into Veid’s hands.
Though Galamon did not ask questions, he learned much about his employer in a brief time. He was related to Vasquer’s prince somehow. Galamon used this to explain why Argrave knew so much about everything around him—royalty had vast information networks. But seeing this sight, Galamon saw that he was wrong.
Argrave could only be a mortal agent of Erlebnis.
Unexplained and uncanny knowledge on near everything around him, clear direction and purpose, and direct communication with one of the ancient god’s emissaries… what else could he be but a god’s agent of change, a mortal hand to morph the world? Who else could know of things occurring on the distant island of Veiden? Who else could know to find him so easily?
But Galamon was not at all swayed to break contract. Veid guided all Veidimen, sinners or no. That She had guided him here only affirmed his faith. If this task should be his atonement for fearing death, let it be so. He refused to accept that his fate was to die a vampire. His life could not be so brief, so meaningless. Even still… he felt nothing but uncertainty.
Contrary to Galamon’s thoughts, Argrave was just as uncertain as, if not more so, his snow elf companion.
The emissary he was speaking to was different than the one he spoke with last time. His proportions resembled a T-rex: giant legs, and two tiny, baby-like arms. The voice was identical to the previous one, but Argrave was not sure if that was more or less unnerving.
“I’m either in for an unpleasant interrogation or a lovely treat. Which is it?” Argrave inquired, staring at its undulating eyes.
“Neither,” the creature answered him seriously. “A blessing from our lord Erlebnis cannot be called either of what you spoke of. It is an utmost privilege for any mortal to be given the Blessing of Supersession, and even greater still for it to be of highest quality.”
Argrave nodded. “If you’re saying that, then I suppose that means things went well. Oril Valar is in the Bermuda Triangle, and the Viirtulfyr is returned to its rightful owner. Everybody’s happy. Well, everybody still alive.”
“Is that a question?” the emissary asked of him, and Argrave wondered if its smugness was only something added by his mind. “If so, it has a price.”
“No, it’s not.” Argrave shook his head. “His fate hardly concerns me. I came to receive my half of the trade, and then we will part.”
The emissary held one of its stubby arms to the side. “Indeed. Come to our lord Erlebnis’ shrine, then.”
The emissary trudged away. Argrave could feel its giant feet shake the ground as it walked up the stairs carved into the tree’s roots. He followed behind, keeping a fair distance away if only for caution’s sake. It moved to the side of the shrine, towering over Argrave. The same stone shrine awaited him, those melting eyes seeming to stare into his soul. The reddish mercury portal on its mouth moved soundlessly.
“Offer obeisance,” the emissary commanded. Argrave looked at it for a second, confused. “Bow,” it explained further.
“I know what it means,” said Argrave, lying through his teeth.
Argrave slowly dropped to his knees and bowed before the statue. When he straightened his back, he kept his eyes fixed on the portal. He had seen what happened when one receive a blessing from Erlebnis, but he still felt a great deal of trepidation about what was coming.
A large arm reached out from the portal directly towards Argrave’s head. It was difficult to suppress his base instinct to dodge. As it neared, he felt… he felt nothing touch his head, but the arm most certainly moved towards him—into him, he realized, passing through his body like a ghost might. Then, it seized something in him, something fundamental, deeper than mind or body. The soul? Or something more? Argrave could not say.
Argrave felt a searing feeling throughout his body—not pain, per se. It was somewhat frightening, yet concurrently oddly refreshing. It felt as though he’d just taken a drink of icy water, and he could feel it moving through his entire body. His veins felt widened, his brain felt omnipresent, and yet he was entirely unaware of what was occurring in his body.
Then, as though his frequency had been adjusted, he felt a distinct connection to something. It was like being amidst an ocean, except that ocean was also flowing through him. The feeling was overwhelming, yet at the same time completely empowering, as though he could summon the seas to flatten the continent.
This is Erlebnis’ magic, Argrave came to realize. The power of a god, springing from within me.
Once Argrave made that realization, the feeling disappeared, and he fell backwards, breathing quickly. He’d nearly tumbled down the stairs. There was new knowledge in his head—knowledge of the Blessing of Supersession. It felt so complete he did not even feel the desire to test his newfound ability.
“The transaction is finished,” the emissary said quietly, uncaring of Argrave’s condition. “We will return to the side of our lord Erlebnis.”
Once those words passed, rather than crawl back into the portal on the statue’s mouth, the emissary simply vanished as though it never was. Sound returned to the forest. Argrave took some time to calm himself and do some introspection. He fumbled in his breast pocket to retrieve the bronze hand mirror and examined his stats.


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


Skills: [Elemental Magic (D)], [Blood Magic (D)], [Healing Magic (D)], [Illusion Magic (D)]


Even with this power, he could still only use D-ranked spells. Blood magic, the strongest magic he had at his disposal, still required vitality to function. Though he could certainly deal a massive amount of damage in the five-minute period of the Blessing of Supersession, until he reached C-rank, many opponents were still far beyond him.
High-ranked wizards, for instance, could conjure wards that would utterly invalidate all of his petty D-ranked spells. High-tier warriors generally outfitted themselves in gear warded against lesser magic and ranged attacks.
Argrave came to his feet, stumbling down the stairs. Galamon waited there, appearing as calm as ever.
“That was a pleasant vis-à-vis,” said Argrave sarcastically to mask his unease. “Productive.”
Galamon did not respond, and Argrave could only see the man’s mouth on account of his helmet. The Veidimen mercenary was well-known among players for being unshakable. Argrave felt glad he had hired the man, though he felt some guilt that he’d left so many details out.
Argrave dismissed his thoughts. “With this out of the way, our next few days will be a lot less hectic. Well, less hectic for you, at least. I intend to hole up in study and perform menial errands in preparation for our druid-hunt. Oh, and if Nikoletta pulls through, an auction. What fun.”
With a heel turn, Argrave started to move away from the shrine. Perhaps it was only his imagination, but he thought he heard a sigh of relief from his snow elf companion.




Chapter 17

Elias trudged up the hill leading to the Monticci estate with heavy steps. Embarrassingly, he had been caught by Argrave’s escort in seconds. He still recalled the giant of a man cornering him, staring him down with those pure white eyes of his. They had the same cold steel glint that he saw in his father’s eyes, sometimes—a war veteran, a man of many battles.
But at least that unfortunate encounter told Elias that Argrave’s escort was not someone from Vasquer. None of Vasquer’s royalty had white eyes. He looked more a mercenary than a knight. Even still, if whoever that was did not belong to the royal family, that did not eliminate the possibility he was loyal to the royal family. In the end, Elias was still unsure what Argrave intended to do in this city. Rather than drag things out pointlessly, he decided to take the matter directly to Duke Enrico.
Elias stopped a fair distance away from the gated wall leading to House Monticci’s grandiose estate. Unlike most noble houses in Vasquer, Monticci resided in a mansion—the city of Mateth was a fortress in and of itself, and House Monticci always prided itself on treating the commonfolk fairer than most houses. In their eyes, the best symbolism of that notion was sharing the same city that they did.
Elias straightened his clothes and walked up to the gate. Two knights stood on guard, and they watched him passively. A blue swordfish, the symbol of House Monticci, decorated their shield and breastplate. Elias walked to them, reaching into his pocket to retrieve a seal bearing the golden lion of House Parbon.
“I am Elias of House Parbon, heir to Margrave Reinhardt,” he greeted the knights levelly. “I would speak to Duke Enrico on urgent matters.”
The knights out front of the gate straightened. They looked at each other, each trying to puzzle out how to respond. The first to speak wasn’t the knights, though.
“Woah, hey,” came a higher-pitched voice from behind the gate. Elias stepped to the side and peered into the estate. Mina walked up to the gate and grabbed the bars. “It’s Elias. Wow, guess the margrave sent you personally, huh?”
“Mina,” Elias greeted. “I came to speak to the duke.”
The knights seemed to be glad someone other than them had stepped up to deal with this situation. Still, after a brief exchange of words, one of them elected to head inside the estate. Elias presumed the man would be bringing word of Elias’ arrival and words to the duke.
“Why would that be, I wonder?” she asked sarcastically. “Missing a prize horse? Angry dad? Maybe a little bit of both?”
Elias paused, not wishing to admit he’d come here without his father’s permission. He decided to change the subject. “And why are you here, and not in Count Elgar’s territory?”
“Pfft.” She scoffed, and then climbed up the fence until she sat atop one of the stone pillars between the metal bars. Her golden hair reflected the sunlight brilliantly. “I doubt the ninth child—a daughter, especially—will be missed sorely. Nicky’s a lot more fun than any of my family, anyhow.”
“I see.” Elias nodded, and then repeated what he’d told to the knights. “I need to speak to the duke.”
“You said that. About three times, in fact. Speak to the duke about what?” Mina pressed.
“…my uncle’s imprisonment,” he said after hesitating.
“Not about Argrave?” she said amusedly. “You’re not so good at lying, you know.”
Elias didn’t respond.
“Come on. Don’t be so mute. If it is about Argrave, I might be able to help a little.”
Elias raised a brow. He decided to test the waters, if only just. “He met with Prince Induen, did he not?”
“Yep,” Mina said with a smile. “He and Induen met alone in the Order of the Gray Owl’s branch here at Mateth, and then Grave walked out caked in poorly cleaned blood. Nicky thinks that he got punished for returning the thesis Induen stole from her.”
“That’s nonsense,” Elias dismissed immediately. “He probably staged the whole thing to earn your trust.”
“Sheesh. And Nicky said I was paranoid.” Mina stood atop the pillar and jumped down in front of Argrave. “Considering we stumbled into him on accident, I doubt it. And his general vibe… was weird,” she said ponderingly.
“He’s a man of ill character,” Elias insisted. “He crippled my sister years ago. He stole my father’s horse with his silver tongue.”
Mina laughed. “What, he talked your father into letting him go free with a six thousand and something gold horse?”
“No, he…” Elias paused, unable to remember the details of what his father had said. “It was stolen.”
“Well, your father stole him.” She poked Elias’ chest. “And he was ready to kill Nicky’s escort if he didn’t comply. I consider it justice. Hilarious justice, at that. I still laugh when I think about it.”
Elias stared at Mina’s yellow eyes, considering how to proceed. Nikoletta was a person of good character. Mina had a reputation as a trickster, but if she was friends with Nikoletta, she could not be disreputable. Elias decided to be honest.
“I watched him leave town with some giant man—a mercenary or a knight, maybe. I tried to follow them, but his escort spotted me in mere minutes. He was a powerful man. Argrave’s clearly not going to be idle, and he has something to hide.”
Mina tilted her head. “Grave was talking about the Baretta Troupe Auction, but he suddenly left on ‘urgent business.’ Some kind of magic item was glowing.” Mina sighed. “Listen, Elias, I’ll be honest with you—Nicky has already made up her mind to give Grave some trust. He had the opportunity to cause great friction between Parbon, Monticci, and Veden, but he instead decided to go with the margrave to avoid bloodshed.”
Elias narrowed his eyes as a new detail came to light. What had Argrave done? His father had left this detail out.
Mina shrugged and continued, ignorant of Elias’ thoughts. “After seeing him all shaken after talking to Induen, she’s only more committed to that trust. Even if she knew something, I doubt she’d tell you.” Mina shook her head.
Elias turned away, sighing and falling into thought.
“But!” Mina continued, circling around him and raising a finger near his face. “I’ve seen Nikoletta spend fortunes on acts of misplaced charity. She’s given small fortunes to your average marketplace swindler. She’s misplaced her trust thousands of times before. She’s trusting. I think Grave isn’t such a bad guy, but he’s still a Vasquer.”
“What are you getting at?” Elias asked, turning back.
“I’m a lot better at keeping out of sight than you, especially with my illusion magic. With a dad like mine, you learn very quickly that being unseen is better than standing out. I can even help keep you out of sight. I want to trust Argrave, but I also like to give my trust carefully. Even if he likes to make fun of me, Nicky needs more reliable friends, and he hasn’t let her down yet.”
“I used some minor illusion magic. Didn’t seem to faze Argrave’s escort,” Elias dismissed.
“Did you use C-rank illusion magic?” Mina beamed.
Elias furrowed his brows. “You’ve already reached C-rank?”
“What can I say?” she asked boastfully. “‘Special consideration’ for my thesis, C-rank magic at the young age of nineteen… Of course, Nicky says I should focus on other fields of magic, but elemental magic and stuff like that is boring.”
“And you’re willing to help me find out what he’s up to?” Elias sought to confirm.
“Like I said, I need to confirm he’s trustworthy.” Mina crossed her arms. “I might’ve done it alone, but now that you’re snooping around, I can’t help myself.”
The knight that had returned to the estate returned. He walked to Elias and bowed. “Young lord Elias. The duke said that he is willing to receive you.”
“‘Course, if you bother Nicky and her dad, the offer’s off the table,” Mina said. “So, what’ll it be, Mr. Firebrand?”
“What? Why?” Elias asked, confused.
“See, this is why you’re terrible at sneaking about. No sense of covertness.” She stretched her hand up and flicked Elias’ forehead. “I won’t explain myself.”
Elias frowned, considering briefly if he was being deceived. After deliberating for a long time, he said to the guard, “Tell the duke that the matter resolved itself, and he needn’t meet with me.”
Mina smiled. “Alright, neato. Let’s see if he’s a snake in the grass or a mouse on the lawn, Mr. Firebrand.” She walked past him, arms behind her head.
Elias trailed behind, calling out, “Why are you calling me that?”
***
Despite Argrave claiming that their days of preparation would be less hectic, Galamon was worked tirelessly. As a vampire, Galamon did not need sleep so long as he remained fully sated. On the other half of the equation, Argrave simply refused to sleep, working through the night and sleeping in small bursts of two or three hours. During the day, Argrave would venture on shopping trips. He seemed to know the city perfectly, and moreover, he knew where everything that he needed was. He had access to some ingredients Galamon could not hope to get due to Argrave’s status as a Wizard of the Gray Owl.
At night, Argrave would alternate between trying to advance his magic to C-rank and working on a project he deemed important. It was during those hours that he drove Galamon to brew poisons and potions. Though Argrave briefly tried to brew the potions himself, he declared that ‘his wrists were too flimsy for this work,’ and furthermore that the act itself was ‘terribly unclean and altogether unpleasant.’ Galamon could not disagree on the second account.
Galamon was no stranger to alchemy. Sometimes, poisons were needed to dispatch a particularly hardy target. More often, one needed potions for an edge in battle. That stated, Argrave’s knowledge of alchemy surprised even the veteran snow elf. Though Argrave was of little help in the brewing process, he knew the ingredients very well, and Galamon learned many new recipes. Some of them were frighteningly effective and surprisingly cheap.
At some point, the innkeeper kicked them out, complaining of the terrible smell brought about by the brewing. Argrave speedily moved them into an abandoned house, somehow managing to find a hidden key that unlocked the back door. Galamon could not help but wonder if Erlebnis was in the man’s ears at all times, whispering to him all of the secrets in the world.
Argrave was not solely inhuman, though. He cooked for himself, and frequently spoke of how he missed making certain meals and eating spicy food. Most often he was so absorbed in his task that he did not remember to eat. Despite his efforts, he struggled to reach C-rank magic. Galamon offered no advice on that front—he was one of the people that had no magic affinity and could cast no spells whatsoever. Even then, when he briefly tried to study it in the distant past, the theory of the field eluded him.
Of course, these efforts were further stalled by Argrave’s attempts to learn basic enchantments. Galamon questioned how useful it would be to learn something at this late a date before the attack. Enchantments of the modern day could only imbue objects with exceedingly simple spells. Once Argrave told Galamon of their purpose, the elven vampire agreed with their usefulness immediately.
The crimson-haired man, whom Argrave referred to only as the ‘self-righteous German Shepherd in human skin,’ seemed to have abandoned the notion of following them; Galamon did not see him again. Their days passed by in peace, barring the occasional nightly outing Galamon took to obtain more blood. It was oddly nice to have one that knew his secret of vampirism, despite Argrave’s incessant jokes about it.
The more they prepared for the assault on the Veidimen druids, the more comfortable Galamon became with the task. Argrave did not seem an inexperienced brat—indeed, his insights into the assault surprised Galamon at times. He dared not grow arrogant, though; Tirros the Tempestuous was famous in Veiden, and he could not be taken lightly.
Like this, the days passed steadily onwards. Soon enough, a week had gone by. It was the day that Argrave had designated they would move to the druid’s haven.




Chapter 18

Moonlight filtered through the poorly boarded windows of the abandoned house, leaving long slivers of orangish light across the decrepit floorboards. Argrave sat on a table, gazing up at the red moon with tired eyes. He was growing used to the strange sight, if only just. Across from him, Galamon was tidying up their preparations. He was carrying the bulk of things—glass bottles filled with viscous liquids, pouches full of tools, and all the like.
Soon enough, everything was ready to be transported. Galamon took a moment to ensure he had not forgotten anything, feeling his axe, his dagger, his greatsword, and his bow. Once he was content, he locked his white eyes on Argrave. “We are ready.”
“I’m not,” said Argrave. “Thought I could reach C-rank magic. I suppose I was big-headed.” He shook his head lightly and stood. “Well, no use moping. I don’t think we’ll lose.”
“We can retreat if we do,” Galamon pointed out.
Argrave was not sure if he was trying to comfort him. “If we retreat without killing Tirros, it’s rather pointless,” he said bitterly, hanging his head. “We have two lose conditions, the way I see it; Tirros escapes, or we die. If he escapes, he’ll just relocate alongside whichever Veidimen druids are left alive.”
He spoke of the matter very casually, but Argrave was a mess internally. Certainly, if this was Heroes of Berendar, he would have complete confidence in his success. He had faced greater challenges in-game, primarily for fun. Now, the former NPCs around him were living, breathing people, and he himself was not some player-controlled avatar. He had fear, doubt, inexperience—all of the symptoms of impending failure. He hoped for nothing more than severe beginner’s luck.
Argrave grabbed a small satchel and a knife, slinging both to his leather gear quickly. He drank the contents of a vial on the table, and he was visibly reinvigorated—his pale skin returned to a semi-healthy pallor. “Ant venom stamina potions—disgusting,” he said, moving his mouth to get rid of the taste. “Let’s go.”
Galamon threw on his Viking-like helmet, and the pair left the abandoned house. It was perhaps an hour before midnight, but the streets of Mateth still had many people moving about. Most were sailors, coming to the city after long voyages over the turbulent oceans. Though some dubious people prowled the streets, the two were not troubled by anyone on their way to the gate. People weren’t so foolish as to try to rob two armed people over seven feet tall, it would seem.
Argrave left the gate closest to the coast—the same one he’d taken to go to Erlebnis’ shrine. The guards on duty watched with tired eyes but offered no greeting or questions. The moon was close and bright, and they had very little difficulty seeing the way. They broke off from the road, heading towards the forest, but followed the edge of the trees without entering the heartlands of the woods. Once they came to a river, Argrave crossed, delicately walking over some exposed rocks.
Once Galamon reached the other side, Argrave pointed to the distance, where a mound of rocks sat at the bottom of the beginning of a mountain. Trees rose up the mountain towards its peak, decorating its entirety with green. One could faintly make out the river pouring down from the headwater in the mountain.
“See those rocks stacked up?” He kept his finger straight.
Galamon followed Argrave’s finger, and then nodded.
“They stack up in a rough circle, but the inside is hollow. It’s like a little valley. You can vaguely see some trees growing out,” Argrave explained. “That’s where they are. There’s a crawlspace they enter through, but we’ll have to climb up the rocks for our purposes. I know a good route.”
“Any scouts?” Galamon questioned.
“The birds in the city all return at the same time. At midnight, they convene to discuss their findings,” Argrave explained. “That’s why we left so late at night—to sneak in far enough to deal with those scouts.”
Galamon nodded. Argrave took a deep breath, and then moved towards the mound of rocks in the distance. He kept his eyes firmly fixed on the spot that the scouts usually stood. His heart sped up until it was as fast as a hummingbird’s. He had come this far due to reliance on his game knowledge, but this was different. If he was off, the entire operation would go bust.
Argrave could not spot anybody in the scout’s post, but he still felt uneasy as they approached. He motioned for Galamon to follow close behind, and then started to shamble up the rocks. His legs shook, but he kept his focus as best he could. The climb was not especially difficult, and Galamon gave him aid where he could. Nonetheless, Argrave was still very weak, and the climb taxed him more than he cared to admit.
Once they were near the top, Argrave tentatively peaked his head over the mound of rocks, examining the pseudo-valley below. It was crowded with growth—fungus, shrubs, and trees—but distinct paths had been carved into the landscape by frequent travels like a game trail. There was a makeshift construction atop the rocks—a simple platform of wood planks with a ladder leading up to it, and railings preventing anyone from falling too easily. It had been covered partially with moss, evidencing it had been here for some time.
Argrave climbed up the last bit of rocks, needing a slight push from Galamon to crest the top. He climbed onto the wooden platform, crouching low and looking out across the druid’s hideout. The trees, mostly oak, had thick leaves, and it was difficult to see particularly far. That was probably to their advantage.
After beckoning Galamon to come closer, he whispered between labored breaths, “We climb down the ladder. Then, you draw your bow. Prepare an arrow with the paralytic poison—the whitesand spider and crawlroot brew.”
“Why paralytic?” Galamon questioned.
“The druids are all connected to each other’s animals in a grand network, with Tirros at the center,” Argrave explained, gesturing with his hands unnecessarily in his nervousness. “If one dies, the connection is severed, and they feel it. As such…”
“Hmm,” Galamon grunted. “I had forgotten. You go first. I’ll prepare the arrow while you climb down.”
Argrave briefly resented Galamon for telling him to go first—he felt like he’d just been pushed into a roller coaster—but he complied, heart pounding. The ladder was sturdy, and Argrave had never been afraid of heights. He was most afraid of being seen. He felt as though, at any second, an arrow would pierce his back.
When his feet met the ground once more, Argrave could not be gladder. He slunk off into the undergrowth, ears perked for any sound. Galamon followed closely behind him, landing as quietly as one in plate armor could. He walked to Argrave and crouched down beside him, nocking the arrow in his bow. It shone in the moonlight with the amber poison they’d prepared.
“He’ll return soon, I think. Can you shoot him on the platform?” Argrave questioned. “Wait ‘til he climbs up?”
“Why? To hide him? We can stash him beneath some shrubs.” Galamon gestured with his hands, speaking quietly.
Argrave heard a crack above them and looked up in a panic. A rock fell down from the top of the mound, landing in the undergrowth. Argrave stared at the spot it came from intensely, staying deathly still. Eventually, when nothing further came, he answered Galamon’s question.
“You’re right. Not sure what I was thinking.” Argrave shook his head. “When he comes by, be sure to hit him in a non-fatal spot. Not the neck, the head, or the heart. The poison slows the bleeding, so other than—”
Argrave paused, hearing something in the distance. The sounds started growing louder. Argrave cast a D-rank illusion spell, [Chameleon], that would keep them hidden so long as they did not move. Galamon drew the bow back, his breathing steady and solid.
The Veidimen walked into view. It was a woman. She wore battered leather armor that was the color of tree bark, but it was covered with scratches from branches and shrubs. Argrave was briefly taken aback that it was a woman, but he steeled his resolve. Man or woman, he had long ago decided to do this today.
Galamon exhaled and released the bow. All Argrave heard was a twang—the unmistakable sound of a taut string being released. Argrave barely saw the projectile before the elf fell back, exhaling as though she’d been winded. Galamon and Argrave slowly rose to their feet and then walked towards the spot.
The snow elf vainly clutched at the arrow in her shoulder, sputtering. Slowly, her contractions became more infrequent, and she was still, hands wrapped around the arrow. No blood flowed from the wound—the effect of the poison. Argrave focused on the objective facts to distract himself from what was happening.
“It should last for a few hours. By then…” Argrave trailed off. He hid his mouth with his gloved hands. He was shaking. It was getting better, but it was still there.
Galamon grabbed the poisoned woman’s legs and pulled her into an area with dense undergrowth, breaking some greenery and tossing it over her to better conceal her. Argrave peered ahead. In the distance, the trees began to thin out. The moonlight fell onto a more open area. There, most of the druids would be sleeping.
“Come on,” Argrave whispered. “There’s an elevated spot that gives a good vantage point. We should start the assault from there. We’ll be able to stay hidden for longer.”
Argrave led Galamon through the undergrowth, taking great care to step quietly. They came to the spot he mentioned—Argrave even recognized some trees in the exact same location as they were in the game. In a small clearing below, the druids had established a small camp of uniformly built wooden structures not much better than tents. As they were scouts of Veiden’s military, they had rigorous schedules; they would all be asleep at this time in preparation for the next day.
Tirros’ building was by itself, far removed from most of the other constructions. Argrave motioned to Galamon, and he came closer. They came to the top of the hill, hiding behind some denser bushes as they peered out across the camp.
Argrave reached into his satchel and pulled out some glass bottles full of a roiling black gas. The edge of the glass was inscribed. Glass could hold enchantments. With the brief time allotted to learn enchanting, Argrave could only do simple enchantments, but it was enough to add the spell he needed for this. He added an illusion spell to the bottles: [Muffle]. When they broke, they would do so soundlessly.
“Are you sure you can throw these accurately?” Argrave whispered.
“Yes.” Galamon took two of the bottles from Argrave’s hand. “Do you want them on the building or near it?”
“In front of the doorway would be best,” Argrave said. “That building there,” he said, motioning towards Tirros’ building. “That one is Tirros’. Don’t throw the gas near it. Everything we need is there—the scout’s maps, their assessment of defenses, and some very valuable books.”
Galamon threw one of the bottles without warning, making Argrave’s heart leap out of his chest. It landed squarely where Argrave had directed, and some of the gas spread out across the ground in front of a shack without a sound. Galamon threw the next, and then motioned for Argrave to hand him another. He hit all of his throws near perfectly, barring one, which hit the wall of one of the shacks.
“Now, get the Ebonice arrow,” Argrave instructed.
Galamon removed the quiver from his back, searching for the arrow that had a blue strip on its center. He pulled it out and then slung the quiver back behind him.
“When I ignite the gas, Tirros is sure to come out. He may be with someone else, but I doubt it. Just in case, do not shoot anyone but Tirros with that arrow. Tirros has gray hair and a long gray beard.”
Galamon nodded. He appeared calm as ever despite the fact that they were about to face around twenty druids, including Tirros, alone. He didn’t know how the man did it. Perhaps there was some truth to the notion that some people were simply made of sterner stuff.
“The druids’ animals are being held over there,” said Argrave, pointing opposite them. “If you hit Tirros, it should take them some time to arrive, as the center of their druidic connection helps them all communicate. If not… they will arrive quickly. They’re mostly wolves, but they have some bears,” Argrave recalled. “Not many for attack. Most of their attention is dedicated to those pigeons.”
Galamon nodded again. He nocked the Ebonice arrow into his bow but did not pull it back.
“Alright. Time for potions…” Argrave reminded himself. Galamon retrieved one brew, but Argrave reached into his satchel and pulled out two glass bottles.
He downed them quickly. One was a stamina potion. The other was a potion that calmed and focused. They tasted terrible, fittingly—they were difficult to swallow, thick, and tasted like wet cardboard. The effect took a moment to happen, and then, it felt like tendrils of ice were spreading throughout his brain. His body stopped shaking, and he felt reinvigorated.
Argrave held his hand up, calm as he’d been in months. He held his hand towards the first of the four shacks. He cast a simple, slow-moving elemental spell at D-rank: [Fire Pulse]. A ring of fire burst from his palm, drifting through the air slowly. He swept his palm to the left, then cast another.
Soon enough, four rings of fire were drifting through the air. Galamon drew his bow back, aiming it at Tirros’ shack. The [Fire Pulse] moved ever closer to its target. Argrave watched it, holding his breath. When it was just feet away from its target, he saw some movement in the corner of his eye.
Someone poked a head out from one the shacks, scratching their eyes. They spotted the ring of fire heading towards them. Argrave held his breath. The Veidimen raised a hand, obviously preparing to cast a spell. At that moment, the rings of fire all reached their target. As soon as they touched the gas, the flames leapt forward like a lunging snake, immediately enveloping and entering the shacks.
A dread howl echoed through the grove, the mix of what sounded like a thousand animals coming awake at once. The birds screeched, the wolves howled, the bears roared, and the snow elves screamed—in surprise or pain, Argrave did not know.
Their assault had begun.




Chapter 19

In planning this assault, Argrave confronted a fact about himself. He was not eager to fight. He had no desire for war or battle. Anxiety led him to where he was—anxiety that, if he did nothing, his life would slip from his fingers, spiraling towards misery and death. Argrave knew the fate of the world: the coming wars, plagues, natural disasters, and Gerechtigkeit. He was the only who did. This knowledge, in his eyes, laid a burden upon him to act. Perhaps it was the only reason he was here in this realm to begin with. Whatever it was that brought him here, if he knew of a dreadful happening he could change, it was his duty to change it.
Time seemed to move slower once the druid’s shacks had been consumed in flame, yet Argrave still felt that things were moving too quickly. The druids screamed and thrashed about, consumed by chaos from the sudden attack. They had been sleeping, and after waking up to flames, they did not act rationally. Some thought fast enough to cast water magic, but the effort was uncoordinated and so resulted in little. Furthermore, the gas that Argrave had used was particularly insidious; it was harvested from a salamander attuned to fire called a whitetongue, and the flames it produced burned incredibly hot. The temperature would fade, but for now it was far deadlier and more resilient than the average fire.
Both Galamon and Argrave stayed hidden and watched Tirros’ building. The initial strike was pivotal, and because of the chaos it caused, it allowed them to retain the element of surprise longer. The druids could not coordinate properly. A few seconds stretched as the fires burned—and then, a pair of people walked out from Tirros’ shack.
Argrave heard a twang, and Galamon released the Ebonice arrow. Perhaps it was the potion enhancing his senses, but he swore he could follow it with his eyes as it whistled through the air. Tirros, an experienced general and spellcaster, had already prepared a magic barrier to block potential threats, shielding both himself and his company.
This was not unexpected. Argrave prepared Ebonice for a reason.
Ebonice was not a metal, despite being black and often metallic-looking. It was ice—magical ice hailing from Veiden that greatly interfered with magic. On contact with magic, it would dispel it. If it pierced a spellcaster’s body, though… their ability to cast spells would be severely diminished. The arrow they’d made was barbed—if it struck, it would not be easy to remove without sundering yet more flesh.
The arrow met Tirros’ barrier and it shattered soundlessly, fragmenting like glass. Continuing onward, it struck Tirros’ forearm, piercing through it. The snow elf druid staggered back, grabbing the other with him for support. The other druid cast a weaker barrier spell, shielding Tirros with their body.
“He is hit,” Galamon said matter-of-factly, though Argrave barely heard it underneath the din of chaos.
The area around them seemed to quiet down as the Ebonice took effect—the roaring animals quieted, their cries lighter and more confused. Tirros was using a druid’s spell, [Progenitor], to give a portion of his abilities to the druids working with him in his scouting unit. Now that he was affected by the Ebonice, they were all affected. The chaos, if sparked by the flames, was fueled by the severance from their leader.
“Go for Tirros,” Argrave directed quickly. “I will follow shortly behind. Dispatching him is pivotal for our success.”
Galamon stood from cover, stepping away from the trees and into the clearing. Argrave watched him go, chest swirling with fear. He clenched his fists, grit his teeth, and pursued shortly behind Galamon. As he grew closer to the flames which still raged furiously, he felt the intense heat and the nauseating smell of burnt hair. There was another smell. It was putrid, but Argrave could not question more beyond that. He had no time.
Argrave felt bare and exposed without a barrier—he did not know any ward magic—but he continued onwards, Tirros and the Veidimen beside him consuming his focus. He reached into his satchel bag and pulled free the last bottle, popping its cork off. It was cold, like touching ice. Tirros tried to use his magic with his uninjured hand, but Argrave could see the spell-matrix breaking before his eyes. Tirros quickly deduced what was happening and instructed the one with him to provide aid.
Galamon ran quickly across the clearing, coming ever closer towards Tirros. The Veidimen beside Tirros yanked on the arrow fiercely, but the druid only cried out in pain. He pushed the other away, directing him towards the approaching Galamon. The druid conjured elemental magic from behind the barrier—a spear of wind hurtled out towards Argrave’s snow elf companion, but he swatted it aside with the Ebonice axe, and its magic dissipated into the air. It did succeed in slowing the mercenary, however.
Argrave raised a hand and used blood magic for the first time: the spell [Pierce], which shot a fast-moving projectile in a straight line. It was necessary to use blood magic to break the barrier. No elemental spells Argrave knew would suffice. At once, a red bolt no wider than a pencil tore through the air. As soon as the blood magic completed, pain wracked Argrave’s arm. It felt like a tendon had been torn from his wrist.
The barrier shattered from the spike of blood, and the druid fell onto his back after being struck squarely in the stomach. Galamon proceeded unabated. Tirros did not remain idle, however. With his free hand, he grabbed the arrow. He pinned his arm underneath his leg and pulled. The arrow was freed, but the man’s arm nearly split in half. Tirros shouted in agony, but he still tossed the arrow aside, raised his hand, and cast magic.
As soon as Argrave saw the spell matrix forming, he brought the bottle he held to his mouth and drank. It burned as though he had dropped a cube of dry ice in his mouth. In a matter of seconds, that cold feeling spread throughout his entire body. Then, he triggered the Blessing of Supersession. At once, he felt a great sea of magic billowing within him, its power so intense it seemed liable to erupt free from his mouth or nose. Despite the foreign and overwhelming sensation, the potion he drank earlier kept him calm.
Though Argrave wished to dispatch Tirros quickly, he had always been considering the notion that the high-ranking spellcaster would be able to cast spells. Tirros, even amidst pain, was a veteran of many battles and an experienced spellcaster. His first priority once he was free of the Ebonice would be to regain control of the situation. To do that, he would need to stop the attackers and help his men.
In such a situation, Tirros would most likely call on elemental magic: a water spell with a large area of effect. Argrave could think of many the druid might cast, but his conclusion was that the best way to counter them all was with potent ice magic. Argrave had drank the blood of a winter nymph; a very deadly brew, ordinarily, but it enhanced one’s ice magic, and was partially abated by the presence of heat.
Twin geysers of water erupted from Tirros’ hand towards Galamon, swirling together and forming a cone whose tendrils wound about each other as they proceeded. Water showered everywhere, sizzling when it met fire. Argrave recognized the spell; the B-rank magic, [Rip Current]. Galamon paused, and Argrave advanced in front of him. He held both hands out, and D-rank matrixes formed in front of his hands. He felt the chill of the winter nymph’s blood rushing to his fingers, turning them gray and numb. Argrave cast [Frost Wave], and a burst of sheer cold erupted forth.
He continued to use [Frost Wave] time and time again, and the dangerously-fast [Rip Current] slowed before pausing in air, completely frozen. Argrave used another spell, [Wind Hammer], and shattered the ice. Galamon rushed forth, pushing past the falling ice crystals.
Tirros stood shakily and walked backwards, preparing another spell. Galamon raised the axe to dispatch him, but the druid beside Tirros Argrave had attacked earlier had not died from the stomach wound—he interfered briefly with the snow elf mercenary, grabbing his arms at the peak of his swing. It was enough time for Tirros to gain distance and prepare another spell.
Argrave aimed towards the druid grappling with Argrave and cast an E-rank lightning spell, [Bolt]. It tore through the air and struck him, and Galamon broke free from his grip. Argrave used [Bolt] time and time again in quick succession until the druid had fallen. The chill of the winter nymph’s blood was growing harsher, and Argrave sidled towards the flames, their heat a welcome reprieve to the feeling of the icy fingers ruining his insides.
Galamon came just before Tirros, but the man had prepared another spell. A small tornado erupted forth. Galamon slashed its center with his Ebonice axe, and it dissipated, exploding in all directions. The sheer power of the wind sent Argrave stumbling, and the flames roared and twisted. Tirros was knocked on his back. Though Galamon only stumbled from the wind explosion, his Ebonice axe was torn from his hands as a consequence of being so close to the center of the blast. The Veidimen mercenary drew his greatsword and proceeded, stabbing it towards Tirros.
Tirros conjured a barrier, and the greatsword bent slightly when it impacted. Argrave’s mind worked as fast as it ever had. He rushed past the fragments of ice littered on the ground, kicking the Ebonice arrow slightly into the air and using a simple E-rank wind spell, [Push]. Though the effect was somewhat diminished by the Ebonice, the arrow flew and struck the barrier sideways. Sideways was enough, though—Tirros’ ward fell, and Galamon seized the opportunity. He stepped forward and stabbed Tirros’ eye, piercing his head.
Now that the largest threat was dealt with, Argrave did not lose himself in celebration. He whipped his head back around towards the roaring flames, proceeding onwards. He used one of the best D-rank elemental attack spells, [Writhing Lightning]. Even if it missed its target, the lightning would surge along whatever surface it had struck towards living opponents.
Lightning danced through the air, the power of the Blessing of Supersession enabling and encouraging him to attack with reckless abandon. The further he proceeded into the flames, the more his pain from drinking the winter nymph’s blood lessened. Argrave attacked anything living that still moved within the flames. When he felt his body was no longer under duress from the winter nymph’s blood, he retreated from the flames, watching for movement.
Once Galamon came to stand beside Argrave, he cast water magic to begin diminishing the flames. Galamon had an arrow nocked, watching everything in front of them. Slowly, the fires began to die down, and the scenery was revealed in earnest.
The clearing, which had been grassy and green, had been charred black. The shacks were burnt to ashes. The druids’ bodies were everywhere, charred beyond recognition. Some were twisted, still spasming and sparking with lightning. As the adrenaline began to fade, Argrave’s dulled senses became clearer.
Argrave recognized that putrid smell he sensed earlier. It brought back memories—memories of his father. His father had always liked to eat his hamburgers burnt. The scent that hung in the air, just now…
With that realization, the crushing reality of what he had done set in and Argrave fell to the ground, vomiting profusely. His vomit resembled mercury because of the winter nymph’s blood. His eyes and nose were dripping, and the pain began to set in. He had been cut and burned half a dozen times, but he’d barely even noticed it until now.
Galamon stood above him, alert as ever, seemingly unaffected by it all. Argrave’s vomiting fit continued until he was dry heaving. Once the Blessing of Supersession wore off, he felt entirely back in reality. He stayed on the ground, trying to bring his mind to heel. Galamon scanned the forest line, watching in caution.
Having deemed there were no more threats, Galamon released the bow string slowly, keeping the arrow nocked. He walked off, but Argrave was not sure where. It was only once he returned with his Ebonice axe in hand that Argrave deduced things. He felt a big hand wrap around his arm, and he was hoisted to his feet.
“Drink,” prompted Galamon, holding a canteen to his face. It was filthy, but Argrave could not be bothered by his germaphobia with all that was occurring around him. He drank, but the water made him vomit again.
“Drink slowly,” Galamon added. Argrave obeyed, taking small sips. “The battle is won. All of the druids are dead or gone. You can take your time.”
Some time passed. Argrave stayed standing, staring at the scene that he caused to happen. He was slowly beginning to get his bearings again.
“You did well,” Galamon said, his words more objective than complimentary. “Two men killed an entire scouting party from Veiden. Your strategy and bearing were both excellent.”
Argrave processed the words. Though they may have been intended to console, they did not make him feel good.




Chapter 20

The druid’s haven had grown very quiet. With all of the druids dead, the animals would be free from their magical control. They were probably fleeing, having abruptly been given freedom. Argrave still stared blankly at the scene of carnage as though committing it to memory. Galamon tended to a few of the bodies, slicing wounds in them to fill his flasks of blood.
I’m pathetic, Argrave thought. Faltering here. Faltering at this. The first step of the stairway, and I’m out of steam? I have to do better than this. He reached into his pocket and pulled out the bronze hand mirror, hands shaking fiercely.
Galamon finished his task and walked to Argrave’s side. Argrave turned to look at him. At once, his entire demeanor seemed to shift, his blank look regaining life and vigor. He stowed away the mirror.
“That winter nymph blood was foul.” Argrave scoffed and held his nose. “I should read labels before I go shoving things down my throat.”
Galamon was taken aback for a moment by the abrupt change in expression. “It worked, no?”
“I suppose. Next time we go druid-hunting, I’ll think of something else,” Argrave said with exaggerated cheer. He turned on his heel. “I would say we could hunt more now, but the scouts on the other ends of this place are going to be long-gone. They’ll flee and return to Veiden posthaste.”
“Is that what you want?” Galamon inquired.
“Yes,” Argrave said with a nod. “If all of the druids simply disappeared, it would take longer for the rest of Veiden to respond. If they receive news of what’s happened, they’ll act on it quicker.”
“Quick action means less time to prepare,” Galamon countered.
“Vasquer is about to go to war. A civil war, unfortunately,” Argrave lamented. “Now, while that’s bad enough on its own… the last thing I’d want would be for the civil war to begin, Monticci’s knights to get involved, and then your people land on the shores.” Argrave tapped Galamon’s arm. “The invasion is inevitable; you know Veiden. Conquest is their divine duty. Quick action might be the only way to salvage this situation.”
Argrave looked up the hill to Tirros’ mostly unaffected shack. “We should go to Tirros’ hut. He was teaching some his fellows, and has druidic spell books in there—invaluable for me, considering their rarity in Berendar. I don’t even think the Order of the Gray Owl has even one.” He marched his way towards Tirros’ hut, boots sinking into the wet ash and making unpleasant squishing noises.
Argrave stopped at Tirros’ shack, looking around inside. He grabbed the doorway to the shack. Galamon noticed that Argrave’s hands were still shaking fiercely.
The snow elf mercenary followed behind Argrave. “Since Tirros the Tempestuous was here, I can’t doubt your claims that an invasion will occur. But… humans do not seem as fond of warfare as my kind. Do you hope to stay the civil war by inciting the invasion earlier?”
Argrave proceeded into the shack, looking about. “The civil war is inevitable. House Vasquer wants House Parbon to rebel. If that does happen, House Monticci will likely join them, leaving Mateth undefended; the invasion needs to be brought to light before then. That’s why we need their reports.
“I think Reinhardt fundamentally misunderstands the king; King Felipe does not care about life. I tried to tell him this when he kidnapped—” Argrave paused, looking back at Galamon. “Oh, I never told you about that. It’s not important. Anyway, Reinhardt will start a civil war—”
Two voices rang out simultaneously. One was female, the other male.
“Wait!” the woman said.
“What are you talking about, a civil war, an invasion?” the man said.
Galamon drew his greatsword quickly and turned his back. Argrave, too, turned his head, and saw a familiar face that he did not expect to see. Elias of Parbon stood at the entrance of Tirros’ shack.
“Why in the…?” Argrave trailed off, befuddled at seeing this man here.
Galamon stepped forward with his greatsword, and Elias stepped back, ready to fight.
Argrave called out, “Wait a moment, Galamon.”
Galamon held his sword in place. “This is that same one that was following you a week ago.”
Elias was undeterred, but he relaxed his posture. “I asked you a question, Argrave! What in the gods’ name happened here? What are you talking about?”
Argrave shuffled on his feet, mind spinning as he tried to deduce how this situation came to pass.
“Don’t try to fool me with a witty answer!” Elias spat, stepping forward. “Who were these people? Why did you kill them?”
Very wise to yell at someone who just committed a brutal slaughter, Argrave wished to say, but he held his tongue. “How did you get here?”
“I followed you,” Elias said quickly. “I wanted to see what you were up to. Seems I was right to do so. So how do you explain… this?!” He gestured behind him fiercely.
Argrave bit his lip, then asked himself, Why am I keeping this secret? We came here to get the scout’s plans. I wanted to present them to Nikoletta, and eventually to Duke Enrico. Elias isn’t necessarily an enemy.
“These men were advance scouts for an invasion,” Argrave explained gently and concisely, holding his hands in the air to appear non-threatening. “They’re spellcasters, as you probably saw. In their homeland, they’re called druids. They know magic that controls animals. They’ve been using that magic to spy on Mateth and the villages near it for some months now, gathering intelligence for an invasion.”
Elias stared, his ruby-eyes wide with some mixture of confusion, surprise, and hostility. “That’s ridiculous.”
“Then come inside, see for yourself the fruits of their labor.” Argrave stepped forward and tapped Galamon’s pauldron with his knuckle, motioning for him to put the weapon away.
Galamon put away his greatsword and stepped back towards Argrave. He kept his hand near the Ebonice axe strung to his waist. Elias walked forward tentatively, and Argrave beckoned him closer. Argrave grabbed one of the many parchments littered throughout the room.
Argrave scanned the document quickly. “Look at this. A request for a detailed drawing of the structure of the walls of Mateth. I wonder who would order such a thing? Quite insidious,” Argrave prattled off sarcastically. Elias snatched the paper from his hand and read it, then moved to other documents in the room, his frown growing deeper.
“Really, I’m surprised you were willing to get Mina to help you come here,” Argrave commented. He turned back towards the shack’s entrance. “Don’t deny it—I have a good memory for voices.”
Elias glanced at Argrave, but turned back to the papers, absorbed in their content. Nothing came of Argrave’s call, and he sighed.
“Drat. She’s scared. If I had some catnip on hand, I’m sure she’d come running, but alas…”
Argrave paused, waiting for an outburst. “Huh. Guess she really left.” He turned and picked up a book. Then he spun around, raising the book in the air as though to throw it. He heard a brief yelp in the corner of the shack, and he pointed. “Aha! There! I win again!”
“Win?!” Mina shouted, dispelling her invisibility.
“Yes. I found out where you were hiding twice. I consider that no small victory, knowing you.” Argrave put down the book. “Well, since you’re both here, you’re being enlisted.”
Elias turned to Argrave. “This is a serious matter, Argrave. Regardless of my opinion of you, that you found this… it’s of grave importance.”
“Yes, yes, spare me the sappy monologue.” Argrave waved his hands and walked to Tirros’ shelf. He looked at the books, taking out those that he found important and setting them on the table. “I didn’t ‘find it,’ by the way. Everything I’ve been doing the past week or so has been related to putting an early end to this invasion.”
“But how did you—” Mina began to ask.
“Ah, ah,” Argrave interrupted. “We can talk as we work. Help me gather this up. Elias, you’ll have to carry all of the spell books.”
“What?” Elias said, stunned.
“What, yourself,” Argrave parroted back. “You’ve carried my books before. This time is even more important. I’m cut, burned, my throat was nearly frozen solid, and I expended all of my magic.” Untrue, actually. I used Erlebnis’ magic. They don’t need to know that. Argrave held a book out to Elias. “Come on. We need to get these to Mateth posthaste.”
***
The Veidimen climbed down from the mound of rocks and into the forest, urgency flavoring their actions. One of them was unable to walk on his own and needed to be carried by one of their larger members. The party’s white skin and light hair were very conspicuous in the moonlit forest.
They rushed as quickly as they could, supporting their wounded comrade with their shoulder as they walked. He was badly burnt, and a Lichtenberg figure marked his face. One of the druids cast healing magic, but the wounds were too severe to be fully dealt with.
“What happened in there?” one of them asked the burnt snow elf as they moved away. “How could we all…?” The snow elf swallowed his words.
The burnt Veidimen raised his head, staring ahead in undisguised agony. He reached a hand and gripped the one who was speaking, pulling him close. The action brought the party to a stop, and they all huddled over their comrade.
“…the… exile,” the burned snow elf whispered vainly. “Gal… Galamon… the Great.” he forced out. “Tirros… dead.”
“Galamon?” one of the snow elves echoed, their hands shaking. “It was… Galamon? He must’ve…”
The burned snow elf nodded. One of his companions brought water to his lips, and he drank from the canteen, shaking. “The other… human. A dread mage. Hair as black as the abyss, breath billowing white from his mouth.”
The scouts shivered at the sight of their comrade’s state and the fear in his words.
“We must return to Veiden as quickly as possible,” a male snow elf said, standing tall and looking through the forest, where the coast was. “The humans know of our presence. With Tirros’ correspondence in their hands, they will know our plans. We must return to Veiden before they have the opportunity to prepare themselves.”
A few pigeons swooped down from the sky, landing on another snow elf’s shoulders.
“I kept my link with the birds. I’ll send them ahead, with a letter to Veiden.”
The elf standing took a deep breath and exhaled. “Veid wishes for this war to begin earlier than our patriarch intended. That we have survived is Her will, too. Now, we can only do our best for Patriarch Dras.”




