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Chapter 1

“What do you think?” Argrave questioned Anneliese.

The two of them sat on rather comfortable chairs just before a table. They were in a small room, and the walls shone with faint light—wards to block out sound. Both wore the same black dusters, but with Argrave’s medium-length black hair and her long white hair, they seemed a little like reflections of each other. Both had long legs, calm expressions… If Argrave was an elf, perhaps they would truly be mirrors of each other.

Anneliese crossed one leg over the other. “Of the Tower of the Gray Owl?” she asked, and when Argrave nodded to confirm, she said, “This place is a bit… ostentatious, if I am honest.”

“Got that right. It’s no coincidence it’s in the middle of a plain. It’s a big, useless monument to pride common in all spellcasters. I think Castro would agree. You met him before, now that I think back.” Argrave settled into his chair, then sighed. “Induen’s dead.”

“You feel relieved,” she said—a statement, not a question.

“Yeah,” Argrave said, voice distant. “We go through the wetlands, end the plague… and then kill the damned crown prince.” He shook his head as though he didn’t quite believe it himself. “I had an idea of what I wanted to do when… I woke up here.” He settled back into his chair. “Now… Now it’s all gone, and I’m going even further off the beaten path.”

“I will help as best I can.” Anneliese only assured him. “Durran and Galamon will, too.”

Argrave thought of them. He had asked much of the two of them. Galamon was a snow elf like Anneliese, and perhaps the most steadfast person he’d ever known. The man could handle anything thrown at him, physically or mentally. And Durran, a tribal from the Burnt Desert, was one of the original protagonists of Heroes of Berendar. To be called a protagonist had some weight to it, and he’d lived up to it thus far. He’d even lost some fingers. Still, they both carried themselves well. But then, there was another with him.

“How are you handling these developments?” Argrave asked her.

Anneliese shifted in her chair uncomfortably. “I have been trying to focus myself on this place, this tower, and what might be within… I suppose that should tell you enough. I am nervous. I am afraid. We have angered something very powerful. And now some want you as king.”

Argrave snorted. “Hearing you’re curious about this place just tells me you’re the same person at root.” He looked to her. “But forget about who we’ve angered. Induen’s death wasn’t a crime of passion—it was a great damned opportunity. Let King Felipe be angry, let them call me a kinslayer—all of these consequences pale in comparison to the good that one act did, pragmatically and morally.”

“I never said I doubted your actions,” Anneliese soothed.

“I know you didn’t. I said it half to myself, honestly. But…” Argrave adjusted his sleeve. “Hearing Induen make that suggestion about your future—that got under my skin like nothing else. If I could have made him—”

The door to the room opened, cutting Argrave off. A short man with a straight back and a wrinkled, almost leathery bald head entered. He seemed kind and harmless. He looked far too small to threaten or intimidate, and the amiable smile practically writ on his face spoke to his kindness. Calling him kind was true enough, but Castro was light years away from being harmless.

Argrave rose to his feet at once. “Tower Master Castro,” he said eagerly. “Thought we’d be waiting longer—planned for a long conversation with Anneliese.”

“Ah…” His eyes jumped between the two of them.

“I’m Argrave.” He put his hand to his chest. “We spoke at—”

“Did you think I’d forgotten?” Castro interrupted, then stepped a bit closer after he shut the door. “No, I was simply… deeply awed by your progress. Both of you… My memory is not perfect, but your improvements seem utterly tremendous.”

Castro’s words had an intense sincerity to them that practically forced both to smile. The fact he was happy eased Argrave—it likely meant he had not heard of Induen’s fate quite yet, nor had the rest of the tower. Maybe he’d be easier to persuade. This boded well.

He stepped up to Argrave, his smile faltering. “Your eyes, though… black on the outside, gold on the inside. It’s rather reminiscent of certain products from certain schools of necromancy, namely Order of the Rose-era creatures. Large portions of both the soul and magic power crystallize in the eye, preventing decay while retaining sight. The crystallized soul is the gold color, while the blackness is the magic.”

It was Argrave’s turn to be awed when Castro so quickly identified the source of his eyes.

“Well, that’s… not why we’re here,” Argrave redirected, trying not to act nervous.

“Necromancy is illegal. I won’t insult you by implying you don’t know that,” Castro said, raising one finger above his head until he tapped Argrave’s chest. “But beyond that, I would not like to see such promising growth sullied by—”

“You know an awful lot about necromancy. Can pinpoint exact details,” Argrave noted.

Castro pulled his finger back. “I am a curious person, and I enjoy learning.”

“Well, I’d consider myself the same. But for the record—these,” Argrave pointed to his eyes. “These are from surgery and alchemy, not necromancy.” Argrave shook his head, then sat back down at the chair. “Can we sit, talk? Like I mentioned in the message I sent you, I have more druidic books to offload.”

Castro nodded, though Argrave couldn’t tell if he was quite content. He turned to Anneliese. “Ah. We meet again, young lady Anneliese. Though your friend here drew my eye… you are no less the achiever, I see. Both of you are well into B-rank. Such a thing.”

“Hello again, Master Castro,” she greeted with a nod.

“Both of you have grown… and not merely in terms of magic, that is evident.” Castro bobbed his head as he thought of something. “Well, I imagine you had other matters to discuss,” he said as he sat. “Come to milk me more, hmm? Another offer to turn a profit? How is business in Jast?”

Argrave smiled. “If only I saw a penny of it,” he lamented, realizing denying things at this point would just be insolence. Castro did not lead the Order of the Gray Owl because he was powerful alone—he was a shrewd and capable leader, under whom the Order had come to prosper greatly.

“I’m not particularly pleased at what you’ve done, illicitly distributing spellbooks through Jast.” He leaned back into the chair. “But, at the end of the day, more members of the Order are learning druidic spells. In time, they will permeate throughout the Order. All is well that ends well. And nothing concrete traces back to you… or your smuggler friends, there. After all, Elaine of Vyrbell might not have recommended Anneliese to be an honorary Wizard had you not done what you did. That would be a shame indeed, being deprived of a talent.”

Argrave relaxed back into the chair. “You might start unnerving me if you know what we’ve done in the Burnt Desert, too.”

Castro only smiled. It seemed a little less genial, now. Only a little. “So, what is it you want from me? Do you wish me to expedite your ascendency to High Wizards of the Order? I will do what I can, like I promised.”

“We’re aware,” said Anneliese. “And we did not come for that.”

“I’ve got two things I’d like to ask of you,” said Argrave. “I’d like help with a gift for my sister. I’m going to be visiting her soon, you see, and I can’t come empty-handed. And on that note… I’d like a ride to the gift store, and to Dirracha.”

“A gift for your sister?” Castro looked surprised. “That’s a sweet sentiment. I’m sure it will be appreciated. But how do I factor into this?”

“Well… the gift store in question is a Rose-era living fortress,” Argrave disclosed. “It has plenty of things of archaeological interest, as well as preserved books from the Order of the Rose that might be recovered. That’s my offering to you,” Argrave held his hands up. “But within… there’s a little artifact that can help my sister out immeasurably.”

Castro tapped his finger against the armrest of the chair, staring at Argrave with wonder. “And how did you learn of this fortress?”

“Well, I went through the Low Way of the Rose,” Argrave explained. “Hellish place. Wouldn’t wish it on anyone. But I learned a lot. Gained a lot.” And made some unexpected acquaintances. He left that last part unspoken, mind wandering to Garm.

Anneliese nodded in agreement, and Castro’s eyes jumped between the two of them.

“You have been busy, I see,” Castro remarked. “Well… certainly I can organize a team, have them come with you to this—”

“I was hoping it would be you, personally.” Argrave leaned forward, trying to appear as earnest as possible.

Castro frowned, bushy white brows descending. “I cannot. I have pressing matters to attend to here, unfortunately.”

“We were planning on going to Magister Moriatran to ask, next,” Argrave said—the man was ostensibly Castro’s largest rival, a councilor on the ruling body of the Order of the Gray Owl who opposed him frequently.

“That one? Well, that is an entertaining notion, young man. Do you suppose he will even agree to meet you?” Castro laughed, then scratched his cheek. “I do not say I have matters to attend to for the sake of dodging this request—I am genuinely busy. My duties are light as the Tower Master, and this tower mostly runs itself… but I do still have duties.”

“What if I give you other locations?” Argrave insisted, leaning yet more forward ‘til he nearly fell off the chair. “I can tell you places—”

“Argrave,” Anneliese cut in. When he looked at her, she shook her head to indicate it was hopeless. Argrave slumped back into the chair, finally admitting defeat.

“I am sorry, truly. Living fortresses are few and far between, and I would jump at the opportunity if I did not have other concerns. Alas, the trappings of power.” Castro scratched the back of his neck. “I am told the margrave sought aid from the Tower for the plague by your advice,” Castro noted. “And I’ve heard other whispers, too, from the northwest. I am not ignorant of the good you’ve done, and you have earned something.” Castro smiled, then pointed. “Speaking of the good you’ve done—you’ve yet to receive your reward for the dissertation on [Blood Infusion] you submitted.”

“I can’t think of much I want from the Order they’d be willing to part with.” Argrave shook his head. “But… listen. If you can’t help me, can you at least make it easier for me to meet with the other S-rank mages in the tower? The Magisters, the researchers?”

Castro laid his hands on the armrests. “My word to Moriatran may make it more difficult to meet him… but yes to all the others. I will think of something. It is the least I can do. Why are you so insistent on being escorted by an S-rank mage, though?”

“Convenience. Ease. Reliability,” Argrave said succinctly. “Less variables to keep track of. One person to keep happy, and nothing more.”

“It takes a certain insanity to become S-rank,” Castro said bluntly. “Be careful who you choose, young man.”

“I know,” Argrave nodded. “That’s why I wanted you. Well…”

“Master Castro,” Anneliese cut in. “The enchantments that keep this tower upright—they must be something very special.”

“They are,” Castro indulged patiently.

“Do you think I might… learn about them? How they’re powered, how they function, the methods used to inscribe them. Oh—and the strange moving platforms in the center of the tower—I am greatly interested by those. Anything you might give to illuminate me would be greatly appreciated.”

Castro laughed quietly. “I can see why you advanced so quickly through the ranks of magic, young lady. Well… certainly, if it’s only that, I can give you a pass to the lower levels of the tower, where these things are managed. What you learn there—that’s up to you.”

Anneliese nodded eagerly, then fixed her long white hair. “I would have it no other way.”

“If that’s all…” The old man rose to his feet.

“Have a nice day, Master Castro,” Argrave said his goodbyes.

The Tower Master nodded and left through the door. Argrave raised a hand to his face once he left, scratching his cheek with a somber look.

“Gods be damned.” Argrave sighed. “Our golden ticket to the blood factory just walked out the door… and we have to find a new one. What’s more, they’ll have learned of Induen’s death by then. Things are going to be difficult, Anneliese.”

“I cannot recall when last they were easy,” she returned.

Argrave laughed, then looked to the window. “Almost sunset time.”

When Anneliese smiled at his words, he couldn’t help but do the same. She stood.

“Let us go, then. Relax, speak of things alone for precious few moments.” She held out her hand to help him up.


Chapter 2

“What do we do about this?” Elias began. He sat at a table consisting of Nikoletta, Mina, and Stain. He led the conversation as the heir of House Parbon, bearing their red hair and ruby eyes, but the others with him were no less important. The small blonde Mina of Veden was here, ninth daughter of the Count of Veden, alongside her best friend Nikoletta of Monticci, heir to the Duchy of Monticci. More than that, Nikoletta was relative to the royal family of Vasquer, as evidenced by her jet-black hair almost like obsidian. Even Stain, though disinherited, was related to the Count Delbraun of Jast.

Their guards were absent, and they were in a relatively clean room within the Tower of the Gray Owl with little in the way of decoration or even windows—a private room, warded to block all sound. Spellcasters were well-educated and engaged in more intrigue than most, so such rooms were commonplace within the Tower.

“I think Argrave’s right,” Mina interjected. “Losing Prince Induen… it’s a blessing. I can say, having worked with him, he was an untrustworthy ally… but a far worse enemy.”

Nikoletta crossed her arms. “You shouldn’t have done that for him. It was too dangerous.”

“What does it matter to you what I do?” Mina rebuked defensively.

Elias’ good eye moved between the two of them, obviously hesitant to touch this quarrel at all. “What does this mean for the kingdom? For the future?”

Stain lifted his leg up and left his foot hanging off one of the table’s edges. “I can tell you now—Argrave’s not going to lose any goodwill from the people that matter.”

“What people are those?” Nikoletta pressed, unbothered by his lax nature.

“The people,” Stain finished, pointing two fingers at Nikoletta. “Your everyman has been hating the royal family for a long time, and Induen’s the face of all that. King Felipe’s had him managing things for a while, and all the harsh taxes, all the injustice? Induen made it happen. So, grand scheme of things?” Stain shrugged, leaving the answer unspoken.

Everyone gave half-hearted nods of agreements.

“…But realistically speaking,” Nikoletta cut in, “if this is to affect anyone, it is to be the nobility. There, kinslaying holds the most… negativity. People that hold stock in blood care more when one is willing to spill the blood of their own kin.”

“There’s ways around that,” Mina noted. “Ultimately… if we get on this ahead of time, influence the direction of rumors… Stain?”

Stain raised his head and fixed his brown hair. “What?”

“You could spread rumors that it was self-defense—that Induen intended to kill Argrave. He only acted in self-defense,” Mina posited.

“Sure, sure. And I will. But…” Stain bit his lip as he deliberated on whether or not to say something. “…Did he?”

Quiet set in once again.

Elias leaned forward on the table and placed his elbows down. “I think that’s what we should be talking about.”

“Pedantry about who started the fight?” Nikoletta asked incredulously.

“No, no.” Elias shook his head. “Is Argrave who he once was? Is he worth… supporting?”

Stain raised his hand. “Who he once was? Seemed the same to me. Scary bastard through and through, a little manipulative, but ultimately a decent guy.”

“Your father made that judgement already, Mister Firebrand,” Mina leaned back in her chair. “As far as you told me, you’re just here to bring him back. We’ve already got his answer: ‘I’ll do what I want,’ though in more words.”

Nikoletta looked troubled. “Argrave is… different. Whether physically, or the way he talked, he is not what I remember. At his core, he remains recognizable, but he has a whole different air, attitude, and appearance.”

Elias nodded in agreement. “But… these changes, they might not be negative.”

Everyone considered that for a moment, looking between each other.

“My father doesn’t want to put a puppet on the throne. He’s told me as much himself. Argrave is firm, decisive, and I believe we all agree that he seems an able leader.” Elias looked between everyone, searching for protest. “But Induen was all of these things. Orion is all of those things. Felipe is all of those things. What’s important… is the core. Their heart.” Elias placed his hand to his own.

Nikoletta nodded in agreement, but Mina and Stain seemed to think Elias’ speech was corny and grimaced.

“Our main priority moving forward should be to find more out about Gerechtigkeit,” Elias said. “Argrave is right on that—it is important. My father showed me the evidence, and gods be damned, it’s very important.” Elias pointed a finger to stress his point. “But it’s important to learn why he’s taken on this task. And it’ll be very important to hear what he wants from the future. Elsewise, we might be putting our support behind yet another snake that’s naught but a poison to the land.”

“So, what, talk to him?” Stain furrowed his brows but smiled as though the idea was laughable.

“Yes,” Elias confirmed. “But just as important as Argrave is the company he keeps. So, here’s my suggestion—we should help Argrave with his business here. We should support him as best we can. All the while, we learn everything that we can from him—his plans, his nature, and why he keeps the company he does. It’s clear he trusts only his companions. As such, we should be his companions, his shadows, if only for a brief time.”

“Your grand idea is for us to be his lackeys?” Mina leaned back in her chair.

“If that’s what it takes,” Elias said, nodding, completely unoffended. “We must ensure a good future, Mina. I’ll bow to anyone, lick their shoes even, if it might ensure I’ll save people’s lives. I must know Parbon throws its support behind a claimant good for the realm. Even a temporary good king would be better than what other options are before us.”

Stain crossed his arms. “I’m not licking anybody’s shoes, but I’ve done enough bowing to do that decently. Besides, officially, I work for you.” Stain pointed to Elias. “If you want me to do it, I’ll do it.”

Mina did not answer right away—she looked to Nikoletta, waiting for her to speak. Even while they were ostensibly arguing, Mina still valued her friend’s input.

“…I can think of nothing else,” Nikoletta eventually conceded. “Besides, I do not wish to see Argrave dead. If I can help him get what he needs to escape from the Tower, I will.”

“I’m with Nicky.” Mina nodded.

Elias nodded eagerly. “Good. Then let’s put this into action.”

***

The next morning, Argrave was awoken by a knock at his door. Without giving him time for answer, Elias bolted in.

Anneliese and Argrave stirred. Elias paused after seeing them together, but after a brief scan to be sure he wasn’t intruding on anything, he launched into his message.

“The news is here. It’s spreading like fire over dead grass, Argrave,” Elias said feverishly, his good eye jumping between the two of them. “A legion of ghostly snakes? A thousand giant knights of an age past fighting at your side? What in the gods’ names?”

“What?” Argrave asked tiredly, the word mixed with disbelieving laughter. He threw the blanket off himself and Anneliese and stood up, already fully armored barring his duster.

“People say you conjured ten thousand snakes—ghosts of some sort. Thereafter, innumerable titanic knights joined your side, battering Induen and his knights into the ground,” Elias explained quickly.

“They’re eels,” Argrave said. “Electric eels. Not ghosts.”

Elias held his arms out. “Does that matter? It’s what people think!”

“Well, what do people think? Have you heard people talking?” Argrave insisted.

Elias put his hand to his forehead. “There are so many rumors it’s difficult to keep track of. We’ll have to wait a bit for one to prevail. In the meantime, I’m having Stain spread rumors of his own—that you acted in self-defense.”

“Good.” Argrave nodded, his tired mind awakening. “That’s… good.”

“You must add that Induen killed Argrave’s mother when he was not yet ten,” Anneliese contributed, rising as well. “That is all but common knowledge in Dirracha and many places beyond, but it must reach the people.”

Elias nodded. “Good thinking. It’s a good narrative. I will tell him that,” Elias vowed. “Gods, I… I guess it’s real.”

“You really think I made it up?” Argrave stepped aside and picked up his boots, sitting to put them on. “Well… damn, early day. Any breakfast?”

“Sure, I can get my people to make something,” Elias agreed readily. “Are you planning on going somewhere?”

“Castro will call me, soon. It might be I’m called to an official meeting with all the Magisters and the Tower Master, but I doubt that.”

Elias reached into his breast pocket. “Here.” He pulled free a letter. “It’s a letter of advisement. Give that to Castro.”

Argrave took it, looking at it. It had no wax seal, so he opened it and reviewed its contents. It had magic signatures from Mina, Elias, and Nikoletta, and in brief summary, reminded the Order of its vow of neutrality.

Argrave looked up, brows furrowed in confusion. “Thanks. Every bit helps, I—”

A knock echoed out from the front door beyond the room they stayed in. Argrave chuckled. “That might be the inquisition.”

As Argrave walked to answer the door, Elias stopped him. “Anything we can do to help?”

“Not…” Argrave paused, not expecting such earnest aid. “No, Castro will probably want to meet me alone. Ask Anneliese, though—when I’m not here, she’s the one who takes charge. If anything is needed from you, she can handle the distribution.”

Anneliese stepped to Argrave, holding a thick packet of papers. “We spent all this time preparing this. Best not forget it.” She prodded it against his chest.

“Alright. Good luck.” Elias patted his arm as Argrave took the papers.

Another firm knock at the door drew Argrave from questioning Elias’ actions. He stepped up to the door and answered it.

The brown-haired woman standing there raised her eyes up to Argrave in a near-comical fashion, evidently not expecting to see someone so tall. Argrave examined her in kind—she was not a high-ranking mage, meaning this was a request rather than a demand.

“Wizard Argrave?” the woman asked.

“Yep.” He nodded.

“Tower Master Castro wishes to see you right away. He is on the top floor of the Tower, sir.”

Top floor treatment, huh? Stellar. Might be Castro’s apprentice is there.


Chapter 3

“What have you done?” was the question that greeted Argrave when he stepped out of the mystical elevator to the top floor of the Tower of the Gray Owl.