Chapter 21

A black carriage traveled down the road, the light from the setting suns reflecting off its lavish gold decorations and brilliantly illuminating the road. Induen lazily slumped on the carriage’s window, staring at the great capital Dirracha far ahead. His eyes were focused and eager, but there was also a steady undercurrent of caution beneath them.
Dirracha was called the City of Dragons, but often called the City of Snakes in equal measure. The name arose from the heraldry of Vasquer, fully on display from a long distance away even now. Banners of the royal family hung from the walls, depicting a great golden serpent coiled around a sword on a black field. Induen smiled as he watched them sway in the winds.
Dirracha was built as a ring around the sides of the mountain, ascending towards the peak until it rose to the Dragon Palace. One could see multiple rising walls, each near the same height yet built on different elevations. It was cordoned off into distinct sectors, divided by the high walls and the long road down the center leading directly to the palace: the Royal Road. There were other entrances to the city. The Royal Road, though, could only be traveled by those of Vasquer blood. Given the inconvenience an inaccessible road would serve, the no-passage rule was not strictly enforced except for when actively used by royals. The gates, though, only opened for those of royal blood.
As though acknowledging his heritage, the gargantuan gold gates of the Royal Road parted as Induen approached with his carriage. The prince pulled his head back inside the carriage and lowered the black curtains. Two of the royal guards sat with him in the carriage, vigilant as ever. Outside, a great number more guarded the carriage, golden armor matched with similarly decorated horses. It was a procession worthy of the heir to the throne.
Induen’s carriage passed beneath the gate. Far ahead, where the Royal Road exited Dirracha and entered the Dragon Palace, a great host blocked the path. They held a white banner bearing a golden lion. Margrave Reinhardt stood at the head of the group, blocking all entry to the palace.
One of the royal knights knocked on the side of Induen’s carriage and poked his head in. “Prince Induen. Margrave Reinhardt is blocking the Royal Road with his knights.”
“What?” Induen said in exasperation. He did not bother to look. “Keep moving. If they refuse to move, refuse to stop.”
Being on the Royal Road was not illegal—the common people had to pass over it to reach other portions of the city very frequently. Blocking a royal’s passage was, though, and Induen did not assume the margrave would have the gall to do so.
Their carriage continued onwards, many of the royal knights moving to the front of the carriage in case they needed to move House Parbon’s knights from the road. Dirracha was far quieter than it usually was when a royal returned, and the tension grew as the carriage rattled up the road.
Slowly, Margrave Reinhardt turned his back to see the coming carriage. He walked past the sea of white-gold banners, walking towards the carriage until he stood directly in front of it. Despite the tension, the man remained firm. He gave no order to step aside, no order to part. Instead, he remained as silent as all those behind him.
Another knock came, and the royal guard spoke again. “The margrave’s knights refuse to stand aside, prince.”
Induen scoffed, yet the knowledge did bring him pause as he debated on what to do. Finally, he waved his hand. “As I said, just continue onwards. Should they still stand in the way, push them aside. Do not provoke. If they provoke, do not respond.”
“Yes, my prince,” the knight said hastily, pulling away from the carriage. Induen heard the order being relayed outside. He raised the curtains a little, watching the spectacle outside with a certain tension in his blue eyes.
The carriage continued up the pavement, pulled steadily by horses. As they neared House Parbon, the royal knights spread out, pushing past them with their horses. The knights of House Parbon were pushed about ungracefully, but a path refused to open.
Despite the blatant lack of regard, the knights of House Parbon remained firm. Reinhardt stared coldly, anger rising on his face, but he did not order his men to act. He had instructed them long in advance to bear with whatever shame the royal family laid upon them.
A crowd was beginning to form near the Royal Road. A great horde of people gathered around, most of them workers and common laborers. They watched the scene, craning over each other to see. As the crowd grew larger, the knights on both sides grew uneasy.
Gradually, an opinion started to form. One bold man let out a boo, and soon enough, yet others were emboldened. Induen pulled back the curtain, a grim expression on his face now that he was being jeered as so. The two knights across from him watched him uneasily, fearing his temper, but the prince only sat quietly.
“Bear with it,” Induen said calmly. “They break the law laid down by the kings of Vasquer. We are the ones in the right here, but there is no need to act yet.”
Something thumped against the carriage. Induen peeked his head out, only for something to whirl past his head and strike the inner coach.
“These damned…!” Induen fumed. “Hurry to the palace,” he shouted out the window, then shut the curtains once more.
A few doors near the street opened, and a group of men walked out. A few relayed orders with gestures, and they were acknowledged in turn. These men spread out across the streets, disordered yet unified nonetheless. The majority of them carried bags or burlap sacks. Being inconspicuously dressed and rather unassuming, each and all of them merged into the crowd without so much as a question raised.
With the confrontation between Parbon’s knights and the royal guard occupying the bulk of both groups’ attention, these people were able to walk through the crowd unharried. It was clear that people did not recognize them, but as much was to be expected in a big city. Even as hundreds of these new arrivals took their place, it did not draw attention.
Yet once a horn sounded from a distant roof… the burlap sacks and bags they carried were pulled back, revealing weapons—swords, axes, knives, and more. They pressed through the crowd and attacked at the royal knights. In seconds, all of these new people stabbed at their horses, swung at their legs, and tried to pull them out of their saddles.
Panicked shouting erupted in the crowd, but people were so densely packed, the attempts to escape became a stampede in only a few seconds. The knights had been focused on the bannermen of House Parbon, and so these new attackers brought a quick and instinctive response. Prince Induen had given no answer for what was to be done if violence erupted, but the disciplined guards remained calm, stopping the blows from the lesser weapons as best they could.
The people swarmed around Induen’s carriage, forgetting the respect to royals in wake of the sudden bloodshed. Induen grabbed near the sides, trying to stay balanced as it rocked. The horses attached to the carriage tried to bolt, barreling past the crowd and causing more chaos. The thugs bearing weapons pulled the carriage driver from the top and killed him.
Many royal knights drew their swords when they saw their master’s carriage being assaulted. When the first cut whizzed through the air, their discipline vanished. The royal knights tore through the crowd with reckless abandon to be certain the prince would not be harmed. The crowd tried to disperse, but others behind them that did not know what was occurring prevented their withdrawal.
Reinhardt watched the scene of carnage unfold before him, confused, alarmed, and his grip tightening on his banner. His breathing was quick and labored, deliberating what to do intensely. He saw a royal knight step atop a young man and jam a shield into his neck, severing his head. With that, the decision was made for him.
“Knights of Parbon!” the margrave shouted loudly, his commander’s voice on full display. “Protect the people!”
Pandemonium ensued. The line of House Parbon’s knights, angered with righteous fury, descended on the royal knights like a swelling tide of white fury. Induen opened the carriage door and stepped outside, face twisted with wrath and confusion both. He held his hand up and conjured a battle-axe from thin air that whirled of the wind it was made from.
Induen shouted, “What is the meaning of this?”
No answer came to the prince, for already the chaos came rushing towards him headlong. Though he hesitated for half a step, he quickly deemed that things had already deteriorated beyond any point of salvaging. Stepping into the fray, he blocked one knight’s blow with the haft of his wind-axe, then kicked the knight away before jamming the weapon’s spike in his eye. He threw the axe and it soared above the head of a royal knight to bisect one of the knights of Parbon. He conjured another, preparing to meet his next foe.
Out of the corner of his eye, Margrave Reinhardt jumped above one of the knights, the banner of House Parbon still held tight in his hands. He used it as a spear, jabbing it towards Induen. The prince blocked it with the blade of the conjured axe, staggering a few steps backward.
“So, the old war-general finally lost his cool,” Induen taunted, barely audible above the din. “Do you know what this means?”
“For you, or for me?” the margrave yelled back coldly.
Induen held his hand out, sending a propelled blade of wind hurtling forth. The margrave ducked it, tossing aside the banner and grabbing a blade from a fallen royal knight. He kicked a helmet that had been dropped on the ground towards Induen.
Induen swatted the helmet aside, but the distraction offered time. The margrave seized that time and surged forth like a red flame given fuel. Seeing the conflict between the two, the royal knights all broke free from their fight, rushing to intercept the margrave. Induen, undaunted, stepped forward to meet Reinhardt.
The margrave’s scavenged blade fell upon Induen’s battle-axe. The prince’s conjured weapon shattered instantly, and he had to step back to dodge the tip of the blade. The margrave advanced forward as though he had expected this result, delivering a quick punch to the prince’s face. The prince jolted back, clutching his nose in surprise. Off to the side, a royal knight moved to confront the prince’s foe.
Induen held his hand out, conjuring a complex spell matrix. A prism of ice formed, rotating fiercely and firing spikes intermittently at the margrave. At the same time, the first of the royal knights made it to them. Reinhardt took a step back, dodging a stab from the royal knight. He seized his attacker by the arm and held him in front of him. The ice spikes Induen conjured met the royal knight’s golden breastplate. The armor was well-enchanted to ward against magic, but the royal knight still coughed blood from the force of the impact.
The tide of battle surged towards the margrave and the prince, both knights vying to protect their master. The margrave held the royal knight he captured tightly, using him as a shield as he pushed forth against the still-firing ice spikes. When Reinhardt neared, Prince Induen started to conjure another battle-axe, but the margrave threw the blade he held. Induen fell on his back to dodge it.
Reinhardt cast aside the royal knight he held, breaking free from the crowd of gold-armored royal knights. His ruby eyes shone with the ferocity of a wild animal as he rushed at Induen. The crown prince summoned a barrier, and the margrave reached into his boot to retrieve a gleaming white knife. He stabbed the barrier, and sparks flew briefly before it shattered.
Induen, flat on his back, raised his foot and kicked aside the margrave’s dagger. It flew away, jamming into the wall of a nearby building. The margrave stepped and stomped at his face, but Induen blocked it with his arm.
Induen prepared to grab Reinhardt’s foot the next time it came down at him, but to his surprise, the margrave walked past him. He stood atop the carriage wheel of Induen’s vehicle, cupped his hands to his mouth, and shouted, “Retreat! Return to Parbon! Prepare for war!”
His last sentence, ‘prepare for war,’ seemed to echo throughout all of Dirracha. Induen came to his feet, ready to fight the margrave more, but a tide of golden-armored royal knights surged in front of him, shields at the ready. The margrave led his troops down the Royal Road, and the royal knights remained to protect their master. The knights of House Parbon proceeded unimpeded, the forces at Dirracha inadequate to prevent their escape.
Induen caressed his tender arm. “Suppose he’s not a famous general for nothing.”
The crown prince moved to the wall where the white knife stuck into the wall. He pulled it out, placing his finger against the tip as he tested it. The royal knights gathered around, waiting for Induen’s command. Induen watched as the margrave’s men pushed past the city guard.
“Hear me, people of Vasquer!” Induen shouted. “House Parbon have declared themselves enemies of Vasquer, and henceforth Reinhardt is a traitor of the realm!”




Chapter 22

Nikoletta leaned over a map of Mateth, Mina and Elias standing across from her. The map was clearly different in style than the ones that the dukedom or the crown owned, and it was not fully completed. Beside it, there were detailed reports about the knight’s schedules, their composition and weaponry, and other such comprehensive military information about the Dukedom of Monticci.
The silence dragged out as Nikoletta read through the information. Mina paced nervously, but Elias stood firm with his arms crossed. Despite the documents before her, the one who had found them—Argrave—was absent.
“Why are you wearing travel clothes, Nicky?” Mina asked, breaking the silence.
Nikoletta briefly cast a glance down at her road leathers made for horseback riding. “My father was talking about marriage cand—” She paused. “No, that’s not important now. I can’t deny these are genuine,” she finally concluded, standing up straight. “Argrave found these?”
“Yes. He said one of the snow elves tipped him off, but he refused to give more details than that,” Mina confirmed, stepping up to the table to peer over the documents. “He…” She shuddered. “He found their scouting party and dispatched them. These were in their leader’s shack, alongside a bunch of spell books that he made us haul.”
“A scouting party?” Nikoletta asked.
Elias explained what Argrave had told them about how the druids were spying on Mateth.
Nikoletta’s expression slowly morphed into one of worry and confusion as the story proceeded. Finally, once Elias had finished explaining, she looked at him and asked, “Why isn’t Argrave telling me this?”
Elias shook his head. “He had burns, cuts, and some damage from a strange potion. He went to be healed by one of the wizards in Mateth and mentioned that he had some preparations to do. The fight was… intense.” Elias lowered his head and frowned.
Nikoletta crossed her arms, catching on from their expressions that they were bothered. “What exactly happened in this fight?”
“He and his companion ruthlessly massacred them. There was a high-ranking wizard, B-rank at least… or high-ranking druid, whatever,” Mina amended, waving her hand dismissively, “but Argrave killed them all.”
“Nearly two dozen snow elves,” Elias added grimly. “Thoroughly planned, flawlessly executed. Maybe it was his companion that planned it, I don’t know, but it was undeniably Argrave at the center of things.”
“When it was done, he vomited and cried, but after a minute or two, he went back to usual. Joking, laughing, like nothing happened,” Mina added. Her words sounded more concerned than horrified.
Nikoletta’s expression hardened, and she turned away from the two. She stared at the window of the duke’s estate, eyes distant and unfocused.
She had been hesitant to admit it, but Argrave reminded her of someone strongly: her brother, Elwind. Even now, as she tried to remember him, their faces seemed to overlap. It did not help that they shared the same obsidian color hair. Both were hopelessly facetious, excessively confident, and above all, self-sacrificial.
Just before he’d died, Elwind was cracking wise, ensuring that Nikoletta did not worry herself about his safety. Some tears came to Nikoletta’s eyes, and she wiped them away and collected herself. She turned back around, clearing her throat.
“I’ll bring this to my father. He and I are… arguing,” she put simply. “But I don’t think he can ignore this. I certainly can’t. And after… Where is Argrave staying?”
“I know where it is.” Mina raised her hand up.
“Good, good.” Nikoletta nodded, content with that. A question came to mind. “Why? No, no… it goes deeper than that. Why were the two of you there at all?”
Mina spared a glance to Elias, and then let out a deep sigh as she prepared to explain herself.
***
“I’m sick?” Argrave said incredulously, staring at the middle-aged man before him, Bragan. His head was shaved bald, and he looked more a bodybuilder than a healing wizard, but Argrave knew he was one of the best healers in the city of Mateth.
“That’s what I said,” Bragan confirmed. “You have a fragile constitution. You drank the blood of a winter nymph, for some ungodly reason. You were traipsing about in the forest in the middle of a cold night. And you had a fight with… brigands,” Bragan said, the word dripping with doubt. “Catching a cold… this shouldn’t surprise you.”
Argrave turned away, putting his hands on his hips. He contemplated things for a second, then he turned around. “I don’t think any healers in Mateth know the B-rank spell [Cure Disease], right?”
Bragan put one of his giant hands to his chin, thinking. “No. None I know, at least. And besides, it’s quite expensive for such a minor affliction.” Bragan reached to the counter and grabbed the bag of gold coins. “I recommend simply resting for a few days, especially after experiencing such an intense shock.”
“There’s no rest for the wicked,” Argrave dismissed, contemplating. Bragan shook his head and walked away, gesturing his hands towards the door. Argrave complied. Galamon was waiting for him outside.
Galamon took a drink from his flask as Argrave approached. “You’re sick?”
Argrave frowned. “Stupid vampire super senses. Whatever happened to doctor-patient confidentiality?”
“You mentioned having more to do. Sounds like you don’t intend on canceling those plans.” Galamon stashed his flask away.
“Indeed. It’s only a cold; a minor affliction. Besides, ever since I saw Tirros cast that spell, I’ve been itching to dip my hands back into trying to get past C-rank magic… honestly, paying to have the disease cured is a waste of money. I’ll just suffer in silence.”
“You seem to like that.” Galamon pulled his helmet tighter.
“What does that mean?” Argrave probed. “I thought you were like Gary Cooper: the strong, silent type. What’s with that comment?”
“I don’t know who Gary Cooper is.” Galamon looked around as people walked past him.
“Let’s walk,” said Argrave, catching that Galamon felt this place was too public.
Argrave led the two of them through Mateth until they eventually walked out on one of the empty segments of the dock. Seagulls flew about above them, like vultures over a carcass. Argrave was paranoid about being the target of an air-bombing from the filthy birds, and that reminded him he needed to learn warding magic.
“That was the first time you’ve killed someone,” Galamon said plainly, stating instead of asking.
Argrave smelled the ocean for a moment, then turned to look at his vampire companion. “You’re worried about me?”
“From what you’ve disclosed, we’re going to be in combat often. You need to be stable.” Galamon turned, taking off his helmet and placing it beneath the crook of his arm. His white hair flowed in the wind. “I’ve fought in wars; I was a general once. I’ve trained men to kill. It’s an unpleasant trade, but it is mine.”
“You said I did well,” Argrave countered, not wishing to talk about the subject.
“You did. I think you have a certain talent for strategy, and you have the composure necessary to execute plans. Your uncanny knowledge makes both easier.” Galamon raised his gauntleted hands up. “I won’t pry for details. I’ve talked more today than I do most weeks, so I’ll try and wrap it up now.”
Argrave shifted on his feet, waiting for Galamon to continue.
“That scene was rough. It should bother you. It bothers me.” Galamon touched his breastplate.
“Could have fooled me,” Argrave rebuked suspiciously.
A silence extended before them as Galamon searched for the right words, his gaze traveling across the ocean. A bell rang out across the docks, marking the arrival of a new ship.
“You walk forward like you have a duty, a task, that’s been entrusted to you alone. You try to bury your fears, your worries, because you think they’re inconsequential,” Galamon spoke with certainly, his white eyes especially piercing today. “I am no better. I have done the same my entire life. The fact that it bothers you, that battle… let it not serve as a reminder of the carnage you’re about to face, but the peace you seek to bring.”
Argrave frowned. “Veid tells you it’s your duty to conquer the other races, and you’re talking to me about peace? Your people are the ones preparing for this war we’re about to face.”
Galamon raised a brow. “Veid wishes for us to conquer all to bring peace to the world. I fight at your side because of our contract, but I believe Veiden will win this war. Such is the way of our faith.”
Argrave stepped away towards the ocean and looked out across the waves. “The war will end with a peace treaty if I have my way.”
“The Veidimen do not compromise,” Galamon said, stepping beside Argrave. “Diplomacy will not suffice. Veiden will win, or it will die. That is our way.”
“Even in the face of Gerechtigkeit?” Argrave asked with a grim smile. “Your people know him by a different name, of course. He Who Would Judge the Gods. It’s too damned long, though, so I prefer Gerechtigkeit.”
Galamon’s head spun to Argrave’s face, staring him down intently. Argrave watched the coming and going of the ocean’s tides as the bell of the docks continued to ring. In the far distance, a trading ship came ever closer to the docks. The seagulls moved towards it, inspecting it for fresh food. In the far distance, Argrave spotted a four-eyed shark peering at the ship as it passed.
“Then Erlebnis wishes for you to…?” Galamon began to question, but then he crouched to the docks and stared out across the ocean. Time passed as both of them seemed to idly appreciate the breeze. Eventually, Galamon stood. He looked at his helmet.
“No wonder you move so frantically,” the vampire said in revelation. “You’re fighting against the end of all.”
“Indeed. This kingdom is about to fall apart at the seams, the Veidimen are going to invade, a plague is coming, myriad monsters are going to appear, and all of this occurs just before an ancient calamity is about to be reborn… So much on my to-do list.” Argrave shrugged.
“Haah…” Galamon sighed. He pulled his hair back and put his helmet back on, taking another long drink from his flask. “It seems Veid has planned a long atonement for me. You intend to stand in defense against He Who Would Judge the Gods.”
“I know. Some court case.” Argrave laughed. “Apparently, even without a juris doctorate, I’m the best defense attorney in the world; pro se litigant of the century. If the judge won’t listen, well… such is life. Or death, as it were.”
“What does that…?” he began, confused, then Galamon took a deep breath and exhaled. “I’ve come to realize I should ignore half of what you say.”
Argrave chuckled, and then shuddered. His body felt drained and weak, reminding him that he truly was sick. “I wonder if the invasion will happen before that auction. I hope not. Well, for now, I suppose I should just read. That counts as resting, no?”
“No.”
“Well, whatever,” Argrave dismissed. He walked away from the docks. Each step he took forward felt a little easier than it had been before. Perhaps it had been Galamon’s advice. Or perhaps, more simply, sharing a small portion of his burden with another had made his journey onwards easier.
***
Induen held Margrave Reinhardt’s white knife in his hand, waving it about in the moonlight. It shimmered as though coated by something—a thin film of magic, undoubtedly. He was still lost in thought about the fight. Reinhardt had been much more decisive, proactive, and predictive. He had a better sense for what was going to occur. Induen questioned if that was experience, or simply skill. Had things extended… would he have won? Induen was not certain. The idea that he, a B-rank spellcaster, might lose to a simple knight irked him greatly.
Outside, Induen heard heavy footsteps. Believing he recognized them, he set down the knife and sat up straighter. The footfalls grew louder, and then the door burst open. King Felipe III strode in—Induen’s father, patriarch of House Vasquer, and sovereign of the Kingdom of Vasquer.
House Vasquer’s current members were all quite tall, and the genesis of that was their father. He had been a giant of a man in his youth—broad-shouldered, barrel-chested. Even old, he was still quite formidable. He had a great mane of unruly, barely graying obsidian-black hair, and a beard that stretched well to his stomach. His eyes were the same gray Argrave’s were. He wore the colors of House Vasquer, black and gold, but it was highlighted by a rich imperial purple. A kingly black mantle hung from his shoulders with the symbol of House Vasquer sewn on its back in gold.
“Hello, Father,” Induen greeted calmly, rising to his feet to show the proper respect.
Felipe strode closer until he was standing face to face with Induen. “Have you learned nothing from what I taught you?” The two spoke calmly, but there was no familial affection in their dialogue.
“My knights claim that some people in the crowd attacked them spontaneously,” Induen insisted. “The margrave took it upon himself to attack first. These people clearly wanted this result. Please, Father, ask my knights for details,” the prince insisted with a quiet urgency. “Besides… we wanted a revolt from House Parbon. We got it.”
The moment those words left Induen’s lips, Felipe raised his hand and grabbed Induen’s throat. He picked him up with one hand as though he was a child, and then slammed him against the table head-first. The king kept his firm grip on his son’s neck, his great mass leaning over the prince until he seemed small and insignificant.
“We?!” the king shouted as Induen broke through the table. “Do you wish to die? Because that’s the only reason I could even begin to consider how you could act so naively!”
The king released Induen and came to his feet. As the prince sputtered to regain his breath, Felipe spoke calmly again as though he had not been roaring in anger seconds ago. “When people talk about this war and how it began, they won’t speak of Parbon instigating it; instead, they’ll talk about how the crown prince’s guards began massacring the knights of Parbon as they tried to slaughter citizens of the city.”
“Father, please!” Induen began to sit up, but the king kicked him in the teeth. The prince slid back through the wreck of wood.
“You don’t think,” Felipe continued. “You disrespect the throne. I sent you a decree to return, yet you remained behind to collect some… some pointless taxes. All of this could have been avoided had you simply done what I asked. You are my son and heir, but you are only that. I am not dead, nor near death. I am the king, and you should not disobey me again.” Felipe kneeled down, grabbing Induen’s fancy shirt and pulling him to his face. “Are we clear?”
“Yes,” Induen enunciated clearly despite the blood trickling down his face.
Felipe released his grip, and Induen dropped back to the floor. The king directed someone to heal Induen, and then wiped his blood-soaked hand on his mantle.
“Considering you used that illegitimate child to worsen the relationship between House Parbon and Monticci, I reduced the punishment to a mere beating,” Felipe commented. “I’ve contacted Orion. He’ll be returning. This should be suppressed quickly. I will teach you both how to war. Keep your ears open. You may learn something. Be thankful.”
“Thank you, Father,” Induen said, his blue eyes burning a hole in the back of his father’s departing figure.




Chapter 23

Induen stared at the mirror in his quarters. His face was undamaged, having been healed, but the scene of his father’s one-sided beating still stuck in his head. Another image was stronger, though. Induen felt like he stared in a mirror at Argrave.
The crown prince hated those gray eyes of Argrave’s. He hadn’t known why… it had just been instinct. Now he knew, though. He hated them because they reminded him of his father. It wasn’t jealousy or anything of the sort… it was just a hatred, pure and simple.
The prince stepped away from the mirror, retrieving the margrave’s white dagger. He ran the blade against his finger again and again, until finally he pushed too hard and the blade drew blood. Laughing, he dropped the blade to the floor.
Induen walked to his bed, but not to sit. He stared at the sash beside his bed. He pulled on it, and a distant ringing echoed throughout the Dragon Palace. Before long, a servant entered the room.
“Fetch some writing utensils,” Induen ordered. “I think… I owe my brother another letter.”
***
“…so, which cup has the coin?” Mina asked, running her hand over an array of three identical cups.
Elias sat in a chair at a rickety yet clean table, while Mina sat atop the countertop. Argrave was buried beneath blankets in a bed at the corner of the room, forming a shivering hump as he peered at a book dimly lit by sunlight through a boarded window.
Galamon sat at the foot of the bed, watching fumes rise into the air from a brewing potion. It was a potion that calmed the mind—Argrave considered it the reason he had been able to do what he had in the battle and had elected to make more before the invaders arrived. Its ingredients were the last of Argrave’s funds, barring those set aside for necessary expenses like food.
“This one,” said Elias, pointing at the center cup. Mina lifted it; it was blank. Elias lifted the other two with both of his free hands, but none of them had the coin. “What?”
“Check behind your ear,” said Mina gleefully.
Elias retrieved the coin and widened his eyes. Argrave frowned, his annoyed face peeking out from the blankets. “You’re supposed to be helping me with C-rank magic, Mina.”
Mina hopped off the table, striding to his bedside. “I told you what I know, Grave. Fourth-dimension magic, for me, was like looking past a veil, or finding out the secret to a magic trick. Looks complicated, but it’s simple deep down.”
Elias stood, setting the coin back on the table politely. “It’s useless to ask for help. It’s different for everybody.”
“Why are you two at my house, anyway?” said Argrave, burrowing deeper into his blankets.
“Your house, Grave? You said it was abandoned,” Mina countered. “My father won’t miss me. He barely knows I exist. Mom might make a fuss, eventually, but that’s beside the point. And Elias here decided to stay and help.” Mina gestured at Elias, who still refused to meet Argrave’s eyes.
“Whatever. Do s-silent magic tricks,” Argrave shivered. “And stay off the table. You may be like a cat, but you aren’t a real one. People eat there. Namely, me.”
Mina scoffed, yet still sat at the chair. “You don’t look like you do much eating.”
Someone knocked at the door. Galamon’s head whipped cleanly, and he stood, drawing his dagger and holding it close at attention. He opened the door slowly, peeking through. Then, he opened it wide and walked away, having been told in advance who was allowed inside.
“Hey, Nicky,” Mina greeted.
Nikoletta entered. She wore custom-fitted gray leather armor, the blue swordfish of Monticci painted on both the back and the front of the breastplate. As testament to the wealth of the dukedom, it was thoroughly inscribed, and enchantments shone along those inscriptions brilliantly. It was a familiar set of armor.
In the normal course of Heroes of Berendar, after Nikoletta was expelled from the Order of the Gray Owl she would be entangled in the civil war to seek justice for what had been done to her at the tower. She would only return to Mateth after she heard word it had been invaded. By then, the snow elves had already succeeded in capturing the poorly manned city. The armor set she wore now was an heirloom that could be found in the duke’s estate, which had been overrun by Veidimen.
“Hey Mina.” She looked around the room, giving a nod to Elias.
Galamon sat back down in front of Argrave’s bed, staring at the brewing potion like a dejected puppy. Argrave was glad to have someone so steadfast working for him, but he felt bad working the man so hard. He supposed it was the duty of a good manager to be somewhat heartless, though. Not that telling himself that helped.
Nikoletta spotted Argrave and walked up slowly. “Argrave. You look terrible…” she said in concern.
“Don’t lie to me. My superior good looks are my one benefit in this beanpole body.” Argrave put his hand to his face to accentuate his handsomeness. His hand was warm, but his face still felt too cold.
Nikoletta elected to ignore his comment. “Every time I see you, you look more and more unhealthy.”
“Me, me, me. Enough about me.” Argrave closed his book. “The Baretta Troupe Auction. You said it hadn’t happened yet. When is it?”
“Tonight,” Nikoletta answered. “And, considering that you may have saved the entirety of the Dukedom of Monticci should this invasion truly occur, it is a matter of honor that I help you get entry.”
“I don’t want to participate. Are you kidding? A bunch of people in a tightly packed place, all yelling and spitting like starving dogs, fighting over scraps in some vainglorious perversion of both gambling and mercantilism.” Argrave paused, taking a deep breath after his rant. “I merely have something to sell. If you really want to help, spread rumors about the exhibit so that it attracts more vultures.”
Nikoletta pursed her lips after he finished ranting, eyes wandering as she pondered what he had said for deeper meaning. Eventually, she sighed in resignation and pressed, “I’d need to know what you are selling.”
Argrave paused, and then threw the blanket off. He strode across the room and pulled aside a decrepit plank, then pulled out a piece of paper. He walked back to Nikoletta and handed it to her, and then crawled back in the blankets.
“Eugh. These blankets are all sweaty. I need new ones,” Argrave complained as Nikoletta read through the document. He stood, bunching them together while shivering intensely. Galamon stood, taking the sheets from Argrave by force. He pointed to the bed, clearly commanding Argrave to lay back down.
“This is the deed for Foamspire?” Nikoletta spoke incredulously.
Galamon walked away, off to fetch clean blankets.
“H-how observant,” Argrave said between shivers, veritably falling in bed. “Induen gave it to me after giving some… tough love, I suppose? T-though, perhaps he’d hate me calling it ‘love.’ He seems to r-resent that word.”
“Why would you sell this?” Nikoletta said, treating the paper carefully. “It’s an extremely valuable piece of land. Many nobles rent out apartments during the summer and vacation there. Its income rivals a small city. And… well, Induen gave it to you. After what happened last time…”
“He’s too busy dealing with his awful dad and the soon-to-be civil war. An estate is stable income, true, but I don’t need a stable income. I need loads of lucre now, the dirtier the better,” Argrave said quickly. Galamon walked back in with fresh blankets, and Argrave quickly snatched them from his hands and covered himself.
“Why?” Nikoletta inquired.
“For gambling, of course!” Argrave said cheerily, then started shifting to cover all of himself with the blankets. He became a woolen caterpillar in seconds. “Kidding, naturally. Blackjack doesn’t exist yet. Gambling is fruitless.”
Nikoletta tapped the paper against her thigh. “I’m sure my father would be willing to buy Foamspire for a fair price…”
Argrave opened his mouth, about to disclose that Foamspire would collapse into the ocean in a few months. Then, he remembered that Nikoletta was one of the ‘good’ player characters, and she probably wouldn’t be overfond of blatantly scamming people.
“Then your father can go to the auction and bid,” Argrave said instead, preferring to keep her ignorant.
“You still haven’t said why you need this money,” Nikoletta pushed further as she grabbed a chair from the table and pulled it beside the bed.
Argrave frowned. “Money is a precious thing in a country at war. The Veidimen invasion, the impending civil war…”
Nikoletta sat on the chair. “Every time we talk, you sound so certain there will be a civil war,” she noted, leaning forward and placing her hands on her knees.
“It’s probably already started. No matter what, it’ll happen. The how, the when, the where, it’s all just backdrop to the inevitability. This was, from the very beginning, a scheme by Vasquer. I know because they sought to involve me in it. The royal family wants war. Felipe wants to purge disloyal subjects and replace them with sycophants. It’s in anticipation for the succession.” Argrave scratched his chin and then added as an afterthought, “Also, he wants to give Orion some land.”
Though Heroes of Berendar was a very dynamic game, there were some things the player could not change. The civil war would always happen. Some of the nine playable characters could delay it slightly, but it still happened eventually. However, how the war resolved depended on the player’s actions.
The abandoned house had grown very quiet, and everyone had turned to look at Argrave.
Argrave, caught in the moment, continued from beneath his pile of blankets. “Parbon was the main target. I’m sure much of the south—Monticci included—will join in favor of those against Vasquer. The north will remain firmly under heel of Vasquer, though. Most of the northern nobles move pragmatically rather than righteously. Supporting the royal family gets them the biggest benefit.”
Nikoletta lowered her head and black strands of hair covered her face. Elias stood and walked towards the window. Mina was looking at how everyone else reacted.
“So you’d made up your mind to turn your back on the royal family in the tower,” Nikoletta said as if in epiphany. “Back then, when my research had been stolen, Induen genuinely had done it. It was one part of the provocations.”
“He was acting independently of King Felipe, but yes,” Argrave confirmed after a beat to think. “It was dually to provoke Monticci and eliminate threats to his succession.”
“If this is true, it only reinforces the validity of the rebellion. A king pledges protection in exchange for service; such callous disregard of life is not befitting of a true king.” Nikoletta picked her head up and stared at Argrave.
Argrave kept his own thoughts about the validity of the rebellion hidden. House Vasquer was undoubtedly cruel and evil, but House Parbon lacked a plan beyond simply overthrowing the king. If the player sided with the rebels, the kingdom would fall into crisis as people scrambled to present their own vague claim to the throne. Righteous causes were always undermined by selfishness.
Of course, if one sided with Vasquer, things did not sail smoothly either. King Felipe would die, often at Induen’s hands, and Induen and Orion would fight over the throne. Many nobles would simply declare independence, breaking off from the kingdom. The entire situation was a mess regardless of who was chosen.
Argrave dismissed his complicated musings and laid it out plainly, saying, “So long as you sell that little piece of paper, I’ll be happy. I’m easy to please.”
Nikoletta nodded as if drawn out of a haze. “Then, I’ll be sure to do that.” She stood. “On one condition. You have to rest.”
Argrave squinted incredulously but smiled. “Such a monumental task? What shall I do? I suppose I have no choice.”
“And I do mean rest. No reading, no errands, nothing.” She tapped the side of the bed as though to emphasize he must remain here. “Mina tells me you barely sleep, eat only plain food, and spend all hours of the day either trying to learn C-rank magic or memorizing those druidic spells you looted.”
“Yeah. And then I wander to a pipal tree, sit in a lotus position, and try to reach nirvana,” Argrave shook his head. “Please. I’m fine. I read until I fall asleep. I eat plain food because it’s all I can stomach with this damned sickness.”
Nikoletta fixed her hair and shook her head. She stared at Argrave with her deep pink eyes for a time, and Argrave stared back.
She broke her gaze away and sighed. “There was another thing. Considering it’s you that brought this whole thing to my attention, I wanted your thoughts on the invasion.”
Argrave paused. He scooched around awkwardly in his cocoon of blankets until he sat upright. “It’s bad timing. Luckily, I was able to reveal it.”
“No, I mean… strategy-wise. Mina told me you intended to stay and help out, but I wanted to know what you were going to do. Further, what you think the snow elves are going to do.” She stared at him intently.
“I’m going to…” Argrave hesitated to reveal it. “I’m going to one of the coastal villages.”
“Why the villages?” Nikoletta sat back down.
Argrave looked down for a second, running through his thought process. “The Veidimen resemble Vikings, but they’re not berserkers. They’re strategic,” Argrave started to explain, but Nikoletta stared at him with brows furrowed. “You don’t know what those words mean, I forget.”
Argrave pulled his hand free from the blanket and set it on his knee. “The Veidimen will come in longships. They’re long, thin boats, driven by oar and sail. They’ll land at the coastal villages first instead of striking at Mateth directly from sea. This will enable them to gain a foothold on land and secure a safe harbor. Then, once that’s done, they’ll probably mass troops for a day or two before marching on Mateth.”
Nikoletta considered this. “So, we should focus our ships near the coastal villages, catch them there?”
Argrave shook his head. “The Veidimen know druidic magics, you forget. They’ll scout ahead with birds before any rash attack. If you concentrate your ships anywhere, they’ll go elsewhere,” Argrave said, quietly refuting the point. “Anyway, once they march on Mateth, they’ll probably bring ships to attack the city’s docks concurrently. I suspect they’ll concentrate their mages on those ships. Like this, the city is surrounded, and your magic users are tied up dealing with those at sea. The infantry can advance unmolested. The walls will probably make it tough for them, though.”
Nikoletta stared at Argrave. Everyone was staring, he realized. He had gotten absorbed in talking.
“The Veidimen have more troops than you do,” Argrave declared confidently. “These men are battle-hardened warriors, too, not trained knights that’ve been wallowing in peace. They’re ignorant of some things like illusion magic and enchantment, but by and large their magic knowledge is no less formidable than what we have in Vasquer. They may bring a few A-rank mages, but I can’t say that with any certainty. The only advantage we have is the position of defense.”
“Did you strategize for the attack on the scouts’ camp?” Nikoletta asked.
“Err… yes,” Argrave confirmed hesitantly. The last thing he wanted to do was reminisce about that. He had Mina and Elias here to distract him from thinking about that, he had to admit. “Why?”
“Do you have ideas for the defense?” Nikoletta asked evenly.
Argrave nodded. “Sure, but—”
Nikoletta stood. “I think you should talk to my father. You can stay in a better place than some abandoned house you broke into.”
“Hey, I found a key. No breaking-in involved,” Argrave protested, then broke off into a coughing fit. “Why should I see your father, though?”
Nikoletta adjusted her armor and walked to the door. “To convey what you told me to him. To help prepare a good defense. You know the situation well. I don’t know how or why you know, but your knowledge has been accurate so far. I’d be a fool not to take advantage of that.”
Argrave pondered this. He had intended to meet Duke Enrico at some point, but he assumed it would be after the battle had been won. If the battle had been won, rather.
Argrave threw off the blankets. “I have no reason to refuse.” He pointed at Mina and Elias. “These two squatters can help carry my things. They’ve had practice at it.”




Chapter 24

“Must you go personally, Master Castro?” A gray-robed figure followed behind a short old man. Though the figure was mostly shrouded by the robe’s cowl, locks of light blue hair barely peeked out. “Your relationship with the royal family… isn’t it strained?”
The old man smiled and turned. His face was sagging, but he looked genial and charitable—the very picture of a sweet old man. The robe he wore was gray, but it glowed with enchantments, and a grand image of an owl shone like a diamond on the shoulders.
“Strained?” the man called Castro repeated. “Yes… you might call it that. Nonetheless, the crown prince sent me a letter personally. If I do not oblige him even slightly… I must think that repercussions will follow. I don’t care to have something of that nature befall the Order.”
“But… personally?” Ingo repeated. “I have… seen him. Induen is a great twisted malevolence. None of them are spared from this. It all stems from the root.”
“Yes, I must meet Argrave personally.” Castro’s voice sounded tired but gentle. “I have to handle a great deal of business elsewhere before heading to Mateth, but I must meet our young Acolyte personally to earn his favor and oblige the crown prince’s request. Genius is uncommon, but most often, it births two things: pride and eccentricity. His small little dissertation, if moved from theory to practice, could well shake the entire magical world.”
“…do you think…” the other paused. “I think I’d like a fellow… never mind.”
“A fellow disciple?” Castro smiled. “Perhaps, Ingo. This trip serves two purposes: to show the boy that his talents are valued by the Order, and to suss out his character. If I must lower my face as Master of the Order of the Gray Owl to help a rising star lift the Order further up… so be it.”
“But he’s part of the royal…” Ingo trailed off.
Castro stepped forward and grabbed Ingo’s shoulder. He had to reach up to do so. The boy stared at the old tower master with innocent brown eyes.
“I know you have much reason to fear the Vasquers. But rest assured, I will not allow anyone to hurt you ever again. Your life has been a cruel one, but I am resolved to make sure that cruelty ends. Be at ease, Ingo.” Castro squeezed his shoulder tightly, and then released his grip.
Ingo rubbed his hands together, smiling. He looked fully grown, but some of his mannerisms still had a childlike innocence. “I am more worried for you, Master Castro.”
Castro laughed and turned away. “You are far too young to be worrying for me. I do not go looking for danger, and even still, few things on this continent can truly endanger me.”
The tower master walked to the edge of the large stone room they were in, opening the door to a balcony. The balcony extended off for a time and peculiarly lacked a railing at a central point. Ingo hung near the door, and his hood blew off from the intense wind. Now exposed, his hair blew about from the intense tempest battering the stone walls of the Tower of the Gray Owl.
Undaunted by the fierce force, Castro walked to the edge of the balcony and fished into his pockets as casually as one would look for their car keys. He pulled free a black whistle studded with rubies and other such precious gemstones. He blew it, and a piercing, shrill chirp echoed from the top of the tower. Each of the gemstones shone bright, displaying the magic of the object brilliantly.
Castro looked towards some distant mountains, waiting. Soon enough, a black dot appeared in the distance, gradually growing closer. As it grew closer, it slowly came into a view; a gray wyvern sped towards the tower ferociously.
The tower master walked off the balcony. Ingo clenched the doorframe tighter, but his eyes widened in surprise when the old man simply floated in the air. Castro started to walk downwards as though there was a set of stairs below his feet stopping him from plummeting below.
The tower master’s final step met nothing but true air just as the wyvern passed beneath Castro, and then the two ascended into the sky. Ingo watched him go in wonder. Then, he quietly turned and shut the door to the balcony, standing alone in the grand chambers of the Master of the Order of the Gray Owl.
***
Argrave sat up quickly, drenched in sweat from a nightmare involving fire. He took a few seconds to gather his bearings. He was confused by his surroundings for a moment, but then he came to remember he was in the duke’s residence, on a guest bedroom with a seaside balcony. He waited for his beating heart to calm down, and then he stood. He felt much better than he had earlier today. Perhaps he had sweated out the sickness, if that wasn’t just an old wives’ tale. He didn’t exactly have the Internet to check anymore.
Galamon was absent, refilling his flasks. Argrave had come to learn the snow elf vampire kept many flasks of blood on his person, usually enough for a whole week. Argrave could not deny that bald man’s words had stuck with him—did Galamon truly kill people to refill his flasks? According to the person in question, Galamon seldom killed to feed his hunger.
Dismissing that thought, Duke Enrico had said he would speak to Argrave in the morning. Even if Nikoletta had some faith in Argrave’s ability, he himself assumed the duke would not especially trust the strategy advice of some young royal bastard. The duke had seen war before. Argrave was likely still a child in his eyes.
Argrave changed from his nightclothes to something more suited for formal occasions. It came from his luggage that he’d left with Nikoletta when Reinhardt had abducted him. He took a look in the mirror in the room. Tailored clothes hid his tall, skinny frame better, and Argrave personally enjoyed dressing well. Fine clothes, fine jewelry—they were fun to own and wear.
He spotted the bronze hand mirror on his nightstand, and what little distraction he had found quickly drained away. As always, the thing served as a stark reminder of his duty, of his role as the one to struggle against Gerechtigkeit. He walked and picked it up, tossing it in the air and catching it by the handle. Within, he read his status once again.