It had been a long, long way up to the top of the Tower, his feet fixed to a slab of stone as it maneuvered around other passengers taking similar rides, each going to the various floors in the Tower. The ride was wondrous when one wasn’t expecting an interrogation at the end of it.

Argrave stepped off of the elevator and onto the top floor. “What was that?”

Castro stood before him. Whatever warmth his face usually had was gone, and his lips were drawn thin in a stern scowl. It was intimidating only because Argrave knew what the man before him was capable of.

“You killed Induen? You killed the crown prince, and you come here?” Castro pointed to the ground beneath him. “Do you have any idea the consequences—” Castro trailed off. “Why am I asking? I know you do. You have to know how much trouble this would cause for me, because it’s trouble that you’re deliberately placing at my feet.”

Argrave stared down at Castro for a few seconds as the old spellcaster stared at him in a fury. Then, he nodded. “Yes. I know.”

Castro let out one incredulous, shocked laugh. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

“Thank you.” Argrave smiled.

Castro turned and walked away in shock and awe, raising his hand to his forehead as though to ward off a headache. Argrave took the time to better examine the place.

Each of the lower floors accommodated dozens of rooms, with one central room connecting them all to the elevator. None of the rooms were especially small, and there was plenty of space within the Tower everywhere; it was wide at all portions. The top floor, though… it had no other rooms. It was one grand apartment: the abode of the Master of the Tower of the Gray Owl.

Castro had decorated it to his whims. The back walls were all covered by bookshelves, and barring a giant bed well beyond king-size, everywhere else was filled with tables filled to the brims with oddities and riches. It was incomprehensibly disorganized, resembling a hoarder’s stash more than a grand wizard’s vault, yet everything within spoke of practicality instead of luxury.

In the very back, there was a small cluttering of things where he could faintly see a shadow moving. The shadow was a person’s, but the person was hidden behind a stack of objects.

Ingo is here, Argrave noted. Then Castro doesn’t think I’m dangerous.

“What is this they speak of?” Castro stepped back to Argrave, drawing him from his observations. “A legion of ghostly snakes? And don’t think to lie to me!” Castro shouted, his voice containing power belying his age. “I’m at my wit’s end with you!”

“It’s a spell. Can I demonstrate?” Argrave held his hands out, and when Castro didn’t protest, demonstrated [Electric Eel]. “An eel, not a snake. I can see how people might be confused.”

“An elemental spell. Work from the Order of the Rose,” Castro identified at once. “They always fancied using animals, other grandiose constructions like knights or… or mythical creatures.” Castro stepped away, shaking his head in exhaustion. “Argrave, you… you will be the death of me.”

“You’re a healthy man. You’ll live a while yet,” Argrave quipped.

His quip incited anger, and Castro stepped up to him. “Do you feel no remorse, no shame for so blatantly using the Order for your own end?”

“No,” Argrave said at once. “Because what I use, I’ll return tenfold.”

“Hah!” Castro laughed. “You made my Tower a proxy for a struggle of power with King Felipe. How will you return that tenfold? Will you make ten kings my friend? I am not sure ten exist on Berendar, and if they did, not a one could compare to the influence Vasquer wields! Some… some thesis, you think that will compare at all? The locations of some fortresses from the Order of the Rose?”

Argrave reached into his coat and pulled out a packet of letters, handing them to Castro. “Anneliese and I put this together. It’s a collection of evidence that leads to irrefutable proof of something you’re just beginning to look into. They’re all leads you can follow up to find out the truth.”

Castro took the packet and held it up. “I don’t care what this says, Argrave.”

“I guess we’ll all die, then.” Argrave smiled.

Castro frowned, then looked back to the packet. “Wait here,” he commanded, then walked away to go read the document.

***

“I am not sure what this has to do with helping Argrave…” Nikoletta noted as they walked around the lower levels of the Tower of the Gray Owl.

“It has nothing to do with that,” Anneliese confirmed. “Stain and Durran will collaborate to control public opinion in whatever limited capacity is possible confined in this Tower. Galamon will go along with Elias and Mina as they talk to various Magisters in the Tower, using his influence as the heir to House Parbon… and I hoped for your insights as to the constructions down here,” she said, turning to look down at the woman. “What do you know about the Tower’s enchantments?”

Nikoletta crossed her arms. “Argrave said to speak to you about what to do to help his cause.”

“You might go with Elias,” Anneliese said calmly. “Add the name of House Monticci alongside Parbon and Veden, sway yet more opinion. But considering you hoped to learn more about all of us, I thought it would be more fitting to bring you along with me here in my own endeavor.”

Nikoletta froze. “I…”

“I will not betray any of Argrave’s confidences, but I will answer what questions I can. And in return… you will tell me about this place.” Anneliese looked around, where towering stone statues projected purple light throughout the walls.

“How did you know?” Nikoletta asked at once.

Anneliese smiled. “Curiosity is an emotion, you realize. Deliberate curiosity with a motive is easy to read. From there… I tracked its source, deduced things. Your forthright support was the largest giveaway. Yet none of you are insincere, and that is the important part.”

Nikoletta nodded, impressed by Anneliese. “Okay, then… let’s do that. Your arrangement.”

Anneliese smiled. “Then, please.”

“Right.” Nikoletta nodded, crossing her arms and gazing at the stone statues all around. “This place… it’s a catacomb. When a Tower Master dies, or a notable Magister, their bodies are interred here. Old enchantments allow them to draw magic from the surroundings, keeping their bodies preserved while still constantly refueling the enchantments.”

Anneliese looked at the statues in a new light. “Are they kept alive?”

“No.” Nikoletta shook her head at once. “Only their bodies are preserved.”

“Yet the statues…”

“Those aren’t the bodies.” Nikoletta shook her head. “They’re deeper down. The doors only open for important rituals, like naming a new Magister or Tower Master.”

Anneliese nodded, looking to the floor. “Argrave told me necromancy was forbidden in the Order, and illegal in all Vasquer.”

“It isn’t necromancy. It’s something else.” Nikoletta shook her head.

“Have you confirmed that personally?” Anneliese tilted her head.

“I… No, no I haven’t. But—”

Anneliese held her hand out to stifle defensiveness. “I do not accuse, worry not. I am merely questioning.”

Nikoletta gave a slow nod after a few moments of uncertainty. “Then, no, I haven’t confirmed it personally. But everyone who is down here are hailed as heroes, and they agreed to be interred to further the Order. Even if it was necromancy, I don’t suppose it matters.”

“I see. Noble, to surrender even your body to the Order,” Anneliese noted, then resumed walking down the catacomb.

Nikoletta nodded, then looked up to the elven woman as they walked. “Then… I’ll ask now. What does Argrave actually do?”

“He has told you,” Anneliese pointed out. “He is trying his best to ensure this world is prepared for Gerechtigkeit.”

“What does that entail?” Nikoletta pressed.

Anneliese tilted her head. “Well… he preserves life, mostly. The Veidimen invasion, the plague—both prominent examples.”

“But why does he do it? What exactly set him on this path?”

Anneliese turned to her. “We share that curiosity. I do not know what set him on this path, but he travels it willingly.”

Nikoletta was surprised at that. “Has he not told you?”

Anneliese fidgeted with her hands. “Argrave never keeps me in the dark, not anymore.”

Nikoletta processed that. “Then… he doesn’t know,” she deduced.

“Infer what you will,” Anneliese responded simply. “The elevator in the center. Is it powered by this catacomb?”

“No, that’s actively maintained by a select few Wizards.” Nikoletta shook her head. “High-concentration, diligent work that requires a lot of activity.”

Anneliese sighed. “I wonder if I might try it…”

Nikoletta wondered if Anneliese was being serious, but she could not find any trace of anything besides earnest curiosity on the Veidimen’s features.

A question came to Nikoletta, yet she hesitated to say it. She swallowed, gathering her courage, and asked hesitantly, “Is Argrave really your…?”

“Fiancé?” Anneliese smiled. “We have had no ceremony. I am unsure of this custom’s proceedings in Vasquer—in Veiden, these arrangements need only be mentioned to a chieftain to be made official. But… he is unwavering on this matter. Sometimes I wish for him to be pragmatic, such as the matter with your betrothal, but I cannot deny it makes me selfishly happy whenever he expresses his unwillingness to compromise. He makes me happy. He has done much for me. I think he would do too much for me… if I let him. I have never had someone who is unwaveringly supportive before.”

Anneliese spoke her feelings so unabashedly Nikoletta was the one who got embarrassed.

“Is…” Nikoletta trailed off. “Is Argrave bluffing about the civil war? Lying to make us all feel better?”

“No,” Anneliese answered at once. “He does have plans in line with what he mentioned.”

“Good plans?” Nikoletta pressed.

“We are all Argrave’s companions, but we are not sycophants, nor are we eager to follow him to his grave,” Anneliese stated plainly. “He has had bad plans before, bad ideas—we counsel him against those, and he listens. He has had plans that surprised me. And now… Now, I feel that once we get out of the Tower, things may well go very smoothly.”

Nikoletta looked at Anneliese for a long while, her pink eyes meeting the elf’s. Then, she nodded steadily. “Think it’s your turn for a question,” she said levelly.

***

“We understand that your time is precious, Magister Yurent, and I assure you that this meeting will be worth it.”

A man sat with his arms crossed. His features were incredibly eye-catching, perhaps because they caught the light. His nails seemed to be made of gold—nothing covered them, but rather, they grew from the finger gold. His hair, his eyebrows, his eyelashes—they all grew gold as well, shining against the light from the window as true as any ring or necklace might. His A-rank ascension focused on earth-elemental magic, and he willingly imbued gold into his features. He was, quite literally, a walking gold mine.

“I only entertain you because the time spent listening to you is less of a loss than offending Parbon would be,” Magister Yurent noted, with a deep voice that seemed ill-fitting on his soft, fair features. “Why should I entertain your pet bastard, a kinslayer hiding in the Tower? His fate is not a good one, I can promise you.”

“We can both ensure that this will be more than worth your time. Argrave is many things, but wasteful he is not. I am absolutely sure he’s fully prepared to give you much and more for your time,” Mina pleaded diplomatically.

“I just… don’t see it,” Yurent shook his head. “You give me nothing solid. Empty assurances.”

“Please, Magister, I—” Elias began again.

“This is a waste of our time,” Galamon cut in. “The last thing Argrave wants is some copper counter. Let us find someone who will not wring us for all we are worth, so that someone worthwhile might be advanced in the Order.”

Elias looked to Galamon, then nodded and made to leave. Mina followed just after.

“Hold on,” Yurent called out. “I… Fine. If it is only a meeting, I suppose learning firsthand about Induen’s death cannot be a loss.”

“He’ll find you when he’s ready,” Galamon answered, then shut the door behind him.

***

“That’s three of six,” Elias noted. “Much better turnout than I thought. Magisters, they’re prickly things.”

“She gives good direction.” Galamon looked to Mina.

Mina shook her head. “You carried the whole thing twice now.”

“…You learn things in people’s company. The months with Argrave…” Galamon shook his head. “There is more to do. We talk needlessly.”

“Right.” Elias nodded. “Let’s get four of seven.”


Chapter 4

Castro returned after a longer time than Argrave was expecting. He was worried that his companions would grow worried about his long absence, but did not fear he himself was in genuine danger. The S-rank mage and Master of the Tower of the Gray Owl did eventually return, appearing a little more tired than before.

“What you’ve shared,” Castro mused as he stepped closer, his explosive anger from before gone. “It’s a ridiculous scenario.”

“Life is often ridiculous, I find.” Argrave nodded, sitting atop one of Castro’s tables filled with all sorts of metal oddities from the same elven civilization he’d once had Galamon lure metal undead from. Most were bizarre, unnatural metal shapes, each and all standing as testament to that civilization’s metalworking skills, and Argrave sat gingerly to avoid crushing anything beneath him.

“I endeavored to follow one lead you wrote of, one that seemed simple… I could not finish the path without leaving the Tower. Even still…” Castro shook his head. “Just as important as knowledge is its source. How did you learn of this?”

Argrave scratched his face. “Doubt you’ll believe me, but I trust you enough to know you’ll keep quiet. I learned in another life,” he said succinctly.

Castro’s expression was inscrutable, and he did not even mention Argrave’s assertion, perhaps thinking it mere misdirection. “So, these rumors, these movements of yours, from Mateth, to the Burnt Desert, to the northwest… this is why? You move to facilitate our defense against this… Ger…” Castro grappled with the word but gave up pronouncing Gerechtigkeit. “This calamity?”

Argrave nodded without hesitation. “Somebody has to.”

“You could have brought this before the Order immediately.” Castro shook his head.

“I couldn’t have achieved anything if I didn’t take matters into my own hands.” Argrave shook his head. “I think the only reason you even entertained what I wrote is because of what I’ve already done. Mateth, the plague…”

“You could have tried to rely on others.” Castro stepped forth.

Argrave laughed, then stood up off the table he sat on. “Took me long enough to trust the people with me now. I don’t think… I trusted anyone, not until recently. As recent events have proven, I have family issues.” Argrave spread his arms out. “But things are finally reaching the point of overflow. I have to start getting the word out. And if I die… you’ll have to pick up the slack.”

Castro held up Argrave’s packet of letters. “I can’t accept this without significant scrutiny.”

“I hope you do scrutinize it.” Argrave nodded. “Nothing would make me happier than being wrong. But I’m not.”

Castro nodded, then stepped in the direction of a distant door. “Come,” he called out to Argrave.

Argrave followed, and then the Tower Master opened the door. A great howling wind sounded outside, none of it penetrating the door. Argrave stepped outside, greeted by a chill. The air was thinner and colder up here, it seemed. Even still, walls of stone kept the balcony from being too cold. There was a walkway leading out to nothingness, where Castro generally mounted his wyvern. Or he had, at least.

Argrave could see for hundreds, maybe thousands of miles in every direction. The balcony extended along the whole Tower, and Castro stood near the railing, waiting. Argrave stepped up to him.

“In time… elite troops will encircle this place. High-rank mages, elite knights… Not an army, but more than enough to catch any fugitive. These will be experts at catching and hunting people.” Castro shook his head. “Our relationship with Vasquer will be strained tremendously.”

Argrave looked down at the old man. “There’s a reason why the Order can afford to be neutral, Castro. If Felipe storms this place, not only will his army be obliterated, Vasquer will lose access to the largest repository of magical knowledge in the known world. He’d make enemies with every Magister—must be, what, a dozen here alone, fifty of them across Berendar, each and all S-rank mages? You have a monopoly on higher magical knowledge here in the Tower. Most A-rank and higher mages are loyal to the Tower first, not Vasquer, simply because they can’t get the spells or the knowledge they need anywhere else. No, Felipe will not dare actively hinder the Order… so long as you don’t harbor me.”

“Trying to force me to escort you out, hmm?” Castro smiled and laughed. “I meant what I said. I cannot leave.”

“I’ll get someone else.” Argrave shook his head. “Just… more costly. And less surefire. And I can’t form a closer bond with one of the most powerful spellcasters in Berendar.” Argrave rubbed his hands together, still slightly cold despite his gloves. “Even still, what is holding you here?”

“Active trouble with a… relative.” Castro shook his head.

“Ingo?” Argrave raised a brow.

Castro turned, his face intense. “What did you say?”

“I know about him.” Argrave shrugged. “I don’t care, so don’t worry. But he’s proof enough—Vasquer will not antagonize you.”

Castro stepped from the railing, moving close to Argrave. “What do you know?”

“Felipe wanted to use Ingo’s unique constitution for… cruelly effective purposes. You saved him, brought him here… and the king bent.” Argrave held his hands out, demonstrating his point. “He let you have Ingo.”

“He was a boy,” Castro said angrily. “And Felipe did not ‘let me have’ him. He stays here because he wants to, and because the world is dangerous to him. No one should own a person, not even a king, and especially not if they would grow and harvest him like wheat his entire life.”

“We agree there. But Felipe’s committed far more monstrous crimes than owning a person, and I don’t see any conscientious retaliation from you. Regardless, we’re getting off topic.” Argrave held his hand out. “It is Ingo having problems, right?”

Castro was briefly taken aback by Argrave’s mention of his inaction but did not object to it. He bit his lip, then turned to look over the balcony, out to the vast plains of wintry grass before them. “Yes, it is.”

Argrave wanted to say that he could help him… but he couldn’t, not yet. Not until the boundaries between realms grew weaker. Ingo was someone like Orion—someone chosen for a blessing from birth. Only… Ingo’s god was not so understanding of human fragility, and until more opportunities opened themselves up to Argrave, nothing could be done.

“I understand, then. Focus on him,” Argrave said. “Was there anything else?”

Castro leaned out over the balcony. “I want you gone,” he said, letting that hang for a while. “…so, whenever you choose a Magister you deem worthy of escorting your noble self… I’ll pressure them.”

“What about my reward for my thesis on [Blood Infusion]? That is why you brought me here, no?” Argrave said, trying not to let his joking smile seep into his voice. As Castro turned his head back slowly, Argrave cut back in, “I’m going, I’m going.”

***

“It’s that same guy again,” Stain noted, lounging idly against the stone wall of the Tower. He wore a relatively inconspicuous gray robe that, upon close scrutiny, was obviously not that of an Order member. His brown hair made him seem rather plain.

Durran, who was just beside Stain, wore near the same thing. They appeared like nothing more than two Acolytes of the Order engaged in conversation. Looking at Durran’s golden eyes might betray he was from the Burnt Desert, but beyond that he was entirely inconspicuous. The person they spoke of was entirely ignorant of their presence and spoke to a fairly sizable group of people, each and all Acolytes or Wizards of the Order.

“He’s saying the same thing,” Durran noted with a quiet laugh. “Same tale. ‘Legion of snakes.’ This man’s either quite committed to accuracy in this little game of rumor spreading… or he’s feeding the people something. Him, and the four other people we’ve seen doing the same thing.”

Stain gave the man an inconspicuous glance, then joined Durran in laughter. “Yeah. You’ve got a good eye. Never would’ve noticed this trend.”

Durran crossed his arms. “Much as I wish I could agree with you about how stellar I am… Anneliese and Argrave told me to look out for something like this.”

“Huh,” Stain noted, taken aback. “What does it mean?”

“Got some propagandists in our midst. People putting ingredients in the pot, stirring the soup.” Durran crossed his arms and exhaled, his golden eyes appearing to grow brighter. “Problem is… hard to tell what the intent of the person behind them is. Doesn’t seem wholly negative. There are a lot worse ways you could spin our confrontation with Induen than talking about ghostly snakes.”

“How did… How did things go down, there?” Stain asked, hesitating. “Induen, I mean. We’ve been spreading rumors, but you were there.”

Durran looked at Stain. “Well… I wanted to just hit the man from afar, be done with it… but Argrave went to talk to him, led him out of town.”

Stain furrowed his brows. “Why? Was Induen’s death not the original plan?”

“Argrave was hesitant to sever his relationship with Orion, the other psycho brother, so he heard Induen out. More than that… our leader man wanted to try to be sure no one in Kin’s End died. Other than his kin, I guess.” Durran shrugged. “I thought it was stupid—best idea would just be to kill them all quickly and efficiently. But I guess it worked. No one innocent died. We got out unharmed.”

“You thought it was stupid?” Stain noted.

Durran nodded. “Argrave is… dangerous, and precise. I think he could have killed Induen without any risk at all—kill the prince and all four B-rank royal knights simultaneously. He wasn’t as confident, so he took the risk.”

Stain nodded, then watched as a crowd dispersed. “You disapprove?”

“Nope,” Durran said immediately. “I stay in line, do what I’m told. Haven’t felt misled yet. Well… amendment: I do what I’m told when told by Argrave. Or Anneliese, if he tells me to listen to her.”

Stain laughed. “You don’t strike me as a yes-man.”

“I’ve seen some things,” Durran said. “What Argrave says usually comes true. Might be fuzzy how… but yeah, he makes it happen. Don’t get me wrong, he makes mistakes. He can be pretty stupid sometimes—man can’t tie a good knot to save his life, and he’d probably be dead thirty times over without Galamon. He’s a bit of a fool for love… Luckily for him, he picked well. Or got picked. Whatever. But I lost fingers for him, and I’d do it again with the other hand.”

Stain stared down Durran. “Any more smoke to blow up his ass?”

Durran laughed loudly, hunching over breathless. His action drew eyes from everyone in the lobby.

“Good gods… I knew this would fall flat in seconds.” Stain turned away exasperatedly. “Let me clarify—this whole thing was Elias’ idea, not mine. All these questions are ones he wanted answered.”