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


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


It was somewhat validating to see the results of his constant study. Warding magic was already at D, and although Argrave had learned only a few spells pilfered from Tirros’ camp, druidic magic was heading upwards. In addition, his preparation with Galamon had earned him two new entries belonging to the enchanting category: inscription and imbuing, encompassing the carving and empowering of enchantments respectively. He thought the traits section had remained the same, but he spotted a new entry…
“Hah.” Argrave couldn’t help but laugh, then introspected on this new acquisition. Insomniac, huh… to think I used to be proud of always getting my eight hours.
Now that he thought of it, since he had become Argrave, he had never once fallen asleep easily and woke up undisturbed. Even before the battle at the scout’s camp, he was troubled by sleeplessness and nightmares. He would dream that everything was normal—perhaps he was back in the lecture room at college, or driving, or enjoying a quiet family dinner. Then, it would all vanish. He would trip, or blink, and he was back in Berendar, with fell monsters and wars. A place familiar, yet wholly unfamiliar.
Saving the world was fun to read about, to hear about, maybe even to re-enact in a game… but to have that burden thrust on you?
Forget it. I don’t have the right to complain, Argrave reminded himself as he tossed the hand mirror on the bed and stood, heading for the pile of stacked books in the corner of the guest room. He filtered through druidic spells, setting aside the ones that were useless. Generally, druidic spells were best for scouting. One could also aid life in growing, but Argrave had little need for that type of magic.
He paused, spotting the book on C-rank rank elemental magic out of the corner of his eye. He reached down and picked it up, walking towards the balcony. He pulled aside the curtains and walked out. The ocean crashed against the shore. One could just barely see the grass plains and field of crops outside Mateth. In the distance, ships traveled, magic flames swirling about them to light the path. Above it all, the red full moon stood, just beginning to wane.
Argrave opened the C-rank elemental magic book, leaning out across the balcony. He willed some of his magic into the book. Past D-rank, spell books had to be enchanted with spells to project a matrix. Once his magic stirred within him and exited from his fingers, the C-rank spell matrix of [Wargfire] hovered in the air just above the book. Argrave could see it, but he could not comprehend it.
It reminded him of a time where he had been looking at a giant mountain from within a helicopter. It had been a field trip, as he recalled. The mountain had been so large it was difficult for his mind to comprehend its scale. Argrave shut the book with an audible pop, sighing in quiet defeat.
Argrave held his hand out above the ocean, staring at his palm. He conjured only the matrix of his favorite D-rank spell, [Writhing Lightning]. Briefly, he recalled those snow elves that had been left spasming from electricity, writhing despite having been long dead. The image left him quickly, disturbing his calm heart.
The spell matrix for [Writhing Lightning] hovered in the air. It was a bizarre amalgamation of many 3D shapes, but each had a purpose and a function, and they came together to execute a spell. It was a little like a ridiculously complex programming language, Argrave reckoned. The thought made him laugh, but he maintained the matrix. As long as he put no magic power into it, the spell would not activate. Besides, he had little magic power—he had been siphoning most of it to repay Erlebnis for the magic loan.
From F to E, the only change was adding another dimension to magic. It took it from one line to multiple lines, branching off in different directions, forming shapes. They took shape, forming simple ideas and executing simple actions. Dimensionality gave complexity and power both.
From E to D, another dimension entered the scenario. The flat shapes were given depth. Simple shapes could form complex models. The third dimension was the extent all humans could perceive—the extent of their perception of reality. But if one were to boil it down, all that was added was another line and a new direction to move. Another ‘plane.’
He clenched his hand, and the spell matrix dissipated into nothing. If he were to imagine the fourth dimension—another line, another path, another direction, another layer of complexity to the mystical force that was ‘magic…’
Argrave held his hand forward, eyes closed. He pictured that matrix that he had just seen in the book—a fourth dimension. The fourth dimension, C-rank magic… a step away from the mundane, a step further from the grounded reality of his former life and one into the abyss that was Berendar.
He opened his eyes again and willed his magic to his hands. The matrix of [Wargfire] materialized, and a great maw of flame roared from Argrave’s hand. It surged forward like a living beast, dancing into the night. Its fiery teeth came together and let out an echoing clack, like two solid fangs had genuinely met. Even from behind it, Argrave could feel the power. Then, it vanished into the night as though it never was.
Mute from shock, Argrave stared out across the ocean. His wide eyes slowly closed, and a smile spread across his face. He briefly worried that someone would come and see what exactly he was doing up here, but no one came. The night remained as silent as ever.
“I guess that wasn’t so bad after all.” Argrave smiled, kicking off the railing and standing straight. He stretched and walked back inside.
He walked over to the bronze hand mirror and picked it up, about to look at his new acquisition. Then, he came to a stop. He weighed the mirror in his hand, and then tossed it on the ground. He fell onto his bed in a disorderly heap.
“So many options just opened up for me…” Argrave muttered into the bed as though it was someone who might share in his accomplishment. “It’s like I’m a kid who’s just walked into an ice cream shop, and I see hundreds of flavors arrayed out before me.”
With C-rank magic and the Blessing of Supersession, Argrave could become a force in his own right. Of course, he’d need to learn and memorize some certain spells. Naturally, as the ranks got higher, acquiring those rare spells became considerably more difficult. For the average spellcaster, at least—Argrave knew exactly where to go once the shackles of this invasion were broken.
For the first time in a long while, sleep came easily to Argrave. He did not even notice that his sheets were still sweaty.




Chapter 25

Argrave awoke with a song inexplicably stuck in his head. Midday sunlight poked at his eyelids, forcing him to turn. The action awoke him further and he sat up. He conjured simple water magic, cleaned his hands diligently, and then rubbed his eyes. The cold wetness brought him from the dreamworld. He blinked a few times and then slid off the bed.
Argrave sang the chorus quietly, humming the words he forgot to the rest of the song. He questioned if advancing in magic really made him happy enough to sing like this as he went to his luggage and retrieved a pair of gloves, slipping them on. His sickness felt mostly gone. He still felt a bit weak, but then he always felt weak.
Argrave channeled half of his magic into Blessing of Supersession. The magic debt he’d accrued in the fight at the druid’s camp would probably not be alleviated before the invasion occurred. It made him uneasy. That said, one’s magic pool was like a muscle. In order to train it, it needed to be exhausted. The more he drained his magic, the more he would be able to hold. It was the closest thing to ‘training’ Argrave could perform. One push-up would probably break his wrists.
Argrave cleaned his teeth with a cloth and some water, and after washed his hair in the washbasin. He combed his hair back neatly. It was getting long—it fell a little past his ears. Argrave’s chin was still smooth, though—he was too young to be growing even peach fuzz, it seemed. Argrave frowned. Come to think of it, I’m not sure how old I really am. I certainly look fully grown, judging by height alone…
The thought passed, and Argrave reprimanded himself for worrying so much about his appearance. Should probably go meet Nikoletta, talk to her father as she wanted… He straightened his clothes and made for the door, still singing.
Argrave pulled the double doors back. A maid standing in front jumped back. She’d clearly had her ear to the door.
“F-forgive me, lord,” the young girl said, clearly petrified. “I was just instructed…”
“You’re forgiven. I know, I’m a saint. Anyway…” Argrave waited for her to speak.
“The duke is looking for you, sir.” The maid curtsied quickly. “I hadn’t intended to… I was merely checking if the lord was awake. I did not intend to cause the lord any discomfort whatsoever.”
Argrave put his hand to his chest. “And instead, you were enraptured by my soothing serenade. I understand completely.” Argrave smiled genially, and the maid’s tense shoulders dropped as she recognized that nothing bad would come of this. “Well, where is the duke, then? I don’t think I’ve ever actually spoken to him before. This will be a new experience.”
“The duke is in his study with the young lady Monticci. I can guide you there if you wish,” she began to offer.
Argrave held his hand out to stop her. “I know where his study is. I’m sure you must be busy with other things. Don’t let me keep you. Have a pleasant day.” He waved and then walked past her in long strides, humming the tune now that he was no longer in private.
The extent of what Argrave knew about Duke Enrico was what had been written down. Without fail, he died in the beginning of the game to the snow elves. The player could find his corpse, and some of his stats existed in the game files, but his personality was mostly unknown to the player beyond what Nikoletta said about him while playing as her. The bulk of it could be summarized as ‘pragmatic.’ He was also a widower; his wife died giving birth to Nikoletta. Needless to say, such a thing was an oddity in a world of healing magic.
“Had no idea you were such a flirt.”
Argrave jumped at the voice, turning around to where it came from. Mina materialized, starting with her short yellow hair. Another illusion spell.
“If you’re still making a game of this… we’re one-two now,” Mina taunted, pointing at him casually. Argrave was confused for a second, but he remembered that he’d found Mina twice while she was hiding invisibly.
After Argrave straightened his cuffs and regained his composure, a rhyme came to his head. “Who keeps score? You’re such a bore.”
Mina ignored him, her eyes veritably glinting. “Should have heard yourself. ‘My soothing serenade,’ all smiles and bows…”
“You think that’s flirting?” Argrave asked incredulously.
She tilted her head, a smile playing about her lips. “What else would it be?”
“General propriety,” Argrave countered, walking down the hall again. “Gregariousness.”
“Sure,” Mina agreed sarcastically. “You’re real polite. You never make fun of people to their face.”
“I hear the dripping jealousy. ‘Argrave, how dare you use honeyed words to a woman besides me?’” Argrave mocked.
“Y-you’re ridiculous. I had no idea you were this shameless,” Mina refuted, sputtering. “Well, if you’re in these high spirits, I can assume you’re feeling better?”
“Changing the subject, I see,” Argrave answered without committing.
“I don’t like…” Mina trailed off. “Never mind. Pointless to argue with someone like you.”
“I know you don’t like me. Not romantically, at least,” Argrave said. Mina nodded in satisfaction now that he confirmed it. “Instead, you much prefer Nikoletta, don’t you?” Argrave brought up a fact he knew from the game, seeking petty revenge for being frightened.
Mina went white as a sheet, and she anxiously said, “That’s not… What are you…? Nicky’s…”
“No need to get flustered,” Argrave assured, enjoying this very much. “Romance is a natural part of life. Though, one wonders why you’ve left your affections unvoiced.”
“You have no idea what you’re talking about,” Mina answered, regaining her composure quickly. She was good at acting, as ever.
“Sure, sure.” Argrave nodded. “Keep quiet, subdued, when an invasion is at coming at any time. Leave that burning question unanswered. Very prudent. Brave.”
“Nicky’s also a woman,” Mina bit back, his jabs inciting a reaction precisely because they were the truth.
“That’s no reason. The heart wants what the heart wants.” Argrave stopped in the hall and turned to Mina now that their conversation interested him.
“Then you…?” Mina looked at him with wide eyes.
“Me? No. That’s not to say I don’t know a few people.” Argrave shook his head.
Mina seemed hesitant to speak further, but she eventually asked, “What happened to these… people you knew?”
“They…” Argrave trailed off as his mind went back to the life he left behind. “It doesn’t really matter, does it?”
“That alone tells me enough.” Mina shook her head, his refrain making up her mind.
“Yes, yes, wallow in cowardice,” Argrave dismissed, wishing to close this can of worms he’d opened. “Don’t come crying to me when you’re isolated and alone, ruing a chance you never took.” Argrave adjusted his sleeve. “Anyway, I should be off. The young lady Monticci and the old gentleman Monticci await me. I think it’s going to be an interesting conversation.” Argrave turned to leave, then stopped himself.
He pointed at Mina. “I want you to think on what I said. Remember this; the worst that can happen is that she says no. She probably won’t, though. I know these things. Trust me. Have I ever been wrong before? Think long and hard.”
“You keep making these baseless…!” Mina started, but she deflated quickly and sighed in exasperation.
Argrave turned and waved as he walked away.
***
The winds of the north roared fiercely as they traveled across the icy landscape. The fierce tempest carried snow enough to conceal distant mountains and vast forests. A great wall stood tall against it all. It was made of ice that had been carved out by hand. The wall was near a hundred feet tall and no snow passed above it, instead blanketing the icy peak just above that shielded the city like an umbrella. The city beyond lay untouched.
The buildings were simple and long, made of stone and held by pillars of the same material. Carvings stretched across most of the city, making it appear more like a ruin than an inhabited place. The people walking about were tall and formidable. Their skin was as pale as the snow outside the city’s walls and their ears came to sharp points. They wore dense fur clothes, and many walked about with a bow or an axe.
Opposite the ice wall was a sheer gray wall carved from stone. A great structure jutted out of the front of it, overlooking the city. It was a formidable keep, gray smoke rising from the black fires atop the towers. The tusked skull of a gigantic creature hung from the keep, its empty sockets forever staring menacingly at the wall of ice. At the foot of the stone wall, a large passageway led to a spiral staircase winding up into the keep.
The keep was filled with Veidimen. Barring the lightly armored spellcasters, the bulk of them were warriors. Their armor was plate, but it was all covered in dense fur to ward off the penetrating cold. In the heart of the keep, the throne room, a great assemblage of fierce-looking snow elves had gathered, each sitting at one long rectangular table that stretched to the end of the room. Each of the people sitting had a few behind them, stance polite as though waiting to serve. They seemed to be men and women in equal numbers.
On the throne, a short yet fiercely scarred man sat casually. His head was cleanly shaven, but a crown of iron, fangs, and claws all arrayed with points upwards decorated his forehead. He kept his eyes fixed at the foot of the stairs. There, a badly burn-scarred Veidimen was supported by a few snow elves. Though the burns had been treated, most of his body was badly affected. His pale white skin served as a harsh contrast to the red and black scars.
“It was Galamon the Great?” the man on the throne asked. “You’re certain?”
“Yes, patriarch,” the burned elf answered hoarsely.
Patriarch Dras shifted on his throne, obviously discomfited by the news. “How could you tell who your assailant was when the attack happened suddenly and swiftly?”
The burned elf swallowed, and then took a deep, wheezing breath. “We had confirmed Galamon’s presence…” The elf paused for another wheezing breath. “…in Mateth many months ago, my patriarch. I had seen him at times, while using the pigeons…. to scout. The appearance was identical.”
The patriarch leaned back in his throne. All of the snow elves arrayed kept quiet, waiting for their leader to inquire further. “If he opposes the invasion… Galamon would know more about our military than anyone save me. Since he’s behind the attack, it’s safe to assume that most of our military secrets will be leaked.”
“That’s assuming the humans will even accept his aid. They are wary of us Veidimen. Even possessing the scout’s reports, he will not be able to reach anyone,” one of the people at the table spoke. “Provided, of course, this is not simply some kind of misunderstanding. Galamon was ever a faithful servant of the patriarch.”
“He was with a man,” another commented. “If he’s enlisted aid in this battle of his, he can likely use this person, whoever it was.”
“But Galamon, even after being exiled, still follows the teachings of Veid,” Patriarch Dras said, voice low and frustrated. “He may as well be my brother. He firmly believes in Veiden, even if Veid has stricken him with the Curse of Bloodthirst. Something is off.”
“Maybe he is not the leader in this scenario,” a woman’s voice said.
She was quickly interrupted. “Be quiet, Anneliese!”
Everyone’s heads turned to two near the end of the table. An aged elven woman sat at the table, wearing mage’s robes. Another woman stood behind her, tall and skinny, with silken white hair descending down to her knees. Her amber eyes stared ahead, unshaken.
“My apologies,” the old mage sitting said. “I brought her here to learn. She forgot her place, Patriarch Dras.”
The patriarch scratched his chin. “Anneliese? That’s not a name of the Veidimen,” he noted.
“Her mother was exiled when this one was born, and she took the name of one of the locals, foolishly,” the wizened mage said. “But I assure you, patriarch, she is pure of blood.”
The patriarch’s eyes fell upon Anneliese, and slowly a bitter enlightenment set upon him—he knew the young woman, if by her situation rather than her name. “We are all children of Veid. Let her speak,” he dismissed, waving his hand.
Anneliese turned her head forward and opened her mouth, before pausing to gather her composure. Then, with clear voice, she declared, “If Galamon did not lead the attack, and was instead under contract of a human, his actions would make sense. Galamon would never break a contract, no matter the enemy.”
“But the battle was said to be quick and decisive,” someone quickly refuted. “Two took on twenty druids, including Tirros. From what was reported, the mage could not have been especially high rank, either. If Galamon was not leading, such a result would be… unlikely.”
Anneliese turned her amber eyes to the one who had spoken. “Patriarch Dras led our tribe of Veiden, yet Galamon devised all of the strategies that led to victory in war.”
Some people were taken aback by the comment which implied Dras owed his patriarchate to Galamon. Many heads turned to wait for the patriarch’s response. He had his mouth hidden by a hand. Eventually, he lowered it. He was smiling, pleased by the woman’s answer.
“True. The strategist need not be the leader,” Dras said calmly. “My own past has shielded my questioning, though. Getting lost in conjecture does Veiden no good. The simple fact is this: we are to head to Berendar. Any chance we had to wait for a good time to assault has been lost, and they will prepare for our coming.”
The patriarch stood and walked to the top of the stairs.
“For unending centuries, the Veidimen have endured the frigid winds of the north!” he shouted. “We were born in the fires of Veid’s creation, and over the passage of time, the cold has tempered our rough iron will into a fierce warrior’s steel.” He paused, stepping about. “Now, we must come from our sheathes and unleash ourselves upon the world! It is time for us to embark from the shores and make ourselves known as the tool of Veid’s will!”
The room erupted into cheering. Axes were raised into the air in fervor. The patriarch continued his speech, and it echoed throughout the great keep. Though the words spoke of war and battle, none seemed tense. Instead, nearly all had expressions of anticipation, like the time had finally come to fulfill their life’s dream.




Chapter 26

A knight pushed open a set of double doors that had the symbol of House Monticci in the center. The swordfish split open, and a small office lay ahead. A few faces turned towards the new entry. Argrave walked in, looking around the room. It was an office and a library in one, and a big round table filled the center of the room. Many documents were splayed out across the table. Argrave recognized them—they were from the druid’s camp. He had retrieved them.
Barring Nikoletta and Elias, there were two people present that Argrave did not recognize. This was something that had scarcely happened to him since arriving in Berendar. Most of the civilians in Mateth were untouched by the Veidimen invasion, but the military and leadership were mostly killed. As a wiki editor, he often wrote about mundane and uninteresting NPCs for the sake of completionism. If these two were here, it meant that they had died before the game began.
The man at the head of the table was of an average build. He bore a set of gilded armor bearing a blue swordfish at the front, so Argrave recognized him as Duke Enrico of Monticci. Argrave placed him in his early fifties. He had blue hair and the same dark pink eyes Nikoletta had. His hair was wavy and well-groomed, and his beard was trimmed to a sharp point. He was still quite handsome by Argrave’s estimation; a veritable silver fox.
The other was a gruff-looking knight with a scar-lined face. His head was shaved bald. He stepped forward, placing himself between Duke Enrico and Argrave.
The duke scanned Argrave, head tilted to peer at him from behind the knight. “This is your friend, Nikoletta?”
“Yes, it is.” Nikoletta crossed her arms and nodded.
Argrave wanted to comment that her answer had changed since they first spoke, but he kept quiet.
The duke continued. “He’s a tall one. Taller than the king, even.” He tapped the table. “Step aside, Knight-Commander Ryger.”
“Duke,” the knight obeyed quickly, taking his place at the table. The doors shut behind Argrave.
“My daughter has been relaying what you’ve told her the past few days,” Duke Enrico started. His voice was calm and steady, with a certain business-like quality to it. “Your information was supported by what you brought with you, and my men retrieved some of the bodies in that camp of… What was the word…?”
“Druids,” Argrave supplied.
“Yes. Druids.” The duke stared at him. “Nikoletta may not question where your information comes from. I, however, am greatly concerned by how you know so much. You knew things occurring in my territory before I did. How did you come to know about this camp of druids?”
Elias turned his head to look at Argrave after the duke had spoken. Clearly, he was interested in the answer too. The knight-commander walked beside Argrave as though to compel his answer, coming uncomfortably close. He was a fair bit shorter than Argrave, but probably much heavier. Argrave smiled at him, keeping his feet firm.
“Information gathering is one of my strengths,” Argrave answered. “I talk to a lot of people. I walk around a lot. I do things—favors—for people. You can learn a lot if you have time and an open mind.”
Argrave essentially described what ‘quests’ were in an RPG. Indeed, he had learned most of the game through quests, so it was not a lie. One of the key parts of being convincingly deceptive was learning to deceive oneself. Argrave was telling the truth, at least in a roundabout way. It was only the details that were lacking.
Ryger looked to the duke for guidance, and then seeing his expression, decided to be dissatisfied. The duke pressed for those details. “That is not specific. Who, or what, gave you the information?”
Nikoletta grabbed his arm. “Father, please don’t do this.”
The duke did not look at Nikoletta to respond. “You are too trusting. Thwarting schemes requires considerable caution, and plenty seek to undermine our dukedom, Nikoletta.”
“You are too paranoid,” Nikoletta shot back. “Argrave could have made us go to war with Parbon, but he chose to risk himself.”
The duke paused for a few heartbeats. “That is one matter. This is another.”
“Hold on a moment,” Argrave interrupted. “If I know you, Duke Enrico, you were already planning on rallying soldiers as soon as Margrave Reinhardt started moving towards Dirracha.”
Duke Enrico stared for a moment. Somehow, he made dark pink eyes seem fierce. His were the cold eyes of someone that did business for a living, weighing cost and benefit in seconds.
“Who or what or where or why—none of that matters,” Argrave continued, playing to that business-minded side of him. “Those documents alone should set you on edge. They record your troops and your defensive capabilities far better than even you do, I suspect—no small feat for someone with thorough accounting as yourself. I know more than I should, and you don’t need to know why that is. Can we leave it at that?”
“The source of information is always important. It helps reveal the intention behind the conveyance of information.” The duke paused, running a hand across his beard. “But, in this case, you are right. Preparation has never undone anyone. On that note… several people have described that battle you had with the druids. Most called it a massacre, yet you were only two. You are a D-rank spellcaster, yes?”
Argrave shook his head. “Yesterday I was. Today, not anymore.”
That statement elicited a reaction from Elias and Nikoletta. Elias’ eyes widened, but Nikoletta burst out, “You said you were going to rest tonight!”
“I did sleep,” Argrave rebutted. “Besides, I’m a lot better now. No more shivering. Either way, me being C-rank doesn’t matter, as I haven’t had the time to learn any C-rank spells beyond [Wargfire]. I don’t think I will before the Veidimen land, either.”
“I see.” The duke nodded. “You strategized for the attack on the scouts?”
“Yes,” Argrave confirmed.
That confirmation changed the way the duke looked at Argrave, even if only just. He asked, “Do you have thoughts on what the snow elves will do?”
“You’re asking my opinion? Why not ask the egghead here?” Argrave pointed his thumb at Knight-Commander Ryger. The man’s face deepened into a frown, but he did not say anything. The knight-commander did not appear to talk much.
“I have asked his thoughts, and now I am asking yours.” The duke shook his head to dismiss Argrave’s deflection. “I prefer to strategize myself. A hobby of mine, mock warfare. In the times we live in… it’s one that is valued highly.”
Argrave nodded. “Well, has Nikoletta told you what I said before?”
“You believe we are hopelessly outmatched,” the duke said, though he didn’t seem to be bothered by this claim.
“I know you are,” Argrave corrected. “You’re vastly outnumbered, they have Ebonice in large amounts, they’re more experienced, they have detailed information about your capabilities, and their warriors are physically larger. It’s a losing battle.”
“Ebonice?” the duke repeated, ignorant of the term.
“It’s an ice that dispels magic. All but the highest-ranking magic breaks on contact with it; namely, A-rank or higher spells,” Argrave explained, using his hands. “Some spells can keep going for a time, but they lose purpose and generally shatter immediately, especially wards. It comes from their region, so they have a lot of it, naturally. My guard Galamon has some—an axe. In fact…” Argrave looked to the door. “I think we’d best include him in this discussion, elsewise your knights will be sorely unprepared.”
“Our knights aren’t lacking in training,” the knight-commander said, speaking for the first time.
“But with battle experience? Many of these Veidimen are old—hundreds of years old, in fact, with as many battles under their belt. Their leader, Patriarch Dras, conquered all of the other tribes of the region. Their magic isn’t at all lacking compared to ours, either. They’re ignorant of illusion magic and enchantments—one small edge. And my guard, Galamon… he knows how they war. He’s battled alongside and against them for decades.”
The duke leaned over the maps on the table. “Alright. Your man. Where is he?”
Argrave smiled. “Let me go get him.”
***
Argrave opened the door to the abandoned house that they’d been staying in. He was greeted by a harsh smell. Galamon stood at the table, a fire heating up a large glass bottle that had been turned black by the flames.
“Good God,” Argrave said, coughing. “I forgot how bad that stuff smells when it’s brewing. You get used to it when you live next to it, but…”
“You’re back,” Galamon greeted. “Sleep well?”
“Better than usual.” Galamon nodded at Argrave’s answer, then picked up the glass bottle. He smothered the flames with a blacksmithing blanket.
“This was the last potion,” Galamon informed Argrave. “Eight bottles of the calming brew, four strength-restoring potions. I fixed the Ebonice arrow. It was bent.”
“Wonderful. On another end, I presume your leeching session went well? You look hale and hearty.” Argrave strode in, waving in front of his face to dispel the smell.
Galamon looked at Argrave coldly.
“Come on,” Argrave urged, tapping Galamon’s elbow. “Laughing at something is how you learn to live with it.”
The snow elf set the potion down and picked up a cloth to wipe his hands. “It is a curse. An affliction. An illness is no laughing matter.”
Argrave pursed his lips. “You don’t have to sleep, you don’t age, and the only price is a strange diet.”
“I will not rest with Veid when I die,” he refuted, disagreeing with Argrave. “Instead, I will be lost in the abyss.”
“So, don’t die,” Argrave said, then laughed. His laughter trailed to a stop as Galamon’s pure white eyes stared at him like he was a bug. “Well, whatever. If it’s so terrible, once we’ve killed the world-ending ancient calamity, we can cure you. Until then, keep those fangs at the ready.”
“Vampirism cannot be cured,” Galamon said quickly.
“Not by you alone. Me? I have my ways,” Argrave said, trying his best to make it sound like he wasn’t bragging.
Galamon shook his head. “Erlebnis’ method would be costly.”
“Pfft.” Argrave waved his hand dismissively, then looked around for his satchel. “Why involve an ancient god? There are plenty of ways.”
Galamon stared. “Supposing that is true… you assume I will not die in your fool’s quest.”
Argrave looked at him, pausing. “You won’t.”
“Looking at you now…” Galamon raised a curious brow. “That possibility had never entered your head before I mentioned it, had it?”
“No one’s dying. Stop being a doomer.” Argrave held his hand up. “I’ll die centuries before you do. Stop with the morbidity.” He shook his head, refusing to consider the matter further. “We’ve got to pack. You’ve got to pack. We’re heading to Barden.” Argrave grabbed the satchel and threw it over his shoulders. “Amendment: we’re speaking to the duke, and then I am going to Barden. You are going beyond Barden, to a dingy little ruin called… I can’t pronounce it. Aethel-something.”
Galamon paused, but eventually moved and grabbed his bag, putting stoppers in the bottles and loading them in. “It’s the eve of war, and you’re sending me away? Imprudent.”
“Our contract stipulates you can refuse,” Argrave reminded him. “As much as I’d like you to hold my hand through these stormy tides, these past few days of reviewing my plans mentally have led me to one conclusion: getting an audience with Patriarch Dras is going to be extremely difficult. I need a little something to turn his head. In the chaos of battle, no one is going to listen to me if I shout that an ancient calamity is waking up and I need to see their leader.”
“Get to the point,” Galamon said, waving his hands as though to hurry things up.
“No, I won’t get to the point. I refuse.” Argrave paused and stared at him. “Anyway, I was thinking of some ancient traditions the Veidimen have that I might be able to take advantage of. I remember that, in case of a snowstorm or a monster incursion, the Veidimen would signal each other, even if they were enemies, for shelter.”
Galamon raised a brow in surprise but nodded. “The Veelstron sign, yes. I am surprised you know of it… Perhaps I shouldn’t be. It’s only accepted if there are extremely pressing circumstances that require cooperation or preventing conflict.”
“Right.” Argrave nodded. He grabbed a few of the bottles off the table and put them in his satchel. “I’m glad you confirmed, because frankly, I wasn’t quite sure I got it right. I also don’t know how to make the signal. Simply put, you need to head to the ruins to create the circumstances for the… Veelstron sign,” Argrave pronounced each syllable, ensuring he said it properly.
Galamon frowned. “What exactly is in these ruins?”
“It’s a tomb,” Argrave said excitedly. He’d finished packing all of the potions and came to stand before Galamon. “It holds some ancient race of elves that—well, I could talk about that place for hours, but I’ll skip the details. When their warriors grew old, they’d cover their bodies in melted metal and trap their souls inside. Tradition dictates they bury their possessions beside them. Therefore, with their souls trapped and their wealth beside them, they’d carry their wealth for all eternity.”
Galamon brushed his hair back. “I am not sure that I like—”
“You’ll have to go in there,” Argrave interrupted. “There’s a seal on the door, but it broke recently—some stupid miners. You’ll find them dead just about everywhere. From the entryway, you’ll need to head to the end room.”
Galamon popped his knuckles. “You want me to fight against a tomb of guardians? You overestimate my capabilities.”
“They won’t fight unless you take something,” Argrave assured. “Just be sure not to kick anything around, you’ll be fine—I swear.”
“Why not send your illusionist friend?” the elf suggested pragmatically, seeking a compromise. “The yellow-haired, short woman. Surely she, with proven stealth capabilities, would be better at—”
“These things don’t have the normal five senses. They sense magic, meaning Mina would just be a beacon for their eyes,” Argrave quickly shot down his point. “Besides, it’s dark in there. You have vampire eyes.”
Galamon went mute, gaze growing distant.
“There’s a crown at the end of the tomb. It’s on top of their dead king’s head. You’ll have to take it and run. All of them will wake up, but they’re pretty slow-moving. As long as you’re quick, it should be fine. They hit pretty hard, though. Don’t get hit,” Argrave emphasized, pointing. “Might as well leave your weapons out front. Hard to kill them without magic, anyhow. Ebonice does kill them, though.”
Galamon moved to the chair and sat down. He turned his head up at Argrave.
“Ever since you mentioned you were fighting Gerechtigkeit, I had considered returning the three thousand gold that you paid me. You were fighting against the world-ending calamity. It is my duty to help, I thought.” He pointed to Argrave. “That’s changed. I’m sending it to my family in Veiden, like normal. It’s the last bit of gold they might receive.”
Argrave smiled. “Listen, I know your capabilities. These guys are slow and clumsy. Being heavy is their only virtue. Once the fighting breaks out, you’ll be off to fetch them in short order. It’s my duty to hold out until then. We’ll parley with the Veidimen, kill the tomb guardians, and then I’ll use this silver tongue of mine to get a meeting with Dras.”
Galamon shook his head and sighed. Argrave had rarely seen such an expression on the big man’s face. He stood, and Argrave looked up to meet his eyes.
“Your plan makes me question your sanity. You possess the same sort of boldness Dras did, I think. He united all of Veiden; you challenge He Who Would Judge the Gods. Both are monumental tasks beyond my ambition.” Galamon grabbed at his hands, and his knuckles popped one by one. “I was proud to serve under Dras. Let us see if things are as you suggest, and I will live long enough to take pride in working under you.”
“Like I said, you’ll be fine.” Argrave hesitantly reached out and touched his shoulder. He was unused to touching others like this. “I’m more worried about myself. I have to hold out against a tide of Veidimen while you get the cavalry.”
The atmosphere became harmonious for a moment. Argrave remembered something.
“The only dangerous guardians are the archers. Those… Well, I’m sure you’ll be fine.”
Depression washed back over Galamon’s face once again.
“Well, let’s talk to the duke, first.”




Chapter 27

“…and if they use earth elemental magic as a siege weapon?” the duke pressed, pointing to a diagram of Mateth’s walls.
“You have mages of your own,” Galamon said bluntly. “What good are they if they cannot fight against that? Besides, that is not the way of the Veidimen. They would sooner send some elites up with other magics to earn a more natural entry. It would cost fewer lives to send an infiltrator to open the gates.”
The duke nodded. “What if they use earth magic on the wall itself?”
“The walls of Mateth are enchanted,” Argrave told him. “That can’t happen.”
“You do know too much,” the duke said musingly.
Argrave laughed, stretching and looking out the windows. “Look at that. It’s near midday. Galamon and I have something to do. I have to be going.”
“Where?” the duke inquired harshly. It seemed he didn’t want Argrave to leave.
“Barden. I have things of my own to prepare,” Argrave explained simply.
“What things?” The duke held out his hands questioningly.
The door shot open, and a tired-looking man stumbled into the room. Argrave looked at the man in concern.
“Duke Enrico, my lord,” the man said, huffing. “This just arrived.” He stepped forward, handing a note to the duke. “Margrave Reinhardt’s knights were attacked. House Parbon has sent missives to all the nobles in Vasquer, seeking support in overthrowing the royal family.”
Elias stepped forward and took the note before the messenger could deliver it.
“I told you it was coming,” Argrave said. “It’s tough, always being right like this.”
“Shut up,” Elias said coldly, hands shaking as he read the note. Then, without another word, he dropped the paper and ran out of the room.
“Elias!” Nikoletta shouted in vain. The heir to House Parbon left quickly, and none thought to stop him. Maybe it wasn’t their place to stop him.
“That’s precisely why this invasion is so dangerous,” Argrave commented, sitting in a chair and leaning back casually. “Everyone else will be choosing a side in the battle for Vasquer. No time to devote to the elven Vikings.”
“How can you be so casual? This is… This is terrible!” Nikoletta shouted.
The duke was silent at this point. He retrieved the letter and read it as Argrave spread his arms wide.
“I’ve been telling you this was coming,” Argrave said, though he was not gloating. Part of him hoped he would be wrong about this whole endeavor. It would definitely make his life easier.
“It’s one thing to say it, it’s another for it to…” Nikoletta sat down as well, clutching her head.
“Anyway, I really should be going now.” Argrave put his hands on his knees and stood up. “Especially now that things are like this.”
“Hold a moment.” The duke stopped Argrave, putting a hand in front of him.
“No, really, I’ll leave you be. My bread needs to be fed, and I left my cat in the oven…” Argrave insisted, pushing past the duke’s hand.
“I won’t restrain you, if that’s what you fear,” the duke assured. “There’s something you should have.”
Argrave stopped. “Oh, the money from the auction? I can’t use that yet, anyway. There’s a place to the south at the city Jast… Well, never mind. The point is, that’s not important yet. I can get it later.”
“Auction?” the duke questioned.
“Don’t worry about that, Dad,” Nikoletta butted in. “Argrave, we can talk about that later.”
The duke gave a fierce glance to his daughter as he caught wind of something she was doing beneath his nose, and she hid her gaze. “We’ll discuss this later,” the duke decided. “But for you, Argrave—take this. It’s a simple token. If you show this to any of my knights, they will protect you. A simple precaution.” The duke held out a blue token with a swordfish on it.
“Oh, the mark of Monticci. Nice.” Argrave took the token from the duke’s hand, reminiscing. It was a game item that had more or less the same effect. Only in the game, there hadn’t been very many knights left with which to use it on.
The duke frowned when Argrave recognized it, but he did not comment. “If indeed this invasion occurs, Monticci will have much to repay you for. The steps you’ve taken… it is worthy of nearly anything.”
“Even that magic ring you’ve got stashed in the basement?” Argrave inquired, recalling an artifact that existed in the game.
The duke frowned intensely.
“Ah—never mind. We’ll talk about that later. For now…” Argrave held the token in the air, muttering a ‘thanks,’ and then left quickly.
Nikoletta followed him out.
“But… Argrave, we still have to talk—”
Argrave interrupted, holding his hand behind him and waving. “We’ll talk once this is over. No use for money where I’m going.” He stashed the token in his pocket and walked for the exit.
***
A humble carriage drove down a poorly made road. It was wooden, and though it looked well-crafted, it was unadorned with fanciful things. Its most notable feature was a set of statues atop it. It depicted various human figures in saint-like poses. Each seemed to represent something. The modest carriage was contrasted fiercely by an array of gold-armored knights on horseback. They were royal knights, and they guarded the carriage diligently.
As the carriage continued along the road, the carriage driver brought the horses to a slow, seeing something ahead in the road. It looked like a heap of black cloth, but it was large enough that the carriage would not be able to drive over it unimpeded. The royal knights moved ahead, well used to dealing with such a thing by this point.
One of the knights dismounted and reached over to the heap of cloth to pick it up and throw it aside, but he paused. His back straightened, and then he kicked the cloth. It rolled over, revealing that the pile was actually a body.
The carriage door opened. A very large man dismounted. He wore a set of white robes, and they concealed a set of black plate armor. His black hair was bound into one large braid, dropping behind him to his knees. His eyes were gray and his brows were thick and bushy, giving his gaze a fierce quality.
“Prince Orion,” one of the royal knights greeted, bowing from atop a horse. “There is a block ahead in the road. This will be only a moment.”
Orion said nothing, walking out into the road in long, heavy strides that left deep impacts both from the heavy weight of armor and body both. His clean white robe dragged along the ground, but the prince did not seem to care. Ahead, a knight kneeled over the body on the road, examining it. When he heard footsteps, he turned his head. Seeing Orion, he moved to block him quickly.
“My prince. I believe this man is diseased. You should keep your distance.” The knight tried to stop Orion with a hand, but dared not touch a prince harshly.
“The gods protect me from harm, loyal knight.” Orion pushed past the knight, coming to stand before the body. He kneeled down and removed his gauntlet.
The body’s gender was indistinguishable beneath the cloth, even with the face exposed. The flesh was waxy and badly malformed—it was very similar to severe leprosy in some respects. Orion held his hands over the face.
“I feel heat.” He lowered his hand, nearly touching the skin.
“Be careful, my prince,” the knight said worriedly, knowing well the price of a person of royal blood coming to harm under his watch. “I have never seen anything like this disease.”
Orion paused, then stood. He grabbed the knight’s helmet, lifted it up, and grabbed the man’s neck.
“I told you the gods protect me,” Orion whispered. “Do you doubt their vows?! Do you think they will allow harm to come to their favorite child?”
The knight only sputtered. Orion released him, and then stepped forward, hugging the knight as the man coughed and tried to breathe properly.
“Forgive me,” Orion said at once, his sorrow genuine as he embraced the knight. “The wrath of Gael consumed me. You are a loyal knight, and kind besides. I love you. We are all the gods’ children in this realm of Vasquer, and I forgot that for but a moment.” He squeezed tightly, and a single tear fell from his eye.
Orion released his embrace and turned away, leaving the knight gasping for air. One of the other knights watched this scene but stayed deathly still. One could veritably see the uneasiness beneath his armor. Eventually, the knight stepped forward and said, “There’s a village ahead that the road passes through. What do you… wish to do, my prince?”
“I love them all,” Orion said, as though in answer. “All of them. They’re my people. The gods gave me a crook with which to herd men; the gift of their voice, the power of their presence.”
The knight elected to stay silent, waiting for Orion to continue.
“They’ve spoken to me these past few days, the gods. They have been warning me of an enemy—a worm crawling in the skin, around corners trajection of deadly touch tarantula spiders. I kept my eyes open. Now I see it; the gods did not tell me of a man seeking to do me harm. They spoke of this fell disease.”
“…prince?” the knight prompted.
“I must help them.” Orion walked forward along the road. “This war the king summoned me to handle—it does not matter. The people of the realm are the gods’ creation, and I must keep them safe. My other parents have deemed it necessary I come here, at this time. That is no coincidence.”
“But, my prince…” the knight followed. “How? We have no healers, no food, no water, no medicine…”
“I will find a way. No matter if I need to sell my clothes, my body, they must be helped. This plague is my enemy. It is one of my many great tribulations before I, too, ascend to godhood and meet my parents that whisper in my ear the truths from the clenched hand of the universe.”
Orion walked, step after step, down the road. He’d left his gauntlet beside the body of the man who had fallen. The royal knights could only cast uneasy glances at each other before following onwards.




Chapter 28

Argrave spurred his horse forward. He had his satchel wrapped in blankets so that the glass bottles within would not shatter during the ride. Riding again after so long brought back memories. It was a solid split between pleasant and unpleasant. He knew the terrain well after years of wandering about in Heroes of Berendar, and Argrave stuck near the coast as he headed for Barden.
Galamon rode beside him on their journey to the coastal village. It had been a challenge to find a horse that could support the elf’s weight, but they had managed. The horses belonged to the dukedom, technically, but Nikoletta had secured them for the two of them. Once again, he was indebted to her.
“Don’t fight the horse,” Galamon instructed, yelling loudly so his voice carried as they moved. The snow elf was a much better rider than he. “Don’t react to its movements. Move in sync with it. It’ll reduce the burden on both your legs and its body.”
“Yeah, I’ll just do that. Move in sync with the horse. It’s easy, bro. Just do it,” Argrave muttered into the wind with a mock jock-tone.
The horse carried onwards. Argrave watched for landmarks, guiding them to their destination. The suns were high overhead, and the temperature was pleasant. This place didn’t seem like one on the eve of war.
The two of them rode onwards for a long while. Eventually, Argrave could see the distant buildings of a village. It was not Barden, though. This place was made of cheap wood and straw. Barden was far beyond it. Argrave adjusted his shoulders, telling himself that the journey was probably half done.
The sound of a horn filled the air. Argrave thought it was uncannily similar to that of a steamboat. He had wits enough to slow his horse instead of pulling it to a stop instantly, and he looked at where the noise had come from.
The horn came again as Argrave searched it out, helping pinpoint its location. Argrave could see someone standing atop an outpost at the village with a horn larger than themselves held above their head.
“There, beyond the crags,” Galamon said, pulling up beside Argrave. “A longship cuts the waters.”
Argrave looked out across the sea, squinting his eyes. He saw a moving mass of brown. They flew a white sail that bore no markings. Oars cut the sea, steadily carrying the ships forward in tandem with the wind. It was too distant to make out details beyond that.
Argrave cursed. “So much for that conversation with the god-forsaken duke. A waste of time. I could have learned a useful C-rank spell, instead I spent it giving advice for an invasion that was happening today.”
“Don’t think on it. You will get lost with that mentality,” Galamon cautioned.
“Rely not on the likelihood of the enemy’s not coming, but on our own readiness to receive him.” Argrave turned to Galamon. “They’re still at sea. Let’s move. Once we get to Barden, you’ll have to keep going.”
“Right,” his steadfast companion confirmed.
They both spurred their horses forward, moving faster than they had before. The horn continued to blow and the village ahead became a hive of movement. People ran inside their homes, barricading windows and doors. The village militia, bolstered by a few dozen knights, spread out along the front of the village in the coast, urging fishermen to get away.
The pair had planned to travel through the village, but Argrave redirected them along the outskirts so as not to interfere with people moving through the village. As they rode by, screams of panic entered their ears.
My leisure caused this. I should have acted earlier. I should have acted smarter. I knew it was coming, and I didn’t do it right.
Argrave did not have the time to get lost in self-reflection, as the road demanded his attention. It was difficult to suppress the urge to look out at the ocean and see how close the longships had come to the shore.
As they traveled along the road, Argrave’s whirling mind made the time pass by quicker. Before long, Barden came into sight. It was a quaint village with a larger dock than the one before it. The houses looked firmer than the village before, and it possessed a meager palisade to ward off attackers. The longships had not yet reached it.
“There’s Barden,” Argrave shouted, turning his head to look at Galamon. “Do you remember the directions I told you?”
“You’re asking now? Of course I do,” Galamon answered back.
“Good, good,” Argrave muttered, nervousness brewing within. “Once we reach the palisade…”
“I know,” Galamon nodded. “We discussed this already. There is nothing left to do but our duties.”
Argrave took a deep breath, looking forward silently after hearing Galamon’s words. He saw in his peripheries some longships moving towards Barden and hurried his horse even faster than it was already going.
The gates had closed at Barden. Galamon broke off from Argrave, and the nervous storm roiling in his chest became a tsunami crashing around. He was all alone. The defense of Barden—and perhaps his life—would rely only on his ability alone. He hadn’t repaid his magic debt to Erlebnis—he could not use the Blessing of Supersession.
Argrave slowed his horse, stopping at the gate. He shouted, “I come from Mateth! I need to speak to Knight Ryles!”
He heard some people speaking within loudly, and eventually the gate opened. A knight stood there. “Knight Ryles is here, sir. He’s with the knights near the docks, helping the people get to safety within their homes.” He pointed down to the docks.
“Thank you,” Argrave said, slightly winded. He led the horse to the safety of the walls and then promptly dismounted. He left it there without tying it to anything. A horse would be of no use to him now, anyway. Leaving was not an option. Not anymore.
Argrave walked down to the docks. He spotted the knight he was looking for—the leader of this detachment of knights, Ryles. He had a blue plume on his helmet. He was one of the few knights to survive the invasion on Monticci. In the game, Ryles led a guerilla force against the Veidimen after they seized the coast.
The knights were speaking amongst themselves, while the militia stood ready a fair distance away, waiting to be told what to do by the knights.
“Knight Ryles,” Argrave shouted out, drawing the man’s attention. He walked closer until he stood face-to-face. “Knight Ryles. I’m glad I made it in time.”
“You know me?” the knight asked, his voice echoing from beneath his helmet as he looked up at Argrave.
“No, not before this. Duke Enrico sent me here. I am Argrave of Blackgard.” After bringing up his old pseudonym, Argrave reached in his pocket and retrieved the mark of Monticci he had been given this morning. “Barden is likely to become an important battleground. He wished for me to…” Argrave swallowed the words, ‘take command.’ No matter what mark he had, things would not go well if he seized command from a respected commander on the eve of battle.
“He wished for me to offer guidance on how to deal with the snow elves, and further offer my abilities as a Wizard of the Gray Owl,” Argrave instead said. He wanted full command, but causing infighting would make things disastrous.
“A spellcaster? Your kind are always welcome. But guidance? I am not sure…” Ryles trailed off.
Argrave interrupted. “I was the one to deal with the druids hiding in the forest. I know how these elves fight. I won’t undermine your command, but Barden is an important strategic position, and I can help you devise countermeasures to their strategies.”
Ryles lowered his head. Argrave could not see his expression from behind the helmet, but he knew the man was deep in thought.
A knight standing nearby interjected, “There isn’t time for much, Knight Ryles. Their strange ships are approaching.”
Ryles looked behind him at the ocean, and then back at Argrave. “Tell me your thoughts. I’ll decide whether or not to implement them.”
Argrave surveyed the surroundings quickly. “They can only land on the left side—the cliffs to the right of Barden are too steep, and the docks too narrow for a warship to fit. We should send the skiffs out to sea without anyone on them. Any sort of impediment preventing the elves beaching smoothly will be helpful.”
“But the—”
“Property isn’t important now,” Argrave interrupted, walking out into the docks. “Look at the number of elves on those longships. They have the same number of people that we do, but each is heavily armored and highly skilled. Do some fishing skiffs really matter in the face of saving lives?”
Ryles put his hand on the pommel of his sheathed sword, but eventually nodded. “You’re right. It’s a good idea. Tell the militia to do that,” Ryles directed one of the knights. “What else?”
“The archers should take their place behind the palisades. The Veidimen have throwing axes, javelins—our bowmen need cover,” Argrave said, looking around the place for good points to get it. “If there is no position they can look over the walls, stack crates or furniture for them to shoot effectively.”
Ryles nodded. “What of the spearmen?”
“They should receive the elves on the shore,” Argrave said, stone-faced.
“That’s ridiculous. You’re sending those men to their deaths,” Ryles protested.
“It isn’t ridiculous. These men have never seen large scale battle before. If you send in your elite knights and they are routed completely, these men will break and run,” Argrave said gravely. “Besides, the spears will be effective at slowing their movement in the shallow water. If I am just behind them, I can attack with magic while the elves are slowed.”
Ryles shifted on his feet, devising a rebuttal. “You assume my knights will be routed easily.”
“If you think I am tall, I am barely above average amongst the snow elves.” Argrave shook his head. “They are giants, one and all. Furthermore, they are no stranger to warfare. Their fighting style is fierce and rapid. Though it’s uncomfortable to think about, seeing them battle the militia may prepare your knights better for their attack.”
Ryles grew quiet for a moment, considering Argrave’s opinion. He lifted his head towards Argrave. “You said you would stand on the battlefield? Not behind the palisade?”
“If you heed my words and the militia are first on the beach, yes.” Argrave put his hand to his heart to emphasize the vow. “The knights should be behind them. I will stand with the knights.”
Argrave turned his gaze to the ocean. The militia were busy pushing out the boats to sea, and before long, the ocean was filled with empty vessels drifting along with the tides. The longships loomed ever closer. Argrave could see someone standing on the front of one of the boats. It was a woman. She had very long white hair that went all the way to her knees, and wore a distinctive white fur outfit.
“What is she doing here?” Argrave said aloud despite himself.
“What?” Ryles questioned.
“Nothing,” Argrave dismissed. “Someone I know is on the docks, that’s all.”
Internally, Argrave cursed. That’s Anneliese. Why is she here? She specifically never entered the vanguard…
Anneliese was one of the most prominent Veidimen characters. After Mateth fell, she became Dras’ chief strategist after distinguishing herself in the siege. She had two very powerful traits: [Genius] and [Empath]. She used them both to great effect to devise very good battle plans that read the opponent like a book. That was the lore, at least. In game, she was an extremely powerful mage that could not be taken lightly. Her magic affinity, just like Argrave’s, was high. At this early juncture in the game, she was likely a C-rank spellcaster, but it was nonetheless above Argrave.
Ryles nodded, seemingly having made up his mind. “If you’re confident enough in your idea as to stand out in the frontlines, I’m inclined to put more belief in that idea of yours.”
“Then we have talked enough. Let’s move,” Argrave answered quickly.
“Right. You all heard our conversation, men and women! Convey the orders to the militia. We have very little time!” Ryles shouted, rushing to the gate. He drew his sword, and the militia manning the gate worked together to pull the gate open with a rope. Argrave followed him out on foot. He eyed his horse that he had come here with.
He ran to his satchel bag, still hanging from its side, and retrieved two potions. He drank them both, and then tossed them to the ground. He felt the nervousness fade from his body, and the aches he’d accumulated from horse-riding became a distant memory. After, he hung the satchel over his shoulder, and followed the militia who were just beginning to head onto the beach.
Damn it all. Anneliese, Argrave cursed internally. I don’t know if she’s a soldier, if she’s leading, or if she’s merely a mage helping. I don’t want to kill her before brokering peace with the Veidimen. She was always invaluable when fighting Gerechtigkeit.
“Whatever happens, happens,” Argrave said, mostly to himself. He strode out onto the beach. The longships just began to collide with the drifting boats, slowing slightly but pushing onwards. The time had come.




Chapter 29

The oars on the longships churned the sea, pushing towards the shore. There were three of them. The skiffs had been set adrift on the tides, and now they were pushed aside. Some turned over, filling with water and sinking. Other got caught in the oars. Some of the fishing vessels were beached, but the effect was achieved—the leading longship slowed greatly, stopping just before the shore. The militiamen by the palisades launched a volley of arrows, and the snow elves aboard had to block them with their shields and duck low. Only a few were hit.
Argrave had planned to use a fire spell to catch the ship aflame, but Anneliese would quickly counter that with magic of her own. He could not see her now. He expected she had moved to the back. He stood a little in front of the knights, watching the situation with a calm mind. The militiamen stood before them, holding their spears out to the boat ahead like pikemen waiting for a horse’s charge.
He saw someone fly through the air, leaping like a grasshopper from the back of the boat. He saw a waving mass of white hair and recognized the person as Anneliese; she had used a C-rank wind spell to launch herself to the boat further from the shore. He watched her closely. She pointed to the archers behind the palisade and shouted at the oarsmen.
She’s recognized the archers as the largest threat, Argrave thought to himself. As the closest longship slowly started to push past the tide of fishing boats, the archers had prepared another round of arrows to fire. They were close enough that not many missed, but the Veidimen blocked them with their large shields very well. After, they stood and threw javelins and axes. Their accuracy was terrifying, and the few archers that did not duck received grievous blows.
Ahead, the longship Anneliese had landed on veered off from the beach and headed straight towards the docks. She’s planning to ram it into the docks so that she can get at the archers quickly. Argrave considered stepping away to protect them, but the bulk of the troops would still be at the beach, and so he stayed.
Ryles, though, was not idle. “Militiamen, three steps forward! Knight Gilbert, take the men beneath you and protect the docks!”
One knight broke off from the rest, and five men followed behind him. The gates opened for them and quickly shut. At the beaches, the first of the Veidimen jumped from the longship and into the shallow waters. Each bore a long axe and a round shield. The militiamen rushed forward, stabbing at a long range with their spears.
Argrave stepped forward. If Anneliese was absent, he could go back to the original plan. He held his hand out and conjured his only C-rank spell, [Wargfire]. He felt the magic within drain significantly, and a great wolf of fire lunged forward, catching one of the Veidimen aflame and setting the bow of the longship on fire. He had used a large spell so that the fire would not be extinguished easily, though he loathed spending so much of his magic so early.
The snow elf that had been caught on fire dropped onto the beach, and the militiamen seized the initiative to stab him as he lay there. Like this, their confidence was bolstered. Another of the Veidimen waded from the shallows onto the shore, receiving three spears on his shield. He swatted them aside and threw his axe right at Argrave.
Argrave did not retreat. He stepped forward and cast an E-rank wind spell. It was a common strategy to use wind magic against projectiles in Heroes of Berendar, as wards were costly and restrictive. The axe bounced back, falling into the sand. The leading elf was stopped by the mound of militiamen, blocking with his shield as he pulled a spare axe strapped to his waist.
The flames did not spread too quickly, but they consumed the front of the ship, making it impossible to drop right into the shallow water immediately. Most of the Veidimen were jumping into the deep portion of the water now, swimming towards the shore. Some beached skiffs funneled them into a line, restricting their mobility.
Argrave waited until they were bunched closely for maximum efficiency and started casting [Writhing Lightning] sparingly. The electricity danced between the group, offering the militiamen time to attack in the openings that followed the spasms caused by the magic. Some of the elves were unable to raise their shields in time to block spears, and they began to fall one after the other.
Despite the clear disadvantage, the Veidimen still began to push the militiamen back, blocking their spears and pushing forward one steady step at a time. Just in time to relieve them, another volley of arrows came from behind, and the Veidimen could not block. Many of them fell dead or wounded into the sea, arrows stuck into their backs.
Behind the first longship, the second was coming in at a fair distance to the left, giving the first a wide berth and attempting to land far away from where the troops were least concentrated. The third longship sped towards the docks with terrifying speed, well prepared to sacrifice the vessel for an advantage.
In front of Argrave, one of the snow elves hooked a spear with an axe, yanking one of the militiamen forward. The elf dispatched the man with chilling efficiency with a blow to the head. He stepped over the corpse of one of his comrades, advancing forward into a tide of spears. The few Veidimen still aboard the longship tossed axes, killing many of the spearmen who were not expecting such an attack.
The spearmen, shaken after such a turn, nearly broke formation. Ryles shouted behind, “Hold the line!”
A monstrous noise roared from the docks, and Argrave saw the longship cut into the village of Barden. The Veidimen aboard rocked, holding the railings tightly, and some few fell into the sea. Screams came from the village—some panicked, others crying out in war. The archers turned to address the snow elves that were landing behind them.
“Wizard Argrave!” Ryles shouted over the din. “I will leave you here with two knights. Take command of the spearmen! We must go confront the second landing party!”
No, you idiot! We finish this group up quickly, and then move to confront the others!
“Understood!” Argrave returned despite his thoughts. He reflected another javelin with an E-rank wind-spell. He was starting to feel his calm mind waver, and he quickly retrieved another potion from his satchel to suppress his rising nerves. He finished it and dropped it to the sand.
The knights marched away, their loud clangs of steel heading towards the longship in the distance. As though seeing a chance, the Veidimen before them pushed forward, bracing their shields and pushing. Some of the militia’s spears bent and snapped.
This push against the tide continued, the snow elves forcing the superior numbers of the militiamen back up the beach. Soon, they were near dry sand. One of the militiamen fell, grabbing a fellow by his side for support. The line collapsed in the center, and the Veidimen seized the initiative.
Argrave lunged and cast the D-rank [Wind Wall], hoping to stall the snow elves from advancing further long enough for the line to recover. Though they bounced back, one stepped forward with a glimmering black axe of Ebonice, shattering the wind barrier before it could do much of anything. The snow elf was perhaps five feet away, and steadily approached Argrave.
Pivoting on his foot, Argrave cast [Writhing Lightning] at the ground to avoid the Ebonice. The man spasmed, and Argrave stepped forward, pulling the axe from his loose grip. He held his other hand to the man’s visor, conjuring the E-rank spell [Wind Knife], piercing his eyes through the Viking-like spangenhelm. He pushed the man’s dead body backward into the tide of Veidimen.
“Knights! Advance with me! Militiamen, retreat three steps and reform the line!”
Two armored knights came beside Argrave, protecting him with their shields. Argrave’s magic was half-spent by his estimation. The tide of Veidimen rushing forth slowed and split as the dead body fell in front of them. The Ebonice axe felt heavy, but Argrave held it at hand.
“Shield charge!” Argrave directed the two knights. They rushed forward, slamming into the tide of Veidimen with their shields. Without much countering momentum, the front few elves fell backwards like dominos, and their advance was stalled briefly. Seeing them so thoroughly bunched, Argrave cast another [Writhing Lightning] in the center. The knights stepped forward, stabbing at those who had fallen.
“Knights, fall behind the spear line!” Argrave commanded, stepping backwards. The Veidimen, after gaining their bearings, rushed forward with great speed. Argrave cast another [Wind Wall], and they collided against it before moving around it. Argrave and the knights slipped past the militia line, waiting behind them.
The snow elves rushed towards them, unimpeded by water or slopes any longer. Still, their armor and clothes were drenched and they ran through sand, so their speed was not at full potential. Their formidable size and unified charge made it seem like confronting a charging elephant. The militiamen stepped back even though the enemy was many yards away.
“How convenient!” Argrave shouted and laughed. “They’re coming to be impaled on their own!”
His humor was not exceptional, but it had the effect he intended; the militiamen were calmed slightly. Some of the snow elves hung back, throwing axes and javelins through the air. Argrave countered what few came near him with low-rank wind-magic. When their charge was close, Argrave held his hand out and shot another [Writhing Lightning] at the ground before them. Their unity was shattered as the center stumbled, but many carried forward unimpeded.
The great rush of shields clashed with the spearmen, casting many to the ground. Some of the spears found their way past the shields, and some of the elves did genuinely impale themselves as Argrave had joked. Things became chaos quickly. Argrave directed the knights beside him to step forward and attack. He dared not use [Writhing Lightning] when as many allies lay in the heap as Veidimen.
Argrave saw something moving atop the palisade and turned his head. The archers had fallen, it seemed. The Veidimen came atop the palisades, brandishing their weapons. Shortly after, Anneliese came to stand, surveying the battlefield.
Two of the snow elves broke off from the rest and pursued Argrave, both wielding Ebonice axes. The knights were separated from him, so Argrave stepped back to gain some distance, holding the Ebonice axe he’d taken in front of him. His eyes widened as he recognized one of them; Vorath, the original commander of the occupants in Barden. He was both a mage and a warrior, though only a D-rank mage.
Argrave pranced about, keeping his distance from the two elves and keeping his eye on Anneliese at the palisade. Both his foes had Ebonice, and he was running low on magic. He dared not move recklessly. Vorath and his companion were wary, watching Argrave’s hands as though expecting him to cast a spell.
Seeing they were so cautious, Argrave stood still to bait an action. In his peripheries, he saw Anneliese preparing a spell. He did not turn his head to face it, doing his best to appear ignorant of her actions. A spear of ice formed, and Anneliese propelled the aptly named C-rank spell, [Ice Spear], towards Argrave.
At the last second, he turned his body towards the ice spear, holding his hand out. Trying to break it with the Ebonice would only break his arm; instead, he did what he had been doing to all of the projectiles thrown at him. He redirected it with an E-rank wind spell. It veered away, flying towards Vorath and his companion. Both leapt away, but the spear stabbed the one Argrave did not know in the leg, pinning him to the ground.
Argrave seized the initiative, striding past the fallen snow elf and towards Vorath. The former commander was calm. He raised the Ebonice axe in the air to swing down at Argrave, but in his other hand behind the shield, a spell matrix formed in an attempt to catch Argrave unaware. Keeping a close eye on the spell, he advanced. When the surprise attack came in the form of a wave of flames, Argrave slashed at it with the Ebonice axe. The magic dispelled from the ice. Its purpose fulfilled, Argrave dropped the axe to free up his hands.
With his plan disrupted, Vorath swung his axe down at Argrave’s shoulder. Argrave held one hand up and cast [Wind Knife] towards the man’s wrist. Blood spurted and the axe fell from his hands, but it still retained its momentum, cutting Argrave’s back as it fell. Argrave staggered but kept his bearings enough to use his other hand to cast [Wind Knife] on Vorath’s neck to finish him. The two collapsed next to each other, one dead.
Argrave sat up, pushing Vorath’s corpse away. He reached for his back to close the wound with healing magic but realized it would be the last of his magic. He might need what little remained to hold back Anneliese. Though he turned to look, the elven spellcaster was gone from the palisade.
He stood, turning his sights towards the militiamen. There, he witnessed a knight finish off the last of the snow elves. Two spearmen and one knight were all that remained. Argrave swallowed his pain, drinking another potion and advancing forward. He grabbed the Ebonice axe that had cut his back.
“Everyone! We follow Ryles’ knights, rejoin with them!” Argrave shouted.
“But Barden—” the knight began.
“You expect us to throw ourselves against the palisade with only four? Regroup. Get away from their throwing range. They are already behind the walls.”
Argrave would not dare say it aloud, but he was glad they were behind the walls. It would give them more time for Galamon to finish his task, and some little time to recover his magic.
The real question lies in if Ryles’ group defeated the second ship. If they fell… Argrave shook his head. Ryles had lived through the assault on Barden before, even if he lost the village. He must live through it again. Things would be different in this reality.




Chapter 30

Galamon grabbed the large mass of stone with both of his hands, using his legs to lift it from below. It shifted upwards easier than he thought it would, and he tossed it into the mineshaft behind him. A few fragments of rock fell when the rock was removed, but there was an entryway large enough for him to enter. He had taken off all his weapons except for his Ebonice axe, completely adhering to Argrave’s directions.
He crouched low, walking awkwardly forward. He did not need to do so for long. The small passage opened up into a vast room. Galamon stood. He could see everything clearly, and he acknowledged that Argrave had been right to send him; even with a torch or magic lamp, this place would be difficult to navigate. Galamon could not sense any blood nor any movements. Nothing in this place was alive.
The room was very open, barring the pillars holding the mountain above up. The central walkway was a neatly polished gray stone and had many branching paths. Beside the walkways, rectangular stairways descended to small altars, each lined in perfect rows. Each of these altars, of which there must have been a hundred, overflowed with various objects: weapons, gold, gems, and other such earthly treasures. As Argrave said, their wealth was buried with them, here.
Nothing was alive, to be sure, but the creatures that Argrave had described filled the place. The tomb guardians sat behind the altars, each in an identical cross-legged pose. They held a weapon across their laps, heads falling over as though bowing or sleeping. Their bodies were wholly metal and decidedly anthropomorphic, but they lacked any distinguishing features beyond that.
Briefly bewildered, Galamon took out his flask and held it to his lips. He drained the entire thing, and then put it back in its place. He set off into a steady, certain walk, running Argrave’s directions through his head. He was careful to watch his step so that he did not kick anything. A rock might hit one of the altars if kicked, and the situation might quickly get out of hand. Above all, Galamon could not waste time dealing with one of the awakened guardians.
The path wound confusingly. Try as he might to remember where he came from, most of the place looked the same, and that only deepened his reliance on Argrave’s directions. They included an escape route and everything. If the man had been lying to him, Galamon would be in dire straits. He had come to trust Argrave even though the skinny youth was annoying at times.
Before long, Galamon stood at a set of stairs that led upwards. Pillars stretched for dozens of feet above, holding the great mass of ceiling at bay. Galamon took the stairs two steps at a time, and he arrived at a great open portion of room. A royal red carpet that had degraded over the passage of years led to a single massive altar. There was a king’s ransom in gold, jewels, and magic artifacts. Behind it was a metal guardian larger than most Galamon had seen.
He gave the glistening pile of wealth a large berth, walking until he stood in front of the tomb guardian. Argrave had said this man was a dead king. True to his title, a crown hung from the brow. Galamon took a deep breath, running through Argrave’s directions one last time. They seemed ridiculous, like a child’s game. But Argrave had assured that this strategy worked ‘two hundred percent of the time,’ whatever that meant.
Galamon identified every aspect of the plan—he scouted out everything Argrave had mentioned and took mental note of the closest tomb guardians that had bows—and then he reached both of his hands out, hovering just beside the crown. He moved his hands quickly, touching his fingers to the circlet and yanking it off.
“The crown’s a pretty good artifact. Bolsters your stat—er, your physical abilities considerably. Leave your helmet outside, and just toss that baby on,” Argrave’s voice rang through Galamon’s head.
He put the crown on and leapt back. Galamon leapt much further than he intended and crashed into the pile of gold—the physical enhancements were considerable indeed. The tomb guardian raised his head, standing and lifting the gargantuan sword off its lap. He heard metal clanking behind him, as though a thousand blacksmiths had come to life.
“Run behind the boss, and head for the left corner of the room. The pillars there are pretty close together, and the big guy won’t be able to fit,” Argrave’s directions carried on like a second voice in Galamon’s head.
Galamon sprinted forward and jumped off the altar, easily dodging a slow swing from the tomb’s king. He headed for the set of pillars, and then squeezed into them.
“Once you’re there, the king’ll probably come and try to reach you, banging his sword against the pillars. They’re quite strong—they’ve been holding up a mountain for a thousand years, after all. All you need to do is wait. Eventually some of the little guys’ll come near.”
Hiding behind one of the pillars as instructed, Galamon watched as the king slammed the greatsword against the pillars. He watched for cracks, fearing they were not as sturdy as Argrave estimated, but there was not a one. He peeked his head out, watching for the progress of the tomb guardians. A purple projectile soared through the air, and Galamon brought his head back in, inhaling sharply.
The projectile impaled into the wall, and Galamon recognized that it took the shape of an arrow. It sunk in very deep—nearly a foot—and then fragmented into purple shards before dissipating entirely. Galamon took another deep breath to calm himself. He waited as the big king slammed his sword against the pillars in unintelligent attempts to get at him.
One of the guardians drew near enough to swing at Galamon. He dodged, stepping back until his back was against the wall.
“Once the tomb’s guardians get close enough, you’ll want to go to the opposite corner, keeping within the pillars. Just keep hugging the wall, and head for the stairs. It should be a tight pinch—you want them bunched up like that. If it’s too tight, just jump. The crown should let you, even with that heavy armor.”
Galamon sprinted for the opposite corner. Behind him, the archers shot the wall, leaving foot-deep gouges into the stone. Galamon drew his Ebonice, just in case; according to Argrave, what they conjured was pure magic, and so unlike some elemental magics, it would dissipate immediately when touching Ebonice.
Practically flying down the stairs, Galamon kept close to the wall and took a sharp left when he came to the bottom. He kept behind the pillars as instructed. One projectile came close, but he swatted it aside with the axe, surprised by his own speed. This crown opened a new realm of strength to him.
“Just keep hugging the wall,” Argrave had said, and Galamon recalled him pointing to emphasize that direction. “Eventually, you’ll go off into another room, but it has two entrances back to the main hall. If you stay in the leftmost corner, you’ll give the tomb guardians enough time to shamble away from the mineshaft’s entry point. In other words, hide behind the pillars again, waiting for them to group together.”
A crowd of the tomb guardians blocked the wall ahead, but Galamon could see the room Argrave described just beyond it. He hastened his run, and then jumped as hard as he could, soaring above them. After clearing them considerably, he landed, his legs jolting from the impact. He started running again, and he did not stop until he reached the spot that Argrave had designated.
“This second room is a long hallway, in essence. It breaks off from the main room and has two entryways; the one you’ll enter from, and the one that connects back near the entrance. It was constructed to accommodate more bodies once the main room was filled, but their civilization died before they had the chance to use it. As such, empty.” Argrave opened his palm to demonstrate emptiness.
“Hurry up and wait,” Galamon muttered to himself, keeping his eye on what was ahead. The great mass of tomb guardians slowly entered into the room, shambling towards his position. They moved about as fast as he walked, but they were devilishly strong and their bowmen caused problems. The king stood in the back, twice as large as the rest but unable to proceed past the mob that had formed ahead of him.
“You should probably wait until the king enters the room fully,” Argrave had mused. “That’s usually the proper cue for when to skedaddle.”
Galamon watched and waited. The bulk of the archers were also behind the mob, meaning that they could not fire at him. He waited until a few seconds after the king had crossed the threshold, and then bolted. Innumerable projectiles flew at Galamon—too many to work out a path to dodge and dispel with Ebonice. He considered how to dodge them, but then he simply jumped. He cleared all of them handily, and one of the altars shattered into dust and pebbles when the arrows struck behind him.
After this, Galamon ran unimpeded for the opposite side of the hallway. The archers did fire more at him, but their attacks were too far away to have any considerable accuracy. He found the exit to the room, walking back into the main hall. He saw the light shimmering in from the mineshaft and rushed towards it.
One of the guardians bearing a sword lunged at Galamon once he exited. He tried to parry the blow, but it stabbed him in the shoulder and he dropped the axe. He pulled his arm free, deliberating between the axe and the exit. Ultimately, he decided to move towards the exit. The wound had already stopped bleeding, and he felt his vampiric blood stir as the injury closed itself. He reached for his second flask, draining it of blood and sating himself before his instincts could consume him. He had none left after this, but the worst was over.
I’ll be sure to make that beanpole reimburse me for that axe, Galamon thought to himself, dodging a purple arrow that flew past. He came to the entrance, ducking into a graceful slide that delivered him right into the mineshaft. There, he grabbed his helmet and his weapons, stringing them to his person as quick as his fingers would allow.
He moved as fast as the close confines of the mineshaft would allow, moving towards where he sensed air was coming from. It was not long before he was outside. He took a deep breath and exhaled.
“Once you’re out, just set off riding.” Argrave had thrown his arm out, emulating an arrow. “They’ve got GPS—er, magical tracking on the crown, you see. The big guy will get stuck at the entrance, coping and seething, while our favorite frozen freaks chase you towards Barden. There, I’ll either be dead, dying, or starting to form an ego after holding back a Veidimen landing party.”
I lived. That feels wrong, somehow. Cheap, Galamon mused. He walked to the horse, untying its reins from the rock he’d attached it to. He leapt on, spurring the horse forward. He took off the crown and threw his helmet on to hide his elven ears. He looked behind, scanning the cave’s entrance. It took some time, but the metal things started to emerge from the mine.
Let’s see if I find a corpse or a hero.




Chapter 31

Anneliese watched the four survivors run to rejoin the detached group of better-armed men. That the defending force had a mage was an unexpected variable, but she adapted to it as best she could. The man was formidable. He killed the former commander and led to the deaths of dozens of others. Those thoughts gave her a pit in her stomach; Patriarch Dras had given Anneliese command to evaluate her after she spoke up at the gathering, and her first task was not a clean victory.
“We’ve won, Commander Anneliese,” one of the snow elves said formally.
“Have we?” she asked, watching them walk away from the makeshift platform beside the palisades. “The second ship’s fate is not decided, but chasing after them now would probably be fruitless. Losing two ships worth of Veidimen for this village…”
“Our task was to secure a landing for further troops,” he said, reminding her of their true objective. “We have succeeded in that. All that remains is holding this position.”
Anneliese turned to look at his face, gauging his emotion. His breathing was fast, but he did not turn away from her gaze. After further examination without seeing any signs of anger, she judged he was not discontent with the battle.
“Had you not made the call to kill the archers immediately, all would have died on the shores,” the elf continued, oblivious to her scrutiny.
Anneliese turned away, stepping off the platform. “We may not have enough men to hold this place. The humans are barricaded in their homes now, but should things change…”
“If they were resigned to die, they would have joined their soldiers in defense of their village. Let them cower in their homes.” The elf jumped down after her and kicked one of the houses. A panicked yelp came out from within.
“Kick a hornet’s nest, tempt many hornets’ wrath,” she scolded, looking at the man coldly. “We are to preside over these people as subjects, not enslave them. Be passive, or you will be punished.”
The elf paused, and Anneliese moved past him. Her gaze moved from place to place, surveying the docks and the damage that had been done with the ship. The longship was floating still, but the front half was suspended above the water, balanced precariously on broken wood. If it were to enter the water, Anneliese was sure it would sink. The other ship was aflame and could not be salvaged.
She heard a loud split and presumed one section of the docks had broken. Wood splinters striking her cheek made her turn her head. One of the palisades had been knocked over, badly deformed but barely standing. She saw a flash of dissipating purple, but nothing after that.
A few shouts made her walk to the palisade. She peered beyond the broken one. She saw a whir of movement, and only after did she process that a horseman had just ridden by. She grabbed one of the stakes and pulled herself up, peeking over the side. To the right, a horseman galloped off towards the humans. Behind…
Behind, there was a mass of shining metal. Anneliese’s heart jumped into her stomach. She assumed they were knights for a moment, the sunlight reflecting off their polished steel as a great crowd of men moved to reclaim the village. But their movements were jerky, and further scrutiny showed that they lacked joints. They looked like men made entirely of metal.
Another purple projectile shot forward, and Anneliese dropped down. It hit the dirt, creating a great cloud of dust from the sheer force. She briefly saw an arrow before it dissipated into nothingness.
“The human trap…?” she questioned. Most of the Veidimen ran to the palisades, examining what exactly was firing at them. Anneliese sprinted over to the other side, pulling open the gate and looking out at the crowd of humans.
The horseman rode across the plains, slowing the horse before dismounting it beside the distant party. Not many were left living—ten, by her count—the mage, the rider, six knights, and two spearmen. The mage walked ahead of the rest of them. Some of the purple arrows fired, but he dispelled them by casually blocking with the Ebonice axe.
“The two are enemies…?” Anneliese scrutinized further. She watched the human mage step closer, appearing casual. He raised his arms above him, fists clenched, until they formed a V. Then, he closed the V repeatedly, touching his knuckles together. Even this far away, Anneliese could distinguish a vague hint of triumph on his face.
“A Veelstron sign. He brought this horde here to force collaboration?” Anneliese’s mind worked quickly, but those things approaching seemed mindless and hostile. Would the man rather lose the village than the battle?
Nevertheless, she returned the sign. If the man had caused this horde, it stood to reason he would be the key to ending it.
***
“Wizard Argrave, what are you doing?” Ryles yelled. “What is that horde?”
“This is a sign for parley,” Argrave explained, keeping his head facing forward. “Those things are monsters. The Veidimen have a tradition of collaborating in the face of danger—snowstorms, big beasties, the like.”
“Collaborating?” Ryles demanded, stepping forward. “You brought those things here?! Explain yourself!”
“I did! Well, my friend did, actually, but I ordered him to,” Argrave responded. Galamon stepped behind Argrave, placing himself between Ryles and Argrave.
“What were you thinking?!” Ryles walked forward, but Galamon held him back.
“I was thinking I could find a way to get them to vacate Barden, and perhaps all of Berendar,” Argrave said back.
“So we should set aside arms, work with those we were killing moments ago?” Ryles questioned insistently. “You’re a madman!”
“I showed you the mark of Monticci. I work for the duke directly; I’m one of his principal agents. This is part of the duke’s plan.” Argrave turned around, pushing past Galamon. He handed his Ebonice axe to Galamon and grabbed Ryles’ shoulders. “If I do nothing, not just Mateth, but all of House Monticci will fall. This has to be done. I’m going to stop this invasion in its tracks.”
He could hear the knight’s breathing from beneath the helmet, rapid and angered. Eventually, the man pulled free from Argrave’s grip and returned to his knights.
“I refuse to come with you,” Ryles declared. “If you are confident going, then go.”
“Then you’ll help against the metal men?” Argrave confirmed what was important.
“Yes,” Ryles confirmed angrily. “For the sake of the duke’s plan, if nothing else. But I don’t like this.”
Argrave nodded. He tapped Galamon’s shoulder. “Let’s go.”
The two started walking across the plains. Argrave saw Anneliese waiting. He was quite pleased they did not fight, as she was a helpful person in killing Gerechtigkeit. So long as Anneliese remained alive, many lives could be saved. She had massive potential for growth, both in terms of personal strength and leadership capability.
The battle was not over, though. With their parley coming so close, Argrave realized the biggest issue, presently, was dispatching the vast horde of tomb guardians come to reclaim the crown.
Depending on how this talk goes, this could be very hard or quite easy.
“You lived,” Galamon commented. “How’s the ego?”
Argrave could not muster a laugh. He felt like vomiting, truthfully. The experience had been intense. “I could say the same for you. Good God, that was hard-fought. The idiot back there ditched just because we were holding our own. We very nearly lost.”
“I lost my axe.” Galamon held up the one Argrave had handed him. “I was going to make you pay for a new one… but you gave me this.”
“Lucky me.” Argrave looked ahead, where Anneliese half-jogged towards them. He saw her fully for the full time. Her amber eyes were bright, and her incredibly long white hair was stained with dirt and some blood. Her skin was pale as most Veidimen. Her eyes were round and looked innocent, the effect further accented by her white brows. It was hard to believe someone like her was a veritable killing machine in the future.
Argrave turned back to Galamon, tapping his breastplate with his knuckle. “By the way, keep that crown hidden. We don’t want them to know they’re chasing you.”
Galamon nodded. “If I throw it back to them, will they leave?”
“Not really,” Argrave said, trying not to sound anxious. “They’re hostile to all life at this point.”
“Unfortunate.” Galamon stopped, holding Argrave back as Anneliese drew nearer.
“Hello, Anneliese,” Argrave shouted. That brought her to a stop.
At a fair distance, Anneliese spoke back, “How do you know my name?”
“The same way I know the Veelstron sign. Do you think the Veidimen are the only ones capable of spying on the enemy?” Argrave said. “But we’re wasting time talking. I’m Argrave, this is Galamon. You may know him.”
Her face was passive. She was very good at keeping her expressions in check, Argrave knew. Even her amber eyes stayed still. “Then the druids…” She paused. “This horde. You brought it? Can it be stopped?”
Argrave smiled. “Yes, it can. Unfortunately, Miss Anneliese hunted the archers, throwing a massive wrench in my strategy and leading to most of the men dying. Consequently, I will need your full cooperation for this to be as easy as I hoped.”
“I cannot apologize. It was my duty.” She shook her head.
“Your duty is ridiculous, then. Your duty is the reason why this world’s cycle might come to an end,” Argrave said, hamming his speech up. “While you wage this senseless war, He Who Would Judge the Gods stirs. That is why I created this situation.”
“You’re feigning anger,” Anneliese returned. Argrave felt exposed and uncomfortable when his acting was so blatantly called out. “He Who Would Judge the Gods? Is this true?” Anneliese looked to Galamon.
Galamon nodded. “He is the mortal agent of Erlebnis, the Hand Reaching from the Abyss. He seeks to stop Gerechtigkeit. During my employment, he has been struggling towards that end.”
Argrave looked to Galamon, surprised that the elf could pull out such a quality story from thin air. Wow. I should have thought of that sooner. I was too busy trying to avoid that name. I should have just embraced it. As Argrave watched, he saw the elf looked very serious about his claim. Or… maybe this isn’t a con. Come to think of it… Anneliese has that [Empath] trait. She’d know if Galamon lied.
Anneliese showed genuine surprise for the first time and spoke before Argrave’s thoughts could wander. “You speak truly? This is… unimaginable.”
“Erlebnis is one of those gods on trial. I am his defense.” Argrave took a step forward, his words only technically not a lie. “As such, in return for our aid, I would expect to be taken to Patriarch Dras. This invasion needs to cease. The living races of the world need to preserve their strength for the ancient calamity. That is my task, my duty.” Argrave held his hand to his chest where the bronze hand mirror lay in his pocket.
Anneliese looked back to the horde of metal men behind. Then, she turned back. “I have no choice in the matter, given what you brought to the walls of this village, but I would still agree. If Galamon the Great would speak for you, I believe you. If things are as you say, the ancient calamity takes precedence over anything else.”
“So… we can call a stop to the combat?” Argrave asked, seeking a concrete answer and a vow from a Veidimen to ensure safety. “You’ll let the people behind inside?”
Anneliese spent a long time thinking, staring at the dirt with a distant stare in her eyes. Argrave waited patiently.
Eventually, she nodded. “We will allow your men in. I will explain to mine what is happening. We will make a contract ironing out the details.”
“Just like that?” Argrave asked incredulously. “Well, I won’t complain.”
“As I said, I have no choice,” she emphasized. “More is lost from indecision. We have to cooperate against that force outside,” she said, casting a glance back to where the horde approached.
“Then I will speak to my own.” Argrave nodded. He turned on his heel and walked back towards the party, back still stinging with pain.
As they walked away, plans ran through Argrave’s head. One thing led to another, and he came to a realization.
“Hey, listen, Galamon…” Argrave began hesitantly.
Galamon looked at Argrave as they walked.
“I know I just asked you to lure them over and all, and that was a very difficult task that I’m immeasurably thankful you did…” Argrave paused.
“But?” Galamon prodded, hefting the Ebonice axe in his hand.
“Well, there’s maybe thirty of us total, including the Veidimen. You’ve got this nifty little crown on you that attracts their attention, you’re probably the best warrior here, I replaced your Ebonice axe…” Argrave said, hoping to soften the blow of his next words.
“So?” Galamon ran his finger across the axe’s edge.
“If you could distract them while we prepare… for a little,” Argrave proceeded, making hand gestures. “A long while, maybe. We could probably win. If not… we’ll be all rather dead.”
Galamon shook his head as they walked. “I’m starting to feel less pity for that cut on your back.”
Argrave looked to Galamon. “I hope that means ‘Yes, I will do it.’”
Galamon nodded.
Argrave let out a sigh of relief. He turned his head to look at Galamon. “But how can you tell I was injured…?”
“Beyond the split clothing?” Galamon inhaled deeply. “I can smell the blood. It makes me—”
“Forget I asked,” Argrave interrupted. “Let’s just get going.” He hastened his steps.
Galamon reached up to his arm, massaging where he’d been stabbed before moving to catch up with Argrave.




Chapter 32

If one was suddenly placed in a situation where they needed to dispatch near a hundred animated corpses coated in metal and capable of bending steel with their hands, they might not be able to come up with a solution. That was doubly true if they were entirely out of magic when confronting this situation.
Argrave had faced worse odds. Granted, it had been within a game, and there was no imminent death in the case of failure.
One of the main reasons people were able to do much more in games than in real life was because of the limitations imposed by artificial intelligence. NPCs could not act like truly real people. They were incapable of making judgements and responding to the situation accordingly. They had to be programmed, and that programming could only account for so many scenarios. Once one learned vaguely how the AI functioned, it became easy to overcome insurmountable odds. Anyone could manipulate the AI into poor situations.
These tomb guardians could be compared to artificial intelligence. They were probably even dumber, frankly. Though Argrave had thought while planning this might be a big hurdle, all he needed was time—time that Galamon was able to offer.
Argrave peered through a small hole in the palisades out at the crowd of tomb guardians. Though they had been headed straight for Barden, they now veered away, following after a lone figure: Galamon. He rode on horseback, circling around them and deflecting the odd magic arrow that came near him.
“We just need to wait,” Argrave said, leaning against the palisade as he stared out. “If we move too soon, the archers will take notice of us and fire. Those things are indiscriminate butchers.”
“You’re placing Galamon in much danger,” Anneliese commented.
Argrave turned his head around. He was surrounded by Veidimen. It felt strange being around them. With them, he felt as though he was average height again. With the pale skin, they might as well be kin.
“He’s tough, and he’s the only one I can trust with this,” Argrave declared, turning his body from the palisade so his back was not to the elves. “Besides, worst-case scenario, vampires can regenerate, and are much more physically capable than most. You should know this.”
Anneliese nodded. “It is merely disquieting. Galamon is a great figure, and Patriarch Dras speaks fondly of him.”
“Yet the Veidimen exiled him.” Argrave stepped away from the palisade.
“People still give him ample respect, even if Veid has punished him. I study his strategies.” Anneliese placed her hand near her heart.
“It shows,” Argrave said. “Without your quick decision, things would have gone much differently.”
“Yet I was still lacking.” Anneliese crossed her arms. “I allowed things to spiral out of control.”
“What would you have done differently?” Argrave asked, curious to hear some insights from a future prominent strategist.
Anneliese did not take long to consider. “I would have tried to kill you as quickly as possible. Your magic sealed the first landing party’s fate. I dared not think the commander would be willing to sally out of the palisades and onto the beaches. Things would have been much easier if you had remained within the walls.”
Argrave smiled. He walked away and sat on a wooden crate that looked stable. “I left an impression, I see.”
“You were a good commander. Most believe Galamon was behind the attack on our druid scouts. I see now that may be otherwise.” Anneliese stood before the sitting Argrave, keeping her eye on the distant mob. “I am surprised you are not with the humans.”
Anneliese looked at the crowd of knights, who were ensuring the safety of the citizens. They were very leery of the snow elves—not that Argrave could blame them, exactly. Unlike the Veidimen, the humans were not used to setting aside conflicts to cooperate in the face of a greater threat.
Argrave’s smile turned bitter. “I wasn’t the commander, merely an advisor. That incompetent moron Ryles nearly killed us all by allowing us to deal with the first landing party alone. If there had been more time to prepare…”
“You sit with a strange posture. You have an injury,” Anneliese said suddenly. “Your back. Turn around.”
“What? Why?”
She stepped forward. “You should be healed.”
Argrave waved her away incredulously. “Save your magic. We have a more pressing concern, don’t you think?”
“I will do as I please.” She took another step closer. “Our contract does not dictate what I do with my magic.”
Argrave frowned, overwhelmed by her intensity. He slowly did as she asked. Anneliese held her hand out, and he felt an odd sensation like razor burn along his backside. The pain from the cut faded.
“Mmm. Thank you.” Argrave moved his back around, getting used to the feeling. “I’ll remember that you spent your magic to relieve me of some minor pain when we die terribly due to a lack of spells.”
“Why? Have you no confidence in your plan?” she rebuked.
Argrave laughed. “No, it should work just fine. Not much magic will be needed, actually.” Argrave looked back out at the slowly fading mob. “Want to know what those things are?”
Anneliese nodded and came to listen intently.
“They’re corpses, coated in metal. It’s steel, I think, but that’s not important,” Argrave dismissed quickly. “They’re reanimated by magic. Bludgeon them, sever limbs, stab them, crush them—those things don’t work. Not only is it very hard to pierce the metal, losing parts doesn’t matter to them. They’ll crawl after you if you’ve severed all their limbs. The key is targeting the magic that’s reanimating them.”
Argrave leaned back, placing his back against a house. “Magic is about the most painful thing for them, but Ebonice does the job nicely. Pierce their skin with Ebonice, it’ll be like a balloon popping—the things fall over like a house of cards, and we’re crawling away from this pit of misery back to a feather bed. The things are devilishly strong, despite their slowness. All we need to do is restrict their mobility. That’s why we needed time.” Argrave pointed at Anneliese.
“To set up those restrictions.” Anneliese waved her hands, going along with Argrave’s thought process.
“Precisely.” Argrave snapped his fingers, but the gloves he wore allowed no noise out. “Shouldn’t be too much longer. Galamon will give us all the time we need. He’s reliable like that.”
Anneliese crossed her arms, pondering whether or not to say something. “There is one thing I cannot understand.”
“How can I enlighten you?” Argrave spread his arms wide.
“Why bother killing them?” She paused, and Argrave furrowed his brows in confusion. She elaborated further, continuing, “You could have Galamon lure them away to one of the other Veidimen landing parties, have them descend on an unwitting group. You could simply leave them somewhere far out in the wilderness. So why?”
“It’s common sense to clean up after yourself when you make a mess.” Argrave said, then shook his head with a light laugh. He looked back to the horde of metal monsters, now fading in the distance. “Those things, if left unattended, will cause a lot of problems for a lot of people. The cat is out of the bag, and now it’s time to skin it. I don’t want anyone to die, really, neither Veidimen nor human. Gerechtigkeit is what’s important. And so… I’ll take care of those frozen freaks.”
She tilted her head. “You have no loyalty to your people?”
“My people? You mean humans?” Argrave turned his head to the side. “Never really thought of it. As far as I’m concerned, a human is just what I happen to be. We’re all animals, despite how some would raise themselves above that label. All that matters is character. Galamon is of good character. As are you. As are many others, regardless of vague separations. Unfortunately, greed and stigma cause differences to escalate into conflict. So I believe, at least.”
Anneliese lowered her head, thinking. She asked a question. “Do you think you are of good character?”
Argrave opened his mouth, but he found that he had no answer.
***
Galamon rode his horse steadily so as not to exhaust it. The beast was admirable, keeping such composure near a massive mob of enemies. The tomb guardians followed closely behind. Galamon needed to keep a constant eye on them. The archers, of which he counted around fifteen, constantly fired on his position. Generally, the movement of the horse was enough to keep him from being hit. At times, he would need to swat aside the magic arrows that came too near.
“The archers, every time they fire, are actually killing themselves. The magic they conjure has to come from somewhere, and they take it from the source that keeps them alive. I need you to ride until you stop receiving fire. If you keep a close eye, you might be able to see them keel over.”
Galamon might have been skeptical of Argrave’s directions in the past, but now that he had escaped the tomb as easily as he did, he did not doubt them in the slightest. The boy was talented; even if he had knowledge vested in him by Erlebnis, formulating plans based on that knowledge was not an easy matter.
Two arrows soared towards Galamon. His senses came alert instantly, and he tried to swat both out of the air. The first was handily dispersed, but the second hit at the feet of the horse. A cloud of dirt exploded into the air, startling the horse. It reared, rushing forward. Another projectile came, and the horse’s movements made him barely miss it.
It struck Galamon in the gut, and pain consumed him. He looked down at the wound. The arrow had torn through near half of his torso. He grunted in pain, letting the horse take him away from the mob. He grabbed at his flasks, but he could smell that they were empty. He hadn’t prepared enough.
“Damn,” he cursed. The wound was starting to close, but it was so severe that it roused his vampiric instincts. He felt his rationality slipping away, undermined by a fell beast that desired him to be a slave to his cravings.
He grabbed his neck and squeezed tightly, so tightly that no air could escape. Have to hold on. Long enough to get the job done. Then… plenty of corpses on the beaches. The thought set the beast within stirring once more. Can… No, don’t think of blood. Think of the task. Do your duty.
With no uncursed-blood coursing through him, the sun burned Galamon’s newly healed flesh. He kept his eyes on the mob. Three arrows rushed towards him, and he swatted them away with a wild ferocity he lacked previously. His movements were free of the military efficiency he generally possessed, replaced by that of an animal’s instinctual movements.
***
“This seems… vaguely ridiculous,” Anneliese commented. She held her hands out, and a great mound of earth rose up, forming a wall.
Argrave stood behind Anneliese, directing her earth magic. “How so?” Already, there was a formidable earth maze with five entrances that converged into one walkway, wide enough for one to pass.
“These creatures will just allow themselves to walk into this maze, be herded into one point?”
Argrave looked at the now-distant horde of tomb guardians. “Calling them ‘creatures’ makes it seem like they’re alive. They’re animated by magic, and they respond to living things’ magic. They track things by sensing it. A measure in place makes it so they don’t walk about swinging at walls. They only attack when they are certain no impediment stands between them and their target. As such, lurking at the end of a narrow entryway and herding them into it is the best choice for dispatching them.”
“What’s to say they won’t walk around, climb over, or any other number of things?”
Argrave moved down, walking to the open gate of Barden. “We won’t be killing them at the maze. We’ll be killing them at the gate to Barden. This maze is just designed to thin the rate at which they get to it, so that they don’t climb over the palisades. As long as walking is less time-consuming, the tomb guardians will never climb over things.”
In truth, the directions Argrave had given Galamon to guide him through the tomb was a common method to herd all of the guardians into the narrow entryway of the mineshaft. This way, the player could dispatch them one by one as they emerged, reaping experience en masse. This plan at the gate of Barden was merely a modified version of that.
“Once they come sauntering to the gate, we have two Veidimen standing by like butchers in a slaughterhouse, chopping at whatever walks through with an Ebonice weapon.” Argrave emulated the motion. “We should probably dig a little ditch so that the bodies don’t stack up large enough to stop them from coming…”
“Commander Anneliese,” the Veidimen on scout duty called out. “The human’s companion is returning. The fire from the archers appears to have ceased.”
Argrave smiled. “Well, we’d best hurry, hadn’t we? A brawl is surely brewing.”