Durran finally stopped laughing. “Ah… gods, I had you for a few good minutes, I’m sure of it.”

Stain looked frustrated but gave a good-natured laugh after a few seconds. “Yeah, yeah… Eat it up, you pisser.”

Durran stood up straight, standing a good deal above Stain. “Here’s a point to remember, though.” Durran leaned down, his golden eyes and tattoos veritably gleaming. “I didn’t have to make up that much. A large part of deception is telling the truth. If you’re smart… this earnest support you’re giving Argrave? You keep it up. He remembers friends. He repays generosity. And this guy’s got some deep pockets, I’ll tell you.”

Stain nodded. “I got my taste from him. Even still, I’m just a bird perching on the big branches of House Parbon. I can’t do much.”

“Argrave valued you too much for that to be true.” Durran shook his head. “Well, we’ve wasted enough breath on him. I’m around that tall bastard way too much to want to talk about him constantly.”

“Should we go back to spreading rumors for him instead?”

Durran laughed. “Gods be damned, you’re right. What a bleak existence…”


Chapter 5

Of late, Argrave had been perfecting the art of looking unapproachable. Having become a trending figure for his recent deeds and already being taller than near everyone around him, he attracted people to him like nothing else. He’d rather avoid people when he was as busy as he was. The fact he was infamous for murder helped with looking unapproachable, fortunately, as did Garm’s black and gold eyes.

When Argrave saw a woman he did not recognize skulking near the doorway to his room, he approached quietly and made his voice deeper than it normally was. “Can I help you?”

The woman jumped, then looked up at him, shocked. “I-I… I came here looking for you.”

“Why is that?” Argrave kept a stern face.

“The application for… for your status as High Wizard has been approved. Em—and… and for one ‘Anneliese.’ A conclave of High Wizards will witness you cast a B-rank spell, and then interview you about magic. The details are here,” she said, handing off a rolled scroll quickly, as though it were aflame.

Argrave looked down at the scroll as the woman hastily left, then smiled and pushed open the door.

***

“Quite a hefty list of Magisters,” remarked Argrave as Elias stood before him, waiting for his thoughts. “Very good. Well done,” he complimented Elias.

“The hardest part was just getting them to agree to meet.” Elias shook his head.

Argrave nodded. “If these people pay attention, they know you’re associated with me, and would know why you want to meet. The Magisters that stay in the Tower are two breeds—ones interested in Order politics, or ones interested in Order scholarship.” Argrave tapped the paper with his hand. “This mental categorization matches up well, it would seem. The scholars could care less about me. Once again, well done, Mina, Elias, Galamon,” he thanked each in turn.

“What now?” Mina crossed her arms. “Play them against each other, try to get the best service?”

Argrave wagged his finger. “Not a chance. I can’t afford information leaking about my plans. Even with an S-rank mage as an escort, I need to obfuscate my movements. Vasquer can and will tear me apart if Felipe gets a read on my path.” Argrave held up the paper. “The fellows here on this page? They’re snakes, each and all. I have to choose well, elsewise I’ll find myself wrapped by a python after they sell me out.” Argrave turned the paper back toward himself, gaze growing distant as he thought. “Anyone know when—”

The door to the room opened, and Argrave turned his head quickly. Anneliese and Nikoletta entered.

“Good timing,” Argrave complimented. “Have fun?”

Anneliese stepped closer. “It was an enlightening outing.”

“On two counts, I bet.” Argrave nodded. “Look at this, Anneliese. I’ve got an approval of our advancement test to High Wizard, and a list of opportunists. Considering you’re an honorary Wizard only, it seems your advancement stands to be a bit different.” Argrave walked to the scroll he’d been given earlier and held it up, double-checking.

“Interesting.” Anneliese nodded, gaze distant as she thought about that. “We can discuss it later.”

Argrave nodded and tossed the scroll aside, watching as the parchment rerolled naturally. “Sure. Right now, I think we should talk about connecting our opportunity with the right opportunist.”

“I can give my thoughts on each.” Elias raised his hand.

“Yeah… sure.” Argrave nodded, though internally he was thinking about the fact that Galamon had gone with them and it was an unnecessary addition.

“Have you any initial ideas?” asked Anneliese, coming to peer over his shoulder at the paper.

“I’m thinking…” Argrave took a deep breath. “Maybe Mina’s had a good idea. Pitting people against each other.”

“What?” Mina crossed her arms defensively when her name was brought up out of the blue.

“Nothing unites rivals like competition.” Argrave lifted his head up. “I’m thinking… maybe two of these meetings coincidentally happen at the same time. And maybe two of these Magisters just so happen to have a heated rivalry with the other. It’ll be difficult to make happen, but it could have some stellar results…”

Elias frowned.

“What?” Argrave looked down at him.

Elias said delicately, “You want to put two S-rank mages who hate each other… in the same room? And agitate them deliberately?”

“People are people, regardless of how much damage they can do,” Argrave dismissed without worry. “I know what I’m doing. But if you don’t want to be there, that’s fine.”

A look passed through Elias’ eye—it was the look of someone who was about to force himself to eat something foul.

***

A small gathering of people numbering around fifty convened in a large, ornate marble chamber. All the marble was black, veined with gold. It was a rectangular building, and all of the walls were decorated with giant statues of silver, candles at their feet. The ceiling was large and open, a grand image painted across all of it. If one were to follow it, one could see the tale of Vasquer’s founding; Felipe I riding aback the great snake Vasquer, his legion of snakes combatting an army of elves while the ninety-six gods of Vasquer watched on with smiles on their faces.

In the center of the room, stairs descended to a central point where a large granite coffin rested. Black roses budded around the edge of the coffin, their stems bright gold. A banner of Vasquer hung over the coffin’s lid. All gathered bore Vasquer ancestry, though some to a lesser degree than others. Two in particular stood above the crowd, both because of their literal and figurative presence: Orion and King Felipe III.

Orion, garbed in all black, had his hands behind his back. His nails dug into his palm, dripping blood that flowed back into his body like some poor imitation of an Ouroboros manifested from viscera. He stood just beside the king, his face displaying his anger undisguised. The king, with his long black beard and longer black hair growing grayer every day, had no obvious emotions. The father and son duo looked very much alike, all the way down to their stony gray eyes.

“There should be thousands gathered to honor him,” Orion said. “A private funeral with only family does not befit a prince of Vasquer.”

“I will not sully the name of Vasquer by making royal funerals more common than celebrations in Dirracha. Induen will have a public funeral, no others,” Felipe rebuked, voice flat.

Orion’s fingers clenched tighter, but the prince said nothing. Footsteps echoed throughout the marble room as someone new entered. The steps were quiet so as not to disturb any of the assembled. Levin stepped up beside Felipe.

“My apologies. I had to receive Induen’s body,” Levin whispered quietly.

The king held his hand up and conjured a ward, blocking off their conversation to nearby people. “How is it?” Felipe questioned, looking down at the coffin.

“Well… it is…”

“Do not bumble like a fool searching for kindnesses,” Felipe commanded. “The royal family does not soften their words.”

Levin held his hands out, rubbing them together to warm them. “The body itself was badly dismembered—both hands severed, leg hanging on by a thread of flesh. Moreover, no one within the town retrieved the body, and ants got to it. Coupled with decomposition from traveling… it is difficult to recognize by the face alone, but I can say with certainty it is Induen.”

Orion blinked away tears after hearing the description. Felipe shook his head.

“Another unpresentable body. A disappointment.” The king shook his head. “Archduke Regene’s body will be displayed in his place. Make it look younger with makeup and none will be the wiser. Levin, you make the—”

“The archduke is not dead,” Orion said incredulously.

“It’s inevitable,” Felipe said dispassionately. “He cannot be saved. Best to end him now, make good use of him.”

“You cannot do this to—”

Felipe turned back and interrupted, “Do not presume to tell me what I cannot do, Orion. It is my place to command, both as your father and the king. You are my heir now, and you must be prepared for rulership.” Felipe stepped up to Orion, looking him eye-to-eye. “Listen well—you will stop speaking of Argrave’s role in ending the plague. You will diminish what you have said, and you will tell all you meet that he is a foul kinslayer who brutally murdered both Magnus and Induen.”

Orion glared at the king. “I will not lie. Argrave did stop the plague.”

“You will do as you are bid,” Felipe commanded unflinchingly. “Argrave the Kinslaying Serpent, they call him. I will not tolerate my issue and heir espousing his virtues. He killed my son, shamed Vasquer beyond measure.”

“An evil does not erase a virtue. I will not diminish his role in the fight with the Plague Jester,” Orion refused.

Felipe took a deep breath as though swallowing his wrath. His face was like stone as he stared down Orion. “Induen was a fool who thought he knew better. He wandered Vasquer, doing as he pleased, when he should have been listening to my orders and learning what I taught him. He put his own desires before that of the family, and now he lays in some cart, his face half-eaten by ants.”

The king stepped closer until his nose almost touched his son’s. “If you knew better than I did, you would not have allowed Magnus to die at your brother’s hands not minutes away from you. You would not have come here begging me to legitimize Argrave, to give the name of Vasquer to a kinslayer and a bastard.”

Orion’s face was trembling in barely restrained anger.

“Do you want to hit me?” the king questioned. They stared eye-to-eye for several seconds, but Felipe finally shook his head, almost disappointed his son restrained himself. “You won’t. I had other plans for you, but it’s clear to me you have an issue that needs to be settled.” Felipe nodded steadily. “You will find Argrave. And you will be the one to deal with him.”

“What?” Orion’s anger gave way to confusion.

“This will put to bed these disgusting validations you’ve given the bastard.” Felipe prodded Orion’s chest. “And you can be taught a little more of what it means to be king. You will learn what it means to place the dynasty before the self.”

Felipe finally turned away, leaving Orion standing there.

“Levin,” the king said, turning back toward the coffin. “As Orion is now my son and heir, when Parbon is stripped of their lands, all shall be given to you—their mines, their Lionsun Castle, everything. If I catch but a hint of you impeding Orion… you will not live much longer.”

“I look forward to setting foot in the castle.” Levin put his hand to his chest.

“Continue to keep your ears open and your mouth shut, and you may live to do so,” Felipe advised.

Orion stepped away, shattering his father’s ward with the back of his hand with seeming ease. Felipe turned back from the sudden change, watching his son move closer to Magnus’ coffin and kneel down, offering a prayer.

The discord was obvious to all present… yet even still, none dared to gossip, and none made to leave. All felt fixed in place by the iron gray gaze of King Felipe III, and none would dare leave before he did.


Chapter 6

“You’re awfully casual about this whole thing,” said Elias as Argrave enjoyed a pleasant breakfast.

Argrave ate a great heap of eggs. He hadn’t liked them much before, but he found them quite delicious now, perhaps because he’d been eating frog legs and hippo jerky in a swamp not too long ago.

Argrave chewed and swallowed before saying, “Some people are blessed with great poise in stressful situations. Myself, though, I earned this temperament after dealing with the countless stresses of life facing Gerechtigkeit. I appreciate your admiration. I often feel unappreciated for my calm nature.”

“No, you—” Elias shook his head. He struggled with sarcasm. “More and more troops take their place in key positions around the tower. It’ll be difficult for you to leave.”

“I have to become a High Wizard—not my fault the test is scheduled a bit late. It might be just a title, but it opens a lot of doors, earns me a lot of prestige. It’ll make negotiations with the Magisters easier, too. On top of all that, a lot of valuable ingredients for alchemy you can’t buy without a high status in the Order. Last but not least… it’ll be good to maintain strong ties with this Tower,” Argrave concluded with a shrug. “Besides, leaving… that should be your concern, no? Young lord of House Parbon.” Argrave fiddled with his fork, twisting it about in his fingers.

“That’s why I’m leaving tomorrow.” Elias nodded. “My father is preparing a formidable escort. He’ll take us all out. Once again, I extend the offer to take you—”

Argrave raised his hand. “Forget it. Be careful, though. Vasquer won’t hesitate to attack this escort of yours. It’s practically a godsend to them.”

The act of raising his hand left his plate vulnerable, and Anneliese deftly stabbed out. She impaled a whole egg and tore it away ruthlessly. Argrave gave her a betrayed look as she enjoyed the egg but could not help but smile after a time.

Elias shifted on his feet nervously, then once again counseled, “Every day you wait to meet the Magisters, you—”

“Thanks for your concern, really.” Argrave held up his hand, giving his best reassuring smile. “But go. I’ll be fine.”

Elias nodded. “I hope for your sake that’s true.”

“Bet you’d never thought you’d think that of me, huh?” Argrave noted.

Elias had a ponderous look for a moment, but he said nothing about the matter. “The room is paid up for six more days. You’ll still have to buy food from the places below—no deliveries, either. Felipe might pay some gullible fool with power but no sense to attack you, so stay wary.”

Argrave nodded and waved to Elias, and then the heir to the margravate opened the door and stepped out, preparing for the day’s tasks. Just before he left fully, however, he paused.

“Oh—Mina told me to tell you this.” Elias stopped. “You still owe her for that favor, and she’s going to let the interest build up before cashing it in.” As Argrave sat there, mouth agape, Elias nodded and left quietly.

“Oh, gods…” Argrave planted his elbows on the table, entwining his hands and stewing over the words. “What does she have planned for me? She’s devious. I know it’ll be something awful.” Argrave shook his head. “No, I can’t think about this now. Let’s focus on the matter at hand.”

“More and more troops are coming,” Anneliese noted, relaxing slightly now that they were alone. “All of them leaving Dirracha, coming here…”

“Meaning security in the capital is laxer.” Argrave nodded. “How might that be our concern?”

“I wonder.” Anneliese smiled.

Argrave laughed lightly. “I suppose the whole point of stalling like this is that it won’t be our concern. Not later, at least.” He took a deep breath and straightened his back, doing light stretches. “So—the test for High Wizardry. You prepared?”

“It is more you I am concerned for.” She shook her head. “You have learnt no spells originating from the Order—both matrixes you have mastered are foreign to them. Even I have learned some of their spells, but not you.”

Argrave shrugged. “They can see the B-rank matrix. If they give me trouble… well, I’m good at solving problems.”

“Then it seems all we can do is proceed,” Anneliese concluded.

With everything in place, they enjoyed a pleasant breakfast together in solitude.

***

“We apologize for the long delay for the test,” a polite Wizard of the Order said to Argrave as the two of them rode up the central elevator, feet fixed to the stone tablets. “Given the extraordinary circumstances of… well, the extraordinary circumstance of your recent…”

“Kinslaying?” Argrave finished.

“Um… yes,” the man meekly confirmed. “We had to seek out test-givers that were entirely ignorant of your events, so as to avoid bias in the confirmation. These people have been engaged in scholarly research for some time, and are consequently entirely ignorant of your recent acts. Rest assured—the test will be fair and balanced.”

“Fair and balanced, huh?” Argrave laughed. “Those words are a bit tainted where I’m from, at least for some people.”

The man looked quite confused, but the stone platforms finally reached the floor they’d been trying to reach and Argrave did not need to elaborate. The man stepped off first, Argrave following just behind. They walked quite quickly, Argrave easily keeping pace with his longer legs.

Eventually, they made it to a room with a much larger door than most others. After opening it up, a wide-open room awaited, completely barren barring a table with chairs in the back. The protective enchantments were far thicker than most anywhere else. It was a testing room, some bizarre cross between an interview room and a colosseum. Here, mages could exercise their spells to their fullest extent without damaging anything.

“Good luck, sir Argrave,” the man bowed, then quickly left, shutting the door behind him.

Argrave was left alone in the vast open space. With the vision lent to him by Garm’s eyes, he could discern each of the mages before him were certainly B-rank mages of significant prowess, perhaps even beyond B-rank. If they were A-rank, the changes their body underwent by becoming A-rank were not outwardly displayed, and so Argrave was uncertain.

Being alone before four High Wizards in a vast, empty room was a good way to whittle away confidence—perhaps that was the intent—but Argrave strode forward boldly, doing his best to appear big and confident. The big part was easy because he was big, but the confidence… he couldn’t be so sure.

“Good morning,” Argrave greeted cheerfully, his voice bouncing against the walls loud enough to make anyone self-conscious. “It’s a very pleasant day, isn’t it?”

“It is,” the man in the center of the four answered—a cold-eyed man with a graying beard. “Let us get down to business, shall we?”

“No time for pleasantries? All the better.” Argrave nodded, a plastic smile on his face.

The man nodded, then picked up a piece of paper. “Wizard Argrave… named Wizard a little over six months ago, your thesis marked for ‘special interest.’ Age… twenty.” The man looked up from the paper, staring down Argrave. “I am obligated to say this by the Order. This test has rigorous anti-cheat measures—the enchantments in the walls and floors are not merely for protection. The penalties for cheating can go up to the point of expulsion from the Order. If you wish, you may call off the test now. You will not be given another opportunity to do so.”

Argrave shook his head and scratched beneath his nose. “I’m fine.”

“We are aware of your status,” a woman by the cold-eyed man’s side said.

Argrave paused and took a breath. “What does that mean?”

“It means that your father cannot have any bearing on the results of this test,” the woman continued.

Hearing their complete ignorance, Argrave laughed loudly. “Old Felipe? I imagine he’d be the last person to sway this toward a positive outcome.”

“Alright.” The woman nodded, content. She launched into professional instructions, saying, “To begin with, before administering other portions of the test, you must pass a bare minimum rank requirement,” she explained. “You will need to demonstrate any B-rank spell that you have learned—one will suffice. If this spell is illusion magic, special measures will—”

“It’s elemental,” Argrave cut in.

“Alright,” the woman nodded. “Then, please turn in that direction and demonstrate the spell,” she directed, pointing off to her left. “Ensure your hand is outstretched, and the matrix unobscured.”

Argrave pulled his glove off and rolled down his sleeve, then turned and held out his hand as instructed. He formed the matrix ever-so-slowly, so as to give his onlookers ample time to examine it. Once the fourth dimension was put into place, he set the spell into motion. It whirled about in impossible ways, then [Pavise Gale] activated. A knight of wind sent out a tremendous gale with a backhand of a great tower shield.

The wind raged throughout the place for a time, then the man on the far right of the table immediately commended, “Excellent. Well done, Argrave.”

Another concurred, but the man with cold eyes interrupted, saying, “Hold a moment. Is that a spell that can be found in Order libraries?”

“Which Order?” Argrave asked. “If you mean the Order of the Rose, yes.”

“So, it’s not a spell commonly used by mages trained here,” the man continued, his words seeming to draw people’s attention. “It’s something none of us are familiar with. More easily fa—”

“Well, I could bring the book I learned the spell from,” Argrave said at once, before the man’s words could make too much sense. “The four of you could examine the matrix in great detail, either in my own hands or from the book itself. And failing that, I know there are many Magisters in the Order that have an interest and specialization of some of the older spells of the olden days. You could call them, ask for assistance,” Argrave suggested, waving his hand upward with a smile.

Get in line, or I’ll talk to your manager, Argrave thought, half-hoping he could escalate things.

All three of the others looked contented by Argrave’s answer, each looking to the cold-eyed man waiting for his opinion. He bit his lips for a few second, then nodded.

“Everything seems to be in order,” he concluded.

Argrave nodded politely. “I thought so as well.”

***

“The old always have to trample on the young,” ranted Argrave indignantly to Anneliese. “Should have seen his face when he read out that I was twenty. I’m sure the guy arranged some harder questions just for me. I’m supposed to be the bastard, not him.” Argrave sighed and shook his head. “Whatever. Just have to wait for the conclave’s assessment.”

“Mine went well,” Anneliese noted. “The test was fun. It was interesting to see how much I know put to the test. The extra requirements as an Honorary Wizard demanded I learn some of this Order’s history.”

Argrave nodded. “I’m glad for you. But now… we have to make arrangements for the meeting.” Argrave pulled down the paper that Elias had given him of people that agreed to meet. “Hegazar… and Vera.” He looked to Anneliese. “Ever known some couple that broke up and got back together dozens of times, like… like there was something they both hated and loved about each other in equal measure?”

Anneliese frowned. “No.” She shook her head.

“Me neither.” Argrave looked back. “We will soon, though. These are our lucky opportunists. Two real pieces of work, feeding off each other like vampires in their ascent to the top… they’ve screwed each other in many ways countless times, some of these acts incredibly cruel, some of them… well, pleasant, I imagine.”