Chapter 33

Galamon rode his horse onwards, leaning on its head. He felt the exposed flesh on his torso burn, and now that the archers had perished and deprived him of distraction, he could feel the pain of the sunlight. He tried to focus on the pain to drive away the bestial curse of vampirism swirling through his blood. He kept his eyes fixed on the wooden palisades ahead. It was not much longer before his task would be finished.
When he came near, he jumped from the horse. It neighed in pain, and the sheer force toppled the creature to the ground. Galamon cleared the wooden stakes easily, crashing amidst some jars full of water. He heard screams from the houses beside him—they sounded loud, so sharp were his senses. He crawled away from the sunlight like a deranged spider, retreating further into the shadows.
He could smell blood all around him. The smell of the ocean wind carried it. He could smell it seeping into the wooden planks at the docks, could smell it in the earth, the grass… He kept his hand on his neck, squeezing tightly. The world seemed tinted red. Galamon kept to the shadows, waiting until the beast realized it was caged; that he owned it, not the other way around.
He heard rushed footfalls heading towards him, and with it, a scent of blood. He heard the heartbeat—frantic, fast, driven by fear and excitement.
“Galamon,” a voice called out. “Galamon, is that you?”
It’s calling for me, Galamon noticed. The heartbeat is calling for me.
“What are you doing back there? Come out,” the voice continued, somewhat urgent.
It wants me to come out. It’s not afraid of what might happen.
Galamon lunged forward towards the welcoming voice, throwing his helmet aside. He grasped the prey and fell on it. His sharp teeth sunk into something hot, and he drank. It tasted sweet—like a cup of water after traversing a desert, or a piece of meat after a long hunt. This was the best feeling, Galamon supposed.
His prey struggled with weak, vain hits at his side, pushing and struggling. Galamon did not care. He held on tightly, enjoying the blood. This seemed especially pure and powerful—a mage’s blood, he could tell. It had a faint tinge to it—magic in the blood.
“Think…” the voice whispered, struggling against Galamon.
Think of what? Galamon pondered.
“Would your family… want this?”
Galamon’s mind spun, and his world of red shattered. He looked down and saw his brother, battered and broken, bleeding from the neck. The image slowly faded, and Argrave’s face replaced his brother’s.
Galamon tossed Argrave away and leapt back in panic. He slammed his back against the house’s wall. Argrave crawled away, holding his still-bleeding neck.
“By Veid… I-I…” Galamon gingerly reached forward. Argrave stared at him with hollow gray eyes.
***
Argrave watched Galamon. The unshakable elf was, for the first time Argrave had ever seen, panicking. He tried to think of something witty to say, but his neck stung, and his brain felt like it had a heavy fog over it. Lethargy threatened to consume him, his breathing was too fast, and he felt dreadfully weak. He blinked and bit his lips, knowing that sleeping here might mean his death.
Galamon rushed forward, reaching into Argrave’s satchel. He pulled free a stamina potion, and then held it to Argrave’s lips with trembling fingers. Argrave caught it with his teeth and tilted his head back. It did not make the pain diminish nor stop the bleeding, but it did allow him to regain his focus.
Argrave used the last of his magic to cast healing magic, sealing the wound. Galamon collapsed backwards, staring at Argrave with an all-too-complicated expression. Panic, fear, guilt, anger… it was a veritable salad of regret.
“Whew,” Argrave sighed with a hoarse voice. “I knew you were dissatisfied, but you proved your point.”
“It was not my intent to… The beast… it battered, twisted…” Galamon tried to explain something that he did not have the words for.
“I know,” said Argrave. “I know.” It was a lie, though—how could he know?
Galamon sat there, mouth agape. Those fangs of his looked very ominous now that they had bitten a piece of him off.
“You run one hell of a blood drive. I hope I’m the right blood type for the donor.” Argrave tried to stand as he laughed, but he collapsed amidst a shattered pot. His muscles were cramped.
Galamon stood, trying to help Argrave but still hesitant to approach. It was very evident the vampire was afraid of hurting him.
“Damn it. Can’t stand,” Argrave complained. His took a deep breath, and then looked around. “Came here to tell you you’re needed. Take your Ebonice axe, head to the gate. Anneliese can probably position you. Go.”
Galamon frowned. “But you need help.”
“I’ll live. Just a little… drained, that’s all.” Argrave let out a low, dry laugh. “But seriously… go. The tomb guardians will kill us all if you don’t. Anneliese will explain things. Look for the beautiful woman with long white hair. Wait…” Argrave paused for a few seconds. “You met her already. I forgot. Can’t think straight.”
“Argrave… I-I’m sorry. I never… My wound just… The curse…” Galamon stammered.
“I knew the risks when I hired you. Stop talking. Move your feet. Make use of the blood I so graciously donated to finish what we started. You could probably use it better than me right now, anyway.” Argrave laid his head against the wall.
After watching for a time, Galamon picked up his Ebonice axe from where he’d dropped it, and then ran to the gate as Argrave instructed. Argrave laid there, biting his lips to ensure he didn’t fall asleep.
It’s like those people that try to take wild animals as pets. Tigers are cool enough, sure, but eventually, they’ll remind you that they’re wild animals, just like vampires are killers. Argrave bent his knees, then placed his feet against the ground, anchoring them. He put his hand to the wall, slowly rising to his feet.
Argrave managed to come to his feet with a grunt. His legs felt as weak as clouds, as though they could fail at any minute and send him crashing back to the ground. If I hadn’t been able to remember that Galamon’s family was the only thing keeping him anchored to life, I doubt I would have been able to draw him from that state.
With one shaky step after the other, Argrave walked forward, arm held against the side of the wall for support. His breaths were quick and rapid, and he could feel his heart struggling. He passed the corner of the house and fell against a barrel, holding himself up shakily. Ahead, the tomb guardians were walking through the gate. Galamon and a few other snow elves were making short work of them.
“One of them… is doing it wrong,” Argrave analyzed calmly despite his fatigue. “He’s in line of sight. He’s going to die.”
Argrave tried to push away from the barrel and go to them, but the barrel moved and he stumbled, collapsing onto the grass. Things went dark.
***
Knight Ryles watched the snow elves butcher those men made of metal. The snow elf commander refused to allow them to participate, citing that they were not as strong as Veidimen. Ryles assumed ‘Veidimen’ was what those abominable elves called themselves.
He turned his head to look at a horse. The wizard Argrave had ridden it into here, assumed the position of an advisor abruptly using the mark of Monticci, and then enacted this ‘cooperation’ with the snow elves. The man had been willing to risk life and limb, so Ryles did not question that he came from the duke’s orders. Now that things had proceeded the way they had…
“Knight Symon,” Ryles said quietly, staring at the horse.
“Yes, Commander Ryles?” Symon answered deferentially.
Ryles strode towards the horse. “Take command. I am going to return to Mateth.”
Symon, perplexed, inquired, “What, sir? Why?”
“I must tell the duke what has transpired here. Something is off. Though the battle has been postponed, the Wizard has other motives.”
Ryles clambered atop the horse, and then spurred it towards the gate opposite where they were doing battle with the metal creatures. He rode away, passing by the dead bodies left by the recently transpired battle.
That he is so close with the elves… perhaps it is not a coincidence. It is my duty to take this matter to the duke, as much as I would wish to stay with my men.
***
“Argrave, wake up!” a voice called.
Argrave blinked open his eyes. He was standing.
“You have to get ready for school,” someone chided him.
“But I don’t go to school,” Argrave answered. “I’m a fantasy man now.”
“Stop acting like a child,” the voice chided again. It was vaguely familiar—female, young.
Argrave was in the school courtyard. He had to go to gym class. He ran around, the environment shifting around him. Everyone was staring at him. He realized he was nude.
He opened the door to the gymnasium. It was wide, as colossal as a stadium. The bleachers were made of stone. Argrave remembered he had to get something from the supply closet. He opened the door to the supply closet and entered.
Someone was sitting by the hearthplace where a fire raged. Argrave walked closer to them. They turned their head. Their eyes had melted away, and their skin was cracked and burned.
“Want a cigarette?” The person held out a cigarette.
“No. I only smoked when I was a teenager,” said Argrave. “My friend was looking for you.”
“No, I was looking for him,” the person said. He reached into a bag of popcorn, pulling out a fistful of tiny people. He tossed them into the fire. Their crackling cries were like music in rain. It was a song. It was something about home.
“You killed me,” the man said. He turned back to Argrave.
“I had to,” Argrave said defensively.
“It hurt,” he said, burnt flesh cracking and leaking blood the more he spoke.
“I bet. I can see it on your face,” Argrave noted, watching the blood come.
“I’m going to throw these people in the fire,” the man said.
The world shifted. Argrave was sitting above the fire, dangling from a chair hung by a chain. He held a bunch of people in his hands. There were so many—they were slipping out of his hands.
“You can stop this,” said the burned man. He was watching from the side.
“I’m trying. There’s too many,” Argrave said, panicking.
The burned man popped his knuckles, then continued, “There’s only one way to really stop this.”
Argrave tried to cling to the chain. “How’s that?”
“Want a cigarette?” The man held out a very large cigarette.
“Just tell me how!” Argrave insisted, yet his rage sent more people tumbling out of his hand.
The burned man shrugged. “Just jump in. Either way, you’ll smoke.”
Argrave looked down at the fire. He heard a tremulous voice from the flames. It repeated, ‘I guess I must be having fun,’ over and over again.
“It’s you or them,” the burned man said.
“I don’t like getting hurt,” Argrave said pitifully. “I don’t want to.”
“Either way, you’ll smoke.” The burned man turned around and walked away.
Argrave stood up on the chair. It swung dangerously in the air, but he took a diver’s stance and jumped into the fire.




Chapter 34

Argrave sat up, breath rapid and face drenched in sweat. His body was rocking. He looked around, seeing an unending tide of blue. Feeling a rising blackness in his stomach, he turned over, grabbing the side of something wooden and vomiting into the water. The putrid substance slowly faded away, falling into the ocean and drifting behind them as they cut through the water.
He took a second to catch his breath, clearing his nose and spitting out what little remained of the vomit. His whole body was aflame with pain. As his senses came to, he heard a rhythmic chant and saw oars moving back and forth, cutting through the water. He turned his head, finally making sense of his surroundings. His body rocked back and forth with the tides.
He was on a longship. Though he looked around and tried to spot the coast, they were far out to sea. He turned his gaze back to the ship. The Veidimen rowing the boat looked at him and spoke of him, muttering about ‘the Hand Reaching from the Abyss.’ It seemed the lie of him being an agent of Erlebnis had spread.
Anneliese sat adjacent to him, staring with a book in her free hand. Her amber eyes were passive.
“We take you to Veiden, as was agreed. Fortunately, though you burned one ship and I crashed the other, one was left in sailing condition,” Anneliese said in greeting. “You passed out. You should eat food, drink fluids. That will clear your head, facilitate recovery.”
Argrave touched his head. A fierce headache disturbed his thoughts. The memories of the battle soon replaced those uncomfortable images born of his dreams, and he looked around for Galamon.
“Where… How is Galamon?” Argrave asked.
“He dispatched those metal things admirably,” Anneliese summarized quickly. “His actions spared us much carnage. After, he said he would wait for your return to right his wrongs. His life would be forfeit in Veiden as an exile and a vampire, so he remained behind. I hope you understand.”
Argrave nodded. He felt very shaken. He had mustered a courage he did not know he had during the battle, but whatever was propping up his mentality now was gone. War was cruel. It was a great song to all the misery in the world.
Anneliese walked to him, thrusting a piece of bread and a canteen of water in his face. “Here,” she said.
Argrave looked up at her. He took the items. “I forgot. You have a big heart.”
He chewed on the bread slowly, taking small sips of water. Content that he was eating, Anneliese walked away. With his free hand, Argrave cleaned the dirt off his body, conjuring his barely replenished magic to remove blood, mud, and other such filth. It felt like he was shedding his sins, somewhat.
After he had finished the bread, Anneliese handed him other things—mostly vegetables, but it was food. It had probably been taken from Barden in haste as they left. There were a lot fewer people on the boat than he recalled being at Barden, and the thought that some deaths could have been avoided had he remained conscious disquieted him. Argrave ate his food slowly, working on suppressing his meandering thoughts and emotions.
Anneliese read quietly despite the rocking of the ship. One hand tended to her long white hair, twisting it about in her fingers. She was braiding a section of it with one hand alone, fingers moving skillfully. She had already done near a foot, and considering it went down to her knees when she was standing, it would be a long process.
She stopped. Argrave looked up at her face to see she’d taken notice of him watching.
“What? Got stage fright?” Argrave asked, sitting a little straighter. “Keep braiding. It was entertaining.”
She unwound the braid, and her hand dropped down to her knee. “Galamon bit you,” she said matter-of-factly.
“He was hurt. It was necessary,” Argrave responded after a brief pause.
“You say that as if you remain unworried about contracting vampirism.” She tilted her head curiously.
“He would need to drain me completely, and then I’d need to drink his blood. Or ingest it some or other way. Eugh.” Argrave shuddered thinking of it. “Contrary to popular belief, it isn’t like a disease. It’s more a ritual. It’s hard to be turned by accident. That’s why Galamon’s case is curious.”
“Despite what happened, you bear him no enmity?” Her amber eyes stayed locked on his face.
“Hate him?” Argrave repeated. “It was a donation.”
“That’s a lie. He was much too shaken, much too guilty, for that. Your body was bruised from being grabbed. You also fell unconscious,” she rattled off details proving her point.
Argrave furrowed his brows, but a smile came to his face. “You keep seeing through me, I’m going to start losing confidence in my grifting abilities. They’ve carried me a long way.” Argrave sat up a little straighter as his feelings of weakness faded somewhat. His arms felt like pudding and his head still throbbed fiercely.
“Fine, so it wasn’t exactly philanthropy for the thirsty,” Argrave said begrudgingly. “I’ll admit that much. But…” Argrave pointed at Anneliese to emphasize his words. “I don’t hate him. Hate, at least in terms of hating people, stems from a lack of understanding: an inability to view the other person’s perspective. Ultimately, hating another merely weighs on yourself. It’s a waste of brain power. Though… being pragmatic and being naïve are separate things entirely. Some people will always hate you, and it’s best to learn to accept and adapt to that.”
Argrave lowered his finger. “Recognizing that and following it are entirely different matters, though. Everyone inevitably succumbs to their emotions now and again. But… I sound really preachy right now, don’t I? I guess that’s all just my personal philosophy. Agree, don’t agree… doesn’t matter to me.”
Anneliese lowered her head, mulling over his words in silence. The waves of the ocean battered against the longship, and Argrave turned his head out to look out across the ocean. He considered falling in for a moment and his mind wandered. The ocean was a terrifying thing looking at it from above, but once inside, it offered an unparalleled freedom. Swimming in all directions—up, down, left, right—it must be mundane for a fish, but for a landlubber as he was, it sounded enticing. Amphibians got the best of both worlds.
“I think you’re right,” Anneliese agreed out of the blue.
Argrave turned his head back to the elven woman. She was smiling faintly. It was the first time Argrave had seen her smile, and he could not help but return it. They stared at each other for a long moment, but Argrave eventually turned away, blinking quickly.
“How do you intend to persuade the patriarch?” Anneliese inquired, shutting her book and devoting her attention to conversation.
“With words, obviously,” Argrave said drolly. “Well… let’s see. You’ll probably introduce me as the agent of Erlebnis and the killer of those druid scouts in order to get an audience with Dras to begin with. From there, I’ll demonstrate the breadth of my knowledge. I remember a prophecy I can use, some vague nonsensical words… In fact, maybe you can help make sure I’ve got it right.”
Argrave scratched his chin and then pointed, remembering something. “Oh, and if that curmudgeonly bastard Rowe the Righteous is there, he would be a great help in proving this matter. He’s a very unreasonable person, but he’s not inflexible. If I give him the signs, he’ll accept the truth.” Argrave nodded as his plan came together in his head.
Anneliese leaned back a little, evidently taken aback about what he disclosed. “How much do you know about the Patriarchate of Veiden?”
Argrave beamed. “I know most things in heaven and Earth, Horatio.” His words fell flat, Anneliese watching him blankly without any inkling as to what he was referencing. He elaborated glumly, “Though I can’t say I know every detail about every person, I know more about many important figures than even your patriarch.”
She crossed her arms, then spent some time deliberating on whether or not to say something. “Knowing so much would probably make most people uncomfortable. Does that bother you?”
“You tell me, miss empath.” Argrave put his elbows on his knees and crossed his arms. “You can read people very well. You can spot the emotions that most people try to hide. You see through my lies like they’re glass, even when I weave silver with my tongue. I have little doubt that makes many people uncomfortable. Does that bother you?” he returned her words.
Anneliese’s amber eyes shook for a moment. She took a deep breath and composed herself quickly. After some time, she asked, “Why are you telling me these things? Your knowledge of Veiden, your plans…”
Argrave was taken aback by the question. Why was he telling her this? ‘Because she asked’ would be the obvious answer, but then the further question would be why her, specifically. Was it merely because she was someone who would be prominent in the future? Argrave wasn’t certain.
“Perhaps…” Argrave mused. “Perhaps it’s merely therapeutic to finally share a little bit of what’s going on inside my head. Who better to be honest with than someone who can see past this façade I try to put on?”
She nodded, her composure returned. The waves beat against the side of the longship as a silence stretched out.
“You said my empathy would make many people uncomfortable.” She let the words hang, and Argrave nodded. “Does it make you uncomfortable?”
Argrave chuckled, and then leaned back against the ship. “It might make me surprised, throw a wrench into the conversation that forces some semblance of honesty from me. Might make me mind my words a little bit. But uncomfortable? Not at all.”
Though Argrave had hoped for another smile, Anneliese contemplated his words in silence. He shuddered as he felt a cool wind travel along his hair.
“It’s pretty cold out here,” Argrave commented, rubbing his hands together. “Maybe it’s because I don’t have much blood. Or body fat. Or musculature.”
“Though that cannot help, the real reason is that we’re getting closer to Veiden.” Anneliese turned her head towards the bow of the ship. She pointed towards the horizon. “There. You can see the coast, even.”
Argrave looked out, following her finger. The steady movement of the Veidimen rowing the oars threatened to pull away his attention, but he still looked.
“I see… a lot of blue. Mostly water, some of it sky. There’s white there, too. Ocean foam. No coast, though.” Argrave blew on his hands to ward the cold.
“You have never sailed to Veiden. We recognize the coast immediately,” she said a little proudly. “Some of that white you see is likely ice.”
“I see. Icy.” Argrave pursed his lips, wondering how to phrase his question. “You wouldn’t happen to have any spare clothes, perhaps? Fur coats for the bloodless?”
Anneliese stood up, walking to the mast. “No. You will need to wait until we are back in the patriarchate proper.”
Argrave let out a long sigh interspersed with shivers. He held his hands beneath his armpits. Slowly, he began to make out the coastline that Anneliese had spotted. It came into view—long, broken fragments of ice drifting out in the ocean, and behind it, a coast.
The navigator on the bow of the ship gave commands to the oar men, and the ship expertly avoided the fragments of ice while traveling along the coast. In the distance, Argrave spotted a great spire of gray stone with a roaring black flame atop it. As Argrave remembered, the flame was this color to be visible in snowstorms. At night and in clear skies, it would become white. So was written in books, at least.
“The Torch of Veid,” Argrave muttered.
The longship came around a bend, and a great harbor came into view. There were innumerable longships lined up. Argrave tried to count them and estimated them to be near three hundred. Many sailors tended to the ships, swarming around the docks.
As they pulled closer to the landing, Argrave felt some swirling nervousness. He didn’t have much reason to lack confidence in his plan, but that did not change the fact that he would be the sole human here, and he would need to go before the leader of this vast fleet and try to tell him to call off the invasion.
“Whew,” Argrave sighed, placing a hand on his chest. “Let’s not fumble at the goal line.”




Chapter 35

Argrave walked out onto the docks with Anneliese supporting him. She was around half a foot shorter than Argrave and the perfect height to support beneath his shoulder. Though he disliked touching others, he was the most comfortable with Anneliese as she had the decency to clean herself of blood. Even still, she smelled of sea salt, sweat, dirt, and iron, so it was a very unpleasant experience. He supposed it would be strange to expect her to smell like flowers, though.
Argrave took in his surroundings. The wooden buildings along the coastline were wide and spacious, with great doorways and tall ceilings to accommodate the snow elves’ larger frames. The architecture was plain and effective, yet it still had decorations. Trophies hung above doorways of homes—skulls of animals, tusks, and other vainglorious displays that showed to demonstrate what the house’s family was capable of hunting. The windows were covered with fur blankets to block the snow and cold air. Fangs, claws, and tusks hung from the overhangs by twine, bumping against each other like grim windchimes.
With his focus back on the docks, Argrave noticed that nearly all of the sailors had stopped what they were doing. They stood a fair distance away from Argrave, watching him move. They spoke amongst themselves. Perplexed, Argrave looked in the distance. He saw a great group of people crowded together, watching the docks, and behind them, atop a great wooden building…
He frowned. “Is that a dragon?”
Though Argrave asked, he was certain it was. It was a great snow-white creature with a vast wingspan and four legs. It crouched at the back of the host awaiting him, its deep blue eyes staring ahead like two sparkling sapphires. Unlike Berendar, where some nobles and other important people had purchased wyverns from the desert tribes to the south, this was a bona fide dragon. Argrave had killed it many times before in game. Indeed, Veiden had a dragon.
“I sent word ahead by bird so that the patriarch would not be surprised by your coming,” Anneliese explained. “I know druidic magic too, after all.”
“Did you tell them I’m Erlebnis Himself?” Argrave asked incredulously. “This welcome is a bit much…”
Anneliese did not say anything further as she escorted him onto the docks. The mass amount of people waiting ahead was soon shadowed by the Veidimen on the longship following them behind. If the cold in the air wasn’t bone deep, Argrave might’ve felt the situation heating up. He looked on the bright side—at least all would hear his message.
Despite the great mass of people, the awkward shamble of Anneliese and Argrave echoed loudly in the prolonged silence. Argrave started to recognize people as he came closer. Though he had never been to Veiden before, many of the Veidimen came to Berendar. If the player chose to confront the invaders militarily rather than diplomatically, one would have to go up against some of the game’s hardest fights.
Argrave had done that many times before, of course, if only for fun. He most often fought them while playing as Nikoletta. The Veidimen had killed her father. It made sense, roleplay-wise. Even still, it was an imprudent decision practically—a country in the middle of a civil war could not offer real resistance to invaders.
They stepped off the docks into the large clearing where the great bulk of prominent snow elves had gathered. Argrave took his arm off Anneliese and stood, back straight. The Veidimen that had come with them walked around them, fading into the crowd. As Argrave scanned the crowd, seeing many faces he recognized, the people whispered among themselves. None addressed him, though. Argrave could vaguely see Patriarch Dras sitting on a chair, flanked by many guards. Two men held the banner of Veiden behind him—a black wheel on a field of red.
Argrave took a few slow steps forward, his legs feeling weak and shaky. Despite his tremors, he didn’t feel nervous at all as he spread his arms wide. “It seems I’m expected.” He spoke towards the patriarch.
Silence followed. From behind the crowd, Argrave could hear and see the breathing of the gigantic ice dragon, peering down at the scene like a great arbiter of his fate as icy air billowed from its nose.
An old elf pushed through the crowd, shoving people aside with his walking stick. He had long, sagging skin and a bald head marred with liver spots. He walked forward, disturbing the uniformity of the crowd, before he stood between Argrave and the patriarch.
“Show respect for the patriarch, human,” the new arrival demanded of him.
The patriarch watched, casually leaning against his armrest, waiting for how Argrave would respond to Rowe.
Argrave smiled. “Hello, Rowe. Long time no see,” he said with a grim undertone.
This bastard’s already in front of me. How many times have I fought this guy? Fifty? Near a hundred, surely. I could probably recite every spell he knows. Annoying fight.
The old elf laughed, his lips curled in a snarl. “So, it knows my name. I was not aware the humans already knew of me.”
“No one on Berendar knows of you. I do, though. I know you, I know your dragon, Crystal Wind.” Argrave pointed to the towering reptile. His finger moved onwards, pointing out people in the crowd. “I know the chief of Ryblud. I know the chief of Wryden. The chief of Balta, Lilan, Poroe, Durandae, Tithucal… a lot of the high-ranking members of the patriarchate are here. It’s humbling. I’ve never been welcomed as an agent of Erlebnis before.”
“And you still haven’t.” Rowe stepped forward. The patriarch craned his neck to better look at Argrave, watching like it was a play rather than an audience. “A little coaching from that girl born outside of Veiden does not mark you as an agent of the god of knowledge.”
“Anneliese? She told me nothing.” Argrave shook his head. “What more do you want as proof, hmm? I could tell you of how I knew of Galamon, the exiled general and right-hand man of Dras. I could show you that I knew of your scouting party and Tirros the Tempestuous. I might speak of the hidden tomb guardians I lured to get a parley with the attackers on Barden. I could share any number of truths.”
“Delusions pass as truth, so long as the target believes in them,” Rowe pointed out semantically.
Argrave laughed. “Fine, then. Let us speak of you. I know of the sword you keep hidden in that walking stick of yours,” Argrave commented, kicking it with his foot. The old elf took a step back, bushy brows forming a deep frown. “You call that dragon a sacred guardian of the Veidimen to boost morale, but it’s really just bonded to you with S-rank druidic magic.”
That sent mutters through the crowd, and Rowe’s expression turned to one of wrath. The snow elf stepped forward, but Argrave did not let him speak.
“I’ve been through a lot to come here. I learned about the fate of this world not two or three months ago, and since then, I’ve been dragging myself through hell and back to do my duty,” Argrave spoke, voice laced with conviction as he freed the indignance that had been brewing within him from this whole situation. “Your foolish invasion might well be the largest contributor to this world’s end, and so I came here personally to show you why you did wrong. Let me put it plainly, Rowe.”
Argrave took a step forward. “Get out of my way or get under my boot.”
The dragon growled, and its great serpentine tail rose into the air and crashed against the earth. A great burst of snow flew into the air, and Argrave felt the ground rumble beneath him. The beast was mirroring its master’s anger. Rowe was the personification of pride, zeal, and righteousness. Argrave could not reason with him; he could only suppress him. The old elf’s saggy jowls shook in barely restrained fury.
Of course, it took all Argrave’s willpower to do this. He felt like a child scolding an adult that held a gun. Rowe could kill him without much thought. He might even revel in doing so.
“Rowe,” a voice cut across the din. “Stand down.”
Rowe twisted his head back, wide eyes confronting the patriarch. “What?!” the aged elf spat. “The boy shows a fundamental lack of respect!”
“Just as Veid stands behind the Veidimen, Erlebnis stands behind that one,” the patriarch pointed out. Argrave had never been gladder of Galamon’s misunderstanding than right now. “I think he has that right. Step aside.”
Rowe trembled, but then eventually broke away, walking back into the crowd and disappearing.
Patriarch Dras sat on a throne atop a palanquin. He wore snow-white armor, white fur on the shoulders and joints. His crown was absent, revealing his badly scarred bald head, but he had a matching helmet hanging from the back of the chair with a great mane of white fur standing up from the back. It looked ceremonial. It probably was. Patriarch Dras was an administrator and strategist, not a fighter. Galamon had always been his fist.
The patriarch sat with one leg crossed over the other, lazily lounging against the armrest of his throne. “For someone who was practically carried here, you speak very big words.” A faint grin marked the elf’s face.
“You should know a lot about that, Patriarch Dras,” Argrave returned.
The patriarch uncrossed his legs and slouched to the opposite side of the throne. “This meeting has been a long time coming, you’ve said. Here we are—the precipice of your task. Tell me, then; why exactly is this invasion, the purpose of my existence, the largest contributor to the world’s end?” Dras’ words betrayed a fierce anger.
Argrave wondered why Anneliese had not included his purpose in her report, but he did not turn his head back to look at her. He mulled on the words for a time, ensuring he remembered them properly. Though Rowe had to be suppressed, Dras was a fiercely intelligent man, and underneath his layers of casual dismissiveness, he was someone who fiercely loved his people and his goddess. Fortunately, Anneliese had helped him remember a certain prophecy word-for-word.
Argrave took a deep breath. The words he’d prepared were how Dras was convinced in the game, but it felt extremely nerve-wracking to do it in person.
“…and there he came, the foul breath of oblivion, leaving even gods dying beneath his feet. The black-blood, the outcast, the ghost-maker and ghost-breaker. He is hunger, he is thirst; where he bites rots ‘til it dies. The yellow eyes across his body glisten like oil beads, and the cries of the damned vanish into maleficent darkness in the winds of its steps,” Argrave recited dramatically. “When the moon blots out the suns, the Tenebrous Reaper rises; He Who Would Judge the Gods. Heed this warning, my descendants, and prepare for his coming.”
Patriarch Dras slowly sat up in his throne. He leaned forward, staring at Argrave.
“Heed this warning, your ancestors said,” Argrave repeated. “And have you? No. Evidently, no. You say this is the precipice of my task? Don’t flatter yourself. Gerechtigkeit is coming. You are but one pustule on this diseased world that I must fix before everything is lost.”
For the first time, the crowd broke out in chaos. The patriarch stared ahead at Argrave as the people discussed what had been said amongst themselves. Argrave scratched at his throat.
“Quiet!” a voice yelled out, and the dragon’s tail struck the ground again. Rowe waded back through the crowds.
“The Tenebrous Reaper?” he questioned, coming close to Argrave. “He Who Would Judge the Gods? You are completely certain of this?”
“Yes,” Argrave said with conviction. “Chart the path of the moon with astrology. Go to your holy sites, reach out to Veid. Divine with animal guts. Consult Erlebnis himself, if you can pay his price. The answer will all come out the same. In the coming years, Gerechtigkeit will begin to partially manifest in places. Do you think it’s a coincidence a civil war broke out on the eve of your invasion? His dark tendrils are already deeply rooted in Berendar, and in Veiden.”
Rowe did not know how to answer that. His head turned about and about, and his breathing grew more and more frantic. “I must…” he began but didn’t finish the sentence. Rowe turned and ran away, heading off to do whatever called his attention.
The patriarch seemed to have gathered himself, and the crowd quieted after Crystal Wind’s tail thump earlier. Dras stared at Argrave.
“This matter… you are Erlebnis’ answer to it?” Dras questioned, somewhat disbelievingly. “You, alone against the tide?”
Argrave tilted his head. “I don’t know. I think I am. I hope I’m not.” Argrave rubbed the bronze hand mirror in his breast pocket, then lifted his head up. “Regardless, I will not stop until I am dead. Such is my duty.”
The patriarch fell back into his chair, letting out a huff of air. “I must… summon everyone. We will speak on what you discussed. This invasion was started by council; if it is to end, it must also be by council.”
“Fine. I’ve done my job. The time has come to do yours.” Argrave held his arms out as though laying the burden upon him. “This invasion, your life’s purpose, won’t have much meaning if there is no world left.”
Patriarch Dras shook visibly. He stood from his throne and stepped off the palanquin. “Anneliese. You brought this one here. Take him to the local chief’s hall, and ensure he is safe while he is here.”
Argrave felt all the energy he’d mustered drain, and he veritably fell on top of Anneliese when she walked up to him.
“You spoke well,” she said. “They must listen.”
“I want to be suffocated in blankets. I hate the cold. Please take me inside,” Argrave said quietly.
Anneliese’s face warped, and then she laughed lightly.




Chapter 36

“Damn it,” cursed Duke Enrico as he stared out into the distance at his domain. Now that war was upon them, he had donned his plate mail, the blue swordfish of Monticci embedded on his chest. He stood atop the walls of Mateth right beside one of the giant marble statues as he stared out at the rising smoke in the distance. “The boy was right, to the word.”
Nikoletta stepped forward to stand beside her father, arms crossed. The two seemed like echoes of each other with their similarly decorated armor—one plate, one leather. “You could not have known. No one knew, besides him.”
“And that’s the mystery. How did he know? Perhaps the royal family’s influence is greater in my domain than I expected. It’s pointless to consider now… Henceforth, though, I’ll follow his advice.” He turned back. “Knight-Commander Ryger. Command the mage battalions to center their forces near the docks, preparing to counter magic.”
“At once, Duke,” Ryger answered, his voice echoing through his helmet. He bowed and then moved to obey, his heavy armor clanging noisily as he sprinted.
The duke turned back to Nikoletta. “If we should survive this, I view Argrave as your most promising marriage prospect.”
“What?!” Nikoletta could not help but shout in surprise. “He’s my cousin!”
“He has no force backing him, so he won’t compete with you for control of the duchy when I pass. He’s a bastard, so he should have no issue adopting the name of Monticci. He’s a very promising mage and a brilliant strategist. He’s young. Above all, you like him,” the duke continued, unaffected by her outburst. “As do I.”
“He—” Nikoletta paused, taking a deep breath. “Why would you drop this on me just before the battle?” Nikoletta questioned desperately. “You’ve spoken to him but once, and you ‘like him’? He’s a friend, nothing more. Worse yet, he’s near identical to Elwind. He’s already family, too—that makes it only worse.”
“That matters little. You have no shared ancestors beyond your mother,” Duke Enrico shook his head. “There should be no issues with your progeny. I know these things well.”
At the mental image her father’s words gave her, she shook her head frantically. “Father, please…!”
“No more discussions. When he returns… If he returns,” Duke Enrico amended, “I will give the proposal.”
Nikoletta opened her mouth to say more, but a voice from behind cut her off.
“Duke Enrico!” a lightly armored gatekeeper ran up, breathing hard.
“Catch your breath, then speak,” the duke commanded.
The gatekeeper did, and then he took off his helmet and wiped his face with his wrist. “Two people are trying to enter the gate, duke. One of them claims to be Knight Ryles from Barden, bringing urgent news from the village regarding a mage. The other is a female mercenary with a giant sword seeking to help in the defense.”
“Argrave went to Barden,” Nikoletta said immediately.
“Oh!” the gatekeeper exclaimed. “That name was mentioned, young lady Monticci.”
The duke’s expression hardened. “Take this token. Find and command a High Wizard of the Gray Owl to examine both people for magic trickery before they enter. Send Knight Ryles to me quickly.”
The gatekeeper took the token from the duke’s hands and stared at it, bewildered by the responsibility he’d just been given. He saluted the duke and ran off once again. The duke retrieved a seeing glass and looked out at the coastline, watching the movements of the longships as they collided with the duke’s caravels.
Nikoletta looked up at the statue beside them, a distinct lack of conversation settling between the two as they waited. Nikoletta tapped her finger against her elbow as though to speed up time. She could not deny she was worried. That the knight was alive was a promising thing, but the fact he returned mentioning Argrave specifically could not be a good portent.
The time stretched out near endlessly, but it could not have been more than fifteen minutes before a knight rushed to them, partially covered in blood and sand and very exhausted.
“Duke Enrico.” He saluted once he’d caught his breath. “Knight Ryles. I was commanding the forces in Barden.”
“And what led you to abandon your post?” the duke questioned sharply.
“On the eve of the battle, a spellcaster came to us. His offered the name… I think it was ‘Argrave of Blackward,’ and claimed that he was the duke’s agent,” Ryles said, speaking as though he was telling a big secret. “He had the mark of Monticci, and so I took his advice in the battle.”
“That name… I think he used that as an alias when he sold the margrave’s horse,” Nikoletta offered.
The duke nodded to Nikoletta and turned back to the knight. “And?” the duke pressed.
“Later, he lured a force of metal… creatures, to the site of the battle. He used this horde to gain parley with the snow elves. He claimed he was an agent of the duke, assigned by you to stop the invasion.”
The duke furrowed his brows, and then ran a hand through his blue hair. “What is he…? Well? What happened then?”
“He spoke to the snow elves’ leader, and they came to an agreement.” The knight hesitated as the questions did not head the direction he wanted. “I believe he intended to sail with them to return to Veiden in condition for cooperation killing the metal creatures.”
“Did you see them sail away? Defeat the metal creatures?” the duke questioned, stepping closer.
“No, I thought he seemed too close to the snow elves, so I thought…” Ryles trailed off, taken aback by the intensity.
The duke grabbed the knight’s breastplate and pulled him closer. “You let Argrave fight that horde of monsters alone, and then let him sail to Veiden by himself?” He released, pushing the knight away. “Damn it. This boy… I have no idea what he’s up to. And you.” He pointed to the knight. “Join the garrison. You’re stripped of command of Barden.” The knight was rattled, and he stood there mute.
Nikoletta, too, was startled by the news. She thought back on all of Argrave’s actions. Each of them had seemed bizarre and arbitrary, but ultimately, they had clear purpose. He had returned her thesis to keep Monticci’s reputation intact. He had gone with the margrave despite the dangers to keep their house’s relationships stable. He had attacked the druidic scouts, alone, to bring the invasion to their attention. And now…
“Father,” Nikoletta said, stepping forward. “We can’t do anything for him now, anyway. He acted alone, but I’ve never seen him act without a plan. Realistically, what he’s done doesn’t change what we need to do. We need only prepare for the defense.”
Duke Enrico turned back to his daughter. After a time, he nodded.
***
Anneliese strode through the long wooden hall before Argrave’s room, a fur sack in her right hand. She had cleaned and changed into a more fitting white-fur robe. Ahead, the door was slightly ajar, and a dim sliver of light peaked past. She started to hear noise from the room, and she slowed her footsteps and approached quieter. The noise became clearer. Argrave was singing.
Her brows were furrowed in confusion, but Anneliese could not help but smile. His singing was terrible, bluntly put. He lacked rhythm, his voice was tone deaf, and he paused and began again at random intervals. She pushed open the door and entered. He turned his head towards her. He was buried beneath white fur blankets, propped upright. His face brightened.
“She returns. She’s clean.” Argrave spread his arms wide as though celebrating. “You look like a Russian princess with the fancy white-fur coat. It suits you.”
Anneliese walked up to him, sitting on the bedside and hefting the sack atop her legs. “What is a Russian princess?”
Argrave paused for a while, and then smiled. “People never ask those sorts of questions. They just ignore my weird words and move on, unwilling to admit their own ignorance. A Russian princess, hm?” Argrave tilted his head back. “A Russian princess would probably have fair hair, pale skin, fancy fur clothes made right in the northern taigas, and an undeniable dignity befitting her station.”
Anneliese’s amber eyes seemed to study his face for a minute. Then, she pushed the bag she was holding towards Argrave. “Here. I brought preserved fish and meat. Eating rich foods like this is the key to a speedy recovery. Healing magic cannot replace lost blood. Eating was what helped my mother grow back into good health whenever she grew ill.”
“How considerate. It’s been so long since I’ve had meat. When I was sick a few days ago, I was vomiting up everything that wasn’t slush,” Argrave said, voice straining as he leaned over to grab the bag. Argrave opened the bag, pulling free thick strands of red, dried meat. He bit into it. “Hm. Like jerky, if a bit plainer and a lot tougher.”
While glancing about the empty room, Anneliese rested her hands on her lap. Barring a few empty shelves and a window closed off with a fur blanket, the room was empty.
“The patriarch’s council listened to me briefly, and then sent me out,” Anneliese said. “I suspect a conclusion will not be reached tonight. You may be called tomorrow.”
Argrave divided a piece of meat with his hands into small, bite-sized pieces. “What, you just gave your account and they booted you?”
“Yes,” she confirmed.
“That’s stupid. You would have the most insight on the situation.” Argrave put a meat bite in his mouth and chewed on it quietly. “Perhaps I should not complain. I get to eat, after all.”
She turned her head back to him. “You seem to place a lot of value on me.”
Argrave paused. It sounded like an arrogant statement, but it was just her neutral observation of the situation. In Heroes of Berendar, Argrave had fought against Anneliese and worked alongside Anneliese in destroying Gerechtigkeit. In both scenarios, she was a very powerful person. Part of it was her high magic pool coupled with a high magic affinity. Elsewise, she simply knew a lot of good spells. He supposed that was tinting the way he treated her.
He chewed another bit of meat as he considered his response. He made sure to swallow completely before speaking, as he loathed when people spoke with their mouths full.
“You possess a fiercely inquisitive nature coupled with a good head on your shoulders. Those values combined are a formula for success. To top it off, you wield magic well, you have a talent for strategy, and you can read people like I read books.” Argrave locked eyes with Anneliese. “I think those features make you exemplary. I have little doubt you will achieve great things.”
“Is that so? I will remember that, then.” She nodded with a faint smile. “’Achieve great things,’” she repeated, musing over the words. “A vague term, meaning different things for every person. Still… it’s a nice sentiment.”
“True enough. What great things call out to you?” Argrave ate another bit of meat.
Anneliese leaned back, resting her hands against the bed. “All around me, I see people planning to make a legacy.” She closed her eyes. “They want to be a part of the invasion of the green lands, be a part of the legend of the snow elves. They want to start a family, leave behind the next generation. Even the spellcasters want to advance magic to another level. All wish to be remembered.” She turned her head back to Argrave and opened her eyes. “They’re all planning for their deaths. At least, that’s what I feel.”
“Kind of grim, but you’re not wrong. They want to keep living in whatever manner might be left for them. They think they can live on through their deeds, their words, or their achievements.” Argrave reached back into the bag and pulled out a strip of pink meat that smelled fishy. “Myself, I much prefer plain old living.”
“Me too,” Anneliese agreed quietly. “I think I just… want to know and understand the world. As much as I can. And I want to pursue that freely.”
Argrave broke up the strip of fish into bits as he did the previous strip. “There’s a lot to know. Berendar alone is full of mysteries. Even though I know a lot about the Veidimen, before this, I’d never been to Veiden.” Argrave was about to put another bit in his mouth, but he paused. “That reminds me. There’s supposed to be a big library here in Veiden, right? Full of druidic spells, deep lore, and other such fascinating things? I mean, druidic magic doesn’t even exist on Berendar.”
“It’s in the capital behind the Ice Wall, but yes.” Anneliese sat up.
Argrave pursed his lips. “Do you think I could get in there? I mean, surely these deliberations will take some time, and I don’t think that I’m really urgently needed, per se…”
Anneliese shook her head. “You must rest. You should not overstrain yourself.”
“Aw, but…” Argrave trailed off.
“I have some books among my things,” she said with a smile. “If you like, I can lend you some.”
His grim countenance started to brighten. “Truly? Spell books, even?”
“Yes.” Anneliese stood. “I’ll go get them.”




Chapter 37

Argrave adjusted the white fur coat over his leather gear, covering himself well. He had no mirror to look at himself in, so he briefly looked down and examined himself. He rapped his knuckles against the bronze hand mirror in his breast pocket, and then turned to the door. Anneliese stepped forward, handing him a simple brown cane.
Argrave took it and set it against the ground, grinding it against the wood to test it. “Thank you. Let’s not leave the patriarch waiting, even if he so graciously decreed we could come at our leisure.”
Anneliese nodded, and she pushed open the door, gesturing for Argrave to proceed. He brushed his hair back with a gloved hand, and then proceeded down the hallway of the local chief’s residence. Anneliese soon joined by his side, having no issue keeping up with his slow pace.
“Come to think of it, I don’t even know what this city is called,” Argrave commented as they walked.
“Katla,” Anneliese answered. “It is the largest port for both raids and fishermen. In the distant past, though, when the winter was cruel, some warriors sailed out to the sea in search of settlements to raid. Of course, now that Veiden has been united, it is the natural place for a fleet to harbor.”
The two came to the set of stairs. Argrave grit his teeth and proceeded downwards slowly, the cane clicking ever so slowly. When he reached the bottom, he felt a small sense of accomplishment. He pressed forward down the main hall and soon pushed open the main doors. Light reflecting off the white snow blinded him, and he shielded his eyes as they adjusted.
As the scene spread out before him, Argrave found his eyes darting from place to place, taking in his surroundings. Snow elves worked at pushing snow away from the windows and doors. Near the partially snow-buried walls of the city, a group of hunters worked at skinning a gargantuan white cat. One hunter held open its mouth while another pulled free the crystalline teeth decorating its jaw.
Elsewhere, a great deal of snow elves sat on the ground, holding chunks of raw Ebonice in their hands. They used chisels and hammers to chip away at them, refining them into axe blades. When they were finished, they would hand it to another person, who attached it to a firm, dark wooden stick.
Fish and meat were hung up to dry, while butchers chopped fresh meat and doused it with sea salt to preserve it. Everyone walking about was wearing some amount of fur to keep themselves warm. The vast majority of those wandering were warriors. There was a clear tension in the air—an uncertainty, especially when they saw Argrave. Doubtless everyone had heard the rumor of the mortal agent of Erlebnis. He was the only human here.
“Argrave?” asked Anneliese, puzzled by his pause.
“Ah.” Argrave gathered himself. “Sorry. Simply enjoying a new sight, a new culture. It’s one thing to read what few anecdotes exist of Veiden in Berendar. It is another to be here, in person, experiencing it. Frankly, I had thought I would be speaking to Patriarch Dras when he came to Berendar, not the other way around. Didn’t expect to render unto him. I quite like it.”
Argrave proceeded onwards, feet sinking into the snow alongside his cane. It took a great deal of effort to walk through snow, and he slowed his pace so as not to overexert himself.
“Much of Veiden is nonarable, yeah?” Argrave asked Anneliese. “Your primary sources of food are meat and fish for those reasons.”
“Yes. Even with earth magic to till the fields, crops refuse to grow as though the land is cursed. Legends say that druidic magic was made for that reason. In recent years, though, Patriarch Dras has found ways to circumvent the poor land. We take hardy seeds from the human continent, and we sow them atop graveyards. There is no lack of dead in Veiden.”
Argrave nodded. “When you’ve got frozen soil and ornery creatures like that kitty over there rampaging about, it isn’t difficult to see why you turned to invasion, either.” Argrave kept his gaze on the white cat. “Out of curiosity, what do your parents do?”
“My father is dead,” she said without much emotion wrapped up in that declaration. “He was a hunter, but he died in battle when Patriarch Dras united the tribes. My mother is still young and helps make clothes where she can, but she grows sick frequently. My younger sister is taking care of her.”
I thought Rowe mentioned she was born outside of Veiden… Argrave deliberated on whether to bring that up, but he did not wish to be inconsiderate.
“I’m sorry about your father,” Argrave said after pausing in the road. “I don’t mean to pry, but do you resent Dras for that?”
“Somewhat.” She nodded. “But in Veiden, one truth persists and allows us to survive, despite the environment: the tribe is more important than the individual. Patriarch Dras has made us great. Over time, I came to accept what happened.”
Argrave felt pensive after her words, and the two proceeded onwards in silence. It was a vastly different sentiment than many pursued on Earth. Most modern cultures pursued individualism and personal happiness. Putting a nation before a person… it was a foreign mindset. Maybe it was necessary in this world. And indeed, maybe their conquest would allow peace to reign and society to develop once the embers of war had settled.
Ultimately… it’s not my concern, Argrave reflected. My duty is dealing with Gerechtigkeit while dealing with world-changing events as best I can.
“You should tell me of human society sometime,” Anneliese interrupted his thoughts. “Knights and chivalry, enchanted items, illusion magic… none exist in Veiden.”
Argrave smiled. “I certainly can.” He paused. “Although, I have to return to Berendar soon for my next task. No rest for the wicked, you know the rules.”
If Anneliese was dispirited by his answer, she did not show it, answering quickly, “I assumed as much.” She caught Argrave’s sleeve, pointing. “This way.”
Argrave changed direction to where she was pointing. She led him to a large house where a great many Veidimen warriors stood out front. When the snow elves saw him, they tensed. The effect he had as the purported ‘mortal agent of Erlebnis’ was quite astonishing. He would be sure to use this card in the future. Hopefully, he wouldn’t awake one morning to a long-armed creature admonishing him for his misuse of the title.
“The patriarch awaits inside,” one of the guards said, pushing open the door and dipping his head slightly in a show of respect.
Argrave nodded back and then proceeded where he was directed. Anneliese followed, and then the door was shut behind them. Ahead, Dras sat at a desk, holding a quill above some leathery parchment that was certainly not paper. Just as many guards stood behind Dras as there were outside.
“In walks the agent of the omniscient,” Dras greeted, setting his quill aside and leaning back in his chair.
“Erlebnis just reads frequently.” Argrave had a reply at hand quickly, feeling like his mind was sharp. “No omniscience involved. Such is the power of a well-read god.”
The patriarch chuckled. “You’ve given me the worst headache I’ve had in years. Maybe the worst headache ever, now that I think of it. I was the primary proponent of this invasion, rousing the warrior’s blood in what remained of the conquered tribes. Now, to reverse sides?” Dras tapped his temple and shook his head. “It was a sleepless night.”
“And what is the outcome? To be determined?” Argrave paused, lowering his head. “Or will I need to do something drastic?”
Dras’ white eyes locked onto Argrave. “You are awfully bold. Even the best of my warriors and mages do not speak so candidly, threatening to cause trouble in my tribe.”
“If there’s one thing I am, it’s honest,” Argrave lied, glad that Anneliese was not looking at him presently.
The patriarch clicked his tongue. “You should thank Rowe. He was so desperate to prove you wrong, he tried every method he could think of to poke a hole in what you had said. When he found that everything supported you, he threatened to have Crystal Wind eat anyone who dissented. I started to question who really led the tribe.”
“So this means…?”
“It should be obvious,” Dras said, rubbing his eyes. “The invasion will cease.”
Argrave took a deep breath and exhaled. He felt like he’d just won a tournament, or maybe a lottery. His body shook a little, but he quickly got himself under control.
“God damn,” Argrave said aloud. “The fruits of my labor have offered a savior.”
If this were a speedrun to stop the Veidimen invasion, I’d be sitting pretty with the Any% world record. Mateth stays standing. Duke Enrico lives. Nikoletta is spared losing her father.
“But…!” the patriarch tapped his desk. “As far as I’m concerned, the invasion is merely delayed in the wake of the Tenebrous Reaper, Gerechtigkeit. We will offer full support in defense of the world, when the time of his descent comes. Once that’s over… I plan on resuming things.”
“That’s more than I could ask for. Even being neutral is a great boon,” Argrave commended, pleased beyond measure.
“That said, the attack on Mateth will continue as planned. If Gerechtigkeit manifests on Berendar, as seems to be the case, it will be convenient to have the armies land at a safe port.” Dras leaned back in his chair, watching Argrave.
Argrave’s face twisted. “What? You’re still going to try to seize Mateth?”
“Yes.” Dras nodded intently. “Regardless of the outcome, the invasion will cease. I will leave things in the hand of Veid. Let Her decide if Mateth should stay in human hands or fall to the Veidimen.”
Argrave stood, mouth agape for a second. “But that’s just a pointless waste of life, both for Veiden and for the humans!”
Patriarch Dras was unmoved in the face of Argrave’s pleading reason. “As I said, Veid will dictate the outcome. And frankly, this was the only compromise the more militant chiefs would relent to. It serves as a demonstration that the choice isn’t merely cold feet. I suspect it will happen today.”
Argrave stared at Dras with brows furrowed, running the scenario in his head. As things clicked into place, he confronted an unpleasant reality.
Frankly, it would be better for me if Veiden did seize Mateth. They are my staunchest allies, and their forces are among the strongest in the game. I could use their might for future conflicts. The populace within Mateth was never badly affected by the invasion past the initial assault—many of the services and merchants would remain open to me. At worst, I lose the money from selling Foamspire.
Argrave looked to the ground, turning around. But how am I to speak to Nikoletta? To Mina? Hell, even to that German Shepherd, Elias? Even if it only has been a brief time, I want to keep those ties. Argrave paused as his thoughts took a darker turn. And that’s only if they live.
Argrave turned the gears in his head as fast as they would go, trying to come up with some way to change this outcome. He could not warn them—he had no way of doing so. He could not explain the situation, and even if he could, he could not ask Duke Enrico to abandon his city. When he asked himself how to convince Dras, his mind came up blank.
Almost instinctually, Argrave reached into his breast pocket and pulled free the bronze hand mirror. He studied it, sealing away his emotions.
What I want stopped being important months ago. I have to stop Gerechtigkeit, for my own sake just as much as the world’s. Any advantage counts.
He turned back to Patriarch Dras. “Leave it to fate, then.” He nodded slowly, stowing away the mirror once more.
“I hope you say that truly, and don’t intend to do anything drastic as you mentioned earlier,” Dras cautioned.
“No,” Argrave said decisively. “As you said, it would be a strategic advantage for the future.”
Dras looked a little surprised, but he hid that fact quickly. “Then that is all. I will promulgate this fact in the days to come, but for now, you are among the first to know. Oh, and I had a question.”
“Yes?” Argrave prompted.
“How is Galamon?” Dras leaned in.
Argrave couldn’t bring himself to smile, but he responded amicably. “He doesn’t talk about himself much, but I think he’s the same as ever. You know how he is. The strong, silent type.”
Patriarch Dras laughed knowingly. “Yes, if it’s like that, then he is well. I hope you treat him well. Despite what transpired, he is still a dear friend to me. I hope to never see him again.”
“What a bizarre arrangement of sentences,” Argrave commented. “But such is the fate of an exile. A fascinating bit of Veiden’s culture. Even the outcasts are still loved, mostly.”
“Indeed.” Dras nodded. “You’re free to roam, as I don’t think you’re a considerable threat. Rowe would probably enjoy speaking to you, even if he won’t admit it. And if you wish to, you might visit Galamon’s family. His son was too young to join the invasion, but his wife has been a tremendous help in making clothing. I am sure they would be pleased to hear of him.”
Argrave nodded. “Both of those things sound very interesting,” he said.
Truly, Argrave’s mind was on Mateth. He felt a black pit in his stomach. What he was doing was pragmatic. It would be a good thing if they lost, he told himself. But in his heart, he hoped they prevailed.
“Patriarch,” said Anneliese, stepping forth. “I had a request.”
“Certainly. I can at least hear you out, considering who you brought to me.”
She placed her hand on her heart. “I would like to travel with Argrave in order to help deal with Gerechtigkeit.”
Argrave turned his head and widened his eyes in surprise. The patriarch, too, was taken aback.
The future chief strategist of Veiden wants to come with me? Argrave dialogued internally. Well, the invasion is ceasing… she’ll have no opportunities to grow in that manner. And if she’s with me… well, I can raise her into a damned magic monster. She’s got crazy talent.
Argrave chimed in, “That sounds like a wonderful idea.”
He was never one to pass up an opportunity.




Chapter 38

Explosions, crackling lightning, and blades of wind collided above the sea in a grand display of power. The air around Mateth echoed with the songs of war. The sea itself seemed to have caught fire, most of Monticci’s war caravels sinking into the sea. Corpses and wreckage alike bashed against the docks and ships, carried by the churning sea. The snow elves’ longships bounced up and down on the tumultuous tide, each one filled to the brim with potent spellcasters and warriors.
Magic changed the face of siege warfare. Nikoletta’s father had taught her that, and it stuck with her. Perhaps her father’s emphasis on the power of magic was precisely why she had gone to the Order of the Gray Owl—that, and her mother had been a High Wizard of the Order. Nikoletta’s love of magic had its foundations in her own spirit, though.
In ages long since passed, before magic was as prominent and as powerful as it was today, sieges were often long and drawn out. The invaders, superhuman or no, could seldom break stone with their hands. They would build siege weapons and batter them against the walls, or more often, simply starve out the defenders. It was a cruel and tedious process, as befitted an age before chivalry and knighthood.
A throwing axe struck the stone near Nikoletta, its deafening ring drawing her back to attention. Mina slapped her shoulder and shouted, “Nicky! Don’t worry about the coast!”
Nikoletta nodded, looking back down to the invaders on the ground while crouching behind a parapet. Duke Enrico had taken command of the forces near the docks. He had asked for Nikoletta to remain here where she might be safer and helpful. That was despite her insistence that she should be alongside the spellcasters, being one herself.
Ryger commanded the troops managing the walls. Only a few mages remained on the wall’s walkways, the bulk dealing with the coastal invaders. The enemy on the ground did not have an exceptional number of mages. Many of their number had ways to counter magic; the strange material known as Ebonice that Argrave had mentioned. The elven invaders stayed far from the tall walls, not daring to try tunneling or climbing. Their javelins and axes were accurate. Many good men and women had died before Nikoletta’s eyes, head cleaved in twain by a thrown weapon.
“They’re gathering their mages together!” Ryger shouted, loud voice breaking through the din. “Mages, prepare for an assault! Focus on me,” the big man commanded, moving to a central point on the wall.
Nikoletta peaked above the parapet, being mindful of thrown projectiles. As Ryger said, the troops were bunching together, the lightly armored mages speaking amongst themselves in preparation for something. A good deal of warriors gathered together, shield and axe clenched tightly. The mages got behind them, and a great tempest began to swirl across the trampled crops.
Then, a group of Veidimen ascended into the air at a constant pace, a whirling gale beneath their feet. Nikoletta widened her eyes, taking an instinctive step away as they soared through the sky. One archer had the bearing to fire an arrow, and it struck one of the airborne snow elves, sending him spinning free of the magic lifting them. He slammed into the corner of the parapet, cracking it before tumbling down to the ground. Their magic wore off at a certain height and the remainder alighted loudly on the center of the wall. They were only five.
“These bastards are insane!” Mina shouted from beside Nikoletta, moving towards the encroaching snow elves with hands outstretched and magic matrixes forming in front of her palms.
“Wait…!” Nikoletta tried to stop Mina, but her hands grabbed air. Many defenders stepped away from the cover of the parapets, panicked by the sudden intrusion. The elven invaders outside coordinated their attack with this occurrence. Without cover, some of the defenders were snagged by thrown weapons. Nikoletta stood, recalling something Argrave had told her.
“Wind magic, for instance, utterly invalidates bows, crossbows, and other such ranged projectiles.”
She cast the D-rank [Wind Burst], and a gale surged from her fingers. The throwing weapons closest veered away wildly, all their accuracy gone. Nikoletta rushed forth, casting another spell, [Wind Wall], stopping another wave of axes and javelins tossed at their heads. With some reprieve from the relentless barrage of projectiles, Nikoletta diverted her attention back to those on the wall.
The snow elves on the walls were massive. Each was near or as tall as Argrave, yet unlike him, their frames were full and robust and covered in plate armor. The fact that they tried such a ridiculous gambit was a testament to their resolve. When the defenders rushed to confront the intruders, they proved their strength.
The first of the knights approached the Veidimen cautiously, shield held out. The vanguard of the Veidimen stepped forward decisively, swinging his axe at a perfect distance. The knight received the attack with the top of his shield, but the axe’s beard hooked onto the shield. The snow elf pulled, unbalancing the knight and jamming his round shield into the man’s face. The knight fell onto his back, and then was quickly dispatched by an axe to the head.
Though the snow elves only numbered five and were quickly surrounded, each one was a ruthless force. They jumped from opponent to opponent with military efficiency, never allowing the defenders to take advantage of their numbers. The mages had no opportunity to avoid friendly fire. Nikoletta prepared some magic, but she stopped herself. This force of five men could not hope to seize the walls alone. They were a distraction. She turned back to watch the mages.
They’re preparing to launch more!
“Mages!” Nikoletta shouted. “More of the elves are being launched over! Disengage, prepare wind magic to block them in the air!”
There was some hesitancy as the command did not come from Ryger, but the knight-commander promptly shouted, “Do as she says!” He went forth to meet the Veidimen, his greatsword held out before him. She had thought Ryger was a large man, but he seemed short and stout compared to the giant elves.
The mages came behind Nikoletta and collaborated, preparing wind magic. When more of the elves came ascending towards the walls, a great tempest rocked forth, wind blades and fell gales working in tandem. The elves held their sheening black axes out, and though the magic was dispelled, their brief wind magic countered their momentum. The elves could not make it to the top of the walls, and they slammed against the side impotently. One managed to grab the ledge, pulling herself up.
Something red flashed by Nikoletta’ peripheries, and then a woman stepped forward, kicking the elf trying to climb up with a steel plate boot. The invader fell from the wall, flailing and yelling as she dropped. The new arrival bore a giant zweihander and had a plumed tellerbarret. She peered over the side of the parapet, sword on her shoulder.
“These elves have guts. Nothing like the forest-dwellers.” The woman snickered. She turned back to Nikoletta and adjusted her hat. A chain dangled from her left hand, most of it hidden beneath frilly clothing and plate armor. “I’m Melanie. You’ll keep the flying squirrels away, right?”
“Right,” Nikoletta nodded.
“Good.” Melanie smiled, the scars on her pretty face twisting. Her red hair swayed behind her as she ran to the five on the wall. She grabbed a knight’s head and used him to launch herself in the air, twisting gracefully before slamming her blade down on one of the Veidimen. He received it with his round shield but was forced back many steps.
Ryger was locked in combat with a female elf, trying his best to maneuver his sword past her shield. His blade snaked past the top, glancing against her helmet, but she bashed him with her shield. She swung, but Ryger blocked her axe with the greatsword’s guard. He kicked her shin and then grabbed the shield, trying to force an opening.
They were deadlocked for a moment, but then Mina materialized out of thin air from behind, breaking free of an illusion spell. She held her hand to the Veidimen’s knee and cast a spell, cutting past the armor and sending the elf staggering. The snow elf lunged at Ryger, grabbing him by the shoulders and pushing him to the edge of the wall. Ryger’s back arched as he struggled not to fall, but the snow elf locked her leg behind him, and they both fell off the wall into the city below.
“Knight-Commander!” Nikoletta shouted vainly, looking over the edge. She could see movement, but neither stood. They were both probably wounded badly. She could not help but think of how long she’d known Ryger—since when she was young until now.
Nikoletta brushed aside her bubbling thoughts, looking back out to the elven mages. With their second wave stopped by her efforts, they did not dare to recklessly waste more lives.
On the battlements, the red-haired mercenary Melanie helped the knights regain their composure. A hook attached to a chain hung from her left hand. She whirled it about like a sling, and then sent it at one of the Veidimen. It was blocked, but the hook sunk into the wood.
The Veidimen tried to pull Melanie towards him with the hook in his shield, but she jumped, pulling herself with the chain. She flew through the air with tremendous speed. Her boots slammed into his breastplate, and he was launched into the other Veidimen. After a brief tumble, she landed atop him. She pulled the hook free of his shield and used it to slice open his throat. The mercenary did not wait to watch him die, rising to confront the three remaining.
The knights surrounded the Veidimen like a pack of wolves, lunging forward to nip at their heels with their swords. Once more, Mina’s illusion spell shattered, and she appeared in the middle of the three’s circle. Nikoletta’s heart soared with unabated worry, and she broke into the fastest run she ever had. Mina cast a wind spell, sending one of the elves staggering into the crowd of knights where he was promptly killed. She tried to duck away to safety, but one of the snow elves turned and swung his axe in the same movement.
Nikoletta pushed through the crowd and jumped between Mina and the axe, casting a D-rank ward. The black Ebonice axe broke through the barrier with ease. It struck her leather armor and the enchantments shone brightly, rebounding the axe. The snow elf recoiled, and Nikoletta caught Mina and slid away. Above, she heard the sound of a chain swinging and striking metal.
She stood, leading Mina away from the battle. “Stop doing dangerous things, Mina,” Nikoletta insisted into the girl’s ears.
“All around us is danger,” the young woman panted. “If I do nothing, Monticci will lose everything. You’ll lose everything.”
“You’re part of that everything. A big part of it,” Nikoletta said.
“Ugh…” Mina grunted, face red. “Grave was right. After this is over, you and I have to have a talk. A long one.”
Nikoletta stared at Mina for a time, and then nodded intently, unable to discern what she meant. Behind her, the two Veidimen remaining finally fell to superior numbers. The mercenary Melanie finished the last of them, jamming her zweihander into his stomach and casting him to the ground.
Nikoletta gave a sigh of relief as the largest crisis they’d faced on the walls came to an end. She broke away from Mina, striding towards the mages and commanding, “Mages, keep an eye on the enemy! Ensure this doesn’t happen again.”
She heard words of confirmation and saw some nods and was content to go back to watching the enemy for further movements. However, she spotted a message carrier running across the walls towards their position and kept a wary eye on the man ahead.
“You did pretty good, little miss,” said the red-haired mercenary Melanie, coming to watch the invaders just behind her. “Lots more could have died without the right organization there.”
Nikoletta did not know how to respond, but she kept her eye on the messenger running towards them. Evidently, the man was seeking her out. She broke away from the wall, staying within cover but moving to meet the man.
“Young lady Monticci,” the man shouted, coming to a stop. “The duke… has been injured,” he panted. “He designated you to take command of the forces at the dock should this occur.”
As Nikoletta processed the news, Mina stepped forward. “I’ll come with you.”
“But Knight-Commander Ryger isn’t…” Nikoletta looked over at where the man had fallen. She could not help but whip her head to Melanie. “Mercenary Melanie. You’re the best fighter here, but do you have any experience leading troops?”
The woman nodded, a smile on her face. Nikoletta returned the nod, and then said, “Make sure the garrison does not fall. Monticci rewards the worthy generously.”
“I know. That’s why I’m here,” Melanie said, hefting her giant sword over her shoulder.
“But how can we trust her?” Mina stopped Nikoletta.
“Do you believe the snow elves have human agents?” Nikoletta rebutted. “Lead me,” she ordered the messenger, following close behind as he ran across the walls. Her father’s condition dominated her thoughts.




Chapter 39

Argrave swished water through his mouth and spit it out into the snow as he walked. Ahead of him, a neatly cobbled stone road wound across an endless field of white snow. His cane clicked against the stone as he moved. The center of the road had black crystalline objects embedded in them, faintly shining in the daylight. Argrave put his feet on one of the black crystals, and he felt heat emanating from them.
“You clean your mouth every morning and night. A human ritual?” Anneliese inquired. She and Argrave had been talking nonstop during his tenure as a god’s mortal agent in Veiden. She was an endlessly curious person, and Argrave was fascinated by a culture that was largely absent in Heroes of Berendar. They had been exchanging questions every waking second.
Argrave smiled widely, deliberately showing all of his teeth. “No, a personal ritual. I have been blessed with veritable pearls for teeth, and I wish to keep them that way,” Argrave said with exaggerated cheer. He turned his head back to the road. “You know, I’m surprised to find paved roads in a desolate place like this. No offense, of course,” he added. “The roads are heated, even. I thought I would likely die from cold.”
“They were made recently. Collaborative efforts by many mages melded the earth to form these roads. After, craftsmen placed those hot crystals to keep the snow from building up.” Anneliese kneeled down and pointed, carrying on her explanation with expertise. “When the snow melts from the crystal’s heat, it seeps into the road through some purifying minerals. Aqueducts below the surface carry it to the cities’ wells.”
Argrave’s brows furrowed in contemplation, but he smiled. “That’s very fascinating. You know much about most things in this place.”
Anneliese stood up, staring up at him with her amber eyes. “It is as I told you. I enjoy understanding and learning about the world.”
“Looks like I chose the right tour guide to Veiden, then.” Argrave nodded. “Come to think of it, that’s probably why you wanted to come with me on my fool’s errand.”
“That was not the only reason, but yes, it was the largest factor.” Anneliese nodded. “What you attempt to achieve is important. I want to be a part of it.”
“That’s it?” Argrave pressed. “You want to come with someone you barely know to be a part of something important?”
“I cannot imagine being satisfied remaining here in Veiden, honing my magic quietly.” Anneliese shook her head. “Maybe what you said about me achieving great things got to me. Maybe I also want to leave behind a legacy. All I know is that I want to do this.”
Argrave nodded. “Well, you won’t be dying. There’ll be no legacy. You’ll be a living legend. I’ll make damn sure of that.”
Anneliese nodded, and then she carried on down the road. “What do you hope to find in Veiden’s capital, behind the Ice Wall?”
“Besides Galamon’s family?” Argrave turned on his heel and continued walking. “Lots of druidic magic. As much as I would love to waste away my days reading a new culture’s writings, I’m on a schedule. I need to get what’s useful to me. Berendar has no druidic magic—it’s exclusive to Veiden. Beyond just learning it, I could propagate it and make a fair bit of money. I don’t think such a thing would be unethical in the face of a world-ending calamity.”
“Rowe manages all of the spellbooks in Veiden. You will not be able to take them without his permission.”
“So I’ll get it,” Argrave said without much concern. “I can trade illusion magic or the process for creating enchanted items, both of which the Veidimen lack. Such things would bolster your forces and make the future battle with Gerechtigkeit easier.”
Anneliese nodded. Argrave rubbed at his stomach as they proceeded down the road. She noticed he was gritting his teeth, and not from the cold. Anneliese watched him.
“Are you alright?” she asked.
Argrave paused in the road as a cold wind blew by, sending Anneliese’s incredibly long hair waving about in the wind. Once the wind settled, Argrave said, “No, I’m not, if you care to know the truth. Guilt gnaws at my stomach. I feel like I’m going to vomit.”
“Over Mateth?” Anneliese pressed.
“What do you think?” Argrave said snappily. “I came all this way, did everything I could to try to change what I viewed as an inevitability. I get to the end, and I think I’ve won—I’ve done it. All this, only to have that victory flavored with death and misery. And for what?! What does this achieve?” Argrave held his hands up. “Bupkis. Nada. Makes me sick. And back there I just… threw in the towel, because it was the ‘strategic thing to do,’” Argrave did a hand-puppet impression of himself.
“Stood there like a drooling idiot, smiling and nodding,” Argrave continued his rant. “No resistance. And I tell myself, ‘Dras already made up his mind, you can’t change that,’ or, ‘the battle is already happening, and you can’t change that.’ The simple fact is, I didn’t even try. And now, try as I might to think of something I might do to change the outcome, my mind’s just drawing a blank. I missed my window.”
Anneliese stood by quietly as Argrave proceeded. “It’s just a reminder of how useless I am. Impotent. I can’t…” Argrave’s voice trailed off as a lump grew in his throat. “I settled for second best. Couldn’t find the perfect solution. I should have gone to that council Dras held even if I was coughing blood. Now I just have to sit by, hat in my hand, and come back like some sort of savior when I didn’t change anything. What good am I? Nothing changes: time’s still a flat circle.” Argrave tossed his cane to the road and threw up his hands.
Anneliese waited in silence for some time. She picked up Argrave’s cane and handed it back to him. “That day Dras summoned us… he told you to come at your leisure. Do you think that was not deliberate? By the time you two spoke, the vanguard was likely already moving.”
Argrave opened his mouth to answer, but closed it quickly, expression pensive.
“From the beginning, Dras would never have abandoned his ambition of earning a foothold on Berendar. The battle may have been already underway while the two of you spoke that morning,” Anneliese stated, her passive tone making the words sound cold. “It’s probably why Dras removed me from the council—if I brought news of his intentions to you, you might have done something. At least… that’s my conjecture.”
Argrave could only stare for a moment. He swallowed, and then took the cane. “Hah…” He weighed it in his hands. “That does… seem like something he would do. Now I’m here, isolated. He gave me free reign of the whole place…” Argrave spread his hands to the snow fields and the forests beyond them. “…because he knew I could do nothing to stop it. I have no allies here. Could send a useless letter, at most. Maybe not even that. He takes Mateth, then holds it until Gerechtigkeit comes.”
“Why are you so certain Mateth will fall without your help?” Anneliese pushed.
“Because!” Argrave began, cutting himself off before he could say, ‘It always happens.’ “Whatever,” he finally said, lowering the cane to the ground. “Leave it to fate. Galamon was right. I’ll get lost if I focus on ‘what ifs.’ Have to keep moving forward. Have to get used to this.”
***
A spear of ice surged through the air. A few people on the docks jumped backwards moments before the spear pierced the docks and sent wood splinters whistling through the air and into the water. Once it settled, some people moved past it while readying magic, but one of the men that had jumped shouted, “Watch out!” moments before the spear of ice exploded into smaller fragments. The closest turned into a veritable fine red mist, and many others reeled away with shards of ice stuck in them.
All of the people on the docks were solely dedicated to defending against the onslaught. The magic attacks from the Veidimen aboard their longships came in concentrated waves—a few seconds of intense power, followed by many periods of silence. Their strategy was effective, too. A few seconds of intensity was much harder to hold back than a steady wave which one could adapt and adjust to.
The area between the docks and the longships was no man’s land. The force from each clash was enough to set the sea churning. The tides roared against the docks, and the longships tossed and turned in the tumultuous sea. Their oars worked to push them closer to the docks that the warriors aboard might seize the city.
Nikoletta and Mina worked their way through Mateth. Nikoletta was taller, but Mina was much more agile than she. They wound through the alleyways as they made their way to the docks. When both emerged, a mage spotted them, and after leaving a ward behind, he waved them over.
“Young lady Monticci,” the man greeted loudly. “The messenger reached you, good.”
“Bracco,” Nikoletta returned, running to the man. “Where’s my father? How is he?”
“He’s in the customs office,” Bracco responded promptly, pointing at a building very close to the docks. “He’s being tended to by the best healers, but he’s unconscious.”
Nikoletta looked at the building, and as she did, another wave of spells rocked the docks. She instinctually ducked, shielding Mina with her arm and falling back. Bracco was considerably less phased.
When the battle calmed, Bracco said, “If the duke hadn’t concentrated mages near the docks at the last second, we would have fallen apart in a matter of seconds. Initially, the best of their mages started to freeze the oceans while their warriors walked across. It was the strangest form of battle I’d seen. Their ice magic is extremely potent. Furthermore, archers aboard their boats have magic-dispelling enchantments.”
Nikoletta turned away from the customs building, deciding to take Bracco’s word that her father was fine.
“Their archers aren’t using enchantments. It’s Ebonice,” Nikoletta declared, walking closer to the docks and surveying the scene. “That’s also why attack magic isn’t working. It dispels magic on contact.” She watched the longships steadily moving closer, and she took a deep breath.
Father can’t command, but he’s taught me a lot. I need to calmly assess the situation. Think back to what was planned, Nikoletta reminded herself.
“Nicky, I can use illusion magic to project your voice. The higher-level spellcasters will naturally resist it, but they’ll notice it. It should help you command,” Mina contributed, coming to stand beside her.
“Our advantage lies in our position. Their advantage lies in their Ebonice arrows. They suffer because they’re at sea,” Nikoletta muttered to herself, rubbing her chin with her gauntleted hand. The sky cracked with another volley of spells. Nikoletta could see faint black lines in the air, and where they touched, wards and spells alike broke apart. Few struck the mages themselves, but they broke defenses and allowed spells to penetrate.
“Bracco,” Nikoletta said, determination lining her voice now. “Send someone to retrieve a group of archers—twenty at least. Even if they need to be pulled from the walls, bring them here. Instruct them to scavenge the arrows with the black arrowheads, then wait for my command to fire.”
“Young lady Monticci, bringing such a large contingent of—”
“No arguments. We’re fighting a losing battle, Bracco,” she retorted back quickly. “Our mages are fighting them to a standstill, but they have warriors aboard their ships. Once the magic begins to run dry on both sides, they will proceed to the docks mostly unimpeded as we lack a naval force. We can’t remain at a standstill. Something needs to tip the scales.”
Bracco bowed in acquiescence. “Understood, young lady.” He rushed off to do as she asked.
Nikoletta stepped forward, her feet meeting the wooden docks. “Mina,” she motioned. “Get that spell ready.”
Mina nodded quickly and walked to Nikoletta, giving her a thumbs up as a spell matrix hovered in the air. Nikoletta inhaled, and then shouted out.
“Mages of Mateth! I, Nikoletta of Monticci, will be assuming command in place of my father. Focus only on defending! Use wind spells to disrupt their arrows and ice spells!”
Because Mina was casting the spell, Nikoletta heard her own voice echo out across the docks. There was a great stir of movement on the docks as people acknowledged and conveyed her orders further.
Though most narrowly stuck to the idea of using magic solely for combat, large-scale and simultaneous usage of magic had another effect that her father emphasized. It could affect the environment. Earth magic was the most prominent example of this—one could morph the earth to their whims, forming cover and the like. Nikoletta wished to target the snow elves’ largest disadvantage on this field; their ships.
The next volley of spells came, and from Mateth, a great tempest rushed forth as the combined efforts of many mages created a fell wind. Though much of the Ebonice soaring through the air diminished the wind before it could reach the longships’ sails, it did stir the water, sending a great wave away from the shore. Several of the flying projectiles lost much of their accuracy, and the brutality of the attack was reduced greatly.
Nikoletta shouted out once more, “Keep doing as I said!”
The time between assaults was longer this time as the longships brought their boats under control. Some even fell overboard from the wild waves jamming against their ships, and that bolstered Nikoletta’s confidence.
The longships lowered their sails, and many of the oarsmen dedicated time to scooping buckets of water from the ships and depositing them back into the ocean. Once things had calmed, a vague moment of quiet set over the two sides, each waiting with dread.
Nikoletta noticed a man climb up one of the masts on the longships. He held his hand out, and a spell matrix formed. She saw the air around stir with red, as though a crack had formed in the air. Nikoletta’s eyes widened.
The phenomenon known as ‘mana ripples’ form before the onslaught of an A-rank or higher spell. Different pulsations appear for different types of magic, Nikoletta’s brain echoed, recalling a lecture in the distant past.
They were probing us, Nikoletta realized. Once their initial push failed, they were probing to be sure no one was present that could counter high-ranking magic.
“Everyone! Prepare your strongest defenses!” she shouted in panic, voice shrill.
The red pulses started to grow larger, and then the man’s hand blinked once. Fire conjured from air swirled together to form a great ball the size of an elephant, and a deafening boom echoed out as it shot forward. It twisted, scattering flames everywhere. The water beneath it turned to steam as it proceeded.
Mina grabbed Nikoletta’s waist and pulled her away in a desperate panic. The effort brought them both to the ground. The titanic fireball tore through the wooden docks like butter. It collided with the stone, erupting into a great tornado of fire. Wood splinters, scalding water, and fragments of stone exploded everywhere, and fire rushed over Mina’s back. Nikoletta held her hand up and cast a D-rank ward. Mina rolled off from atop Nikoletta and cast her own ward, reinforcing what was there.
Both of their wards shattered, and Nikoletta recoiled from the impact. She leaned up and shielded Mina with her body, as she knew her enchanted armor would better protect against the flames. She felt the intense heat roiling over her back and setting her hair aflame. Slowly, though, droplets of water started to fall. She stared down at Mina’s face, breathing heavily as the fire faded. Once the heat had vanished, she dropped to her back, extinguishing the small fire on her hair.
Nikoletta lifted her head. The docks of Mateth were gone. The wooden constructions had been completely destroyed. Much of the stone foundation was crumbled and falling into the sea. An enormous amount of water had been sent elsewhere, and a flood rushed forth to replace that which had been displaced. The longships rowed away, resisting the pull until the water was level enough for them to proceed.
The dead and dying were everywhere. Nikoletta came to her feet unsteadily. She looked for people to help or to command, but everyone was scattered. The only few that survived hid behind B-rank wards, other survivors sheltered alongside them.
Then, from far above, a fell roar echoed out across the city. Nikoletta turned her head to its source: the sky. Above, she briefly witnessed a flash of gray cover the sunlight. She followed it with her eyes, and then she placed it. It was a gray wyvern. Something fell from atop it, dropping through the air.
She witnessed another mana ripple in the air—a teal one, this time. It grew larger, shaking the sky, until it turned the azure sky teal. Nikoletta lost herself to despair, unable to process what was happening. An avatar appeared in the air; it resembled the upper half of an armored knight, but it was formed of quickly moving wind.
The avatar raised its fist in the air. Nikoletta’s breathing quickened, and the contents of her stomach pushed against her throat. She was crying, she realized. The fist came down.
It did not aim for Mateth.
A golden ward appeared before the fist, but it shattered like a thin layer of glass. The avatar of wind struck the water around the longships. The water sunk and then exploded upwards, tossing the closest longships into the air as though they weighed nothing. The water surged outwards, battering the already-damaged docks and casting a shadow of falling droplets over Mateth. The few ships that were not launched airborne were overturned by the fierce waves, their armored warriors sinking into the depths from the weight of their armor.
Nikoletta watched this scene, shaking as water fell on her as though it was raining. One of the longships landed on the walls of Mateth, splitting in half and sending the warriors aboard to their deaths from the height.
“S-rank magic,” she murmured, shaking. She felt a pair of arms around her, and realized Mina was holding her and pulling her away.
The figure above descended to the ground, his hands alive with a spell matrix as he slowed his quick descent. A short old man wearing a decadent gray robe landed, surveying what was once the docks of Mateth.
Tower Master Castro remained vigilant. Above, the gray wyvern circled like a vulture waiting to feast.




Chapter 40

Argrave stared up at a sheer wall of ice, the two suns above raining light down. The light traveled through the wall, illuminating it and sending rainbow-colored rays in odd directions. Though the light made it seem magical, Argrave was searching for enchantments without success. It was a wonder such a thing could persist throughout the ages without help from magic; a hundred-foot-tall wall made of ice could not be a simple endeavor.
He reached a hand out and touched the blue ice. Even through his gloves, he could feel the cold. It emanated outwards, and he pulled away his fingers as though he’d just touched dry ice. Even with the sunlight above, it did not melt, it did not morph, and it did not fall, protecting against the snow for thousands of years. Perhaps there was some irony in that; the greatest bulwark against the cold was cold.
Argrave heard footsteps behind, and he turned to spot Anneliese. The capital of Veiden lay before him; unlike the previous city of Katla, the eponymously named capital Veiden was made of stone. It was ancient, too. The buildings were carved, each one depicting some sort of historical scene. It looked more a ruin than a city, yet snow elves abounded nonetheless, joyfully participating in the suffering of the world.
“I’ve found their home,” Anneliese began, walking to him. “Galamon’s family lives not so far from here, according to the locals. Do you truly intend to visit them?”
“I do.” Argrave nodded, tapping his cane against the ground. He gestured for Anneliese to lead onwards, and they moved through the city slowly.
“I didn’t expect this place to be so… developed,” Argrave commented. “I hear the word ‘tribe,’ the mind thinks of backwards people. But this place is truly just a civilization separate from Berendar. I suppose a people capable of sailing and using steel have no reason to be simple.” He gazed at some of the stone carvings as he passed.
“The city of Veiden was carved from a glacier formed atop a mountain,” Anneliese spoke quickly. “Thousands of years of history have been etched into the stone here. Even then, we Veidimen were using steel. We have never been a technologically stunted people, we have only been divided and lacking resources. Now, that has changed.”
Argrave turned his head to Anneliese. He was very curious about her motivations, her goals, her likes, her dislikes. She liked to stay neutral and passive in conversation, but she seemed to genuinely care about Veiden. They shared a common interest: a fascination with the world of Heroes of Berendar. Hers was more scholarly, granted. I suppose I have plenty of time to learn about her, Argrave thought.
“Here.” Anneliese pointed, stopping them both. “That building.”
Argrave turned towards where she was pointing. It seemed a fairly nice home—large enough for a family to live, certainly. It was square and stone like most other buildings in this city, so it was difficult to judge if it was exactly well-off. Argrave stepped forward towards the stone door at the entrance, lifting his cane and tapping it thrice.
After a few moments, he heard faint footsteps on the other side of the door. A woman’s voice called out, “Who is it?”
“Hi. Is this the residence of Galamon’s wife?” Argrave called out.
After a few moments, the door peeked open. A deep purple eye sized him up. “You… aren’t a Veidimen.”
“I’m a friend of your husband’s.” Argrave tapped his chest. “I wanted to meet his family, see how you’re holding up.”
She opened the door wide, some amount of confusion and shock on her face. She looked rather young, and her face had a kind innocence to it, as though retaining all its childlike naivete. Her hair was a bright gold color and kept short. “You mean… on the human continent? You spoke to him?”
“He’s my retainer, though he’s presently not here for reasons I’m sure you can surmise.” Argrave nodded. “May we come in?”
Her eyes darted around, her mouth agape in surprise. “I never thought… Galamon, how is he? Did he look well? How has he been doing?” The questions poured out as her wariness immediately faded. “Oh, forgive me. Come in. My name is Muriem. My son is downstairs, I should…” Her voice faded away as she ran into the house.
Argrave looked to Anneliese while laughing lightly through his nose, and then he entered, cane clicking against the stone. He tried to shut the door casually, but he found it unmoving. He had to push it shut with his whole body.
Muriem walked back into the room from the basement. Behind her, Argrave saw a familiar-looking dour face. He was rather taken aback by how similar the snow elf looked to his father, Galamon. Argrave reckoned if the boy were to get some age lines, some scars, and possible post-traumatic stress disorder from years of intense war, he’d be Galamon’s double.
“Have a seat.” Muriem beckoned. “Please. I’ll prepare drinks.”
***
Nikoletta pulled Mina’s arms off her, and said, “Come on,” pulling her friend along with her as they rushed to the side of the bald old man that had just devastated the enemy mages. He was barely taller than Mina, but considering what he’d just done, Nikoletta approached with cautious deference. “Thank you for the assistance, but… who are you, sir?”
“The tower master,” the short old man replied. “You are the young lady Monticci. I’d advise you to be careful. The warriors fell into the ocean, but many of those mages will surely not fall so easily.”
“Master Castro?” Nikoletta said aloud. “Thank the gods you came…” She brought a still-trembling hand to her mouth. “Thank the gods…” She knelt down, feeling queasy.
“As I said, young lady, the battle is not over,” he advised kindly. “That one spell has expended my magic greatly. Now, we still have to deal with the rest. I have innumerable questions, but I will not hector you just yet.”
“Right,” she said, nodding as she looked at the ground. “Right. I’m the ducal heir of House Monticci. I can’t be stopped by just this.” She stood. “There are invaders outside the walls, attacking the garrison with throwing weapons. Should I—”
A crack echoed through the air, and in the time it took Nikoletta to blink, she saw a jagged cut of lightning through the air. It struck her armor and the enchantments shone brightly, allowing only some lightning through. That they persisted despite how much damage Nikoletta had taken was a testament to the armor’s craftsmanship.
The tower master pointed his hand, and a thin needle of fire shot out of a quickly formed spell matrix, followed by a scream of agony.
“Nicky,” Mina spoke, her voice shaky. “We should get to safety. The forces are broken, and we’ll just be baggage to the tower master.”
“I can’t just abandon things, run away. I have a duty as the ducal heir!” she shouted at Mina.
“What good can we do here?” Mina urged.
“I-I don’t… Damn it.” Nikoletta’s voice cracked.
“She is somewhat right. Here, only the titans walk still. You may be of some minor help, but I would feel more comfortable if the death of Duke Enrico’s daughter was not a potential outcome of every spell tossed my way.” The tower master did not take his eyes from the scene before him.
Nikoletta took deep breaths, considering things. Eventually, she nodded. Her eyes drifted to the building close to what remained of the docks. “But my father is in the customs office. I cannot leave him there.”
“I felt a B-rank mage near him, and I am not incautious. He should be fine. Now go, young lady,” Castro commanded.
“Come on, Nicky.” Mina tugged at her arm.
“Fine,” Nikoletta conceded, nodding. “But not to safety. Back to the wall. Those elves outside will need to be dealt with.”
The tower master reached into his robes and pulled free a decadent black whistle. “If you’re so committed to that idea, take this. With it, you can call my wyvern. Blow it twice and point at the invaders. My Gray Owl is smart; he will know from that alone.” He tossed the gilded whistle towards Nikoletta, and she caught it.
“But… I don’t know how to…!” she began, hesitant to shoulder such a responsibility.
“I give it to you, young lady, fully knowing it might spell his end,” Castro advised. “Do not burden yourself with conservatism. Protect yourself and your people as best as you are able.”
She examined the whistle in her hand, and then clenched it tight. “Thank you, Master Castro. House Monticci owes you the greatest debt imaginable. Mina, let’s go.”
Mina hesitantly nodded, and then the two ran away from the docks, weaving into the city. Some of the people that had previously locked themselves in their homes were emerging, moving about in panic from the tremendous impacts. Most ran away from the docks. Mina and Nikoletta had great difficulty moving unimpeded.
As they ran, the archers that Nikoletta had called for pushed their way past. Nikoletta opened her mouth to call out to them, but then decided they would still be best suited near the docks than at the walls. The wyvern would be a game-changer. She clenched the whistle tighter in hand, her other hand holding Mina by the arm so they were not separated.
Soon enough, they broke free from the crowds and made their way to the walls once more. Nikoletta ran up the stairs, winded but persistent in her path to her destination. When she made it to the top, she paused to catch her breath while surveying the scene. There were a lot more dead now than when she left—axes, javelins, and arrows stuck out from their cold corpses.
The red-haired mercenary, Melanie, turned her head back to look at Nikoletta. She’d taken up a bow, her sword resting at her feet.
“The pay piggy returns,” Melanie shouted, releasing the bowstring. She ducked behind one of the parapets.
“Watch your words.” Mina bristled, but Nikoletta stopped her.
“Mina,” she huffed, far too out of breath for a long reprimand. “Later.” She stepped forward, minding that she did not reveal her head above the parapets. “What’s happened?”
“I’d like to ask you that,” Melanie countered. “Explosions, giants—a damned boat landing on the wall. We had to deal with some mage who landed up here. Well, I did,” Melanie amended. “Mages always have terrible reaction time.”
“The docks are ruined. I think things are under control, but…” Nikoletta shook her head. “I think now is the time to wrap things up here.”
“Hoh?” Melanie made an incredulous noise. “The prissy young lady’s got a trick up her sleeve, does she?”
Mina kicked her shin, but it hit Melanie’s plate boot. The mercenary shot a cocky grin in return. Nikoletta ignored the mercenary’s conduct, looking up to the sky at the gray wyvern. She took the whistle in her hand, holding it tightly. She could feel the sweat beneath her leather gauntlets. Nikoletta watched the line of invaders arrayed outside, thinking things through in her head.
“Protect me for a little bit,” she directed, rising to her feet. She brought the whistle to her lips and blew it twice. The sound was rather ordinary, and at once, it was superseded by a great roar from the sky. Nikoletta kept her eyes fixed on the mages grouped together near the center and pointed her finger right at them.
Nikoletta did not tear her gaze from the invaders. They stayed huddled near each other at a fair distance, waiting for their opportunity to move in. Then, like a ripple passed through them, their heads turned to the left. Their unity started to shatter as many moved away, shouting. Then, they all ran in panic.
A gray blur passed by, sliding against the ground and leaving a great cloud of grass, wheat, and dirt in its wake. It cruised by countless of the snow elves, crushing and ripping them apart with ease. When its momentum finally slowed, it took off running and jumped to the skies, great wings bringing it ever upwards.
“Hot damn,” Melanie said, watching the scene. She stood up, nocking another arrow. “No time like the present, boys!” she shouted, rallying the troops. “Let those marble bastards know what you’ve been through!” She pulled back the arrow and fired.
Nikoletta watched the wyvern until it was far, far in the air, and then blew the whistle twice again, her finger pointing near the bulk of them. The wyvern brought its wings together until it resembled a dart in the sky and dropped towards the earth with terrifying speed. Once more, it crashed into the earth, sliding and tearing. It caught a mage in its jaws.
But the snow elves did not remain idle. A few stepped forward, grabbing the wyvern’s wings to hold it down. One of the mages shot up into the sky and fired a spear of ice, impaling the creature’s wings. With all the efficiency of a butcher, the warriors climbed atop the reptile’s wings and cut its webbings. The beast roared out in pain, tearing its wing free from the ice spike. It thrashed about, trying to keep the tide of slowly approaching warriors at bay.
“Keep firing!” Melanie shouted once more.
Arrows soared at the Veidimen in droves, piercing their backs as they dealt with the wyvern. The elves encircled the wyvern, holding javelins in front of them. Even when the beast swung its wings to batter its foes, their spears would stab the creature. The snow elves leapt in with all the ruthlessness of a wolf pack, slowly wearing away at the creature with a mechanical efficiency. Mages attacked from the back, opening great wounds with potent ice magic. It seemed a practiced tactic.
Another volley of arrows thinned the snow elves’ numbers considerably. The wyvern broke free from the encirclement, killing many. It tried to break into a run and fly, but it only jumped and crashed miserably. More of the Veidimen came to finish it off, and it swatted them away with its tail, roaring.
Finally, an ice spike hurtled through the air, catching the creature in the eye. The creature reared back and then fell to the fields outside Mateth, lifeless. Nikoletta felt a great deal of despair for the wyvern’s death, but beneath it was a fierce relief as she felt the snow elves’ numbers had thinned enough that they were no longer an issue.
One of the snow elves pulled free a horn, blowing into it thrice. It was returned at another portion of the wall. Nikoletta watched cautiously, expecting the worst. When the Veidimen started moving away, she could not process what was happening immediately.
It was not until a lone soldier shouted out, “VICTORY!” that Nikoletta began to consider the possibility.
She stepped to the parapets, watching them leave. She felt a great rush in her chest as some new emotion found its way into her heart. She clenched the black whistle in her hand, raised a fist to the sky, and joined with the shouts of victory.
Much had been lost. All of Mateth’s fleet was lost at sea. The bulk of their military force was dead, the majority of them having been well-trained knights. The docks had been completely destroyed and rebuilding them would cost a fortune in gold—a commodity which would be very precious in the face of the civil war. They owed a huge debt to Master Castro, both in his assistance and his wyvern. Their losses were not small, but above all that, one simple truth prevailed.
Mateth had not fallen.