Anneliese stared down at the papers with a complex expression.

“What?” he asked her.

“I am starting to question if Elias might have been right. Courting such a tempestuous relationship…” She trailed off.

“No, no, trust me,” Argrave soothed. “All the other options we have will skin us and leave us out to dry. Only by having two opposing forces can we get through this.”

“Also means we might just get crushed between their quarrel,” Anneliese pointed out.


Chapter 7

A lean man of above-average height wearing gray robes opened the door and walked inside. He was bald, though with sharp handsome features that seemed to have an indelible grin. This was not, despite appearances, Magister Hegazar. Instead, Argrave spotted a dim gray silhouette just behind. That would be the man himself.

“Hello, Magister Hegazar,” Argrave greeted, his legs crossed as he waited casually atop a couch. One of his arms rested across the back of the couch just behind Anneliese. Galamon stood behind, arms crossed before him as the ever-diligent guard.

Magister Hegazar was an S-rank mage whose A-rank ascension was closely linked with illusion magic. He was one of few Magisters in the Order to specialize in that branch of magic. The human figure Argrave saw—the bald, handsome man—was a constantly projected illusion. The silhouette was where Hegazar’s body truly was. Argrave suspected the only reason he able to glimpse even a hint of Hegazar’s true form was because of Garm’s eyes.

“Well… if it isn’t our Order’s resident Kinslaying Serpent, Argrave,” Hegazar greeted, his voice husky and deep. It had a certain intonation that dripped with amusement and cynicism. “My, I feel half a child again confronted by so many giants. My neck may hurt by the end of the conversation, craning it to look up at you.”

“Well, you are the true senior here, head and shoulders above us all,” Argrave answered at once, almost excessively flatteringly. Hegazar had an ego rivalling any A-list actor—Argrave’s strategy was to act as though he was ceding control to him while still controlling the flow of the conversation.

“I’m very glad we could meet today,” Argrave continued, rising to his feet. “Please, have a seat.”

The door shut behind him, and the lock clicked a second later. “Mmm…” Hegazar’s illusory body gave a nod. “Took you a while to reach out. I was beginning to think you were stringing me along like an ugly, kindhearted girl you didn’t have the heart to say ‘no’ to.”

Hegazar stepped into the room, and though his illusory body took a seat in the couch opposite Argrave, his true body roamed about the room, examining things. He didn’t ask about Anneliese or Galamon—he didn’t seem to care.

“But I suspect you were rather busy trimming your nails, cutting your hair, getting yourself presentable for the big crowd forming outside this tower,” Hegazar continued, voice projecting from his illusory body flawlessly. “Your pa must have a soft spot for you—he’s gathered so many people that are screaming your name, waiting for the very moment you step out onto the stage.”

Argrave laughed politely and sat back down, doing his best to keep his eyes away from the silhouette that wandered the room. “Fortunately for them, I’m not one to disappoint the people. I’d like to step onto the stage soon enough. But… stagecraft, any sort of art… it can be an expensive thing. Sometimes you need a patron. A sponsor.”

“Ahhh.” Hegazar’s false body leaned forth very naturally, placing both elbows on its knees. As it did so, Hegazar’s true form finally decided it had seen enough, and went to sit down where the illusory body already sat, lounging while the illusory form remained animate. “I see where I come in, I think. You’ve got production issues. Bit off more than you can chew, hmm?”

“Sometimes an opportunity’s too good to pass up, even if you have to overextend a bit to seize it,” Argrave said, putting his arm back behind Anneliese.

Argrave knew Anneliese well enough to tell immediately she was ill at ease when faced with Hegazar. It seemed that, despite his illusion, she could tell that the form sitting before them was not real flesh and blood.

“Mmhmm.” Hegazar leaned back, silhouette and illusion overlapping for but half a second. “Not to condescend, but these patrons, these sponsors—as much as you might be fooled into believing they throw money at half-baked ideas for the sake of throwing money, that’s not the case. These fools with gold in their soles—they’ve got an agenda. Either they like the art, or they see a golden, glimmering treasure mound at the end of the tunnel.”

Hegazar let the words hang for a few seconds. “As for liking the art, well… even if you spin it as something avant garde, the crown prince dying isn’t something I care to hang on my wall. I don’t know you. I won’t stick my neck out. As for profit…” The illusory figure threw up its hands in a shrug. “Your pockets look a bit light to me. I certainly don’t see any pile of riches in sight. All you’ve got, as I see it, is an angry father. I have enough fathers angry at me—I don’t care to add another to that list. But…” Hegazar raised a finger up with both bodies. “Maybe I need to look at it with a different lens. Got anything to help me see, Kinslayer?”

Argrave kept a poker face, but he could not deny he disliked being called Kinslayer. The man had a magnetic way of speaking, and he felt very much swept along by Hegazar. The fact Argrave recognized that, though, probably meant he wasn’t. And soon enough, the man would be cast off balance.

“Let me show the cards, then,” Argrave nodded. “Back when the Order of the Rose fell, Vasquer issued a ban on exploring their fortresses, and obfuscated many of their locations,” Argrave said.

“A history lesson? That’s a poor start to a trade,” Hegazar noted.

“…During that time,” Argrave continued undaunted, “many of the valuable books degraded, rotted, got washed away, or were otherwise destroyed. And many of the locations, well… my dear old dad hoards those jealously, if he’s even got them. But the ban on exploration is up, and yours truly has the location of a cache of preserved books that’ll be a more-than-fitting replacement for the pile of riches you might want. And even if it isn’t… if you sell them, you can make your own treasure hoard, Magister.”

“Kinslayer…” Hegazar shook his head and clicked his tongue. “If I wanted sweet promises, I could pay some troubadour to sing me songs about all my virtues, or some fortune teller to tell me what magnificent things I might find on my doorstep.”

Argrave leaned forth and reached under his couch, pulling free a large white book. It was one of seven A-rank spells that Garm left behind, and one of the most valuable things in Argrave’s possession. He needed juicy bait to hook the biggest fish. He set it on the coffee table between him and Hegazar and slid it over. Rather than allowing the Magister to hold it, Argrave opened the book up.

“Well, if I’m a fortune teller, this is my crystal ball.” Argrave leaned back in the couch as the A-rank matrix took shape. “The A-rank spell [Full Bloodmoon]. It’s the last of a series of spells I’ve already studied, somewhat. A devastating A-rank spell of blood magic. After all, necromancy and blood magic… Order of the Rose specialties.”

A-rank spells were almost wholly removed from the confines of all previous ranks. To begin with, to become A-rank was to assimilate deeper with magic, make it part of one’s body. Rather than matrixes… these spells took root in the body, too. Rather than conjuring a matrix, the body itself served as a sort of conduit to mold the magic. What appeared from the book was so complex Argrave couldn’t even begin to comprehend it.

It appeared to entice Hegazar, though. His illusory body remained lounging in the chair, but the silhouette that betrayed his true body got off the chair, kneeling before the table and studying the matrix in great detail. It was very difficult for Argrave to act as though he saw nothing.

“Pretty as a painting…” marveled Hegazar. The silhouette reached out toward the book briefly, but the sound of a lock clicking echoed in the silent room. Hegazar’s true body came to attention at once, prepared to fight, while the illusory body merely turned its head backward casually.

The door opened, and Durran hurtled in as though chased by something. Argrave smiled when he saw the woman step in after him. She had gray hair with orange, predatory eyes, and looked quite young. Argrave thought she was quite beautiful, but he felt no attraction to her. He knew what she was really like.

Once Vera entered the room, her eyes scanned the place calmly as she crossed her arms. Wrath set in when she saw Hegazar, and she began, “You. I should have kno—”

But then she laid eyes upon Argrave, and upon the wide-open A-rank spellbook. It was confusion at first, then ponderance, and then a stirring curiosity, each running across her face as quickly and obviously as Argrave had ever seen.

“And what might this be?” Vera stepped deeper into the room, eyes fixed on the A-rank matrix.

At once, Hegazar stepped past Vera and shut the door behind her. She followed his true body with her eyes, evidently unaffected by the illusion.

“And what is this, Argrave? Some ploy by this old witch?” Hegazar asked, as off-balance as Argrave had hoped the suave Magister to be.

“It’s a… Damnit, Durran, what the hell? This wasn’t…!” Argrave acted indignant, stirring.

Durran collapsed onto the couch just beside Argrave. “What?”

“You had the wrong time,” Argrave whispered in show, rising to his feet in faux panic.

“What?” Durran asked, then shook his head. “To the blazes with that. You don’t pay me enough to deal with these—”

Argrave quickly kicked Durran in the shin as though to silence him. Both Magisters watched this show of theirs. Argrave couldn’t tell if they were convinced, but Vera was too focused on the matrix to care.

“This…” Vera leaned over. “This is Order of the Rose work. And this book…” She reached down. “Not Owl binding, that’s for certain.”

Though Hegazar’s illusory form looked entirely unbothered, he could practically see the unease in the silhouette by the door. Eventually… the door’s lock clicked shut once more, and Hegazar walked up beside the female Magister.

“So…” Vera rose up, looking between Argrave and Hegazar. “You two seemed to be enjoying yourself before I arrived.”

Argrave rubbed his hands together as though nervous, and then sat down back where he was. “I was… making an offer to Hegazar.”

“Yes, he was showing me this book, trying to sell it,” Hegazar quickly explained. “Now, scurry on back to your spider’s nest so the best of us can continue to have fun, Vera. You’ll get your turn to bid.”

Vera gave an angry smile. “I think I’d like to be here.”

“It’s a mistake you’re here at all,” Hegazar said. “Go, go. The Kinslayer will talk to you later.”

Vera plopped down on the couch right atop Hegazar’s illusory form as if in insult. Though the illusion contorted aside naturally as if dodging her, holes were poked in the spell for but a moment and Argrave saw the couch behind.

“Maybe… I should…” Argrave faked hesitation.

“You will tell me what is happening here,” Vera stated. “You know it is poor form to offend a Magister, Argrave. Especially considering all you’ve already done… it would be most unwise to do so.”

It was all Argrave could do not to smile.

Both of the people before him were conniving people likely to use and abuse him. Vera was incredibly vindictive and didn’t care for anyone at all. Hegazar was all-around deceitful, more than willing to take every advantage of someone and then toss them aside like a filled trash bag. Both would sell him out like no tomorrow once Argrave had paid up his side of the bargain.

They were like all of the Magisters that had agreed to meet Argrave. He was a Kinslayer, a royal bastard—good, trustworthy people wouldn’t engage with him on faith alone, it seemed. He was a pariah. Without Castro, there was no single reliable person he could call upon.

Together, though? They’d keep in each other in check. They’d be too busy fighting with themselves to care about Argrave. All he had to do was play this right. Self-interested people made poor friends… but if one could interest them, they were much easier to steer the right way. If Argrave couldn’t, though… he might die twice as hard.

“Can’t you see you’re unwelcome, Vera? He squirms like a bug just looking at you, the poor child. You always did frighten young men. Probably because they can see you’re some sort of parasitic worm made flesh and filled with low cunning,” Hegazar said bitterly.

“Go on, Argrave,” Vera urged.

“Well… alright,” Argrave conceded. It was quite hard to act as though it was begrudgingly.


Chapter 8

In an area far away from the Tower of the Gray Owl, enough knights gathered to form a forest of horseflesh and steel-armored knights. Countless banners hung in the sky, swaying against the light winds of winter. Though the heraldry on each was varied and many, the most common colors were white and gold, and many flags were derivatives of the golden lion of House Parbon. At the head of this host, Margrave Reinhardt sat aback his prized warhorse. Evidently the white stallion had been recovered from Mateth after its theft.

Though stationary, the army did not look unprepared for battle. The men kept their disciplined warhorses at ease. Even more diligent were the countless mages in the party—they had to be, for a magical assault could occur far more silently than a charge of an army. Yet warbands bearing the golden snakes of Vasquer roamed the plains, and none could be said to be truly at ease.

In the far distance, a party of over a dozen moved across the plains toward their party. A scout shouted, “Two A-rank! Three C-rank! Nine mundane!”

“At ease!” shouted the margrave, his voice a great bellow beneath his gilded white great helm. He spurred his horse forward and proceeded, moving to meet the party that came. The A-rank mages were the men the margrave had sent to guard his son.

As the two came nearer… Mina, Elias, Nikoletta, and Stain came into view, and the margrave hastened his horse. The roaming warbands bearing the flag of Vasquer, though far from the host, took note of the detachment. The army prepared to cover the margrave if he should come under attack.

“Son,” the margrave greeted in a shout, slowing his horse as the two came near. “You’re alone.”

Stain seemed to want to correct that very desperately, but he stayed silent. None of the others seemed to mind.

“I am,” Elias nodded, making Stain all the more frustrated. “We have to talk, Father. Who is present?”

The margrave nodded. “A great deal of those supporting us. Come.” He waved his hands, then pulled on his horse’s reins.

The sound of horns blew across the plains. The margrave whipped his head about, watching the movement of the enemy hosts scattered about the plains. Once one of the other parties heard the horn sounding, it was echoed to the next party, and like this, communication was quickly established.

The horses grew uneased by the sound of the horn, as though it told of an ill omen. The lesser, poorly trained warhorses stirred, yet most remained firm. The margrave clenched the reins tight in his white gauntlets, waiting and watching.

Yet the enemy parties moved out and away, converging toward several designated points. It seemed they were regrouping, yet not attacking. The margrave nodded. “Come, Elias, everyone.”

***

Elias stepped inside his father’s war tent, legs still stiff from such a long and tense ride on horseback. The armies could not proceed past certain geographical points without technically breaking the clause of non-interference in Order business, yet there was still an instinctual fear when seeing the roaming bands of warriors willing and able to slaughter Elias outside that boundary on his trek here.

Bizarrely enough, that fear was not abated being in his father’s command tent. The multitude of powerful people present put Elias on edge—his father, Duke Enrico of Monticci, Duke Marauch of Elbraille, Count Delbraun of Jast, and Duke Sumner of Dedsworth from the southeast. There were many other powerful lords that had lent their name to the aid of House Parbon, and all stood before a long rectangular table.

Elias had told his father Reinhardt what Argrave had said. He had expected to try desperately to persuade the margrave to accept Argrave, poor though his conditions might be. But then, his father did something that defied his expectation—he asked Elias to deliver the news to all the gathered leaders himself.

Margrave Reinhardt stepped past Elias. Everyone followed Reinhardt with their gazes as he walked—it was clear enough just by that alone that he was the leader. Reinhardt walked around the table, coming to stand at the head of the rectangular table. Elias stood opposite him, and the rest of his companions from the Tower came to stand beside or behind him.

“My lords,” Reinhardt said loudly and clearly, his commander’s voice naturally drawing the attention of what few individuals were not already looking at him. “My son has returned from the Tower of the Gray Owl alongside his three companions, having spoken to Argrave.”

All four—Stain, Elias, Nikoletta, and Mina—came to stand side-by-side, directly opposite the margrave. Mina seemed discomforted, for she had no relatives present whatsoever. She was not so out of place as Stain, who desperately tried to ignore the fact his brother, who had disinherited him, stood just beside the margrave.

Realizing that none would speak first, Elias answered his father. “Indeed, we spoke to Argrave. The rumor of him slaying his brother is categorically true. It was the culmination of a feud near a decade old—Induen slayed Argrave’s mother in cold blood before his eyes and had been abusing him for years.”

“You speak like his advocate,” Duke Sumner of Dedsworth noted.

Duke Sumner was a mage, and a powerful one—his family of Dedsworth, like Count Delbraun of Jast’s, were traditionally mages. His A-rank ascension was not particularly out of the norm, and so he seemed rather plain—a finely-cut brown beard leavened with wavy hair. He looked as young as Elias, though with a certain maturity about him that would make people second-guess.

Margrave Reinhardt leaned over the table, and its wooden frame creaked beneath the weight of his body and armor. “I sent Elias to find and retrieve Argrave to introduce all of him to you,” Reinhardt disclosed. “I wished to consider him our primary claimant against Vasquer.”

Though it was no news at all to Elias, it sent a ripple through the assembled nobles at once. Duke Sumner said, “This was never a war of disputed heritage, Margrave Reinhardt. Felipe has the blood of Vasquer in him, strong as anyone, and his sons each and all inherited it without question. They are in the line of succession, indisputably. Even then, Argrave is a bastard… and now, a kinslayer, regardless of his reasoning.”

The words were spoken neutrally, but Sumner’s points grew some support from the people that opposed the notion of a bastard.

“Felipe and all of his trueborn issue… there is something wrong with them, something corrupt,” Reinhardt said at once. “I firmly believe, based on their actions and their words, that they have strayed from the righteous path. They have deviated from the path of a king. Felipe, Orion, Levin… they are not fit. And I would not have the kingdom descend into petty states feuding over the throne when we are finished. We need a claimant.”

“What about Princess Elenore?” Duke Marauch suggested innocently.

Many present expressed disapproval. Count Delbraun spoke, his voice cutting through the noise to say, “The blind cannot see the path ahead; how will they lead us down it? I will admit she was a bright, vivacious youth… but Felipe cruelly robbed her of all potential and keeps her locked within a greenhouse in the capital. A ruler cannot wholly rely on their servants—any council would have complete control over her. Besides, a woman has never ruled over Vasquer.”

Stain glowered at the ashen-haired, orange-eyed man that was his brother. Delbraun did not deign to even acknowledge Stain’s presence.

“My lords,” Elias said, voice mustering the same bit of authoritativeness as his father’s. “During the time spent at the Tower, I dedicated much of my time to surveying Argrave’s character. All four of us did.” He waved between the four of them that had been present. “My escorts, too, bore witness to his character. I can guarantee each and all of us will attest that having Argrave on the throne after the war is finished is our best option—indeed, perhaps the only option that can preserve the centuries-old monarchy of Vasquer.”

Those words drew the attention of all, and Elias tried to press pass his nervousness. “Duke Enrico—please describe the events of Mateth.”

Duke Enrico shifted in surprise being called upon, running a hand through his blue hair to gather himself. “Well… after informing me of the coming invasion and enabling me to prepare defenses, Argrave aided in the defense of a coastal village. After negotiating a parley with the snow elf commander, he sailed with them to their homeland of…” the duke trailed off, forgetting.

“Veiden,” Mina cut in, crossing her arms.

“Veiden.” Enrico nodded. “While there… he negotiated with the leader of these snow elves. Without his intervention, and without our own good fortune, Mateth and the entire coastline would be occupied by them. Their naval forces were vastly superior to our house’s prized fleet, and their warriors very nearly seized the city. Argrave was the one to secure peace.”

“But you have an interest in making him look good,” a countess swearing fealty to Duke Sumner noted. “After all, Argrave is supposedly betrothed to Nikoletta.”

Enrico lowered his head, but Nikoletta rebutted, “Argrave and I are not betrothed, nor will we be.”

The duke shot a surprised glance at his daughter.

“I see,” said Duke Sumner. He seemed ambivalent about the news, but others seemed eager—a bachelor claimant to the throne? An enticing proposition, it would seem.

“He is betrothed to a snow elf,” Elias said, tearing the bandage off right away. He knew it would be pragmatic to exclude this detail, but he would not lie to people fighting a war on their behalf. “A B-rank mage by the name of Anneliese.”

One noble present laughed aloud, turning away from the table. Many more sour looks passed through the assembled nobles.

“Following the invasion at Mateth, Argrave headed to the northwest,” Elias continued, hoping to redirect the conversation quickly.

“Hold a moment,” Baron Abraham, vassal to the margrave, interrupted. He had a slight history with Argrave, having met him at Jast. “Why is this betrothal being glossed over? That is a serious issue, to take one of elven blood to wife. All of this is an ill omen. It speaks of strong ties to foreign powers!”

Elias shifted on his feet. “This was a point I brought up to Argrave. It’s an issue he will not compromise on.”

“Anneliese is a genius,” Nikoletta said plainly. “She understands magic and people like no other I have met. The Order has accepted her as an Honorary Wizard, and she was applying to join the Order officially as a High Wizard. This is not a loss, this betrothal—it is a tremendous boon.”

“Forget the woman,” Delbraun said. “Enrico himself claimed that this war was lost before Argrave brought it to a halt. A bride of their people? That hints at collusion, of close ties—who can say where Argrave’s loyalty lies? He travels with two of these snow elves!”

Even those that had seemed positively predisposed to the idea of Argrave being their claimant agreed with that statement vigorously.

“Perhaps he has an arrangement to occur after the war is finished,” someone suggested. “When all our armies are weakened and battered, perhaps this invasion shall resume.”

Stain noticed the way things were trending and said loudly, “This is all baseless, unreasonable assumption. The elves were winning—if he were their allies, he would not have gotten peace, not have returned to Vasquer our allies.”

Duke Sumner shrugged. “Who knows what they’ve offered him? Land, vengeance…”

Elias planted his fists firmly against the table. “Could anything compare to a kingship? We lose the plot, my lords! We speak of Argrave and his character. I can assure you on the name of House Parbon, nothing material would motivate him.”

Elias’ words were enough to stifle further discussion as he used his House’s name behind those words. It couldn’t stifle the near undisguised contempt for Argrave’s foreign company.

“This man you lords so quickly deem a traitor traveled to the northwest, where he endangered his own life combatting this terrifying plague. All of us have experienced this fell illness firsthand—some of us, more than others.” Elias gestured vaguely to his eye. “Argrave knew the danger it posed. He took action. Ultimately, he and Orion put an end to it.”

“‘Put an end to it’?” Count Delbraun repeated. “What does this mean?”

Elias swallowed. “Most present might agree on this point—the plague, this waxpox, it was unusual in many ways.” Elias rubbed at his cheek. “This mark, here—it was spreading vigorously across my body before stopping suddenly. The fact is, this plague was an assault from the northwest of a mystical nature—and Argrave, he learned of it and ended it with Orion’s aid.”

The nobles were a mixture of those impressed and those in disbelief.

“You can talk to people who will personally confirm that—refugees from the north. Argrave put an end to it with Orion’s help, I swear it,” Mina stepped forth, saying so boldly. “He had me stall Induen at my father’s keep to ensure he was not interrupted during this process.”

Duke Sumner leaned over the table. “But all of this—it’s secondhand reports. Where is Argrave? We must see him, speak to him, judge him and this… snow elf with our own eyes.”

Elias had been wondering how to phrase Argrave’s refusal the whole while. “Argrave agreed to act as our claimant. However… he believes we are insufficient to fight against Vasquer, weakened from the plague as we all are. He plans to bring his own army to the war.”

“Then there it is!” Duke Sumner gestured toward Elias. “If that is not an admission of ties to foreign lands, what is?”

Though the assembled nobles rose in support, Margrave Reinhardt spoke for the first time in a while, silencing the burgeoning uproar. “What do you mean, Elias? What army?”

“Beyond saying there were untapped forces in the north, he refused to divulge more. In my personal opinion, I think he intends to call upon allies in the north to betray Vasquer, and feared the king catching wind of his scheme,” Elias said bluntly. “Argrave feared informants, foremost among them being the Bat.”

Evidently, many present had heard that name, for the excuse brought a strange silence with it. That name held weight. It seemed everyone had, directly or indirectly, associated with the Bat.

Stain contributed, “Informants led Induen to Argrave, after all. Induen wanted to harass him, kill his betrothed. He’s reasonable to be paranoid.”

Elias wasn’t sure if that was a lie or not, but he let it slide because it supported their argument.

“You learned nothing of this army he mentioned while he was there?” Duke Sumner held his hands out. “We cannot risk involving a third power in our war. We cannot back a claimant that might tear this realm asunder by involving a conqueror. Do you know nothing of his ties?”

Elias hesitantly said, “Argrave was very cautious.”

“Margrave Reinhardt…” Duke Sumner turned to him. “I support the idea that Vasquer needs to be overthrown. But such an uncertain variable, such a wild force… can we support it?”

Reinhardt stood up straight and asked, “If Argrave did bring a third army, could we even stop that?”

That set a grim tone to the conversation.

Delbraun suggested softly, “We might negotiate an armistice with Vasquer to fight the—”

“Do you think Vasquer would accept that?” Reinhardt roared. “Felipe would demand all of our heads as the terms for the peace. He would take more than that—he’d make an example of all the most prominent of us. And even beyond that, the people would continue to suffer beneath the tyrannical reign of this generation’s Vasquers.”

Duke Sumner shook his head. “You do not know that.”

“We have no option, Sumner,” Enrico said insistently.

“We do.” Sumner shook his head. “We continue as we were—rebels against tyranny, not rebels supporting a claimant.”

“Then we lose,” Reinhardt stated. “All the neutral lords of the south will stay neutral with no claimant. The undecided lords of the north will eventually support the winning side. All of us—each and all—will be stripped of our lands, our families butchered.”

Sumner stepped away from his spot, moving toward Reinhardt. “Our end might be the same if Argrave brings an army of foreigners to this war to fish in these troubled waters.”

The two stared at each other, a battle of ideas. The room was just as undecided.


Chapter 9

Anneliese and Argrave raised up their new golden badges and clinked them together. They let out a pleasant metallic sound. Durran and Galamon watched on from another part of the room, both relatively idle.

“High Wizard Anneliese. Sounds nice. A shame it’s a temporary title.” Argrave’s gaze jumped between the golden owl badges in her hand and Anneliese’s amber eyes.

She tilted her head. “How do you mean?”

Argrave shrugged. “Well, soon enough, you’ll be a Magister.”

Anneliese shook her head with an amused smile, but gradually her expression became serious. “Are you sure of traveling with Vera and Hegazar?”

Argrave stowed away the golden badge. “Bit too late to get out of this gambit now, no?”

“We could just stay in the Tower,” Durran posited.

Argrave looked to him. “If I was going to do that, I would have done it all those months ago. Then Anneliese would be conquering Berendar, you’d probably be dead, and Galamon would be… I’m not sure. He’d be fine, I guess. Meanwhile, everyone else would be dying, and then I’d die, too, once Gerechtigkeit comes.”

“Fortunate thing, then,” Galamon said. Argrave knew he hated speculation, and likely wished to change the subject.

“Hegazar makes me uneasy,” Anneliese stated. “His emotions… are not human, I think.”

Argrave pointed to her. “You can’t see his real body. Even I can only see a vague silhouette of his form. You’re not seeing emotions at all—it’s illusion magic.”

“You have said that time and time again.” Anneliese nodded. “Never mind that. Even Vera sees us only as tools, means to an end. Can we not travel with better people?”

Argrave sighed. “If they existed… sure, I could. But Castro is busy keeping his apprentice alive. Beyond that, appeals to empathy won’t work for any Magister willing to meet us—the only ones we can get are the ones that are self-interested. At the very least, Vera and Hegazar are consistent in their morals… or lack thereof. It makes them predictable. This isn’t another Orion, Anneliese—I have some assurances. So long as these two vipers think I’ve got something interesting in this head of mine, they’ll keep me alive.”

“The rest of us? Tough luck, I assume,” Durran quipped.

Argrave vowed, “I’ll die long before any of you.”

Anneliese looked ill at ease regarding that vow, but Durran joked, “Guess I have to keep you alive for a long while then, for my own sake if nothing else.”

***

Argrave rode the central elevator of mystic stone slabs to a certain floor, then disembarked. All of his companions were present, plus another individual—the ashen-haired Magister, Vera.

“You came early,” she noted politely.

“I was already up. Don’t like waiting around,” Argrave explained, stepping off and making room so as not to crowd things for other people.

Vera crossed her arms. “You will find it is a wasted effort. Hegazar is always late.”

Argrave nodded without committing any words to her claim.

Vera stalked up to him languidly. “But it is a good thing. I get you to myself.” She grabbed his shoulder, standing on the tips of her toes to whisper into his ear, “Hegazar put men out to watch where we head. I caught wind of it this morning. But don’t worry,” she said soothingly. “I have my own people watching his. None will see us leave, as you wanted.”

Argrave pulled away. “That’s good,” he thanked her. If Vera had wanted to talk in private, she might have conjured a ward, but instead she did that. He wasn’t particularly fond of it, but it’d be best to keep that to himself.

It seemed that the game had already begun. Vera and Hegazar would turn him into a battlefield of manipulation. Vera was subtler than the egomaniac that was Hegazar, but no less spiteful or dangerous. She was the aunt of Count Delbraun of Jast, with the gray-haired, orange-eyed look prominent in the House, but her familial ties had little bearing on her position. One didn’t become a Magister without a certain temperament.

Argrave walked to the wall beside Galamon, where he slumped down until he sat on the floor. As he examined his beautiful new golden badge denoting his status as a High Wizard, his Brumesingers came out. Their fur was growing a bit darker, and they were growing a bit bigger. Now, their shade of gray nearly qualified as black. They had been ever-able protectors.

“Anything new?” Argrave inquired of Galamon to pass the time.

“All quiet,” Galamon informed him.

Argrave took a deep, nervous breath. This might be the last time they had of relative safety. They’d have to dance a constant game around these two narcissistic Magisters… but there was still no better security than their presence. One an unparalleled illusionist, the other a master of elemental magic—Argrave could infiltrate anywhere with their aid. It would be a week before Argrave recovered his Blessing of Supersession—not the most ideal situation, but Argrave only had to keep an eye on the two.

In a few minutes, Tower Master Castro came down the elevator. His eyes scanned his party members. Argrave was briefly worried about Galamon’s vampirism being exposed given how omniscient the Tower Master seemed at times, but nothing unusual occurred.

“Hegazar is not here?” Castro questioned.

“He’s late,” Vera informed him.

“No matter.” Castro shook his head. “You two—come forth,” he directed Galamon and Durran. When they did, he quickly pressed something against their chest. An owl of teal light took shape on both their bodies.

“Been a while since I’ve used these. Temporary passes,” Castro explained. “They’ll dissipate the moment you leave the Tower. So, if you need anything…”

“We’re settled,” Argrave informed him. “Left a good chunk of books for you—druidic magic. I’ll get you the rest in time, as I promised.” He nodded toward Castro.

Unlike before, Castro did not seem so perturbed by this fact—perhaps it was because Argrave had shown he wasn’t lying, or maybe Castro acknowledged Argrave might need them most, fighting against Gerechtigkeit as he was.

Regardless, his thoughts could not be explored long. Someone came into view in the elevator—Hegazar, with his illusory and real self overlapping.

Anneliese, without the benefit of Garm’s eyes, could not see past Hegazar’s illusion. She had known something was amiss nonetheless—she said that Hegazar’s body was somehow wrong, that it projected emotions in an inhuman way. The man made her deeply uneasy because of this. It was like a sense that Anneliese had all her life simply vanished when applied to this man.

“Well, if it isn’t the old man. He deigns to come down from his silk-carpeted chambers for little old Kinslayer? Such a rich respect for the newer generation—very admirable. Or maybe you simply have a penchant for stepping on the snake, Master Castro,” Hegazar said smoothly. “Shame about the drapes.” His eyes went to Vera.

“Keep your eyes off me,” she snapped at him.

Hegazar stepped off the elevator. “My eyes are in my head, fortunately. It’s my gaze that’s on you. I can see why someone slow-witted like yourself—”

“Magisters,” Castro cut in, putting power into his voice. “We should not waste time.”

“Sure, sure.” Hegazar nodded.

Argrave said, “Once again, I appreciate this, Castro.”

Castro nodded. “Be sure it has meaning. I hope we have time to discuss what you brought me at a later date.”

Argrave nodded. “You will.”

After a brief scan of his companions, Galamon handed Argrave his backpack, and he hefted it on. They all prepared to leave. One large stone tablet descended to accommodate all of them, and they stood on it, waiting.

“You know, Kinslayer,” Hegazar said as they ascended. “Be careful. Some people, they smile, flutter their eyes, show a little leg… but don’t let it distract you. It’s bad enough that Vera’s forced her way onto this convoy—trusting her would be the last mistake you make.”

“Hegazar sometimes imitates the forms of loved ones to deceive people into sex,” Vera said succinctly. “He’s like an incub—”

“See? All she can say is lies,” he interrupted her. “The last thing I’d need is to imitate another’s form—my own body is good enough.”

The elevator ride felt dreadfully long, Hegazar and Vera trading insults back and forth indiscriminately. Most of what each said was lies—Anneliese confirmed that they were lying constantly with cues to Argrave, though after a time he got the message and gave her leave to relax.

“Argrave,” Castro said. “My apprentice wanted to speak with you before you left.”

Being called aside without much warning, Argrave furrowed his brows. “Why?”

“The prodigal, faceless apprentice?” Hegazar noted. “Bring him out, won’t you?”

“Go to the balcony, Hegazar. And know I keep inventory,” Castro warned him blatantly. “Are you coming, Argrave?”

Though his question of ‘why’ had not been answered, Argrave nodded and followed along.

“I’ll set up the illusions while you’re away, Kinslayer,” Hegazar called out. “No one will know you’ve left, not for days… The things I do for my friends, why, sometimes I make myself proud…”

Castro led Argrave away as the rest of Argrave’s party made their way to the balcony, ready to move.

“If this Gerechtigkeit proves to be real, I’ll lend you my aid,” Castro promised. “Unconditionally, at that. This isn’t a matter of politics—this is a natural disaster, it would seem.”

“You brought me aside to tell me that?” Argrave questioned. “I already knew you would. I know you well.”

“…No, I didn’t bring you here to tell you that,” Castro said, obviously off-balance from Argrave’s assertion. “Ingo does want to speak to you.”

Though surprised, Argrave was led into a secluded place in the top floor before he could ponder too deeply. There, he saw a young man hunched over a desk, studying. Argrave dared to examine his magic supply… but it was rather ordinary.

“Ingo,” Castro called out gently. “I brought him.”

Ingo turned. He had light, almost baby-blue hair and eyes, which greatly enhanced the image of naivete the young man projected.

“Hello,” Ingo greeted. “Are you Argrave of Vasquer?”

“Just Argrave, but yes.” He nodded, curious as to why Ingo wanted to see him.

“Oh… um, sorry. Or… yes, I’m sorry,” Ingo tripped over his words. “And I’m… I heard you had to kill your own brother. I’m sorry. That must have been very hard.”

Argrave couldn’t deny the words caught him off guard. Was it hard? Argrave wondered. He felt his scale of difficulty had gone a little haywire in the past months.

“After all, he was still family,” Ingo continued. “Despite what he might have done, I know that it can… carry weight.”

Oh, Argrave realized. He means emotionally hard.

“I’m fine,” Argrave assured him.

“Are you?” Ingo asked. “Oh—erm, I shouldn’t imply you’re lying. I’m sorry.” Ingo shook his head vigorously. “I’m terrible at… well, I wanted to meet you. Castro says we’re the same age, and… he also said your thesis was genius, so I thought… well, a new disciple might… you might… Castro mentioned something about you and being a disciple…”

As Argrave looked at the Master pointedly, Castro cleared his throat. “I think you misheard, Ingo.”

“Did I?” Ingo asked disbelievingly. “I’m sorry. I’m getting off the point. I just… I saw something. Something important, and I had to tell you.”

Argrave frowned and stepped closer. “Something related to your Blessing?”

Castro tensed. Few knew of the nature of Ingo’s affliction—his body constantly ate itself, degrading into nothingness, and in return Ingo received visions. He could not see the future, but he saw important things occurring around the world at present. These visions were often delivered to him in vague imagery.

Ingo nodded. “Yes. All I can say… all I can say is this. The Bat cannot hear everything, especially not that hiding in its own fur.”

Argrave’s face tensed. “Was there anything else?”

“No.” Ingo shook his head.

Argrave took a deep breath, then looked behind him. “Thank you, Ingo. That’s very helpful. I’ll be careful.”

***

When Argrave stepped out onto the balcony, Vera stood atop a gargantuan bird formed of wind. It had saddles on its back, enough to accommodate sixteen people, let alone the six their party actually was.

“Took you long enough,” Hegazar noted, lounging against the railing. “Everything is prepared for the journey. Are you prepared to step out onto the stage, start this show?”

Argrave nodded confidently. “Very much so.”

“This spell can only travel in one direction, and we’ll need to jump off at the end,” Vera called out. “Perhaps it’s time you disclose where we’re headed.”

“North-northwest,” Argrave said at once.

“But that’s…” Hegazar noted. “Is this some regret and remorse I hear? You planning to turn yourself in to your old dad? That’s almost directly to Dirracha,” Hegazar said incredulously.

“No,” Argrave shook his head. “I told you this would be worth your time. The biggest of the Order of the Rose living fortresses… they were near the capital. So, let’s go. Please, cloak our advance, Magister Hegazar.”


Chapter 10

Riding the strange construct conjured by Magister Vera was a wholly different experience than, say, riding aback a wyvern. There, one had a visual cue—something to step upon and hold onto as it soared across the sky, even if it was a flimsy saddle and a scaly reptile. There was no such comfort from Vera’s spell, [Horizon Hunter], an A-rank wind spell solely designed for swift transportation of many people.

Argrave was suspended by thick, fierce winds as he hurtled across the vast plains. Hegazar’s illusion magic concealed their advance. The spell he used, the A-rank [Pocket of Nothing], hid much from their sight. Under its effects, it was difficult to distinguish Argrave’s fingers not two inches from his face.

Fortunately, the sense of touch was not disturbed—Argrave held on to Anneliese like she was an anchor to this dimension, much the same as she did to him. He clung on to the idea that Durran and Galamon might be doing the same thing, warding his fears away with humor.

They passed by Margrave Reinhardt’s great host and the warbands of Vasquer scattered around the Tower of the Gray Owl. Countless cities, villages, and castles that constituted a kingdom passed below them like nothing more than the road beneath a car. Everything in this world seemed so monumental on foot, near insurmountable… yet they passed it all second by second like it was nothing.

Once the wonder set in, the fear was a little less intense. Being able to do something like this… Argrave could see why the two Magisters were like they were: arrogant, self-centered. Seeing this, one thought dominated him. He wanted to replicate this. He wanted to do all of this and more. This was fun. It made him feel alive. It overshadowed some of the constant bleakness that had settled into Argrave like some parasite.

“Best keep your eyes open,” Hegazar’s voice cut in. Despite the tremendous speed at which they moved, no wind disturbed them, and all sounds carried as they might in a simple, stationary room. “You have to tell us where to disembark. Would hate to crash right into that little Dragon Palace your father makes his home. Would certainly make an awkward conversation. As much as I love to intrude on family drama, that fight might be a bit… large-scale.”

The overworld map of Heroes of Berendar was drilled so deeply into Argrave’s head that he could place where they were in seconds. The landmarks were many and varied.

“Half an hour more, by my estimates,” Argrave returned in a too-loud shout. “It’s not the most visible thing, so we might have to search a bit. I know the path,” he assured.

If Hegazar was contented by this response, no answer came. Meanwhile, Argrave was grappling with a newfound worry brought about by Ingo’s comment.

Enemies near Elenore? Argrave thought, holding Anneliese a bit tighter. If she dies… If Elenore is gone… good lord, nearly everything falls apart. Her finances, her information, and just her damn ingenuity; if that’s lost, I’m not sure things can be salvaged.

Above it all… Argrave thought Elenore deserved better than what she had. Not all of the Vasquers got good hands dealt to them in life, but hers had to be the worst.

Shaking his head in dismay, Argrave reflected that now was no time to think of such a thing. An absent mind might let the viper find an opening—with two at his side, he couldn’t afford to think of this.

***

“I do wonder why the Order of the Rose, with their great skill at working the earth into fortresses, might make a prominent base of theirs in a forest,” Hegazar’s ever-cynical voice cut into Argrave’s ears. “You might picture a hill… or a mountain… but who am I to wonder?”

“Wonder silently,” Vera commanded him. “You’re distracting Argrave.”

Argrave walked forward undistracted despite their constant hostile banter. It astounded him how these people could be so unfailingly pessimistic. Magister Hegazar’s presence was like a dark cloud. They traveled along a river—if anything would be consistent from Heroes of Berendar, it would be a river. It was also much easier to remember.

After a long while of Argrave leading while immersed in self-doubt, the river finally proved itself as an able guide. He spotted a large, too-round rock, and hastened his steps.

“We’re here,” Argrave announced while disguising his relief.

As they walked, the trees thinned somewhat, and the midday light rained down upon a roughly square stone just before the much larger, rounder one Argrave had seen earlier. The large gray rock was perfectly round, and smooth as a rock found within a creek.

“Neat landmark.” Hegazar stepped closer, his true body keeping a cautious distance as though there might be a trap ahead. “Nice, smooth rock. Unless there’s a little door with a keyhole I’m missing, or an illusion that can somehow fool the eyes of both myself and the spider-woman… I’m lost.”