Chapter 41

Argrave took a drink of what Muriem had provided him. It was a warm drink, but it was quite bitter and potent. It left a pleasant aftertaste, though, and Argrave quickly enough took a second drink and placed the stone cup gingerly back on the table. Anneliese sat beside him, listening to their conversation in silence.
“It sounds like Galamon has a big task ahead of him,” Muriem said, staring at the table with her hands on her lap. “I thought that… Well, I don’t know what I thought. He sends gold to us every so often,” Muriem commented, looking at her son who sat quietly beside her. “Even when he isn’t here, I can live well and take care of Rhomaden.”
“I can take care of myself,” Rhomaden refuted.
Muriem reached forward and pinched his ear. “That right? Door is over there, young man.”
“Ow!” Rhomaden freed himself and swatted at her hand.
Argrave maintained a polite, business-like smile. “Galamon’s as quiet and grim as ever. Still, he’s one of the best at what he does. One day, he’ll be sitting beside me as we talk. You can hold me to that.”
Muriem stared at him. Eventually, she nodded. “We write to each other, at times, but… tell him that I love him, and that I just want him to be happy.” She poked Rhomaden. “Rhom, what do you want to tell your father?”
“I don’t know,” said Rhomaden with an indifferent shrug.
He has all the bearing of a moody teenager, Argrave thought. He leaned to the table, setting his elbows down and staring intently. “If you don’t mind me asking… how exactly did Galamon become a vampire?”
Muriem’s deep purple eyes shook, and she stiffened in the chair. “He… never told you?”
“He’s not much for conversation, as you know,” Argrave said with a light smile. “I only know at all because I found out another way.”
“I was not there,” Muriem said after a long pause. “You would be better off asking someone who was.”
“Maybe,” Argrave conceded with a nod. “But I don’t know who was, and their stories would probably have an impersonal affect anyway.”
Galamon’s wife pursed her lips, considering whether or not to speak. Eventually, she opened her mouth. “His brother was the one who turned him into a vampire. After, Galamon killed him. He was exiled for both kinslaying and vampirism. If you ask everyone around the city, they’ll say it happened because Berran was jealous of Galamon and sought to disgrace him. But…”
“But?” Argrave pressed.
“Berran and Galamon were always on good terms,” Muriem said quickly, some emotion brewing in her tone. “Berran turned Galamon; that much is beyond doubt. I don’t have any evidence for this, but I simply can’t believe Berran would act without another behind him, pressing him onwards. I’ll say no more. If you want brutal details, you would be best asking another. I do not enjoy reliving the worst day of my life.” She lowered her head, refusing to meet Argrave’s gaze.
Rhomaden leaned forward and rubbed his mother’s back, consoling her in the quiet. Argrave stood, taking another drink of the brew.
“Well, although this has been an enjoyable visit, I think I should leave now. I have things to attend to, and I would not want to overstay my welcome. Muriem, thank you for your hospitality.” Argrave bowed cordially, and retrieved his cane.
“Oh, well…” She looked briefly overwhelmed, and then said, “Thank you for coming to me with this. Tell Galamon that I love him, and that Rhomaden is becoming a fine young man.”
After nodding, Argrave tapped Anneliese’s shoulder, and she stood. Both of them walked outside. Argrave sneezed as the cold outside wind hit him, and he brought the fur cloak over his shoulders a little tighter.
“That was… weird,” Argrave said, shuddering as his body got used to the cold once more.
“You were expecting something different?”
“No, that was about what I expected. Just the first time I sat down and talked about pointless stuff in a while. No purpose, just an hour or so of relaxation. Hard to relax when I have so much on my mind, but I tried to relax, at least.”
Argrave sneezed once more. “God damn it,” he complained with a clogged nose. “I think I’ve got another cold.” He reached into his pockets, feeling the bronze hand mirror but little else. “I lost my hanky. Great.”
“Maybe we should head inside for the day,” Anneliese offered.
“Forget that. I’ve got stuff to do. Far as I’m concerned, I’m behind schedule.” Argrave waved his hands dismissively and then stretched. “Let’s go to that library. Rowe’s hopefully there, can teach me how to hug trees and such. Maybe I can con one of the bigshot mages into curing me.”
Anneliese shook her head with a quiet laugh from her nose and walked onwards, leading Argrave to where he asked to go.
***
Rowe stared up at Argrave with a great measure of caution in his beady gray eyes. The nasty scowl was gone, though, and Argrave would much prefer caution over dismissal. They stood in a grandiose library of stone. Statues and bookshelves were the room’s sole decorations. A great many people wandered about the library. Argrave presumed they were all spellcasters, for all he recognized were indeed so.
“And who let you in here, hmm?” Rowe questioned, his tone low.
Argrave pointed to Anneliese behind him. “The patriarch told me I had free rein of his patriarchate. I thought I might take a look at some of the books.”
The old mage harrumphed, saggy skin shaking. “If that’s the way it is, so be it.” He turned to walk, but Argrave spoke again before he got too far.
“I wanted to ask you if I could take some spellbooks from here,” Argrave called out hastily. “Druidic magic spellbooks. I think that it’ll be very useful for the future.”
“You want to take books?” Rowe repeated. “That patron of yours didn’t teach you spells? I know the Abyssal Hand you call Erlebnis has knowledge of our magic. I’ve seen those twisted abominations he calls his emissaries use them, as much as I would rather have not.”
“Rich parents can only give their kids so much before they become spoiled.” Argrave walked a little closer, cane tapping against the cold stone floor. “He decided I still have to work hard, tragic as that may be. No cranial brain-beams of esoteric magics. So, with that in mind… can I take them?”
Rowe’s bushy brows lowered. “A ridiculous request. This library took near a millennium to establish. Have you even the slightest notion how difficult paper is to get in this snowscape? Our knowledge is the fruit of our efforts and a testament to our faith, not something to be given away like a cheap gift.”
“Come on. Don’t make me beg, please.” Argrave tapped his cane against the ground.
“Bah,” Rowe spat, a scowl taking its place on his face. “Impertinent boy. Stop wasting my time. I’ve already got egg on my face from you airing my secret about Crystal Wind. I don’t need to suffer yet more of your pestering.”
“Then instead of helping the person trying to stop the world from ending,” Argrave said drolly, stepping forward, “how about we trade? Knowledge for knowledge; human magic for elven magic.”
He saw Rowe grind his teeth. “That sarcasm of yours, infuriating as ever…” Rowe scratched the top of his bald head. “If it’s a trade, I’ll agree, if only because both our forces need to be strengthened. What do you offer, then?”
“I’ll teach you how to inscribe. Specifically, how to translate low-ranking spells into inscriptions, so that you can create the simpler enchanted items. Knowing how to translate means this vast library can be put to good use.” Argrave waved his hand around the room.
“Aye, if it’s that…” Rowe rubbed his chin. “If it’s that much, I can give you a lot in return. What is it you want?”
“Full access, obviously.” Argrave spread his hand out as though it was the natural course of things.
“Full access?” Rowe repeated. “You want me to let you walk around and take whichever book you please? Oh, and I suppose you’ll want them to be nicely wrapped in gold thread and delivered right to your home.”
“If you can. Oh, and perfume the books.” Argrave nodded, cheerily sarcastic. “Really, what’s wrong with requesting that much? Did I forget to mention the part where Gerechtigkeit is coming?”
“I’m too old and bitter to be milked dry,” Rowe retorted. “I made sure that the Veidimen would help you, but I did not surrender all of our earthly possessions to your cause. We still have need of them. Regardless of who is behind you, you remain one person alone. Why should we surrender so much of our resources?”
Argrave sighed. “Fine, I’ll tell you what. I know you have some vessels that smuggle things to and from Berendar. If you send one of those to Jast, have them wait for me. I can bring a shipment of illusion spellbooks. That’s a whole new school of magic. I know for a fact that none of you know of any illusion magic.”
Rowe’s eyes trembled briefly as he considered that point—that was evidence illusion magic alone was a great temptation. Finally, his eyes hardened and he said, “I should trust you, the glorified lackey of Erlebnis, the big-mouth?” Rowe threw up his hands in disdain, then shook his head and almost made to walk away. “I’m likely to be left pissing in a snowstorm.”
Argrave laughed. “Not sure what that means, but I get what you’re saying. Listen, we can draft a damned contract if you’re so timid. Anneliese and Galamon will keep me to my word if I do that.”
“Right. That one. Good head on his shoulders, that Galamon.” Rowe nodded. “Well… damn it. I always come away talking with you feeling like I’ve just eaten dirt. I don’t like it. But fine. I’ll let you take what books you please, if only for a greater cause.”
“Yeah. Right. I’m the one getting shorted here. Don’t act like you’re some saint,” Argrave shot back.
Rowe shook his head, walking away muttering things like ‘impertinent boy,’ and ‘lackwit beanpole.’
Argrave turned back to Anneliese, prepared to start perusing the wonderful new library, but her gaze was focused on another person. It was a woman. She and Anneliese were of the same height, and indeed looked quite similar in appearance. The other woman was quite aged. If she was in the library, she must’ve been a mage.
“Grandmother,” Anneliese greeted.
“Found another coattail to latch on to?” the wizened woman veritably snapped at her.
Anneliese crossed her arms and looked away. Argrave frowned and took a step closer, hesitant to say anything.
“You certainly know how to rise up in the ranks,” she noted, eye passing to Argrave and then back to Anneliese. “You play the innocent quiet girl well enough, but you took advantage of me to become a spellcaster, you took advantage of Patriarch Dras to earn prestige amongst the Veidimen, and now you’re to take advantage of the mortal agent of Erlebnis.”
“That’s not—” Anneliese started.
“Don’t forget everything I did for you, Anneliese. I put you in action. Everything you’ve got, you owe to me.” She stepped forward, prodding Anneliese’s collarbone.
“Lady,” interrupted Argrave, stepping forward between them. “Why don’t you go sit on a broomstick or something? This is a library. Quiet tones,” he urged, putting a finger to his lips. Many people watched their confrontation.
“I’m saying this for your sake,” Anneliese’s grandmother said to Argrave. “Don’t trust this one with too much. She’ll wring you dry, and when she’s done, she’ll find another that can give her more.”
“Is that right?” Argrave asked. “No wonder—”
“Argrave,” Anneliese said sharply. “Let me speak.”
Argrave looked back and then stepped aside, one hand in the air in a gesture of surrender.
“‘Everything you did for me’?” Anneliese repeated. “Your only ‘help’ was poaching me from the other spellcasters teaching me when you saw I had a talent in the area. You never helped my mother and I when we returned to Veiden—not once. You accuse me of being manipulative, overambitious? You fail to realize that when you place glass before something black and heartless like yourself, it becomes a mirror,” Anneliese finished. She turned towards Argrave, brushing past him and moving into the library.
“She speaks well, doesn’t she?” her grandmother said, grinning. “Don’t be charmed by her pretty face. She herself just said she was black and heartless.”
Argrave spared one last glance at her grandmother before turning and following after Anneliese. Once they were relatively secluded, she stopped and turned, staring at Argrave.
Argrave waited for her to speak, but she said nothing. Argrave frowned. “What? I do something wrong?”
“You have no questions for me?” She waited expectantly.
Argrave considered this for a long while, but nothing came to mind. “I don’t know. What do you want me to ask? Was she always that nasty?”
Anneliese was visibly taken aback. “My grandmother says something like that, and you have no questions? You take me on your journey so easily, without doubt, without fear?”
“Sounds like you want me to distrust you,” Argrave answered back. “Not sure what you might ‘wring me dry’ of by coming with me. My knowledge? My life? The second might worry me if I didn’t trust you, but the first is exactly what I intend to impart to you.”
Argrave scratched his chin, stepping around Anneliese and asking ponderingly, “Unless… Are you an agent of Gerechtigkeit?” Argrave shook his head. “Not likely. He’s not so good at making friends or even subordinates. I’ve made my decision after proper consideration. Some old hag isn’t going to change that.”
If she was taken aback earlier, she was shaken now—Argrave presumed it was because her conversation with her grandmother had rattled her more than she cared to show.
“Stop worrying. Let me go teach Rowe how to enchant stuff.” He touched her shoulder and then walked further into the library of stone.




Chapter 42

“Hmm…” Rowe grunted as Argrave set down the quill, leaning over the parchment Argrave had been writing on. Anneliese was on the other side of him, just as interested.
“That’s the simple illusion spell, [Muffle].” He pointed at another diagram. “And there is how you translate [Muffle] to an inscription. Once you will magic into it, the enchantment will be complete. This one will muffle sounds, naturally. Higher-ranked mages with larger magic pools like you mostly resist illusion magic, and plenty of enchantments or spells exist that help prevent people’s senses from being twisted.”
“Very prudent to use a spell I don’t know to teach me enchanting. Quite the amazing teacher you are, aye,” the aged elf said sarcastically. Rowe reached out and touched the paper without asking Argrave for permission. “Yes, I feel it. I can put magic into this.” He did so, and the inscription shone briefly before fading back into ordinary looking paper.
Argrave picked up a gold coin and dropped it onto the paper. It was near soundless. Rowe watched this with brows furrowed. Argrave ripped the paper, and it was completely soundless. Rowe stopped him. “I get it. Stop wasting paper. You know how much this stuff is worth?”
Anneliese picked up a piece of paper and moved away. Rowe turned to Argrave. “Then that is that. If I had known this matter was so simple, I might not have agreed to this trade.”
“Yeah, sure. You would have definitely figured it out without me. Spare me the prideful nonsense,” Argrave said dismissively. “Now, I’ll get you those illusion spellbooks at Jast. Might be a pain, but I need druidic magic. Best way to scout and watch for enemies in the entire world.”
“I’m glad you see that,” Rowe said with some measure of pride. He stepped a bit closer, locking gazes with Argrave and speaking quietly. “So, that one is coming with you?” Rowe inquired.
Argrave turned his head. Anneliese was writing something. He looked back to Rowe, nodding. “Yeah. Why?”
“That’s what I should be asking you, boy. I have responsibilities here, but I could give you a higher-ranked mage. I’m sure I could talk one of the A-rank mages into coming with you. A devastating force on that continent of Berendar, as far as I’m aware. Invaluable in… whatever it is you’re doing to stop He Who Would Judge the Gods,” Rowe said, shaking his head quickly.
A loud poof came from behind Argrave, and he turned his head to spot a small mushroom cloud of smoke fading into nothingness. Anneliese stepped back from a burning piece of paper.
“That’s why I’m bringing her. Latent genius, that one. She has great talent,” Argrave said, pointing with his thumb. “Some enchantments are really quite useless, like that one you saw there. That one, like many others, was only a one-time use that only destroys whatever it is it was written on. Others, like warding magic, are immeasurably useful. Trial-and-error, really.”
Rowe walked forward slowly and jabbed his walking stick in Anneliese’s foot. She let out a little yelp and jumped back. “Damned girl. Be more careful with paper,” he reprimanded, picking up the smoldering piece of paper where the blackened remnants of an inscription could be vaguely seen. He cast a glance at Anneliese.
“Besides, I need people of good character at my side.” Argrave walked forward, shrugging. “I trust Anneliese and Galamon more than any unknown element that is far stronger than me, magically speaking. Well, probably physically speaking, too.”
Rowe cast some fire magic and finished burning the paper, scattering the ashes while wiping his hands off with his fur robes. “Trust. Bah. You’ve known her for three days, maybe. Keep being so trusting, you’ll end up on a spit with the Tenebrous Reaper pissing on your still-warm body.”
“What’s with you and piss?” Argrave shook his head. “I haven’t been wrong since you’ve met me. Never will be, if I can help it.”
“You were wrong once,” Rowe said condescendingly. “Told me to ‘divine with animal guts,’ but that’s tripe. There’s no validity to it. Might as well toss a coin in the air to decide.”
“Tripe,” Argrave repeated. “Very nice pun.”
“Disgusting.” Rowe waved his hand and started to move away.
“Hold a moment.” Argrave stopped him. “I might need some help carrying the books and navigating this place. Can you call some people? I’ll get a list ready of the spells I need.”
“A list?” Rowe frowned. “You don’t know the spells themselves, but you can make a list?”
“I know their names and what they do. Otherwise, I’m out of luck.” Argrave picked up a quill. “Oh, also, if you could get one of your mages to cast [Cure Disease] on me, that would be much appreciated. I think I caught another cold. I want to squash it before it gets worse.”
“Right.” The old man nodded somewhat bitterly, rubbing at his eyes as though he was tired. “One might think you’re the patriarch the way you order me about. Savor it. It won’t last.” Rowe shook his head. “I’ll get some of the young ones to do your bidding.”
“The books will have to be carried to Katla,” Argrave called out as Rowe walked away. “This is the last thing I need before returning to Berendar.”
***
Argrave walked through the gates of Katla with Anneliese by his side. Ahead, one snow elf lugged a great chest over his shoulder. It was full of books, so it could not be light. The Veidimen before them chose to carry it over his shoulder out of bravado, but now his expression was faded and tired after the walk from the city of Veiden to Katla.
“Are you going to say goodbye to your family?” Argrave questioned his new traveling companion. “Your grandmother excluded, of course.”
“They live deeper inland, past Veiden,” Anneliese said, amber eyes looking off to the side. “And I do not think they would care overmuch, either.”
“Your call. Filial piety isn’t exactly my thing, either, despite some family traditions,” Argrave said sympathetically.
Anneliese crossed her arms, saying nothing more on the matter. Argrave had gathered that she had problems with her family. Some were blatant, like her grandmother. Others were only Argrave’s assumptions, and so he would not press the matter.
Near the docks to Katla, Argrave could see a great gathering of snow elves. He craned his head to try to see what was happening, but unlike in Berendar, he was not always the tallest in crowds and could not see over the people easily. He walked a bit faster, his cane tapping against the ground until he moved around the person carrying the books.
Once the docks were in sight, he saw battered and wounded Veidimen being escorted off a ship in the far distance. At the center of the crowd, Argrave recognized one of the prominent snow elves in Veiden speaking to Patriarch Dras.
“They were well-prepared, my patriarch. There was nothing we could do,” the one speaking to Dras said with a shrug. He was a big man, but his demeanor was withdrawn and battered. “They had counters ready for our primary strategy. Even the druid Alcazar died.”
Patriarch Dras was much smaller, but his presence seemed large in comparison as he rebutted, “I thought you said Alcazar used an A-rank spell before he died. If they were ready, that would never have happened.”
Argrave pushed past the crowd, using his cane to push some of the snow elves aside. People looked at him angrily before they recognized him, and then the crowd promptly made way for him. Patriarch Dras turned his head at Argrave’s approach.
“You’re back from the capital.” His white eyes looked past Argrave to the snow elf lugging around the chest. “And it seems you came back with something.”
Did you trick me? Argrave wanted to ask immediately, mind dwelling on Mateth. He had always liked Dras when playing Heroes of Berendar. Now, after what Anneliese had told him, much of the goodwill he’d had was gone. Even still, Argrave knew he only had himself to blame. He knew Dras was not entirely forthcoming; he should have prepared for that.
“Was looking for a piece of gold, but found a bag of silver,” Argrave said with a shrug. “Rowe and I worked out a little deal. You can ask him for the details.”
Patriarch Dras’ face remained stoic. “Seems I understand, now, why you were so quick to give up trying to save that city. You had something in mind the whole time.”
Argrave tried to keep his expression passive, but he was undeniably surprised and hopeful. “Meaning?”
Patriarch Dras crossed his arms and walked closer. “I’ll have to collect a more complete report for study, but the bulk of it was a high-ranking spellcaster. What few mages are still alive believe he used S-rank elemental magic. Your city remains in human hands, and I’ll keep my word. The invasion is over. We… We lost,” he admitted begrudgingly.
S-rank magic? That narrows down the scope a lot. Excluding the unaffiliated mages, there’s maybe fifty people in the Order of the Gray Owl capable of magic of that tier, and only a dozen that use primarily elemental magic. If Duke Enrico placed a lot of value on my words, he might’ve called in a favor… Argrave’s head spun, but he could think of nothing.
His breathing threatened to spiral out of control as Dras’ words set in. Mateth had not fallen. Argrave had been worried his actions might have prolonged the battle, ultimately worsening the result. Instead… Mateth never fell at all. He clenched his hand tightly against the cane in his hand. The unknowns of what had happened still wore at his conscience. Just because the city had not fallen did not mean there was no damage… or loss of life.
“We left it to fate,” Argrave said after pausing for a long time. “Like we agreed, right?”
With this occurrence, Argrave’s growing thoughts because confirmed; the world had already shifted far beyond its normal course. Perhaps it was immeasurably naïve to think the world would be constant as it was in a video game. He stuck with what he knew, and though his knowledge had been immeasurably helpful, it wouldn’t be enough going forward. Though the variables would remain the same, the equation would be different. Argrave would need to be more flexible and predictive. One failure could cost him his life, or indeed everyone’s lives. That was what the bronze hand mirror in his pocket told him, symbolically.
“Aye,” Dras said with a nod. “I’ve prepared a ship to send you back, along with an escort.”
“An escort?” Argrave probed. “That necessary?”
“You can row the ship yourself,” Dras posited. “Might make those wrists a little thicker, but I think you’ll just never leave the docks.”
“Hey,” Argrave protested defensively, cradling his wrists beneath his clothes. “Wrist thickness is about bones, not muscles. Believe me, if I could run more than fifty feet without coughing blood, I’d do so.” Seeing Dras’ expression turn somewhat contemptuous, he added, “That’s a metaphor. I think I can run fifty feet fine. Never tried it.”
Dras snorted. “One questions why Erlebnis would choose one so… physically deficient, shall we say, to do his bidding.”
“Some people have heart and brain, and those things are a lot more valuable than bulging muscles,” Argrave said, waving to Dras. “I don’t exactly see you on the frontlines.”
The one who had been speaking to Dras before Argrave arrived interrupted, saying, “Show some respect for the patriarch.”
“Chief Relliden. If I found him disrespectful, I would make that known,” Dras reprimanded immediately. “It was just banter… Am I right, Argrave?”
“Very right.” Argrave took the out that the patriarch offered. “We’re friends. Could be good friends, even.”
Nodding contentedly, Dras commanded Relliden, “Go take care of the remainder of the vanguard that made it back.”
Relliden grit his teeth but could only turn away and leave. Argrave turned his head as Anneliese and the luggage-carrier caught up. The man put down the chest, and a cloud of white burst up into the air as snow scattered from its weight.
“You should leave soon. A snowstorm is coming,” Dras said. He turned his head to some of the guards nearby. “Frant, get those daggers I had made.”
“Yes, Patriarch,” the elf responded, running off.
“And…” The patriarch reached into his armor, and then pulled out a piece of paper. “The draft of the contract. Peruse it for yourself,” he offered.
“A draft? I’m sure your best wizard will be furious. Rowe talked about how expensive paper was,” Argrave commented, but took the paper. He read through it.
“Seems fine, barring the mention of my ties to Erlebnis,” Argrave finished with special emphasis. “Are you crazy? In Berendar, they have an established pantheon. Ancient gods are a no-go. If this gets out… Let’s just say I don’t want the world to know how my skin looks when it’s being burnt at the stake.”
“Hmph.” Dras snorted. “Such a backwards people.” He took the paper back. “I’ll amend it, then. For now…”
Dras turned back to where the elf he’d sent away was just returning. He brought a wooden case and offered it to Dras deferentially. The patriarch took it and opened it up. Argrave craned his head to see what was inside, but then Dras flipped it around, showing it to Argrave.
“Some of my mages have these. Ebonice daggers. A lot quicker to swing than an axe, but they offer little range. I thought I might give you some. They suit you best, I think. Sell them if you want. Not my business what you do with a gift.”
Argrave reached out. “Hoh. These are nice.” He took one. It had a dark wooden handle, almost like mahogany, and felt comfortable in his hand. He examined the blade, and found it looked plenty sharp. Then again, he knew nothing of knives or swords or any weapon.
“While you’re gone, I’ll ensure the warrior’s blood stays roused in my men. When He Who Would Judge the Gods comes… we’ll be ready for it. I won’t lead my tribe to its death. There is more I need to do after this. As such, we’ll make this a crushing victory,” Dras said decisively.
“A crushing victory, hmm? Might a bit easier had you not wasted lives on an invasion you planned to cease anyway,” Argrave chided.
Dras narrowed his eyes. “You didn’t protest. We left it to fate.”
“Things were already in motion by the time we spoke, no? You never planned to allow me to protest.” Anneliese looked at Argrave warily as he used her conjecture to confront Dras.
Dras pushed his tongue against his cheek as he thought of his response. “I’ll admit it,” he nodded.
“Bad start for a partnership if one can’t be straight with the other from the get-go.” Argrave put the knife back in the crate and stepped forward. He was a fair bit taller than Dras. “All those lives lost… and all you achieved is making the people of Berendar hate the snow elves a little more. I’m told since you conquered the tribes, the population has doubled. You undid a lot of that today.”
Some of the Veidimen warriors grew tense as Argrave grew closer. Dras stared up, smiling.
“The first attack… a failure.” Argrave nodded. “Might want to rethink that dream of yours. Instead of leading your people to glory, you led them to death.”
“There is glory in death,” Dras said calmly.
“You say that standing on your own soil with unbloodied hands.” Argrave looked around. “You’ve done enough ‘good.’ Just prepare for Gerechtigkeit. Don’t get cocky. This thing… is never easy,” he cautioned, voice low.
Patriarch Dras thought of his response for a long time. Eventually, the tension faded from his face, and he nodded. “Be well. Give Galamon my love.” He held out his hand.
Argrave shook his hand. “I will, to both.” He looked back to Anneliese. “Let’s be off, then.”




Chapter 43

Nikoletta sat by her father’s bedside, staring down at his chest as it rose and fall. His injuries were healed, leaving not even a scar, and his breathing was steady and unlabored. Still, he refused to awaken.
“It’s been two days, Master Castro. Can you not awaken him yet?” Nikoletta said, trying to keep her tone polite, but finding it difficult to do so in light of her worry.
The old tower master stood beside her, watching the Duke Enrico. “As I told you, the spell to do so would be very costly. I would not leave myself fully drained of magic with the possibility of a recurring attack. I understand your concern, young lady Monticci, but your father is in no immediate danger.”
“Hooh…” Nikoletta sighed, leaning crossing her arms and leaning against her knees. “People in comas get brain damage sometimes, right? What if that happens?”
“What did I say?” Castro asked, then repeated, “Your father is in no immediate danger.”
“You’re right,” she said, lifting her head up. “You’re right. You would know best. I don’t… even know how to begin to thank you, tower master. How did you even find out about the invasion?”
Castro shook his head. “It was happenstance I came here. I was looking for a promising Acolyte.”
“Your wyvern… I never intended to…” she muttered. “You sacrificed much for Mateth.”
“I helped of my own accord. If one places their hand in troubled waters, should they rage when their hand is bit? Such is the action of a child, not a man as old as me.” The tower master smiled. “My Gray Owl… I cannot say I am unbothered by the loss, but when you lend something to someone unversed in how to use it properly, you cannot expect them to be a master. He had been by my side for seventy years. Everything dies, eventually. As I said, I gave him to you fully prepared for this result.”
“House Monticci’s honor demands we repay this debt,” Nikoletta answered firmly.
“I know, and I do not doubt your house’s honor. Someday, that debt will be collected. I would prefer it to be at a time when neither will suffer further. Should I extort you while your seat of power lies in ruin, your father in a coma? One does not save a life expecting repayment—or at least, not a true savior,” Castro dismissed with a shake of his head. “Take your time, rebuild yourself and your city. Despite my sagging skin, I plan to live for a while yet.” The tower master smiled warmly.
“And besides, that squadron of archers you called for helped greatly when they arrived. I had heard of this ‘Ebonice’ through rumor alone, but it is indeed a great enemy to spellcasters.” He retrieved an arrow of the black substance and held it to the light. It resembled obsidian somewhat but was much more translucent, and appeared metallic in the right light.
“You are… a very good man, Master Castro,” Nikoletta said, a great deal of tension draining from her shoulders.
Nikoletta’s mind had grown numb from the constant anxiety the past few days. These events helped her realize how powerless she truly was. With her father incapacitated, she was the regent of the Duchy of Monticci. There was great unrest within the capital Mateth—refugees from the coastal villages swamped the city’s gates, causing great disorder outside.
Inside was little different. There were a few snow elves living within the city, and mobs formed, lynching several of them without provocation. It was a terrible thing, but the military force they had was too small to punish the people that carried out those acts. The guilt weighed at Nikoletta’s mind daily. She lowered her head into her hands, rubbing her tired eyes.
And atop all of that, Argrave was still absent. He could be dead. He could be a captive, tortured and starving. He could… Nikoletta frowned, recalling something the tower master had said.
“Master Castro,” she said, straightening her back. “That Acolyte you were looking for… was his name Argrave?”
Castro was taken aback. “Yes, it was. You know of him?”
“Are you serious?” She stood. “But then he…” Her mind fell into disarray.
Did he plan this all along? To have Master Castro come to help at the last minute?
“No… No, that’s ridiculous.” She shook her head.
“You know this boy, young lady Monticci?” the tower master questioned.
“I do.” Nikoletta nodded. “He’s my cousin. He went to Veiden to stop the invasion.”
“What did you say?” Castro asked with a strong hint of disbelief flavoring his tone. “No, that’s—”
A great bell rung, and Nikoletta’s head snapped to attention. “That’s the watchman’s bell,” she said, the end of her sentence cut off with another ring. She stepped past the chair and quickly moved to the door, stepping outside into the estate’s hallway. She rushed to a large bay window that overlooked the coast.
A lone longship cut across the sea. The sight of it brought back terrible memories, and Nikoletta’s breathing quickened. She looked out to the ocean beyond, but she saw no other ships. The flag bore atop the ship was white in way of the red flag with the black wheel in the center. She saw a lone figure on the figurehead of the ship.
***
“You should get off from there,” Anneliese called out, arms crossed as she stood behind Argrave within the ship’s railings. She had donned a set of thick black leather robes lined with white fur more suitable for travel. Her long hair was bound in a half-crown braid. It flowed down all the way to her knees, swaying lightly in the wind.
Argrave turned his head back from his spot standing atop the figurehead of the ship. He, too, wore a set of black leather robes, though with a cloak of white fur over his shoulders in way of lining. “Please. I saw you riding in this same spot when you sailed to Barden. This was on the eve of battle, no less.” He placed one hand on his hips in defiance. Three daggers with black blades dangled on his leg. “Always wanted to do this, anyway. Make-believe I’m some kind of jarl.”
A wave clashed into the ship and Argrave jerked about, one foot slipping off the side. He barely managed to regain his balance, and then he made a speedy retreat back onto the safety of the boat’s railings. Anneliese stared at him. She didn’t smile much, but he had been around her long enough to recognize amusement in her eyes.
“Alright, so maybe it isn’t as dreamy as I thought it might be.” Argrave sat against one of the railings, peering out to the coastline ahead. “At least I don’t get seasick. Always wondered if I would, but never really had the chance to test it.”
“You’re in good spirits. Is it because you’re heading home?” She sat on a chest tied to the ship’s deck by some ropes.
“Home? I’m but a vagrant. I sold my home, became a nomad.” Argrave pointed at the chest Anneliese sat atop of. “I’m in good spirits because of those books in there. Good harvest, all things considered. Plus these Ebonice daggers…” Argrave tapped the three on his leg. “Dras is generous.”
“No. I think that you’re happy because Mateth did not fall,” she said, stabbing at the heart of things. “It went against your expectations.”
Argrave almost cracked at that moment. Anneliese was half-right. He was hopeful. He hoped that he would not return to see the people he’d become intimately acquainted with over the past months dead. The other half was a deep anxiety that the opposite might be true.
Argrave stared at Anneliese, clicking his tongue. “Alright, so maybe I am. It’s a double-edged sword, though. Mateth is still standing, but it’ll be harder for Veiden to lend me any aid in my future plans.”
“I’m still curious what you intend to do, exactly. You want to prepare the world for Gerechtigkeit, but how?” She gazed at him, amber eyes sparkling with curiosity.
“I don’t like repeating myself especially, so we’ll wait for Galamon.” Argrave shrugged.
She looked surprised at this news. “You still intend to bring him along, even after he bit you?”
“Why wouldn’t I? Good fighter, quiet, loyal to a fault, although a bit bloodthirsty, I will admit.” Argrave grabbed at his neck. He spotted a great number of knights moving across the coast towards their boat on foot. “Look at that,” Argrave said. “Another welcoming party for my landing. I might get used to this.”
He held his hand out to form a spell matrix and he felt his vision spin. Soon enough, he was looking down at his body, immobile. Argrave was using druidic magic. He had bound a pigeon to himself and left it resting on the ship’s sail. He commanded the pigeon he was seeing through to move and watched as it flew out across the ocean towards the host of knights. In the center of the knights, Nikoletta rode a horse. His brain shook at that moment, relieved from one great burden. He brought the bird back to the ship.
“Phew,” Argrave said as his vision spun once more. “Druidic magic will take some getting used to.”
The oars rushed back and forth, pushing them ever closer towards the beach. Eventually, when the ship grew close enough, the ship turned on its side, and a great deal of Veidimen pushed out a plank that landed on the beach. They stayed aboard, but Argrave and Anneliese stood. One of the Veidimen cut the rope tying the chest down, and then hauled it, following close behind them.
Argrave stepped onto the beach, holding his arms out. “Feel that? Wind, untainted by snow or dread cold. A stiff autumn breeze is paradise compared to that winter wonderland.”
Ahead, the veritable parade of steel-armored knights approached them. One person broke free of the crowd and rushed forward, spurring a horse onward. Argrave suppressed a small little grin as he saw Nikoletta’s obsidian-color hair waving about in the wind. Some knights tried to stop her, but none dared restrain the young lady Monticci by force.
Argrave walked forward in long strides. Nikoletta grew nearer, and her caution overwrote whatever it was that spurred her to move towards him. She slowed the horse and then dismounted, holding its reins as she stared.
“Nikoletta, cousin. Nice to see you in one piece,” Argrave said, offering a handshake.
Nikoletta stared at him with her dark pink eyes, breathing heavily without saying a word. Then, she rushed forward and veritably tackled Argrave, hands wrapped around his back. Argrave staggered a little but managed to keep his footing. His hands hovered awkwardly above her head, which was buried below his chest.
“What are you— We’re hugging? Well, I certainly didn’t…” Argrave trailed off. He heard some sobbing noises, muffled beneath his clothes.
“You’re crying? Why are you crying?” Argrave turned his head to Anneliese in panic. “Why is she crying?” Anneliese only watched, offering no answer. “Now’s not the time for the face-on-a-statue act, Anneliese. Back me up!”
Nikoletta headbutted him in the chest lightly. “Shut up, you bastard.”
Argrave frowned and hesitantly returned the embrace. He had never been good at hugs, but it was doubly awkward considering the height difference. He didn’t want to get his clothes soaked in tears and snot, but he didn’t wish to push her away, either.
“It’s been… so damned hard,” Nikoletta said. “Why don’t you tell anyone what you’re doing? Why do you go off on your own like that? You just leave me here with a pit in my stomach.”
Argrave didn’t know what to say for a time. After a while, he opened his mouth and slowly said, “I mean… you’ve still got my clothes in that guest bedroom. Didn’t I say you could take them out and stare at them when you miss me?”
She started shaking again, and Argrave was worried he had made things worse. It took him a few seconds, but he recognized that she was laughing. She pushed away, looking up at him.
“I’m sorry, I don’t know what came over me,” she began, wiping her face off. “The past few days… they’ve been unimaginably stressful. It all just exploded on you.” She took a deep breath, regaining her composure. “I thought I might never see you again. Spent the whole time steeling myself for that. Maybe they’d find your corpse on a beach. Maybe you’d just never be heard from again.”
I thought the same about you, Argrave thought, but refrained from saying it.
“Pfft.” Argrave scoffed. “Me? Dead? Impossible. No rest for the wicked. That includes the long sleep.” He surveyed his clothes where she’d wept, cleaning them off with water magic briefly. “It appears Mateth didn’t fall, despite my fears. What happened?”
“Tower Master Castro came atop a wyvern. With his help, we repelled the invaders, but the docks are… well, gone. My father… is in a coma, at least for another couple days.” She took a deep breath, as though it was difficult to say aloud. “Ultimately… we barely hung on. But that isn’t important. What in the gods’ names did you do? You’re returning escorted.” She eyed Anneliese warily.
“The Veidimen won’t trouble Berendar any longer, at least for another decade.” Argrave retrieved a rolled-up paper from his pocket. “Here. A contract. Peace treaty, I guess, but they called it a contract.”
Nikoletta stared in mute shock, but eventually took the paper from his hand. Argrave’s eyes stayed locked on the steadily approaching knights, marching on foot. He turned his head back to the longship. All those that had been rowing the longship stood at the edge, shields arrayed in a perfect line as they watched the approaching army. It was quite a terrifying sight.
“It’s over?” Nikoletta finally spoke. “Just like that. They’re free to just come, ruin thousands of lives, and then leave as though nothing ever happened.” Her eyes went to Anneliese, and the snow elf kept her amber eyes steady, returning the gaze.
Argrave’s expression grew somber. “I can’t change what’s already happened. I did… the best I could.”
The words felt hollow. He watched Nikoletta. He didn’t need to be an empath to tell there was grief etched on her face—hardships, sorrows. Argrave had been fully prepared to let Veiden seize Mateth. If not for chance, the person before him might be dead. All he had demonstrated was two percent indecision, ninety-eight percent ineptitude.
“You’re right. I can’t complain to you,” Nikoletta carried on, unaware of Argrave’s thoughts. “I see your name, I see some strange word, ‘Gerechtigkeit,’ and He Who Would Judge the Gods. I want you to explain to me what happened. Explain to me what’s happening,” she said, rephrasing the tense. “I don’t want to be left in the dark anymore.”
“Sure,” Argrave agreed. “Long story, though. Might be tiresome.” He looked back at the crowd. “But… given present company…”
“Yes, you’re right. We should return.” Nikoletta nodded in agreement. “And… the Veidimen. What’s their intent?” She eyed the longship warily.
Argrave spared a glance back, but Anneliese answered, “The ship will be returning soon. Please, pay it no mind.”
“And she is…?” Nikoletta asked.
“Anneliese. A friend,” Argrave said at once. “Didn’t really expect this to happen, but it did. She’s a talented mage, wanted to go sight-seeing in a land at war. She’ll be traveling with me. I hope you can accommodate her.”
“Friends, is it?” Nikoletta considered that. “I have no idea what to think. This whole time I’ve been dreading what might be landing on our shores on the eve of a civil war, my father in a coma… They truly won’t return?”
“I promise they won’t.” Argrave nodded. “The invasion is done. Over and done. They won’t trouble Mateth, or any other city, so long as this agreement holds valid.”
Nikoletta let out a deep sigh of relief. “You have no idea how much that relieves me.”
“But… Correct me if I’m wrong, but did you say your father is in a coma?” Argrave pressed.
“He’ll be fine, Master Castro assures me. My father will be awoken when the tower master’s magic recovers sufficiently.” Nikoletta let out a light sigh. “Such a ridiculous situation… I am worried, but also partially relieved. My father had you dead set as my marriage partner.”
“What? Really?” Argrave asked immediately. When Nikoletta nodded in confirmation, Argrave started laughing. “I’ll have to refuse. Sorry, but I’m not particularly interested in being tied down, least of all to a first cousin.” Argrave scratched his chin. “Though… maybe this isn’t so bad. If you can lend me some trust… I think I can solve one of the problems you have.”
“What was it you once said? Problems for me, not for thee,” Nikoletta insisted. “What are you suggesting?”
“Sure, sure, it is your problem.” Argrave nodded, agreeing sarcastically. “First, let’s walk and talk of what you asked me earlier—about Gerechtigkeit.” Argrave snapped and pointed ahead. “Oh, and have the parade of steel ahead carry my luggage. They’re heavy books, you see, and I’m far too weakened from the long journey.”
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“…and after the tomb guardians shambled in on Barden, one of their arrows hit the palisades. I was knocked unconscious by the wood splinters,” Argrave explained. “Anneliese here can tell you what happened afterwards. She carried me on her back and swam across the great blue ocean. Very admirable,” he finished, tapping the snow elf’s elbow as they walked through the gates of the Monticci estate.
Ahead, two knights carried a chest up through the estate’s front door. Anneliese was observing everything around her with a great deal of interest. Though she feigned obliviousness to the hateful glances cast her way and the disparaging terms muttered in her direction, Argrave could tell they reached her and bothered her.
“You still haven’t mentioned what ‘Gerechtigkeit’ is,” Nikoletta said, coming to a stop. “I don’t understand. You go alone to the heart of an invasion, and you manage to just talk them into setting aside arms? It’s ridiculous. These things don’t just happen.” She shook her head, spreading her arms wide in disbelief at the situation.
“Hold on.” Argrave held out his hand and conjured a D-rank ward spell around them. “Soundproofing.”
“So, talk.” Nikoletta pointed, then crossed her arms. “How did you do what you did?”
“Well, much like how Anneliese here put aside the battle we were having to defeat the metal men, Patriarch Dras put aside the invasion for another matter.” Argrave rested his hand atop the Ebonice daggers on his waist.
“Elaborate,” Nikoletta demanded.
Argrave scratched his chin. “Not sure you’d believe me.”
“I’ll be the judge of that,” she dismissed. “I’m tired of you leaving me in the dark, damn it.”
Argrave chuckled. “Never heard you curse. Guess I’m in the deep end now.” He scratched the back of his head. “Gerechtigkeit is a calamity. An ancient one, old as no one can remember. Shows up every millennium and again to try to put an end to the world.” Argrave shrugged and shook his head. “The Kingdom of Vasquer is too young to have any records of it. It’s… what, year 872 since its founding?”
“What are you talking about?” she asked, more confused than anything.
“I just told you. A god is going to descend to this mortal plane hellbent on destruction. Wouldn’t call Him malicious—it’s just His instincts,” Argrave said, then realized he was justifying the calamity somewhat. He quickly amended, “Malicious or not, I much prefer living, and no one else I can see is stepping up to fight Him.”
Nikoletta shook her head, mouth agape in bewilderment.
“She might take you seriously if you acted serious,” Anneliese recommended. “As it is now… you seem half-joking.”
“That’s true.” Argrave nodded. “But—”
Nikoletta held her hand out to stop them from talking further. “What exactly is going to happen? When is this going to happen?”
“What is it? I think the world ‘calamity’ should make things clear enough. A disaster, a…” Argrave waved his hand, searching for synonyms. “An apocalypse, though it’s a living thing rather than a force of nature. If you can call a god ‘alive,’ that is. As for when this is going down… considering that now is near the end of autumn… a few years. I could probably give an exact date, but frankly I haven’t looked at a calendar in many months.”
“You’re serious about this?” Nikoletta sought to confirm. “This isn’t some tactic you used to convince the snow elves?”
“No.” Argrave shook his head. “Everything I’ve done has been towards this end. The big bad evil takes precedence over mortal squabbles, in my eye. The whole world will just stop. No more life. Big empty wasteland, everyone dead… as far as I understand it, at least. There aren’t any tales of what happens after Gerechtigkeit, unfortunately.”
Anneliese raised a hand to get attention. “A millennia ago, my people took part in a great war on another continent outside of Berendar. The devastation wreaked is spoken of in many stories. Perhaps the only reason the people of Berendar do not know is because they were not affected. But now, He Who Would Judge the Gods is to appear on this continent,” Anneliese said, pointing to the ground.
Nikoletta’s face warped between emotions rapidly, and Argrave waited patiently. Eventually, she asked the question he had been waiting for. “How do you know this?”
“It’s like I told you back in the Tower of the Gray Owl. Believe me or not, it doesn’t matter. In time, the truth will be made clear for everyone. Dim echoes of Gerechtigkeit are already deeply rooted in this continent. This civil war wasn’t fully man-made. The plague brewing in the northeast is unnatural, too. In time, genuine monsters will appear.”
Nikoletta absorbed the information. “Why don’t you want to say how you know this?”
“That’s for me to know,” Argrave dismissed.
“You don’t trust me,” she accused.
“If people know the truth, I could be in danger.” Argrave shrugged. “I’ll take no chances. I’d trust you with my life, but what I have to do is too important to muck up with my own personal biases.”
Anneliese crossed her arms, watching passively. Nikoletta stared at him, her dark pink eyes shaking slightly. Eventually, she shook her head. “I don’t get it. I don’t get it at all. I don’t get you. From the Order until now, I’ve never understood what you’re aiming for. You speak nonsense half the time.”
“I’m doing my duty,” Argrave said simply, voice low. “Until it’s done, I have no other aim.” Anneliese studied his face with her amber eyes, and then turned away, looking out into the courtyard with arms crossed.
“What should I do, then?” Nikoletta asked him, some resignation on her tone.
“Stay neutral in the civil war. Rebuild your forces—no, not just that. Build your strength, and, when the time comes, help.” Argrave shrugged as though it was simple. “I can ask nothing more than that.”
“Alright.” Nikoletta nodded. “That’s more or less what was going to happen anyway, if I know my father. I’ll probably keep that mercenary, Melanie, contracted for a longer period.”
“Melanie?” Argrave frowned. “Red hair, chains, big sword?”
“Yes,” Nikoletta confirmed. “You know her?”
Argrave pursed his lips. One of the main characters is here. Huh. He slowly nodded. “Yeah, I know her. She’s done some work for the royal family. Don’t give her too much responsibility. She works for the highest bidder—no morals. She’ll kill you if anyone gives her a bigger pay.”
“Okay.” She nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
“Alright. Talk over.” Argrave moved to dispel the magic, but Nikoletta grabbed his wrist.
“Wait. You spoke of how to deal with this matter of my father’s intent to… marry us,” she said hesitantly.
Argrave pulled his wrist free. “Well, you’d have to trust me a good deal. After the talk we had, that might not be possible.”
She stared for a second, and then said, “Tell me first.”
Argrave rubbed his hands together. “Way I see it, your father can send thirty proposals my way. As long as I never answer or even receive them, he’ll be left waiting. I plan on leaving soon—more things to settle before the end times, you see. Once Castro helps Duke Enrico out of his coma, you tell him that I was amenable to a betrothal. Set his heart on this match, only for me to leave him in a lurch for a long while.”
“If you leave him waiting too long, he might just change his mind,” Nikoletta argued.
“You ever consider dear old Dad might be fostering some ambitions for the throne? He’ll persist for a while,” Argrave posited.
Nikoletta was taken aback by that, and she stared at the ground. “Even still, it’s not a permanent solution.”
“You’re smart… probably. You can find one in the time I give you. What, you want me to do everything for you?” Argrave spread his arms out and shrugged. “Of course, you have to trust I won’t answer any of his proposals. Might be you could find someone else for the task, of course.”
Nikoletta’s gaze flitted between the ground and his face. Eventually, she held out her hand. “If there’s one thing I trust, it’s that you don’t wish to marry me.” She cast a brief glance at Anneliese.
“That sounds like depressing self-deprecation, but you’re right.” Argrave took her hand and shook it.
***
Argrave, Anneliese, and Nikoletta walked down the hall of the Monticci estate. Ahead, the two knights opened the door to Argrave’s old guest bedroom, entering sideways. Argrave followed close behind. He failed to duck, though, and slammed his head against the doorframe.
“For the love of…” Argrave trailed off. Nikoletta hid a laugh behind her hand. “Don’t laugh,” he demanded, pointing at her. “I got used to the big doorframes at Veiden. Not my fault this estate was made for midgets.”
“You’re seven feet tall. You’re the abnormal one,” she rebutted.
“I prefer the term ‘special,’” Argrave said, ducking and entering the room he’d stayed at briefly in Mateth. Anneliese and Nikoletta followed.
“Should I prepare your friend Anneliese a room, or do you…?” Nikoletta asked.
“Won’t be staying long enough to sleep,” Argrave answered. “Have to get Galamon, and then do some other things…”
The two knights set down Argrave’s chest of books beside the already-formidable stack he’d collected in his guest room at House Monticci’s estate. They cast a glance at Anneliese as they left and shut the door behind them with a slam.
“Alright. Where’s my money?” Argrave got to business.
Nikoletta was taken aback. “From the auction of Foamspire?”
“No, you think I stopped this invasion for free?” Argrave said sarcastically. “I’m kidding. Yes, of course from the auction.”
“I have it.” She nodded. “The bidder paid in rose gold magic coins; two hundred and fourteen of them. We probably could have gotten a lot more if we’d gone through different channels, but… no matter. I stored them in the vault here at the estate.”
“Around four hundred and thirty thousand gold? Not bad. Damned fortune compared to what I usually have so early in the… Well, never mind.” Argrave nodded. “You can keep fifty of those. Mateth will need a lot of money to repair, and with your docks gone, commerce won’t exactly be easy.”
Argrave had planned this for some time. It felt a small drop in the bucket of guilt weighing him down, but it was a start. Mateth had survived by chance. He alone had been inadequate. His presence had changed events, but it had not been deliberate or measured. That would need to change.
Nikoletta was startled. She spoke slowly and delicately, surprise marking her face. “Argrave, that’s… a fair bit of money.”
Argrave shrugged casually, walking and sitting down on his bed. “Consider it a service fee… and an investment. Never could have sold a thing on the Baretta Troupe Auction without your help. I only hope I can have your House’s steadfast support in the future.”
“House Monticci’s support, is it? I think I can speak for my father in agreeing to that much.” She nodded. “Even still… I can’t take such a generous sum without offering anything in return. We have a well-enchanted lockbox in the vault. I’ll store the coins in there, give it to you.”
“I’m not the type to refuse free stuff.” Argrave nodded, falling back onto his bed. “Go ahead.”
Nikoletta walked towards the door. “I will, then. Thank you for my help with this situation regarding my father.”
“Sure, sure,” Argrave called out between a yawn as he relaxed on the bed. “Not like I’m doing much. You’re the one that has to do the lying. I’m just offering my name.”
Nikoletta stayed silent for a few seconds, shaking her head. “Whatever.” She stepped to the door, opening it. “Another thing. Tower Master Castro is coming here. He came here looking for you, after all.”
“What?!” Argrave sat up quickly. “You’re playing with me.”
“He’ll be by shortly. I have to go. Ducal matters,” she explained, shutting the door before Argrave could say anything more.
“You could’ve said something earlier!” he shouted to little effect. Argrave sat, mouth agape as he stared at the door. His brows furrowed and he brought a hand to his mouth, expression pensive. “Damn. She boomed me.”
“It seems you are an oddity even among your own people.” Anneliese stepped closer. “Your friend seems nice… and she trusts you. Why didn’t you tell her about Erlebnis?”
“Don’t think that would go over well,” Argrave cautioned. “Barring my association with a heretical god… there’s no need to say more than necessary. Let Nikoletta stay safe and happy, devoting her time towards rebuilding Mateth. Once Gerechtigkeit starts making His move, I can start bringing people over to my side. Until then, this is my problem. Well, our problem,” Argrave conceded.
Anneliese mulled over his words. “You do much for your friends,” she finally said.
“Yeah, I’m a saint, I know.” Argrave nodded sarcastically, and then pointed. “Listen. A big fish is about to swim by. He’s got his eye on me—though why, I still don’t know. That said, I’m not one to pass up an opportunity. If a grifter sees a high roller, he’s got to peddle his wares.”
“A grifter?” Anneliese raised her brow.
Argrave stood, moving to the pile of books and sorting through them. “If you’re good at improv, feel free to contribute. Some of these books are pretty useless to me… [Germinate], [Expand Roots], [Feel Needs]… Of course, Castro needs to think they’re the best druidic spells.”
“What makes one spell better than another?”
“Uhh… I don’t know, mayb—”
A knock interrupted Argrave’s response, and he froze for a second. He glanced at the mirror in the room, fixing his appearance quickly. With a final readjustment of the white fur coat over his shoulders, he moved to the door and pulled it open. There, a short old man waited. He looked perhaps sixty. It was difficult to imagine he was near two hundred.
“Ohoh,” Castro said. “You must be Argrave of Vasquer. A pleasure to meet you. You are quite the tall one,” he commented. “This old man may hurt his neck looking so high up.”