Argrave walked up to the rough-hewn rock before the large stone. His hand hovered near it, but he shied away as though it were something disgusting. “Galamon… has to go hunt an elk, now. That’s the key for this thing.”

Galamon nodded, setting down his backpack and stringing his bow in short order. “At once,” he accepted, and already marched off toward a location as though his target was already in sight.

Everyone spread out, examining the area as though looking for the secret hidden in this place. Argrave had only told Anneliese the full details of this place, and she kept her distance from the small rock just as he did. Her eyes wandered the larger rock, as though looking for imperfections, but she kept her mouth shut.

“Mmm… ornate rituals, a blood sacrifice? Quite the entrance,” Hegazar remarked, stepping to the rock Argrave stood before. His illusory body sat atop it, lounging. “Or maybe you just wanted a nice venison picnic, bathe in the sun with your little sweetheart and two Magisters. Well, one and a half…”

Vera stepped up before Argrave, crossing her arms and rolling up the sleeves of her gray robes. “You’re keeping an awful lot to yourself, Argrave.”

“The Kinslayer can’t trust you,” Hegazar remarked with a grin. “In his family, I’m sure he’s had enough experience with deceit, distrust… and you fit those to a T, little spider.”

Durran strode past Argrave, contributing, “He always does this. He keeps everything to himself. Likes to look mysterious, I’m sure.”

Though Durran nearly sat on the stone a little way away from Hegazar, Argrave stopped him subtly. The former tribal got the hint and stood just beside Argrave.

“Whatever the reasons might be, I’ll be able to protect you best if I know what I’m going to be facing,” Vera said sweetly.

Even Hegazar did not protest to Vera’s claim, despite her exclusion of him in this scenario of ‘protection.’ Evidently, he valued what Argrave would say—he needed to know as much as Vera did.

“It’s difficult to describe what we’ll be facing, considering I don’t know,” Argrave said, acting ignorant. These people didn’t know the extent of his knowledge, and so it was a convenient excuse. When the expressions on the Magister’s face grew discontented, Argrave quickly added, “Perhaps it’d be best if I described what this place was.”

“Go ahead,” Vera encouraged.

“Well…” Argrave looked off to the side, framing his thoughts. “The Order of the Rose is just like the Order of the Owl in that much of their influence derives from having extensive knowledge about magic of the higher ranks,” Argrave explained. “Unlike the Owl, though, Rose didn’t congregate their knowledge in one high-security place, like the Tower. Their library in the Low Way was the closest thing, but even it can’t compare in the slightest. Instead, they had various strongholds spread out in many, many different places.”

Argrave paced around as he explained, “Defending them, obviously, became an issue as their stores of knowledge grew larger and larger. This place… it only really has one guardian. An arbiter of everything within the… fortress,” Argrave said the word delicately, like it was somehow wrong.

“One foe? Of what strength?” Hegazar interrogated, his sardonic tone gone to get the information he needed.

“Ideally, zero,” Argrave explained. “The issue isn’t him. It’s that he can destroy what’s within—books, artifacts, et cetera. As such… I’ll relay deliberate instructions when the time comes. I can end him quickly.”

Hegazar crossed his arms. When he spoke, his usual wry tone was replaced with a slow and deliberate monotone, like it was a carefully enunciated warning. “When the time comes, eh? I don’t like uncertainties, Argrave. Makes me think I’m being led on.” Hegazar’s husky, deep voice lowered into a near whisper.

Argrave took a deep breath. “We have the luxury to take the time we need. What I’ll tell you is precise—it needs to be—”

Galamon returned at that moment, hauling the corpse of an elk over his shoulder with ease. A single arrow stuck out of its eye, clearly piercing the brain.

“My, what a capable huntsman,” Hegazar commented, his wryness returned as though it had never left. “Now, what to do? I don’t see an elk-sized keyhole about anywhere.”

The elven vampire stepped up to where Hegazar’s illusory form sat, splaying the elf’s body across it. He made the giant creature look weightless. At once, he drew the Giantkillers at his belt, lifted its leg up, and pierced deep. The daggers ran through its stomach effortlessly, displaying their sharpness.

Viscera spilled out all across the stone. Once that was done, Galamon stepped away, cleaning his dagger. Hegazar’s eyes lingered on the Giantkillers—evidently, he recognized that the two blue daggers were not ordinary.

A great rumbling originating from the ground killed the Magister’s curiosity in its infancy. The smooth, round rock behind them began to move, upending great mounds of earth in this process. It twisted aside, like a shell slowly exposing itself to the air. Gradually, a mass of red flesh made itself visible—once it stopped, a gigantic face that looked flayed stared them down, chin half-buried and tongue of stone dug deep into the earth.

“Good gods…!” Hegazar raised his hand, ready to cast spells.

“Don’t attack it, not unless you want to lose all the treasures I promised,” Argrave cautioned at once.

The gigantic face’s stony tongue moved… and the stone that Hegazar had been sitting atop writhed, coming to life. It moved forward a bit, then rose up out of the earth, wrapping around the elk’s body. Then, the face’s tongue retracted back, curling toward its mouth. It received the elk, leaving nothing but upturned earth in its wake. Once it had eaten the elk, the tongue returned. It settled into the earth before them, leaving a path of stone like a road into its mouth. The face’s gaping maw stayed open wide, its black and gold eyes watching them.

Anneliese stared at the giant creature, shaken, and Argrave comforted her by grabbing her hand. Durran looked a bit nauseous—he poked at its stony tongue with his boot cautiously. Galamon already busied himself, putting his gear back on to prepare for the expedition.

“Shall we?” Argrave gestured, stepping atop its tongue. Anneliese followed him, linked by the hand. Hegazar and Vera watched the both of them as they walked forward.

“You must be excited to explore the inside of a flayed giant, Vera. Why not go first?” Hegazar urged her.

With Durran and Galamon joining, the whole band had formed. Neither of the Magisters seemed overeager to follow… but seeing Argrave’s certainty, they did. Argrave and Anneliese made it to the beginning of the face’s mouth, where its eyes watched them dispassionately even still… and looked beyond, where a set of stone stairs awaited.

“This is someone’s dream,” Argrave mused.

“What?” Anneliese looked to him.

“You don’t want to know.” Argrave shook his head, then stepped beneath the pearl white teeth of the giant and into the stony corridors of its mouth.


Chapter 11

Argrave came here in part to retrieve a treasure—or rather, a set of treasures—but it was not something he’d consider his primary purpose. He wanted two things from these Magisters—a safe escort away from the Tower, and then after… Well, this living fortress’ head wasn’t the only thing that could move. But then, maybe he wouldn’t need the Magisters for that at all.

Argrave’s primary concern was getting through this fortress as quickly as he could while securing his party’s position for the second part of his journey. His haste was both for the temperamental Magisters he traveled with, and the disgusting atmosphere he found himself in.

Both of the Magisters wore illusions—Vera’s was acting, a metaphorical façade, while Hegazar’s was his spells. They agreed in advance Anneliese should stay near Vera, while Argrave focused on Hegazar. Only a rough guideline, naturally, but it was sufficient enough. At least, it needed to be, if the plan they’d brewed back at the Tower would work.

Most of what they traveled was a straight corridor of stone, yet parts of it had chipped away, revealing the pink, smooth flesh beyond that resembled the pink, soft flesh you’d see inside a body. He felt like an endoscope. In addition, what was still stone was oddly shaped—the pathway they walked, for instance, was vaguely reminiscent of a spine.

“This place…” Magister Hegazar looked around. “Magic’s dense. It’s so dense it’s like a gas in the air, pushing against my skin as I walk. There’s danger in a place like this. It’s like toying with the trigger for a beartrap. Quite a nasty fortress you’ve come to—we’ve come to,” he corrected.

“If you’re afraid, you might leave,” Magister Vera suggested.

“No, I wouldn’t consider such a thing,” Hegazar said smoothly. “I am merely reminded of you, grotesque little spider that you are. Reminds me of how disgusting your home in Jast was.”

“At least I have a home and a family,” Vera rebuked as they walked.

Maybe Argrave was delusional, but he could’ve sworn that even Hegazar was not entirely unoffended by that comment. If he was, he didn’t miss a beat in replying, “Soon enough you’ll keep getting older, and they’ll all die one by one.”

“Near the end,” Argrave cut in. “Path branches here.”

“Branches?” Hegazar noted incredulously, still walking. “No matter. We have plenty of time.”

“We’ll need to split,” Argrave disagreed. “This place wasn’t meant to be entered alone. To open the way, multiple unique magic signatures are required.”

Vera stopped. “How would you know this?”

“It was true in the last one of these living fortresses I visited.” Argrave had anticipated the question.

Hegazar stopped too, and his illusory form grinned broadly. “You’d gamble so much on past experiences, eh? Jerk two Magisters about on a chain?”

Argrave deliberated his response carefully, staring at Hegazar’s form in silence. Let them think I’m gambling, he concluded. Might lower their confidence in me, but it’s better than giving away too much.

“I didn’t have much choice but to gamble,” Argrave said quietly.

Though Hegazar kept his wry grin, his eyes sharpened like they saw an opening. “A correction, Kinslayer. Not ‘didn’t.’ You still don’t. Best hope the dice you’ve cast don’t end up snake eyes, hmm?”

“It’ll be fine, Argrave,” Vera soothed sweetly. “So, we split, yes? Into how many?”

Argrave looked ahead. “Three is all that’s needed.”

“I’ll travel with you, Kinslayer. I’d like you where I can see you.” Hegazar decided at once.

“Alright,” Argrave agreed without hesitation. “Anneliese, Durran… you remember my instructions?”

“Difficult to forget,” Durran said, while Anneliese nodded.

Vera’s predatory orange eyes jumped between all of them, and then she dictated, “I will go with Anneliese, then.”

Argrave narrowed his eyes at once. He didn’t want to display blatant distrust, at least not yet—he didn’t have them attracted enough to this treasure trove yet.

“Sure,” Argrave agreed, though the words felt heavy in his throat. “But why?”

“Want me to stay within sight?” Vera teased. “I merely wish to be away from that one,” she explained, looking at Hegazar.

Argrave glanced to Anneliese. She didn’t seem uneased by the idea, but Argrave surely was. “If that’s what you want… alright.”

“A blessing, truly,” Hegazar noted. “Come. Let’s enjoy a few moments of bliss, free of the despicable spider’s presence.”

***

“So… partner,” Hegazar said to Argrave as they walked. It was only the two of them. Galamon remained at the point where the paths branched, ready to help any should the need arise. It was only a small comfort. “Finally, a moment alone… A moment to speak frankly.”

Argrave spared a glance to Hegazar’s illusory form, which walked just beside him. His true body walked a fair bit behind Argrave, obviously maintaining extreme caution. The Magister feared a trap, or general danger. He would be disappointed. The pathway of stone and flesh extended ahead of them for a long while, shrouded in darkness broken by spell light.

“You seem pretty frank generally,” Argrave said—a total lie, but Hegazar would probably believe it easily enough. “With how you talk to Vera…”

Hegazar groaned. “Bleh. Let us not speak of her—instead, let us speak of you… and that little elf girl you link hands with. Well, she’s little to you, at least—quite the giant to the rest of us. I think you could learn from my mistakes. One of few, though the biggest blunder of them all…”

Argrave couldn’t help but stiffen. The change was reflected in his tone, too, as he asked more monotonously than he intended, “What mistake might that be?”

“Well, I’m not one to stick anything where it’s not wanted, be it an opinion or a thought…” Hegazar wrung his hands together as they walked. “…but I will say this. You seem the ambitious sort. When you want something done, you’ll get it done. You’ve got light feet, and you’re running fast toward your goal. Even still, it’s best to travel lighter… partner.”

Argrave looked to Hegazar’s illusory form, studying the bald head and face. “What does that mean?”

“Your lady friend? She’s competent. I can tell that with my eyes alone… quite the beauty, too, though too tall for my tastes. That’s no issue for you, though, and I have nothing but compliments.” Hegazar raised a finger to emphasize his counter. “But that’s just the thing, you see. No one gets anywhere without being like us. Driven. Practical. She has a goal just like you do… and you might like that. I don’t care how statuesque some woman’s figure might be—smart is sexy. I certainly liked that about Vera.”

“You two were…?” Argrave expressed ignorance.

“Oh, yes. You’ve seen her. Quite beautiful, even though I wish she weren’t,” Hegazar mused, stroking his chin. “When she was but a humble Wizard, and I a High Wizard, I took her under my wing… tutored her, mentored her, raised her up alongside me until we stood shoulder-to-shoulder. A regular power-couple—envy of all in the Tower. Handsome me and beautiful her, linking arms, walking into the sunset with petals and doves flying in our wake…”

Argrave saw the apparatus he’d been looking for up ahead, veritably taking form out of darkness. He responded to Hegazar, asking, “Considering the current state, I assume there’s an ‘until’?”

“Yes.” Hegazar nodded very slowly. “There always is an ‘until.’ That’s the point I’m trying to make. We can rely on ourselves and ourselves alone. Things were straight out of a dream… until she decided that walking side-by-side was not good enough. She had taken so much of what I had… and then, she wanted to break free.”

Argrave heard the words… and though he could usually find some position to empathize with someone, he couldn’t find it here. Despite himself, he asked, “But what did she do to you?”

“Do to me?” Hegazar halted. His husky voice was low and sharp as he continued, “You don’t listen very well. Makes me think what you have to offer might not be worth my time.”

Argrave stopped and looked back. Hegazar’s true form walked up until it overlapped with his illusory body, and then both stepped to Argrave.

“I dedicated my time to her. My thought, my effort, diverted from my ambitions to help her. I severed ties with my family because of her insistence. I broke the rules of the Order countless times, because of her. She killed many people, you know… and I helped her hide that fact. She thinks she can trot off on her own, leaving everything before behind like it never was?” Hegazar’s voice had an icy fire in it. “I don’t think so, Kinslayer.”

As Argrave stared at Hegazar… he saw the dimmest shadow of himself. He was repulsed by the revelation until he examined it further. Hegazar was who Argrave would be if he had not left the Tower when he first arrived in Berendar. Bitter, self-serving, cynical… he’d only do something if he expected a return. He’d be an egomaniac, spouting out empty, wry lines constantly to disguise his nature.

Despite what Argrave had said when the hypothetical was brought up earlier, Argrave was near certain he could stop Gerechtigkeit if he had remained in the Tower. Ruthless practicality was a hallmark in optimal gameplay for open-world RPGs—if an NPC had something you wanted, you’d kill them to get it. Argrave could have let everyone suffer, work things out on their own… all the while he prepared only what was needed to end this world-ending calamity. No danger, no suffering, surefire…

The realization was like a sobering drug to Argrave. He felt validated in his choices thus far, seeing the miserable man that Hegazar was. With spirit renewed, he felt words come to him as easily as they ever had.

“At least she proved nothing can bring you down,” Argrave flattered. “Now—the spot to put the signature in is over there. I’ll take care of this. After all, this is a risky thing, relying on degraded enchantments.”

Hegazar looked to the apparatus, then shrugged. “Hmm… I can’t protest. My signature’s got a bit more value, after all… No offense.”

***

“Anneliese, I wonder… have you ever been tutored by an S-rank mage?” Vera asked of her as they walked down their path alone.

Anneliese looked down at Vera as they walked, thinking of her answer carefully as she scrutinized the woman’s expression. “Yes, though not for extended periods. There are not as many S-rank mages in Veiden, and as a united nation without a neutral mage Order as Berendar has, each and all are expected to oversee and look after the new spellcasters. So, for a brief time, I received the same tutelage.”

“I see.” Vera nodded, and Anneliese got the impression that she was thrown off. “Quite an interesting place, your homeland.”

“I would agree.” Anneliese nodded. “Berendar interests me more, of late.”

“Yet…” Vera crossed her arms. “In your homeland, are women allowed to hold positions of power?”

Anneliese turned her head. “Patriarch Dras did not seem to care. But, historically, it is difficult for women to inherit anything.”

“Then it seems our two peoples share something in common.” Vera smiled as though she’d finally found a place to rest her feet. “The world is not fair to us, would you agree? I was the eldest of six sisters, yet all of us were passed over for the youngest child… a son. A child of ten. Now, my nephew, Delbraun, rules in Jast.”

“The path of magic is fair,” Anneliese noted.

Vera smiled. “And that is why I came to the Order as soon as I was able. That is why I severed most ties with my family. All are equal when magic becomes involved… or at least, judged by their true ability.” The Magister stopped. “Since then, I’ve been endeavoring to advance women in the Order. I’ve seen your badge and heard news of your promotion to High Wizard. Congratulations,” she said.

Anneliese paused with the Magister. “Thank you,” she returned, surprised by the sincerity.

“I think, given both your already-demonstrated talent and your womanhood… I could be a big proponent for you within the Order,” Vera suggested. “Despite the Order’s relative fairness in terms of equality, even for women and elves like yourself… the fact remains most of our members are from Vasquer, and consequently bear its biases. It can be very helpful for us to stick together. And I’m sure you know, having experienced it… the tutelage of an S-rank spellcaster can be extremely valuable.” The ashen haired woman spread her arms out.

Anneliese studied the Magister in detail. Despite everything, none of what she proposed was insincere, at least not to Anneliese’s eye.

“That is very enticing.” Anneliese smiled. “…But I am traveling with Argrave.”

“I see.” Vera nodded. As Anneliese watched the Magister’s orange eyes, she was surprised by the turbulence of violent emotions hidden beyond them. They flashed for but a second, and then the Magister smiled brightly. “There is always room for compromise. Let’s talk more as we walk.”

“…Certainly,” Anneliese agreed, trying to hide her unease as she followed.


Chapter 12

All of them convened back at where the paths branched earlier where Galamon was waiting. A spiral staircase had opened up, leading deeper into the lower levels. There, the name of ‘living fortress’ truly made itself readily apparent, as the stairs were constantly intruded upon by overgrown flesh and conspicuous bones.

“This whole place should be burned,” Hegazar concluded as they moved deeper. “I see, now, why necromancy is banned. How many corpses went into this project? Thousands? Such a despicable thing.”

Durran called from the back of the line, “Who says they were human corpses?”

Hegazar either had no response or did not deign to give one, as their advance went quiet once more. The narrow spiral staircase was not so long, and they soon came to a much larger hall. And this hall… it was precisely what Argrave needed. It was the golden nugget to flash to the ravens to draw their eye.

The sight before them was not pretty. If Argrave had been shown the room in isolation, he might’ve assumed it was the site of some depraved sacrificial cult. The stone room was held up by a giant ribcage, each of the ribs acting as pillars for the building. Each of the ribs had a crucified body nailed on them—the torsos of these bodies were especially large, and all flesh had been ripped away to leave only bone.

“Good gods.” Vera held her hand to her nose, but despite the horrific scene, there was no smell. There was no blood or gore to make a scent. Anneliese looked perplexed by the Magister’s action, and Argrave knew right away that Vera feigned disgust. After all, she dabbled in necromancy herself. It was why Argrave was sure this journey would entice her.

Argrave was the first to step forward. “The heart chamber. What we came here for,” he explained.

Upon closer examination, the bodies crucified to the giant ribs were unusual in many ways. Their heads had only ears and mouths, both enlarged. The torsos were simply a bonelike cage, and the one Argrave examined had books locked behind it. They weren’t bodies at all, actually—they were necromantic creations that served as lockboxes for the valuables within.

“What’s in this?” Argrave asked.

“Now, how would I—” Hegazar began.

“Scholarly works by High Wizard Anders, detailing his unique ascension to A-rank utilizing necromantic magic,” the head just above the skeletal cage answered in a groan of a voice. It raised its head up to answer the question, and once it was finished, sagged lifelessly once more.

Argrave nodded, feeling a similar repulsion to the sights around that reminded him of his time in the Low Way of the Rose. He turned to where the rest of his party was.

“There you have it, Magister Vera, Magister Hegazar. Ask these what’s inside them. I think you’ll quickly find that this journey was worth your time. I’ll caution, though—don’t try to open any of them. Try to wrench them open, cast magic? You risk triggering the enchantments nearby, and the contents will be destroyed. Anti-theft measures. Even a Wizard of the Order of the Rose would resort to common thievery, it would seem…”

Hegazar stepped closer, his head tilted. “I think… you might be trying to upsell your value, Argrave. Why would a magely Order dare destroy any of their knowledge? It’s foolish. Nonsensical. No Order would ever install measures like that into their stores of knowledge, the same way no merchant would ever toss gold into the sea. It’s far too valuable to lose.”

Try it, Argrave wanted to say, but he knew Hegazar loathed being challenged or humiliated. He stood before the Magister, smiling as he thought of a way to let him down gently.

“These are just copies to be sold.” Argrave looked to the skeletal cage. “The Order of the Rose was strongly devoted to personal freedom—necromancy requires such a thing, after all, given how much it intrudes on others’ rights. Wizards pay the one who put these items up, and they’re open. Voila.”

The cage nearby must’ve misheard Argrave, for it rattled off, “Scholarly works by High Wizard Anders, detailing his unique ascension to A-rank utilizing necromantic magic,” as Hegazar brooded over Argrave’s words.

“Yet you said there were enchanted items here.” Vera stepped up, crossing her arms.

“Not here.” Argrave nodded. “But yes.”

The cage let loose its words once again, and Hegazar looked up to it in annoyance.

“Unique ascension to A-rank, hmm? Necromantic?” Hegazar held his hand up. “We don’t need that.”

He cast a C-rank wind spell, and it cut toward the bone cage before them. Before it even reached its mark, the cage compressed, sparking. The enchantments on the book and the cage both shimmered violently for a moment before the books were finally compressed to a ridiculous degree.

The head above the cage laughed at them—a long, dry, and wheezy laugh that echoed throughout the heart chamber. The laughter was returned by each and every other head, and before long it was as though a whole gallery mocked them.

Argrave watched the heads. It was difficult not to join them in laughter. Vera certainly had no such issue—her voice joined along with theirs in mocking Hegazar. Anticipating the Magister’s rage, Argrave quickly said, “What a useless feature.”

“Yes,” Hegazar agreed at once. “It seems there is a reason their Order has died. They waste their time on foolish things like these.”

“It laughs at fools.” Vera wiped tears from her eyes. “I think it’s a wonderful addition to this place.”

“Well, shall we see what we’ve earned from this trip?” Argrave suggested, tugging at their greed to distract from the tension.

***

At a certain point on the path of magic in this era, one reached the end of the line. There was only so much that the forefathers of the Order of the Owl had left behind, and consequently there was only so much that one could learn before one had to study independently. Methods for A-rank ascension and spells of the higher rank were quite rare, even despite the Order’s close attention to collecting and preserving them.

Even if a spellcaster had this knowledge, they might not share it so eagerly depending on their nature. After all, they essentially offered another a key to their power. By sharing knowledge, they ostensibly created a direct rival—a direct competitor. There had to be trust between the two parties, or something binding them.

In most cases, the motive to share was loyalty to the Order—all helped the Order rise, and in turn, each and all would rise up with it. It was a reasonable exchange that created a natural loyalty… in theory. In reality, the higher-ups enforced strict regulation of resources that allowed only a select few protegees of the elite cadre to advance. Even someone relatively benevolent like Master Castro could not change that system. He was one S-rank mage among many, just with a little more authority and a fancy title.

The leaders didn’t lead, unless they were creating new leaders to take their place. An age-old problem, reflected in the Order of the Gray Owl.

All of these factors lent Argrave a great deal of leverage over people on the path of magic. He had freedom from that system because he knew secrets most could not even dream of. He had his A-rank ascension, Anneliese’s, and even Durran’s all planned out. He knew where to get all the spells he needed. Nothing blocked him from advancement except his own ability, ostensibly.

But for the two Magisters he brought with him? That wasn’t the case at all. Everything here was an invaluable piece of knowledge that could help them win talented people to their faction within the Order. For the sake of their future, all knowledge was beneficial to have. Magic was only one facet of their power—knowledge was every bit as important.

Argrave led the two Magisters around like a child through an ice cream shop—they could see their prize just beyond the glass, reading about all of the delicious flavors they might sample. Every new thing they saw made them hungrier. Blood magic flavor, earth magic flavor, illusion magic with mint… he let them engorge their eyes and ears with everything nice.

I’ll buy you ice cream, Argrave thought. So long as you behave on the car ride home.

Argrave’s analogy was a bit diminished by the absolutely vile necromancy around them—it made it a bit difficult to think about ice cream at all. Nevertheless, these two kids he’d brought with him couldn’t get what was behind the glass—they’d have to ask him.

“A collection of S-rank spells that deal with earth elemental magic, primarily regarding fine, large-scale manipulation of metal,” the head above a skeletal cage described.

Though both of the Magisters were rather adept at concealing what they thought, after hearing that, they were both practically trembling from excitement. Hegazar’s illusory form stalked to Argrave.

“So… partner,” Hegazar began, trying to wrap his arm around Argrave in a friendly, brotherly manner. Given both Argrave’s height and his large frame, it was a rather awkward maneuver amounting to a waist wrap. Argrave felt doubly uncomfortable because of the distinct realization he could feel Hegazar’s illusion, like it was flesh and blood rather than spell. “Now that we’ve taken the tour… perhaps it’s time to divulge how to crack inside these beauties, fulfill your end of the bargain. What do you say?”

“Don’t coerce him, Hegazar,” Vera reprimanded.

“We’ve all been dancing around the issue like a boy afraid to confess to his first crush,” Hegazar said, freeing his arm. “Fact is, you’ve clammed up a little, Argrave. I’m a bit hurt. I thought we shared a moment back there. You can trust me… can’t you?”

Argrave stepped away, joining back up with his three companions. The two Magisters watched him carefully, their arms crossed.

Before this whole journey, Argrave had been deliberating about how he was going to play this. He’d talked about it with Anneliese and the others countless time, and the conclusion was this: if he said the wrong thing, these two might unite against them. That was the worst possible outcome. And so…

“I know how to open them.” Anneliese stepped forth, past Hegazar and to Vera. “Argrave told me everything. And I was there the first time we visited one of these fortresses.”

Vera’s face morphed quickly—surprise, then pleasure. When Anneliese positioned herself behind Vera, Hegazar’s illusory body remained calm. Seeing as how quickly his true body moved in front of Argrave, he was very far from it.

“So you do.” Argrave nodded, perplexed. “What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Piece it together, Argrave,” Anneliese said at once. “If you cannot, perhaps you will finally face the reality that you are not as smart as you think you are.”

“Hmm…” Hegazar’s illusory form moved to stand beside his true body. “What’d I tell you, lover boy?”

Argrave tensed up. Hegazar had been absolutely one hundred percent correct about what he said.

Smart is sexy, Argrave thought.


Chapter 13

“We have to make this look real,” Argrave told Anneliese. This was many days earlier, back when they were still at the Tower of the Gray Owl. “Part of being deceitful, as these Magisters are, is expecting the same from just about everybody. Vera and Hegazar will both be looking for a ruse from the other. They’re enemies—the paranoia will already be up and running. The acting is pivotal. What’s more, you have to squeeze Vera hard, like you’re actually on the fringe and looking to be recruited.”

Anneliese nodded, rotating an empty bowl on the table with her hands as she listened. “What is the plan if one of them, or either of them, suspect a scheme?”

Argrave looked to the side, then leaned back in his chair. “I expect they’ll go along with it regardless. They’ll just have a plan prepared at the end of things to ruin our day. If Vera suspects, she’ll assume this is Hegazar’s ruse. If Hegazar suspects, the opposite is true. If both suspect the other… They’re too mired in hatred to even consider the other innocent, and the whole point of this is to stop them from uniting against us.”

The bowl stopped rotating when Anneliese ceased fiddling with it. “You said Vera is spiteful. If she suspects… there could be danger.”

“With Hegazar on my side? She’d take no chances of escalation. These two are both S-rank mages, and in unfamiliar territory—neither want a fight. They’d gladly kill each other, but only if there was no risk involved.” Argrave leaned forward. “No way in hell I’d ask this of you if I thought you’d be in danger. As things stand, things are more dangerous if we don’t do it. These two can and will cooperate against us for the sake of their own greed. They’d have no qualms capturing and torturing us for information.”

Anneliese stared at the bowl, and then her amber eyes turned to him resolutely. “I see. I will follow your judgement, then.”

Argrave smiled. “Glad that’s the case. Any improvements to suggest, thoughts?”

“I think…” Anneliese put her hand to her chin. “I think I am better at fooling people than I once was. Even still, I am not at all confident in doing this flawlessly.”

Argrave put his arm up on the chair he sat at, thinking. “Beyond what we already discussed… if you want some advice, a lot of lying is being honest. It’s easier to tell a lie if you can think ‘this is technically true.’ A little trick of the mind.”

Anneliese tilted her head, fixing her white hair back into place when it fell over her eyes. “You have a proposal?”

“Couples therapy.” Argrave spread his arms out. “In a sense, at least. If you have any grievances… things you dislike about me, things you disliked me doing, you bring them up right then. Bring that repressed anger and frustration to the surface. I can understand if it might be—”

“I believe I can do that,” Anneliese interrupted. “That is very good advice.”

Argrave narrowed his eyes, then cleared his throat and moved on. “Alright then. If you think Vera is buying it, undo the braid on your hair. Between that and Galamon…”

Both of their eyes moved to the other person in the room. Galamon sat there, his arms crossed. His stern face was markedly sterner than usual.

“Really, Galamon. This’ll be a big help,” Argrave assured. “Unparalleled.”

“Hmm,” he grunted simply.

Argrave looked to the ground, clearly uncomfortable. In the corner, Durran threw some raisins into his mouth, looking at Galamon with an incredulous pity.

***

“You’re going with Vera?” Argrave asked, voice modulating.

“I am,” Anneliese confirmed. “You spared me explaining it.”

“But why?!” Argrave demanded, stepping forth until Hegazar kept him back with one arm. “This makes no sense. What we’ve done, where we are—you want to part ways now? Not to mention, you want to leave me holding the bag here?”

Vera’s demeanor had recovered from the initial surprise of Anneliese coming to join with her. Now, her face was stone cold and apathetic, and she waited for Anneliese’s answer as much as Argrave seemed to want to know.

“The why of things isn’t important, now…” Hegazar cut in, pushing Argrave back a little with his arm.

“Forget that. I want to know,” Argrave said, resisting.

“Security,” Anneliese said plainly. “You keep doing things that endanger everyone, no matter how much I try to talk you down from it.”

Argrave nodded, feeling her true thoughts weren’t that bad as yet. “Alright. I see that. And I hear you—you’ve made your message very, very clear. But let’s… Things can’t end like this. I’ll change,” he pleaded, surprising himself with the desperation.

“You hear, but you never listen.” Anneliese shook her head. “Can you change? You said your eyes would change back, too, but they remain as they are. I hate looking at them.”

“All change takes time,” he insisted, starting to feel it a little. “Anneliese. Come on. What are we doing?”

Anneliese crossed her arms. “I never expressed any of this because I thought it might break you. That I can say it now without fear… you have no idea how therapeutic this is. I have to thank you and Magister Vera for this opportunity.” She took a deep breath. “The engagement, the blood magic in the wetlands, or your constant obsession with gaining power… even this thing happening right now. You consult me for only half of what you do, and actually take that advice half again. You charge headlong toward a wall. I do not wish to be there to witness the crash. I will not.”

Hearing that, Argrave did not have to try to act at all. He had no idea those things were bothering her—just as Anneliese said, she’d never expressed any of it. He briefly tried to temper her words with the knowledge she was just being considerate, before remembering he was forgetting the point.

She thought I couldn’t handle hearing that, Argrave told himself, stoking his own flame. What does she think I am, sugar glass?

A mix of indignance and hurt, Argrave remained silent. He was glad when Galamon stepped forward, removing his helmet.

“Anneliese. You made a vow before Veid,” Galamon said coldly. “Have you forgotten who you are? Have you forgotten your honor?”

Anneliese crossed her arms. “You are another nuisance, Galamon. Step back. I tire of hearing you preach of Veid and will be glad to be free of your reminders.”

Galamon advanced forward once more, his helmet held in the crook of his arm. “You might throw away your soul, but I cannot stand by. You made a vow. You—”

Anneliese held her arm up and cast a spell in one swift motion. A spear of ice hurtled toward Galamon’s head. He jerked to the side, and then collapsed to the ground in a fountain of blood. Cursing in surprise at the amount of blood, Argrave ran up to Galamon and conjured a B-rank ward with his ring. Hegazar shouted something, but Argrave couldn’t hear beyond the ward.

“Good lord,” Argrave said in panic. “Your neck…”

Galamon sputtered, holding his hand to his neck. Argrave held his hand, casting a healing spell for show. Though such spells did work on the elven vampire, they actually hindered his natural regeneration.

Argrave leaned in close, whispering, “Thanks for this. Really, thank you. Thanks.”

Galamon spit blood at Argrave in what might have been spite, and he flinched away. “Flask… idiot,” he commanded, pointing.

Argrave scrambled to get it and handed it to Galamon covertly, blocking people’s view with his body.

“You better?” Argrave questioned after a while, watching Galamon’s neck. It was too covered in blood to be totally sure it was healed.

“Until next time,” Galamon confirmed. “Damn you. Damn her. What foul union have I created?”

Argrave was perplexed, but he quickly lowered himself to support the elven vampire. “Here, let me help you up. Act all weak.”

Galamon grunted, leaving much of his weight on Argrave. The Veidimen was ridiculously heavy, and Argrave struggled to help him rise. Once he had, he dispelled the ward.

“You nearly took his head off, Anneliese!” Argrave shouted at once.

“Be quiet, Kinslayer!” Hegazar shouted above him. “I’ll clean up your mess. Get behind me. Stay ready,” he directed.

Argrave felt Hegazar was amply convinced but had to keep acting his part. He took Galamon off to the side, hauling the great giant of an elf with every bit of strength he had. Once there, he watched Vera and Anneliese like they were lionesses with rabies.

“You should keep your cool, Anneliese,” Vera instructed calmly. “Best not waste thought, emotion, on what’s in the past. And Hegazar…” The Magister crossed her arms. “Let’s keep things amiable, hmm? It would be a shame if these valuables all around us were destroyed.” She looked to the crucified bodies with cages of bone in their torso, each and all holding knowledge of great value.

“Eh…” Hegazar groaned. “Well, Kinslayer, looks like your little plot, whatever it might’ve been, has been cast to the wind because you tried to be friendly. Told you not to trust her. Told you not to bring her. I could’ve shielded you, backed you up at the Tower! Now… we go to the damn bargaining table. Great work… partner,” he said drolly.

“I think it’s best…” Vera looked about ponderously. “…if we discuss distribution. Distribution of both what’s here, and what’s deeper in.”

“On that note, Magister Vera…” Anneliese crossed her arms. “I think we should discuss what the future might resemble. I know we spoke earlier, but… I think I need specificity.”

“Hmm.” Vera turned back to Anneliese. “Sure. Let’s get some distance, and—”

“Oh, forget that,” Hegazar said with a laugh. He held his hand out, obviously battle-ready. “You’ll walk away, do whatever needs to be done to open these cages? I don’t think so. Neither of us move until we come to a consensus. Make a ward, talk there,” he dictated. “I’d sooner burn all of this than be cheated by a clever scheme of yours once again, Vera.”

“Fine,” Vera conceded at once.

Argrave watched Anneliese. She undid her braid, signaling she thought Vera had no doubts. With that, Hegazar grabbed his arm.

“Stop looking. Don’t give her the pleasure—believe me, the sooner you come to terms with this, the better,” Hegazar advised.

Argrave tore his gaze away, looking at the Magister. “It makes no sense.”

Hegazar stepped up to Argrave. “Listen, boy—your star-crossed lover was really just an illusion: a shooting star, nothing more than a wish never to be fulfilled. Now, we made a deal. I’d very much like it kept. I can console, offer kind words, teach you how to cope… after this is finished. But business and Vera are both equally cruel things. So… focus on the task at hand.”

Argrave took steady deep breaths as if gathering himself for the task. After, he opened his eyes.

“All of these cages can be opened in the brain chamber of this living fortress—it’s a control for the whole place. There, you can move the fortress, unlock any locks, open the market vaults…”

“Move the fortress?” Hegazar noted in surprise. “What a ridiculous… Well, never mind that. This brain chamber—tell me more about it. How is it operated? Where is it?”

“It’s deeper in,” Argrave said. “It’s got a complex lock, but Anneliese is smart. She’d know how to get the key.” Argrave rubbed his chin. “Everything’s operated by raw magic power. I’d planned on using the both of you to move the fortress to a sewer system connected to Dirracha. Might’ve worked, if I could rely on the…” Argrave trailed off. “It doesn’t matter.”

“Vera’s going to be looking for a way to get the most out of this as she can.” Hegazar’s illusory body looked back. “And so am I. So, let’s talk about all the options available to us…”

“Alright.” Argrave nodded.

Point of no return, Argrave noted in his head. Hell, maybe we reached it the moment we left the Tower with these two.


Chapter 14

A giant gray-green humanoid sat in a strange octagonal stone booth in the middle of a large room with eight paths branching out. It seemed to be wearing a bag made of skin over its head, but where the bag met its neck, eight arms shot out, all identical. Its hands toyed with abacuses on the booth. It wasn’t clear what it was using the instruments to count, but it used them adeptly. Stone bead after stone bead slid up and down rods, and the thing’s head swiveled from left to right to monitor all of them.

Then, all of its hands stopped at once. It slid some of the counting instruments aside, peering into the stony darkness ahead. A figure materialized at the end of the dark-shrouded tunnel ahead, illusion magic dissipating. Argrave stood there, holding a great red bow. He released the string.

A dark maroon bolt shot across the giant room. It moved quickly enough to generate winds. With a travel time of perhaps half a second, it struck past the stone, the abacuses, and the humanoid all. It slammed the necromantic creature into the stone behind, digging about five feet deeper even after that. The source of its magic was stored in its chest—without so much as a single spasm, it collapsed, nothing more than flesh now.

Hegazar’s illusory form seemed to materialize from nothing, and he placed his hand on Argrave’s elbow. “Good shot, partner. Must have taken some archery classes—your ma must be proud.”

“Maybe,” Argrave answered, breathing a little unsteady.

The remainder of the group stepped out of the darkness, rejoining up with them. With Hegazar’s help, Argrave had easily dispatched the Cipherer, their sole obstacle to the deeper parts of the living fortress.

Everyone reached a consensus after things had calmed down after Anneliese’s ‘betrayal.’ Despite the shifting of the scales, the crux of the matter was fundamentally still one S-rank mage versus one S-rank mage. ‘Even distribution,’ both Magisters agreed—they might even keep that agreement, provided neither saw an opportunity. With that settled, things proceeded for their party to discover what, exactly, would be an even distribution.

Argrave played the role of the gambler gone bust—he disclosed what was supposedly all of his plans and knowledge to Hegazar without fuss, acting as though the man was his only lifeline. Argrave couldn’t say for sure what Anneliese was doing, but they had agreed earlier Anneliese would be trying to get as much from Vera as she could, to play her part as an ambitious and enterprising rising star. Whether or not she went with it was irrelevant—he trusted her judgement.

There wasn’t much room to maneuver with the position they’d put themselves in. They would have to earn some leeway by force of necessity. Hegazar and Vera did not offer trust—theirs was an alliance of convenience, and the Magisters viewed them only as disposable tools; Argrave and Anneliese were but gloves with which to handle the other Magister, discarded once dirtied. To get these Magisters to move like Argrave wanted, they’d have to misdirect, misinform, and misguide the two Magisters just right in this living fortress of the Order of the Rose.

Argrave had always loved these living fortresses when playing Heroes of Berendar. The player needed three mage characters in the party to open any of them, but once within, they’d be greeted by a hall of locked-off but high-leveled loot—the heart chamber they’d seen earlier. To get at the treasure, the player didn’t have to endure a long dungeon crawl with countless enemies or solve some needlessly tedious puzzle. Argrave enjoyed those, to be sure, but they were a bit dull on subsequent playthroughs of the game. In these living fortresses, all the player had to do was fight a very fun boss.

Argrave felt no guilt completely ruining all of that ‘fun’ by masking himself with Hegazar’s high-ranking illusion magic and dispatching their foe with [Bloodfeud Bow]. He didn’t have the Blessing of Supersession even still, and he didn’t care to take risks, even if it meant showing some of his capability.

Vera stepped up to Argrave and healed his arms, cracked from the heavy use of blood magic. She looked to Hegazar. “There. You cloaked him, I healed him—all as we agreed.”