Chapter 45

Tower Master Castro stood waiting in front of Argrave’s door patiently. He was like a much more compact version of Rowe the Righteous in that both were old, bald men. Evidently that compaction had removed the terrible attitude, for Rowe would never smile so warmly. That pleasant attitude belied a terrifyingly powerful man, though.
“Just Argrave, no Vasquer,” Argrave corrected. “And you’re Castro, Master of the Order of the Gray Owl,” Argrave continued quickly. “Nikoletta informed me you were looking for me. Beyond that, I don’t know much. Although I have an inkling, I’m not quite sure. Why don’t you come in? I have no refreshments on hand, but you can at least sit.” Argrave stood aside and gestured to the table in the corner of the room.
Castro nodded. “Please and thank you.” He entered the room, noticing Anneliese. “Hello, young lady. Who might you be?”
“This is Anneliese, a friend of mine, a spellcaster from Veiden, and my traveling companion,” Argrave introduced her, walking to the table and pulling the chair back for the tower master.
Argrave offered the other chair to Anneliese, and then sat down himself in the third. Castro was watching his every move. Argrave could practically hear the gears turning in the man’s head as they put an image of his personality together.
“You have quite the large magic pool,” Castro noted, his brown eyes surveying him thoroughly. “I see you’re diligent with your training.”
Argrave was uneasy at the man’s comment. A-rank mages were more than mere humans—Castro could perceive magic by sight alone. “Indeed I am,” confirmed Argrave as he adjusted in the chair. “So,” Argrave began, putting his hands on the table and entwining them. “I’m very curious why a bigshot like yourself has come to visit little old me. I have an idea, but at the risk of appearing foolish should I be wrong, I’ll wait to hear your answer.”
“You are very business-like, I see,” answered Castro, smiling. “I did not have time to ask her much, but Nikoletta seemed fond of you, and from what I have seen in her time as regent of the dukedom, she is a person of good character.”
Argrave glanced at Anneliese, but her expression was as passive as ever. “Your point being?”
“Nothing, forgive me. Old men tend to ramble. Perhaps it’s because they like the sound of their own voice,” Castro dismissed, letting out a wheezing chuckle.
Though Argrave considered mentioning Castro’s true age, he kept quiet, not wishing to unnerve the man.
“To the point, then.” Castro leaned in slightly. “Many of the more research-oriented High Wizards of the Order have taken a great deal of interest in the thesis you submitted. If it were to move from theory to practice, what you call ‘Blood Infusion’ has the potential to change the landscape of all magic.”
“I know.” Argrave nodded. “I left the thesis unfinished for that reason,” he said. Argrave could veritably smell the bait he’d hooked to his fishing line. It would be more than enough for this big fish, he hoped.
Castro stared at Argrave’s face for a moment, his expression slowly shifting. “You mean to say that you left out the completed theory?”
“That’s right.” Argrave nodded, taking his hands off the table and leaning back into the chair with arms crossed.
The tower master evaluated him calmly, perhaps trying to discern his reasoning. Then, he asked, “Why do such a thing? The mages at the Order are already discussing bestowing a grand reward upon you, and that figure might be larger if the theory is completed.”
“I should work for nothing? Let others feast on the fruit of my labor?” Argrave held his arms wide. “It’s complete, but as a C-rank mage, I can’t yet prove it. If I give it all to them, another will find what I toiled to get. Perhaps it’s selfish, but I want all of the credit.”
The old man Castro nodded, considering Argrave’s words. “It is not unusual for a spellcaster to take pride and be possessive of their own work. But the Order of the Gray Owl is supposed to be beyond that, young man.” He tapped his finger on the table. “And further, by saying that it’s impossible as a C-rank mage, you’ve greatly narrowed the direction of further research,” Castro disclosed provocatively.
Argrave grinned. “I only mentioned it because I have a solid grasp of your character. One hundred and twenty years ago, it was you that instituted measures to reduce the political influence of the Order of the Gray Owl, trying to turn it into a politically neutral entity. You’re an honorable, just man. Your defense of Mateth proves as much.”
The Castro that Argrave knew was just a tired old man who wanted to study magic and be happy. Indeed, if a player rose high enough in the Order, Castro would simply step down as tower master, leaving it to the player. Such a man would not steal and develop research from a young wizard.
“I’m flattered that you think so highly of me,” the tower master said, though it had a casualness that betrayed he was not truly affected by the praise. He’d probably seen many sycophants in his day.
“I am, however, quite mindful of the many privileges offered to me as a member of the Order of the Gray Owl,” Argrave proceeded tactfully. “Once I am capable of proving what I preach, I’ll naturally turn in a more completed version of my theory. If I die before then, you can do as you please with what’s there, developing off what I’ve already written.”
“That is good,” Castro said with a nod and a smile.
Argrave carried on quickly. “But that isn’t all, naturally. Do you know about druidic magic, tower master?”
“The magic of the snow elves?” Castro half-asked, half-stated.
“You know of it.” Argrave pointed. “Good.” Argrave stood, moving to the chest of books and picking up some of the ones that he’d set aside that were useless. He took one and walked back to the table, placing it before Castro.
“The books with me are all druidic magic,” Argrave said grandly. “Not half-torn manuscripts or spells wrested from tortured snow elves. Fully documented druidic magic.”
Castro perked up at that, eyebrows raised in surprise. “How did you manage that?”
“Argrave is a valuable friend of the Veidimen,” Anneliese interjected, finally breaking her silence. Argrave smiled as he caught on to what she was doing. “Our people were willing to offer these books in trade.”
By naming him a friend to the Veidimen, Argrave’s value would be further amplified in the eyes of the tower master. Having importance and prestige in the Order would enable mobility and leeway in future encounters. They were simple words, but coming from Anneliese, they would be immeasurably helpful.
“In return, I promised to deliver some illusion spellbooks by boat at Jast. A small price to pay for bringing a new field of magic to the order, by my estimation,” Argrave tacked on to Anneliese’s words without missing a beat. “Can that be arranged, Master Castro?”
Argrave had been planning to get the illusion books through other means, but this was perfect for his needs.
Castro straightened his back, thinking. “The snow elves were just invading. Now they wish to trade?”
“Their leader and I had some words,” Argrave said. “Whole thing… big misunderstanding. This trade is a peace offering of sorts—an exchange of knowledge to show there’s no bad blood,” Argrave said while nodding remorsefully. “So? Can I expect those books at Jast?”
“Em…” Castro paused, still taking the time to think despite being placed on the spot so abruptly. “I suppose… I suppose that if those books are genuine, it is indeed a worthy trade.”
Argrave put his finger on the book at the table and sat back down. “Peruse the book, determine its value for yourself.”
Castro picked up the book. Argrave carried on as the tower master examined the tome. “Druidic magic is like necromancy in that it involves the soul but differs in the approach taken. Dead souls cannot be affected by druidic magic. Instead, the druid tries to bond and form a connection with the natural beings in the world. Some spells form a link between the caster and the animal that persists for years. Other spells might temporarily connect with a less animate soul—plant life, for instance. A very fascinating and useful school of magic, in my opinion.”
“I see,” Castro half-answered, distracted reading the spellbook. “Intriguing.”
“For now, I’ll give you all the ones that I’ve mastered,” Argrave lied. He intended to give away only the useless ones. Once he mastered the ones he needed, he would give them all up for the most benefit. “Eventually, I’ll bring them all to the Order.”
“This is… a tremendous find, young man.” Castro closed the book and looked at Argrave. “This meeting was far beyond my expectations. Each of these books are near priceless to the Order.”
Argrave smiled. He’s talking me up like a nouveau riche hooked on some shabby art, he dialogued internally. Now’s the time to reel in the line.
“All I ask is that, when I become a B-rank wizard, the process for becoming a High Wizard is expedited, and further, I hope you can give me permission to take any spellbooks from the Tower’s library.”
Castro lowered his head, a faint expression of amusement on his face. “When you become a B-rank wizard? Few reach that milestone.”
“Very few people are me. Only one, in fact,” Argrave declared confidently.
The tower master looked at the book on the table, lost in thought. Eventually, he turned his eyes to Argrave. “I’m not sure how much I can expedite things, but as for spellbooks…” He held out a hand. “I’ll send word to the libraries that you’re to be given rights to take whichever books you so please. I’ll prepare those spellbooks at Jast, though I suspect you’ll need to coordinate the delivery to these… Veidimen,” he finished respectfully.
Argrave bit his lip to stop himself from smiling. He’d earned a card that few could ever hold—free access to all magical resources of the Order. Money was no obstacle after Foamspire, but some things could not be obtained with money. Order spellbooks were one such thing.
“If you can’t expedite things… Can I ask something else?” When Castro said nothing, Argrave continued, “My friend here.” He pointed to Anneliese, not yet shaking Castro’s hand. “I’d like to make her a Wizard of the Order. She’s already C-rank in multiple schools, and she’s been there longer than I have.”
Anneliese was surprised, but she reined in her shock quickly. The tower master smiled a little. “Interesting. She would be the first snow elf in our Order, though not the first elf.” Castro scratched the top of his head. “I would agree, but it isn’t something I alone can decide. A special induction at the rank of Wizard—not common. I will bring it to my council. I can promise to be a proponent, but nothing more.” Castro smiled. “Anything else I can do for you, or can we finally shake hands?” He held out his hand once more.
Argrave shook his hand quickly. “A wonderful meeting, Master Castro.”
***
Castro walked away from Argrave’s room with a faint smile on his face. He had considered this trip to be a disaster before that meeting. That wyvern had been a gift from the southern tribes of the desert beyond the margrave’s territory, and it had died. Few others in Vasquer had such a thing, and the majority were nobility or royalty. Fortunately, the purpose of his trip greatly surprised him.
Impressive that he could stop the Veidimen from invading. Perhaps he was doing the bidding of the royal family… but being given a task and doing it right still requires considerable competence. He looked down at the book in his arms. Still… absolutely worthless as a disciple. He’ll wring me like a towel until he’s dead or I am. Far too shameless, that one.
Castro shook his head. In the many years of his life, he had learned that some people simply could not tolerate guidance. Argrave was, from his insights, one such person. The royal bastard has his own plans for everything, and while he’d take what came with an open hand, he’d never rely on anyone except himself.
His eyes are haunted. Far too much sorrow for a boy his age. Perhaps it’s the family, Castro mused, slowing his walk. Way I see it, he’ll work himself to greatness or death. All depends on the people standing by his side, I suppose. It’s best he distances himself from Vasquer.
Castro rubbed his eyes. Hah. Me, thinking about politics. This week has been far too exciting.




Chapter 46

Argrave scattered bread across the streets, watching as the pigeons dropped down and chewed on it without care for the abundance of people walking about. He looked one in the eye, and then his hand shone with a spell matrix. Argrave felt a bizarre sensation in his chest that felt as though some carbonated liquid was bubbling about near his heart.
After the spell finished, the bird flew up and joined a flock of five unprompted. They acted just as ordinary birds, but Argrave felt there was a certain connection between the six of them distinctly separate from the rest of the animals. They moved together, acted together, and never strayed too far from Argrave’s sight.
“You should stop here,” Anneliese said. “Bonding with too many creatures can change your behavior, especially if they’re all of the same species. Druidic magic affects both of you. It would be best to do nothing to overstrain it.”
Argrave stood. “Six birds. It should be fine as a temporary druidic partner. Mostly for scouting, anyway.”
“I’m curious why you use the C-rank spell [Pack Leader] instead of a more sophisticated, direct method of controlling the animals for detailed observation,” Anneliese asked. “Knowing exact details about an enemy is important. It can help formulate comprehensive plans to both counter and end any enemy.”
Argrave gestured, and then continued to walk down the street. “This spell gives me less control, sure, but with two mages, one of us can act as a net. [Pack Leader] allows one to control many of one species, but I get only a general sense of what each is feeling. If they feel something, or spot something dangerous, you can use one of the aforementioned more precise druidic spells to get a detailed examination…” Argrave trailed off, taking a look at Anneliese.
Anneliese had her arms crossed, and her gaze was locked on something else. Argrave followed her gaze, lifting his head up. There was a body hanging from a rope. It had been cast from a window and tied to something inside. It took a few seconds for Argrave to realize it was a Veidimen. Once he realized that, Argrave became very aware that they were being stared at.
“You alright?” Argrave asked.
“I’m fine. My people attacked theirs. Perhaps I should have expected this,” she returned quickly. “We should keep going.”
Argrave clicked his tongue, but eventually said, “When we make it to Jast, I know a shop that sells some enchanted iron circlets. They muddle the features, make them less distinct for the average passersby. It’s an illusion enchantment. For now, maybe we should get going… or buy a hood.”
Anneliese lifted her head, amber eyes locking with his gaze as he waited for her answer. Eventually, she touched her hair. “The long hair would make a hood difficult. I will manage for now. But thank you.”
“Alright,” Argrave said, keeping his gaze steady. “We’re done here, any—”
“Argrave,” a guttural, spine-chilling voice called out.
Argrave turned to the source of the voice. Galamon stood there, his black, fur-coated armor covered in a large cloak. There was a bit of his armor missing at the torso from the attack he’d suffered outside Barden.
“Holy hell,” Argrave exclaimed, walking forward without caution. “I’d never forget that growl. I was wondering when you’d turn up. For a brief moment, I’ll admit I thought we might not find you again.”
Galamon stayed silent, his white eyes staring at the ground. He refused to meet Argrave’s gaze.
“We were just wrapping up. Let’s go back to that abandoned house. We have some things to discuss.” Argrave stepped forward, touching Galamon’s shoulder. “Saved me a lot of trouble. Thought I’d have to go search Barden for you.”
***
“What is this? Why the kowtow?” Argrave asked, taken aback.
Galamon had his face and hands on the floor while kneeling. “What I’ve done cannot be forgiven. I broke a contract. I harmed the other party.”
Argrave huffed, and then sat down at the chair in the abandoned house, rubbing his forehead. Anneliese walked into the house, brow furrowed after seeing this scene. She shut the door slowly, her eyes jumping from person to person.
“Alright, get up,” Argrave commanded, gesturing with his hand. “Get up, you’re embarrassing me,” he repeated when Galamon did nothing.
Galamon took his head off the floor, but he refused to stop kneeling. His white eyes stayed locked on the chair that Argrave sat in, as though he dared not look at Argrave directly.
“I broke a contract,” Galamon repeated. “My sin is without measure. I was contracted to protect you, and yet I was the very thing that brought you harm.”
“I thought we settled this back at the village,” Argrave said. “Wasn’t a big deal, really. You dealt with the tomb guardians. Everything worked out. Just bad timing on my part—something to learn from.”
“Even if you have forgiven me, I violated Veid’s teachings. I must be punished,” Galamon said determinedly, his low voice going even lower.
“Punished,” Argrave repeated. “You took an arrow to the gut for me. A shoulder-shot, too, upon further examination,” he noted, seeing a puncture on the elf’s pauldron. Argrave leaned in. “I’m not going to punish you. I really don’t care. Everything worked out fine. Now… now, we just get back to business.”
Galamon’s head shook quickly. “Then I will punish myself. Veid would demand it.”
Argrave sighed in exasperation. “What are you planning to do, go take a sunbath?” Argrave shook his head. “Anneliese, want to chime in?” He turned to her.
She nodded. “Ordinarily, a chief would decide the punishment for breaking contract if the contractor did not wish for punishment. Should that fail… they leave it to the oath breaker.”
Argrave shook his head. He crossed his legs, falling into thought. Eventually, he nodded. “Alright. Let’s think about this. I won’t beat you. Would probably hurt me more than you, considering my physical deficiencies. All things considered… let’s quantify the damage done.” Argrave held up his fingers, counting. “There’s the blood loss, you squeezed my neck real tight, and I had to walk with a cane for a while—very embarrassing. Let’s call that last one ‘mental trauma.’
“All said,” Argrave continued. “You add all that up, carry the one…” Argrave said, doing exaggerated mental math that didn’t really exist. “I’ve got it. I have your punishment, Galamon. The way I figure it, you’re looking at about ten years of indentured servitude as my personal retainer.”
Galamon met Argrave’s eyes for the first time. The two waited quietly, staring at each other.
“What, you think I’m kidding around?” Argrave said finally. “We’re going to be doing some dangerous stuff, my friend. Failure usually means death. I’ve also got a ridiculous number of books to haul about, and I’m definitely not carrying them. Those things are damned heavy.”
Argrave put his hand to his chin, and then pointed to Galamon as he remembered something. “I’ve got years’ worth of manual labor for you to do… making potions, fetching things, et cetera. You’re going to be the muscle I severely lack.”
The big snow elf lowered his head once more and took off his helmet. His hair fell over his face.
“We understand each other?” Argrave pressed. “Your punishment’s really quite harsh. This is why you don’t ask me to do these things.”
Galamon laughed. It was quite a grating noise, and very haunting besides, but it was the first time Argrave had heard it. “You’ll work me to the bone, I know.” He lifted his head up, and his face took on his typical dour expression. “Argrave. I am sorry. I’ll be sure that it never happens again.”
“Maybe get big canteens instead of flasks. What do I know, though?” Argrave waved dismissively. “Anyway, now that we’ve put this nonsense behind us, we can start getting ready.” Argrave put his hands to his knees, about to stand, but he paused.
“Galamon… where are your weapons?” Argrave asked, scanning the man’s waist and back.
“I… did not want to alarm you. I placed them upstairs,” the vampire said, running his hand by where he usually kept them.
With a snap of his fingers, Argrave stood. “Go get them. We have some things to fetch from a certain ruin you’re familiar with. It’s near empty and full of real valuable stuff. You think I’m going to let someone else take that prize from me? We’ll need that Ebonice axe for the big metal man still at the entrance. We can talk about what happened in Veiden, from why Anneliese is with us today to how your family is doing.”
“You spoke to them,” Galamon said quietly.
“I did. Muriem said she loves you. Rhomaden said, ‘I don’t know,’ but he probably does too.” Argrave took a step forward, grabbing Galamon’s shoulder. “I promised her that, one day, you’d be sitting side-by-side with me as we talked. We can have a family dinner, maybe. Keep your calendar open. Might be in a couple years, though.”
Galamon said nothing. Argrave patted Galamon’s shoulder, then walked away. Galamon raised his hand to his eyes, hiding a glistening wetness briefly. Then, he stood, putting his helmet back on. He looked to Argrave’s back, and his fist clenched as a faint smile marked his face. With a slight nod, he moved to retrieve his weapons.
***
“You’re leaving tomorrow?” Nikoletta asked, looking up at Argrave from his position on horseback. She was escorted by two knights and an unusually reticent Mina.
“That’s the plan, yeah. I have a few things to take care of. I do appreciate you giving us these horses.” Argrave turned his head to Anneliese and Galamon, and they both acknowledged his words with a nod.
“Maybe Nicky shouldn’t have, considering you lost the first two she gave you,” Mina commented. “Though, you’d probably have stolen them if she hadn’t.”
“You steal one horse, people call you the horse-thief forever,” Argrave said, feigning sadness.
Nikoletta laughed a little. She raised a hand to block out the sunlight from her eyes. “Well, this lines up nicely. Castro intends to wake my father tomorrow afternoon. If you’re not gone by then, our whole plan might go bust.”
“I know.” Argrave nodded. “But time is a-wasting. I should be off.” He pulled on the horse’s reins.
“Hold on,” Nikoletta stopped him. Argrave looked back to her. “I might not see you, as I have to stay with Castro during my father’s treatment. Where are you going tomorrow?”
“Jast, by carriage. Got a lot of cargo and some obligations there, after all,” Argrave disclosed. “After… I have some things in mind, but I have to discuss said things with my two elven companions. The price of doing business, I guess.”
“I see.” Nikoletta nodded, and then her expression turned pensive. “I’d ask you to be safe, but frankly, what you’ve told me leads me to believe you can’t promise that without lying. You should… take better care of yourself,” she said sincerely.
“That’s one of the things I have planned, actually,” Argrave said with a grin. “Well, if I stay longer, you might start weeping, so I must depart. Goodbye, Nikoletta, Mina. Thank you for what you’ve done.”
“House Monticci probably owes you its continued existence. You don’t need to thank me for anything.” Nikoletta smiled bitterly. “Goodbye, Argrave.”
“Bye, Grave. You’re… a good guy,” Mina said slowly. “Be well.”
Argrave nodded. “Right.” Argrave pointed to the distant mountains. “Off to Aethel-something, crew. We’ll multitask—plan for the future, rob graves for the present.”
“What are you—” Nikoletta started to say, but her voice faded as Argrave set his horse into a gallop.




Chapter 47

Argrave watched the village of Barden from horseback. The metal men had been stacked in a great pit off the side to the village. All along the coast, devastation was apparent. Few villages were left untouched, and even now, refugees moved to Mateth. The great fields outside of the city had been trampled, crushed, burnt, and more. This place might be wracked by famine in the years to come.
In the corner of his mind, he could feel the consciousness of the pigeons under the control of his druidic magic. Rather than seeing through their eyes, it was like he was vaguely cognizant of what they could feel. He could tell that they saw people and the direction those people might be in, but little beyond that. It would be helpful for avoiding ambushes.
Anneliese was still very unused to riding horses, and Argrave kept the pace slow for this reason. “Ride closer,” Argrave directed to Galamon and Anneliese. They did so, Anneliese awkwardly directing her horse forward. Though Argrave had suggested she use druidic magic to handle the horse, she refused. She wanted to learn.
“Now that this little party of mine is assembled, we can talk about what happens next.” Argrave looked to Galamon and Anneliese. They watched him quietly. “Long-term, our priority is to mitigate Gerechtigkeit’s influence. Though it hasn’t spread far yet, the plague brewing in the northeast can devastate the continent. Indeed, it takes priority over stopping the civil war in Vasquer. As such, that’s our first long-term goal.”
“But you grow sick easily,” Anneliese interrupted. “You told me as much yourself. That is already the obvious flaw of things.”
“I was getting to that,” Argrave agreed. He took the horse off-road, heading to the distant mountains where the old tomb would still be. “With the invasion from the Veidimen halted, I have a lot more leeway in terms of what can be done. With my physique, going to deal with the plague now would likely just end with my death. As such, it needs to be dealt with.” Argrave looked to Galamon.
“I won’t turn you into a vampire,” the elf said quickly and harshly. “Perish the thought.”
“Christ, did I say anything about growing my teeth out? Everyone is interrupting,” Argrave complained. “I’m not planning on becoming a vampire. Just listen. As we are now, we need to get our builds ready. In other words, we need to focus on personal growth.”
Argrave gestured to Galamon. “You, Galamon. You’re already a very powerful warrior, but compared to others, you lack good equipment. Your axe is one thing, but at the very least, you need an enchanted bow and a good enchanted greatsword. Finding armor that fits your body is going to be difficult. Armor isn’t exactly one-size-fits-all. It’ll need to be custom made. I can’t promise it’ll be enchanted, but we can at least integrate that crown you pilfered from the ruins into your helm.”
“As for you.” Argrave pointed to Anneliese. “You need to learn the spells I specify. Some of them I have. Others I will need to get. Jast will have most everything we need in that department, but Mateth is a bit lacking in the scholarly circles. The majority of the spells you should learn are lightning-oriented elemental magic.”
“Why?” she asked simply.
“You have a high affinity with magic just as I do. This helps with lightning magic’s one disadvantage: its tremendous cost. It’s fast, precise, and can affect many at once. Few things are attuned to lightning, and as such, few enemies can resist it,” Argrave finished. As another thing came to mind, he added, “There’s a set of items that I’m going to get that synchronize with electricity, too, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”
Argrave and company passed over the dead body of one of the tomb guardians that had been using a bow. Galamon watched it as they passed, growing ever closer to the mountains.
“As for me, I’ll learn much of the same stuff Anneliese does. Beyond that, there’s the issue of my body. Eating my peas and carrots and getting some exercise is the least of it. I have to address my fragile constitution. As I am now, I’m plague-food.” Argrave clenched the reins together. “I’ve thought of a few ways. One of them Galamon mentioned: vampirism. But forget that. It’s a last resort.”
Galamon touched Argrave’s elbow, pointing to the direction of the entrance of the mineshaft. The three of them rode towards it, dismounting. Argrave tied the horse to a rock quietly. The birds under the influence of his spell [Pack Leader] flew down, landing on the horse’s saddle. Argrave had grown used to their presence, and already felt quite protective of them.
“With all of these conditions in mind, the best place to go would be south, past the territory of House Parbon. They’re not fond of me there, but they’re also busy with a war, and we have the advantage in scouting with druidic magic. We’re to head to a place called the Burnt Desert.”
Galamon shifted uneasily, but Anneliese only stared with a neutral expression. Argrave carried on, standing by the horses. “I know an alchemist there… we’ll have to collect some things on the way, but he’s one of the few people who can get rid of my sickliness permanently. He’ll make me black-blooded. Fitting, I guess. Doesn’t change the fact that it’s a pain in the ass.”
“What is the Burnt Desert?” Anneliese inquired.
“A desert of black sand. Really incredibly hot, I’m told, but it’s near winter,” Argrave reflected, reminded of the bitter cold. “Winter is the best time to head there. It’ll probably be very cold at night, all things considered. The days, though… the days might be pleasant.”
“It’s also a lawless wasteland of degenerate tribes,” Galamon added, voice low. “Lizardmen, cannibalistic humans, the southron elves…”
“Maybe it was.” Argrave held a hand out as if telling him to relax. “Right now, they’re in no mood for degeneracy. Ordinarily, these tribes are known to rear and trade wyverns. They’re in the middle of a divinely ordained drought, though. We’re not there to deal with that. We get what we need, and then we leave. Simple as.”
Galamon nodded contentedly.
Anneliese asked, “What do you mean by ‘he’ll make me black-blooded’?”
“Just that. He’ll change my blood from red to black,” Argrave said as though it was the simplest thing in the world. “It’s his life project. Well… one of several life projects, given how old this guy is. The things that we’ll need to fetch are a detour, but without it, I’ll die from the plague.”
“That does not explain what it does,” Anneliese pressed.
“Eh… been months since I read about it…” Argrave paused, thinking. “It makes the blood denser, and rather than just carrying oxygen to the muscles, it imbues magic into it. Effectively, over the course of a few weeks, the body will be entirely changed similarly to creatures naturally born with magic. Like dragons.” Argrave pointed, smiling.
“Oxygen?” Anneliese asked.
“Air,” Argrave elaborated, feeling like he was answering the questions of a child with insatiable curiosity. “We breathe to transfer air to the muscles.” He waited for another question from Anneliese, but no more came. He continued, “Becoming black-blooded has some consequences. The transitional period is said to be… painful. I have to eat much more than the average person. My magic pool will be smaller but will recover much, much quicker, thereby facilitating rapid growth. There’s other stuff, but it’s situational. That said, I’ll probably be the healthiest person here when all is said and done.”
Anneliese nodded, absorbing the information. “This sounds very dangerous. You trust this person to perform this procedure?”
“Naturally,” Argrave said. He moved away from the horses. “But let’s move into the mines. We have some things to fetch. Galamon, as my indentured servant, you will be carrying all of them.”
Argrave and Anneliese walked off. Galamon stayed standing by the horses for a time, then eventually slung a bag over his shoulder and followed with a quiet sigh.
***
“Galamon,” said Anneliese, grabbing the man’s shoulder.
The elven vampire stopped, looking back at Anneliese. Argrave walked away ahead, a flame whirling about his head to illuminate the stone paths of the ancient ruin. The tomb’s king was some distance behind them. It had died just as easy as the rest once its metal skin was pierced by Ebonice.
“I have some questions for you,” she spoke quietly.
“I have some of my own,” Galamon returned. “Why you wished to come with Argrave. Why he agreed to it.”
Argrave’s footsteps faded away, and the two Veidimen stared at each other in the dark, a flame swirling above Anneliese’s head just the same as Argrave.
“I can answer those, but I ask that you allow me my questions first,” Anneliese said and, seeing Galamon did not protest, continued. “Let me ask you this. Why are you so certain that Argrave is an agent of Erlebnis? Did he tell you personally?”
Galamon turned around fully. “I saw him head to a shrine in the forest that no one else seemed to know of. He spoke directly with an Emissary of Erlebnis and received a blessing. This blessing was pivotal in dispatching those twenty druids. In addition, he possesses an uncanny knowledge about too much. I’m sure you’re familiar with this.”
“He never told you directly. It was an assumption,” Anneliese pressed.
Galamon paused. “It has basis. It is a presumption.”
Anneliese nodded. “I can agree with that. Let me ask you this, though. Have you ever felt that his knowledge extends beyond what even Erlebnis should know?” Galamon only stared blankly, the fire reflecting off his white eyes. “He knew that city, Mateth, almost too well. Why would Erlebnis teach him that? How does Erlebnis even give knowledge to those who serve him? There are too many unknowns, and he refuses to answer questions on the matter.”
Anneliese continued, “From the beginning, he probably knew your character. While it is well enough to say that Erlebnis may know these things, he did not interact with you as though you were strangers. He acted familiarly. Rather than knowing about you, he acted as though he knew you. At least, such was the case with me, and others I saw him speak to. Am I wrong in this?”
Galamon said nothing, and Anneliese continued, “You ask me why Argrave allowed me to come with him. This perplexed me just as much. From the beginning, he had decided I was a person of good character. This alchemist he mentioned—he trusts him well enough to perform this procedure to make him black-blooded, despite having never met him. That extends far beyond mere knowledge.”
His face tightening, Galamon spoke firmly, “Argrave is a very kind person. It is simply his character to trust and act with familiarity. I consider it my duty to ensure he is not harmed from being gullible.”
“That may be the case. I know how to understand people well, though, and I don’t think Argrave is any more or less trusting than the average person. Ask yourself this: has he ever misplaced his trust? Has he ever been betrayed? Has he ever made a poor evaluation of another’s character?”
“Make your point,” Galamon said gruffly.
“I am not sure of my point myself,” Anneliese said with a sigh. She could not help but remember some words they’d exchanged about her strong empathy.
“It might make me surprised, throw a wrench into the conversation that forces some semblance of honesty from me. Might make me mind my words a little bit. But uncomfortable? Not at all.”
Argrave had no trouble lying, that Anneliese knew. He was one of the better actors she’d seen. From the outside looking in, everything he did was for a greater good. Even despite his deceptive tendencies, he seemed a genuine person, and she enjoyed speaking to him. But the fact remained that he refused to directly acknowledge his association to Erlebnis.
“I just think we aren’t getting the full picture,” Anneliese said finally. “The full truth.”
Galamon shook his head. “What Argrave discloses is his business. Meeting someone like him is a blessing. He’s arrogant, talkative, condescending, and somewhat infuriating, but he’s one of the best people I’ve met, elven or otherwise. Do not let your doubts interfere with what he does. I certainly won’t—my doubts or your doubts. Keep that in mind.”
Anneliese studied Galamon, discerning his emotions. She was worried she had angered him, but she only saw protectiveness, not hate.
“I’ll help as best I can,” Anneliese promised. “My reasons for being here aren’t entirely selfless, but you can be assured of that. This is to be a long journey that I may not even survive. I’ve resolved myself for that.”
Galamon slowly nodded. “Let’s join Argrave. As you said, this is to be a very long journey. Steel your resolve further. Come wind or rain, as long as that man marches forward, we must march alongside him.”
Anneliese thought on that as Galamon walked away. She could agree with those words. Only… she felt another needed to hear them more. His jokes, his humor… all of it hid a black beast beneath his skin. Argrave, despite all he presented… Anneliese was nearly certain he was barely holding together through this all.
“Come wind or rain…” she muttered. “He’s right.”




Chapter 48

An attendant opened a glass door, bowing humbly. Induen paid the attendant little heed, ducking through the glass structure and entering the greenhouse proper. The place was incredibly beautiful and well-kept. The plants were bright and colorful, yet they did not block off the marble pathway winding throughout the entire place. A small brook wound its way around, letting off a faint babbling sound. Small bugs no bigger than a coin flew about everywhere, letting out small sparks of multi-colored electricity.
Induen looked about the place for a moment, expression indiscernible. After fixing his gold-lined black clothes, he waved away the doorman without a word. The attendant bowed once more and shut the glass door. Induen took a deep breath and exhaled, and then walked through the greenhouse.
The path was lined with plant life unending. Small trees with red knobby fruits, strange black plants that shone with purple dew, or blue vines wrapped around a fence with fruits that might’ve passed as grapes… Induen noticed them, but he did not seem awed with them as one might be. He headed towards the center of the greenhouse.
He came to a central square with little plant life and plenty of space for movement. A grand fountain stood in the center, spouting water five feet in the air. Small streams of water branched off it and ran underneath the marble walkway, eventually forming the brooks that lined the rest of the greenhouse. There was a single table by the fountain. It was pink and fanciful, as were the chairs beside it. Two people sat.
Both were female. One of the two people was dressed just the same as the doorman Induen had just left. The other was a beautiful young woman who wore a white and green gown without much adornment. She sat in a strange chair that had handles and two wheels on the side. A blanket covered her legs, and her eyes were wrapped in a white cloth. She had the same obsidian-colored hair that Induen did.
Induen walked closer quietly with his hands behind his back. As he drew closer, he heard the servant speaking. She was reading from a book. The blind woman sat there quietly, listening intently. Induen waited patiently. Eventually, the servant woman noticed him and stood quickly.
“Ah…” she said, surprised. “Princess Elenore, your brother is here to see you.”
Elenore grabbed the table at once, clearly uneasy. “Who?”
“It’s me, sister,” Induen said warmly, stepping forward with his hand on his chest.
“Induen?” she questioned, face brightening. Her expression quickly returned to neutral as though she was hiding her emotions.
“Yes,” Induen confirmed. “Give us a moment alone,” he said towards the servant, voice considerably colder.
“At once, my prince,” the servant said prudently, walking away from the marble square quickly.
Induen stayed standing for a moment, and then slid into the chair. His sister waited there, her blindfolded face not quite in the right direction. Induen picked up the book the servant had left. “‘The Golden Void,’” he read the title, opening the first page. “Sounds a bit ominous. What is it, some sort of myth?”
“It’s a book about economy,” Elenore answered quickly.
“Economy. Diligent as ever,” Induen said, setting down the book. “I missed you. How have you been, Elenore?”
“You don’t care. Why do you ask?” She waved a hand in dismissal and crossed her arms, refusing to turn her face towards him. “I’m a cripple, not a lackwit.”
“Hey,” Induen said in protest. “Hey, hey.” He stood from the chair and moved to her chair, placing his hands gingerly on her arms. “Don’t be like that, Elenore. Father was having me do things. You know I’d visit you every day if I could,” he said, trying to calm her down.
“What things?” she pressed.
“Dealing with the unrest in the capital, communications with the nobles, gathering the troops, preparing the supplies…” Induen shook her gently. “I promise you I wouldn’t ever avoid you.”
She finally turned her head to look at Induen. “You promise?”
“I promise,” Induen nodded.
She leaned forward and hugged Induen for a few seconds. After she pulled away, she gestured towards the chair. “Sit. Sit,” she repeated insistently.
Induen walked back to his chair and sat down, then crossed his arms across the table.
“At least you come to visit me,” Elenore continued. “To all the other snakes, I’m out of sight, out of mind. I’m complaining too much,” she said as if in realization. “You came to visit. Let’s talk, then.”
Induen turned his head away, gazing out at the fountain as it rippled from the waterfalls. “Right,” he agreed. “What have you heard lately?”
“Your half-brother is causing problems,” she said flat-out.
“I know. The royal guards say Orion is—”
“No. Foamspire,” Elenore shook her head. “Have you even been paying attention?”
Induen paused, then leaned in. “What are you talking about?”
“The bastard sold it. He got two hundred and fourteen rose gold magic coins for your little poison apple. After, Argrave donated fifty coins to House Monticci in light of the snow elf invasion. ‘The Savior of House Monticci,’ the duke is calling him. Rumor has it Argrave’s already betrothed to Nikoletta of Monticci.”
“He… sold it?” Induen repeated, voice low. “Where did you hear all of this?”
“When you’re blind, the other senses get sharper,” Elenore said simply. “What did you think would happen? You killed his mother. That sort of grudge doesn’t go away. And then you slap him around? He’ll never obey.”
“But Father—”
“Father’s way of ruling is falling apart,” she interrupted. “If you were still a little kid, I’d give you a good smack.” She shook her head and crossed her legs. “You hate Father. I hate him. Everybody hates him, but they’re afraid of him. All it takes to break that fear is one defiance. His days are numbered.”
“But you defied him,” Induen retorted coldly.
“I did.” She nodded in agreement. “But I was weak, so he gouged out my eyes and cut off my feet. Margrave Reinhardt is not weak. I think he proved as much when he very nearly bested you.”
Induen flinched away when she mentioned what had happened to her so casually.
“I keep telling you to rein in your impulses,” she chided him, yet there was some bitter affection that manifested her words as disappointment. “I told you to stop with those weird fetishes of yours—the orphan-making, the sadism. Why don’t you listen?”
“Elenore…” Induen lowered his head into his hands. “I just get angry, and…”
“Oh, poor you,” she mocked. “Appreciate that you have the luxury to get angry. That privilege is fading fast, though.”
Induen mulled on her words for a while. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”
“An apology. How rich. That’ll mend things, surely.” She laughed.
“I said I was sorry,” Induen repeated. “What more do you want from me?”
“I want you to learn the lesson you need to,” she said harshly. “My people tell me Father beat you because of your handling of Margrave Reinhardt. He wanted to curb your impulsivity. In that, at least, he’s right.”
Induen turned his gaze downwards and refused to speak, biting his lip.
“Don’t pout at me. I can practically hear your sulking,” she chastised. “Well, stop being a baby. I think now is the time to start breaking free of Father’s influence.”
Induen turned to look at her, indignant gaze replaced by a fierce intensity. He took a deep breath, digesting what she said. “I’ll tell you what I can, but he’s sending me to the Duchy of Elbraille,” Induen told her. “I don’t really have the opportunity to do much outside of that.”
“I know. Father has promised them some minor benefits—lands of the defeated, stipends, et cetera. With Mateth essentially crippled, they’re quite close to the north, and the duke of Elbraille is a coward who doesn’t wish to be the bulwark against Vasquer. That’s common knowledge. What a lot of people don’t know, however, is that he’s also a henpecked husband.”
Elenore reached underneath the table and retrieved a stack of documents. She set it on the table.
“Obey father, go to Elbraille, and speak to the duke,” Elenore urged the prince. “Behind the scenes, I’ll arrange one of my agents to set up a meeting between you and the duchess. She and I have been in contact for some time.”
Induen frowned and took the documents.
“We need to earn their support—for us, not for the king. House Monticci is the weakest it’s been in centuries. Promise the duchess the city. She’ll get her husband in line.”
Induen set down a paper. “Even with ten men manning it, the walls of Mateth won’t fall. The Duchy of Elbraille has no navy, so a siege would be the only way.”
Elenore smiled. “I know of a mercenary on the inside. I might have to surrender a lot of gold, but she’ll do as she’s told. What is strong on the outside is often weak on the other.” She put a hand to her chin.
“Another thing. That Argrave—if what I hear is correct, he’s planning to use the rebels to gain whatever benefit he can… maybe even the throne. A jackal, that one; he’s only nipped at the heels, but he’s opportunistic. I had been ignoring him. That was unwise.”
“Should I nip it in the bud?” Induen pressed.
“No. We missed that chance, and now he’s blooming beautifully. C-rank mage, connections with the snow elves, a relationship with Tower Master Castro, special privileges within the Order of the Gray Owl, an alliance with the House Monticci… a very prudent man. I’d like to assess things first. I believe we can yet salvage this into an alliance, though his connections with House Monticci may make such a thing difficult…” She turned her head to Induen. “No thanks to you, of course. Idiot.”
“I said I was sorry,” Induen repeated.
“I went through a lot of trouble to get Foamspire, and you spoil the whole thing by smacking the boy about.” She shook her head. “Oh well. What’s done is done, and you’re still my little brother. Let me make this clear for you: do not speak to him, do not approach him. You see him on the road, you turn around. I will handle things with him from here.”
Induen looked bitter, but he seemed to content himself with that. “And if he speaks to me?”
“Like he’d want to,” she said coldly. “Now, unless there was more, you should be off,” she waved her hand away.
Induen looked back to the fountain. Something clearly weighed on his mind. “Elenore. Would you let me… read for you?” He picked up the book.
Elenore’s lips trembled briefly, and she said nothing for a time. “I’ll listen,” she eventually said. “Do what you want.”
Induen opened the first page and began reading.
“No, not that part,” she interrupted after only three words. “I’m on page seventy-two.”
Induen obediently flipped to page seventy-two and resumed reading.
Yet in Elenore’s head, other thoughts were persisting. Argrave, the royal bastard of her father, King Felipe III… For some reason, she had a very distinct feeling that greater waves would come from his actions in the future. And that feeling refused to leave her.
 




End



Thank you for reading the first book of Jackal Among Snakes! I approached this with a simple goal: to write something I would want to read. I hope that shined through in this first novel, and I hope that, like me, you enjoy series on the longer side. I can assure you that Argrave's story only begins here.
The second book will be coming along in short order, most likely a month after this one's release. If you feel inclined, please share this book with like-minded readers. Nothing helps an independent author more.
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