Behind, Anneliese toyed with her duster’s hood. The Starsparrow, which she’d been hiding this entire time, rushed off into the deeper part of the fortress. Argrave quickly averted his gaze back to the two Magisters. If they had seen anything suspicious, they did not show it.

“So, our accountant giant had the key to all the riches in this little slice of flesh and stone made by the Rose?” Hegazar stared out with them.

“Key to all the riches… burning them or getting them.” Argrave nodded in confirmation.

“Let’s go together, then,” Vera directed.

Neither would dare let the other go ahead. And that was precisely what Argrave had been hoping for.

***

Durran ripped the bag of skin off the Cipherer’s head, tossing it aside like a filthy rag. There, a great lump of flesh that barely constituted a head housed several rather conspicuous fleshy bits. Argrave gave his hands a little shaking, steeling his resolve. Then, he reached down, plunging his fingers into its nose.

Argrave pulled firmly and steadily, doing his best to ignore the slimy noises as he freed a long, hollow rod of bone. It had several holes in it, like some sort of poorly made flute. He unscrewed the nose, tossing it aside. Next, he turned the head on its side, then grabbed its floppy, cartilaginous ear. It stretched uncomfortably as he tugged on it, and then popped like a cork. He screwed it in place where the nose had been. Lastly, he opened up the Cipherer’s mouth. He tested each tooth, some of them wrenching free.

One by one, Argrave fit all the teeth into their correct slot. By the end of it, he had something rather horrifying in his hand. He sighed, marveling at how far he’d fallen from his days as a clean freak. “There we go,” he announced.

Hegazar pointed. “That’s all you need?”

“Yeah.” Argrave nodded. “This’ll let us into the brain chamber, where we can communicate with the living fortress.”

Argrave looked to the ear, staring at it for a moment. There was a hole in the key, and he could see right past the ear into the ground beyond. Shaking his head and shuddering, he held it and proceeded forth.

***

The brain chamber was not so far ahead of where the Cipherer had been. The level of the protective enchantments seemed to put the Magisters on edge, but so long as Argrave and company were willing to press forward, so were they.

Before long, a thick, circular metal door blocked their advance. Argrave took his cue to step forward, planting the ear key in a slot just beside the door. It took some turning, and then Argrave had to say, “The ear is one key to the mind.”

The metal disc slid aside, and Argrave was reminded of the doors in Nodremaid that they had used Garm to open. As Argrave twisted and pulled the ear key free, Vera and Hegazar came to his side, spell light illuminating their path. They did not proceed until Argrave did, ensuring no trap awaited them. The brain chamber was bathed in light as they stepped deeper in, illuminating its uncomfortable confines.

The cramped and damp room did resemble a brain, largely from the wrinkly stone walls. Argrave was certain that if they chipped at the stone, genuine brain matter would be beyond it—that was probably why protective enchantments were so thick there. There was a small stone table in the center with a few chairs near it, while a large fleshy apparatus waited in the background. It had a slot in it that obviously matched with the blocky key of bone Argrave held.

“The key goes in there,” Argrave disclosed. “From there, you give commands to the fortress while supplying it with magic power. It can receive and accept commands that it is familiar with. If the key is pulled out, it’ll go back to its current state—that is to say, all secure doors or vaults will shut, and all sections will be waiting for proper command. Barring this room, of course—it’d be hard to take the key out of the room if the door shut automatically. I assume it was designed this way to prevent negligence, but I cannot say for sure.”

Vera looked to Anneliese, who nodded in confirmation. After, the Magister ran her hands along the stony walls. “This entire thing is alive?”

“If you consider necromantic creations truly alive, I suppose so,” Argrave confirmed.

“Enough of this. Pointless to learn of what we cannot touch.” Hegazar waved his hand, stepping past Durran and Galamon. “Put the key in, and let’s get on with this.”

Argrave nodded, then moved to insert the key. As he pushed it past the flesh, he felt like bone touched against bone and shivered. Even still, the key fit snugly. Argrave took a step backward, but nothing seemed to change. All stood around expectantly. As Argrave turned his head back, a flash of gold passed through Argrave’s vision, so quick it seemed fake.

“…Now what?” Hegazar pressed.

“Allow me.” Anneliese stepped forth, placing her hand on the flesh beside the key. “Open all vault doors. Open all market cages,” Anneliese commanded plainly. Argrave could see the magic flowing out of her hand, pulled like wisps out of her body. Vera waited expectantly, and then far behind them, screeching echoed down the stone halls.

When the two Magisters turned to the sound, Argrave held his hand out and cast a spell. His Brumesingers scampered out of his coat, spreading out and climbing up beneath the table. Their dark gray fur blended near perfectly with the stone, but even then, they stayed incredibly well-hidden.

“I don’t trust any one of you enough to leave you here within this chamber,” Hegazar said frankly. “Be it negligence or malice, you might make things go awry.”

“We agree on that front.” Vera nodded. “So, we’ll go to the vaults together. We’ll collect what is within. We’ll bring it to this… heart chamber, we’ll divide things, and then we’ll leave the way we came in. No opportunity for deceit. No opportunity for bloodshed. Fair, Hegazar?”

“It sounds fair. I suppose we’ll find out if it is,” Hegazar said disdainfully.

Yeah. The people who did all the work will get all the goods, Argrave thought.

***

Argrave stared up at the towering vault doors. They were thick, at the very least two feet of dense metal. They had slid to the side enough to allow passage. It wasn’t just the doors, either—the walls they were connected to were just as formidable. This place was surely built to last. It could keep out all comers for a long, long while, be they S-rank mages or behemoths like Orion. It probably had.

“I know—you could stare at them for an eternity.” Hegazar pushed Argrave. “But hurry. I’m eager to see what’s within.”

Argrave looked to the Magister, and then into the vault ahead. Even now, the two of them would not enter this place first. Maybe their paranoia was fitting.

Not that it matters, Argrave assured himself. Greed brought them here. That greed will keep them going.

Argrave was the first to step past the vault doors. The area ahead was like a museum entirely divorced from the macabre fortress they’d come from. There were rows upon rows of display cases, each of varying sizes and housing different things. Pushing past his anemia-induced headache, Argrave walked deeper in, eyes wandering for the thing he’d come here to get. It was in the same spot it always was.

Peering down at the matching set of bronze, sharp jewelry locked in its case, Argrave smiled. Just as he turned his head, all the others entered the vault, eyes wandering about. Though Argrave’s company looked to the walls, the two Magisters immediately fixated on what was within the display cases.

“Argrave, now!” Hegazar shouted. Though Argrave stared at him in bewilderment, Vera immediately raised her hands and prepared to cast spells. Durran and Galamon ducked away, ready to take cover.

After a short moment, the Magister burst into laughter. He stepped deeper in, letting out a satisfied sigh. “Let’s keep things civil, shall we? It’s the final act,” the bald man cautioned her, whistling as he ran his finger along the glass of the display cases. Vera glared at him in disdain.

“The final act,” Argrave echoed in agreement.

Whatever Vera or Hegazar had planned would surely happen here… or so each of them would be thinking. And it might just be Argrave that would give each the push.


Chapter 15

Argrave lowered the wooden-framed glass display case containing the bronze set of jewelry he’d came to get. It settled delicately on the uneven stone of the heart chamber, the pieces within staying fixed atop a velvet pillow. Everyone else was similarly hauling things, setting them in uneven heaps. It was impossible to tell the value of much of what they saw—neither Vera nor Hegazar were experts at discerning inscriptions from the Order of the Rose.

“It seems the thing we really ought to be discussing is logistics…” Hegazar mused. His body was unused to carrying things and he did not deign to use magic for the task, so his haul was relatively light. “Even if things are divided, how are we to carry this back?”

Vera set down her box, and then said without much care, “A local caravan, perhaps. I have enough to pay for my own passage. If you can’t pay similarly… I could be persuaded to help you if you part with more of this gear. We would return together. This equipment is valuable enough to warrant our personal escort, I should think.”

“Of course I—” Hegazar began, but then stopped and shook his head. “We waste time. Let’s get back.”

Once Vera and Hegazar turned back, Argrave covertly cast a spell. He could acutely feel his Brumesingers rush to obey his command. The two Magisters were still cautious and comfortably slow, and Argrave was glad of this fact. Considering Anneliese was linked to Argrave’s druidic bond through the B-rank spell [Progenitor], she would surely know what he was doing, and be amply prepared to act in kind.

Plotting against the paranoid was a mountainous task. But paranoia had a negative reputation for a reason—it was something that could prey upon the one who had it just as easily as it could help them. Anneliese and Argrave had nothing monumental in mind. Instead, something simple and easily done worked best.

Piece by piece, Argrave’s Brumesingers caused slight disturbances. The limitations of his spell [Pack Leader] by which he bonded the creatures to himself disabled direct control, but he could have them aimlessly move the treasures in the vault about easily enough. Anneliese’s Starsparrow, however, took things here and there. Whenever she had the opportunity, bits would disappear—the bird was strong enough to spirit away enchanted jewelry, small daggers, even whole books.

It was subtle. But subtleties were best noticed by paranoid people like the two Magisters with them. Argrave was certain that both noticed the small discrepancies—Vera’s face tightened in suspicion at objects displaced by the Brumesingers, and Hegazar kept a detailed account of all that was there.

Their small changes were like infected wounds slowly beginning to fester. None of it was enough to bear mentioning—they hauled so much treasure out of the vault that to mention a book having gone missing or a ring disappearing would make the other appear mad. Nonetheless, Argrave knew that he drilled at their paranoia ever so steadily, inflaming this instinct and making them eager to take action.

When they arrived back at the vault for the umpteenth time… Argrave had a little scene prepared for the both of them. It was only a southron elf warrior conjured of mist, appearing for nothing more than half a second at the entrance to the vault. Yet the conjurations of the Brumesingers always had a startling realism to them until they were struck… and the effect was obvious.

“What in the world was that?” Vera said quietly, body tensing. She put some distance between herself and Hegazar.

“Looked to be a person.” Hegazar turned to Argrave. “You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you? You, the only person who knew where this place was beforehand? You, the only one who might’ve prepared men here beforehand?”

Argrave raised his hands up in innocent surrender. “I didn’t do anything!” he protested indignantly.

“No illusion can fool my eyes. I made sure of that, knowing I would be traveling with this one,” Vera said angrily, eyes fixed on Hegazar. “That was a man. Walking, talking, breathing.”

“I saw it just as well as you,” Durran contributed. “Didn’t look human.”

Hegazar and Vera both scanned Argrave’s features, looking for an answer written on his face. Argrave felt like a roulette ball was spinning, and he’d put all his chips on black.

“There’s one entrance, we all made sure of that,” Hegazar concluded with his grim voice. “We’ve seen them. They can’t escape. I trust you won’t change that story of yours, Argrave, once we catch this person. Elsewise… well, their fate will be a kindness compared to yours.”

Vera eyed Hegazar’s true body. She seemed to be questioning if he was truly sincere. When he turned and started walking toward the vault with a quick, almost furious stride, she seemed to be a little more believing. Hegazar passed by into the vault, and Argrave’s heart started to beat like a whole marching band disturbed his chest.

Argrave stepped closer. By this point, Vera found Hegazar’s haste alarming, and hurried after him like there was some party she’d be missing. She hesitated at the vault’s entrance, and Argrave pressed up just behind her. A dense mist lay beyond, and Argrave saw Hegazar entering it confidently. Vera inched her way in cautiously, and Argrave stepped with her. Then, he stretched his legs backward and hastily backstepped.

As though timed, the doors started to shut right before Argrave’s nose, the Brumesingers appearing out of the mist as they did. In short order, the titanic walls of metal slammed together, enchantments shimmering as if sentencing those within. The sight made him stumble with a revelatory realization, and Argrave held both hands to the metal door. After a moment, he started to laugh and turned around.

“Hahaha!” Argrave shouted, throwing his fist up. “Holy… God damn.” He stepped forth to Anneliese, who opened her eyes just as a golden bird perched on her shoulder. They both had the same idea—a hearty embrace, with a sweet and deep kiss of satisfaction following.

“How sweet,” a husky voice entered Argrave’s ears.

At once, it felt like a maggot had wormed its way into Argrave’s throat. He broke away from Anneliese and stared just beside him from whence the voice came. A bald man leaned his shoulder against the metal vault door, a wide grin on his face.

“Maybe my lecturing about love being a burden was a bit misguided. Very nice attempt. You certainly fooled Vera like nothing else, though I helped you out at the end there… went along with your scheme, got her inside the vault before quickly stepping out, just like you. How satisfying, seeing her locked away like she belongs.” The Magister took slow, steady steps forth. “But come now. Illusions are my domain. You think I wouldn’t be able to notice you could see my true body, Argrave? It’s hard to act like you can’t see something, Kinslayer, least of all for days on end.

“You think I wouldn’t do my research before I traveled with you?” Hegazar continued, gloating. “You think I wouldn’t know you’d contributed druidic magic to the Tower, that you might have… other actors, those animals of yours? A pretty bird, some little foxes… it’s certainly sly. The theatric with your snow elf retainer—amazing! I can see why Vera missed it. She used her people in the Tower to suppress mine, but I spent my time researching you. She’s used to betraying, but not being betrayed. I am, though.” Hegazar shook his head. “Commendable. But all that’s done, now.”

Argrave braced himself, waiting for the next move of the S-rank spellcaster.

Though Argrave was bracing to meet his maker, Anneliese put her hand on his shoulder. “You wear no illusion anymore, do you?” Anneliese inquired, with a voice that did not sound afraid at all.

Hegazar held his arms out. “In the flesh, but just as handsome. Maybe even more so,” the Magister mused.

The fact that nothing was happening made Argrave come alive once more. Discrepancies aligned, and he raced to a hypothesis. That hypothesis led Argrave to will himself to see the magic within the Magister. And what he saw within Hegazar was a great mass of magic, far beyond Argrave or Anneliese’s.

Hegazar’s magic was far beyond them… but also greatly diminished.

Veritable gears and cogs fell into place like a clocktower being set into motion in Argrave’s head. Hegazar had realized Argrave was seeing through his illusion magic… yet the Magister wasn’t certain how. As such, to guarantee he’d be able to fool Argrave, Hegazar cast illusion magic of a much higher grade than the one he commonly utilized. Apparently, even Master Castro had needed a few days to recover his magic after using an S-rank spell to use another, and that was a centuries-old spellcaster.

And now… could they kill Hegazar? Argrave didn’t have the Blessing of Supersession. He didn’t see the necessity to regain it—he never thought he’d stand a chance against either of these two with or without it, so he decided to rely solely on his abilities to manipulate them. With four of them—one C-rank mage, two B-rank mages, and Galamon with Ebonice and his Giantkillers… could they fight and win?

Maybe, Argrave came to the mental conclusion. Hegazar heard that we killed Induen, plus his four B-rank royal guards. I’m sure he’s thinking the same thing—maybe he can kill us. But with a vault full of valuables behind us, and a unified party of unknown strength… he wants to look for another solution. A cleaner solution. He’s gambled a lot to get a higher position in this negotiation. If I give it to him…

“So… partner.” Argrave straightened his back and stood up tall, yet did not relax. “That vault back there—it’s got an angry S-rank mage inside. I think I can help you with a little pest removal. I’d just need a little bit of your help, a little charity.”

Durran and Galamon, perhaps not coming to the same conclusion Argrave had, looked at him as though he was mad. Hegazar put both hands behind his back.

“Charity?” Hegazar repeated vaguely, neither affirming nor denying Argrave’s beginning to an offer.

“How’s this?” Argrave stepped forward, ahead of everyone. Galamon attempted to stop Argrave, but he shrugged the elf’s arm off. “You, me, everybody here—we collaborate to move this fortress to a different location. An old, nearly abandoned sewer system in Dirracha. I mentioned this idea to you earlier. It’ll enable you to bring your people here, get things in order to open the old vault, meet Vera once more with a more powerful party… and get everything within.”

“Why not let her suffocate?” Hegazar said coldly. “Swoop in after…”

“I don’t assume she’ll let that happen.” Argrave shook his head slowly. “She’ll play it calm for now, but if things get desperate in there? Expect her to test this vault’s limits. It’s a little less unbreakable from the inside. Even if she can’t get out, you can be sure she’ll destroy everything in spite.”

Hegazar nodded slowly. “A fair point.”

“I only hope you’ll be willing to part with something. A little finder’s fee. Please give me everything we hauled out into the heart chamber.” Argrave held his hand out. “There’s a lot of stuff left in that vault. Definitely a lot more than half—a lot better than things were likely to split up.”

“Probably seventy-five percent left in the vault—all of it, yours,” Durran contributed, going all-in with Argrave on this gamble.

Hegazar stared up at Argrave with his cold, dark eyes. “You want the things in the cages, too?”

Argrave stepped away as though thinking, but he was really looking to Anneliese for guidance. She gave the slightest nod. Argrave turned back.

“Yes,” he confirmed.

“How, dare I ask, did you come up with this offer?” Hegazar tilted his head.

Galamon’s hand hovered near the Ebonice axe on his belt, prepared for anything. Argrave wavered slightly before the tense situation. He swallowed, steeling his resolve. “It’s an offer I thought would make everyone happy. Except Vera, of course. Everything goes back to the way it was. Everyone is rich, happy, and powerful. Not another spell cast—all our worries laid to rest. And you get an undeniable victory of unquantifiable scope against someone who wronged you so much in the past.”

Hegazar stared at Argrave for an uncomfortably long time. Then, he opened his mouth in a grin and said, “Do you know why you’re not dead?”

Argrave tensed. “Does anyone?”

Hegazar laughed. “I suppose not. Well… I think you’ve a bright future. I have an eye for people—Vera may be a betrayer, but I won’t deny her talent and skill,” the man admitted freely now that she was not here. “You’re already aligned against Vera. Bearing this in mind, I’ll give you what’s in the heart chamber.” The Magister nodded.

“I’m surprised,” Argrave admitted.

“But I’ve learned from Vera’s betrayal, you see. I’ll take everything in the vault, but I won’t kill Vera. She’s had chances to kill me in the past, you know, but she didn’t take them. Call me sentimental, but she can’t die too easy,” he said. Argrave couldn’t be sure if he was being entirely honest. “Instead… let me promise you this. You owe me a debt, kinslayer. And when I call on you to pay that debt… if it’s left unpaid, Vera and I will both make it our mission to end you.” Hegazar’s smiled widened. “That’s why you did that charade, wasn’t it? To keep us divided?”

Slowly, Argrave nodded.

“I thought so.” Hegazar nodded. “Vera will hate you. I can promise you that. She’ll hate you much more than she hates me. And me… well, I can be your proponent, absorbing most of her wrath, or your death sentence,” the Magister’s husky, hoarse voice took on a grim aspect that was somewhat chilling. “So, with that out of the way—how, dare I ask, do you intend to move this giant fortress?”

Exhausted, Argrave said simply, “Just a little elbow grease.”

***

“You really had the guts to nearly kill one of your men for this?” the Magister said, gaze wandering to the elven warrior. “You were playing a high-stakes game, it would seem.”

“Galamon is… hardy, and reliable besides,” Argrave explained weakly.

Hegazar watched the two in what might’ve been wonder, but his face quickly turned bitter as he noted Argrave’s smile. “Hmm… let’s just get this over with before I change my mind.”

All of them stepped within the brain chamber. Argrave looked to be sure everything was in order, then stepped within. He was acutely aware of Hegazar’s presence, waiting for any last-moment betrayals. He thought things were put to bed… but they’d only be so once this living fortress started moving.

“Alright.” Argrave cracked his knuckles, looking at the Magister. “I have a relatively straightforward route in mind. Put the key Anneliese’s Starsparrow removed back in, give it a command to move, and we just put our hands to this apparatus. It’ll use our magic to traverse beneath the ground.”

“We?” the Magister repeated.

“If you’re in the mood for charity.” Argrave nodded.

“This thing drains magic, does it not?” Hegazar looked at it. “Without magic, what am I? A fleshy bag who’s never been in a fight. At the very least, you can carry much more than I can… I don’t wish to imagine how hard you hit. All of you.”

Argrave’s gaze wandered to Hegazar’s fingers. “I wonder how many B-rank spells you have in those rings, there. And you’ve certainly got more jewelry hidden—hard to see behind the gray robes. I have this.” Argrave raised up his own hand, where one could barely see a single ring. “And I got a few more rings from Induen, but none of them fit, and I don’t know what they do… it’s hard to compare.”

Hegazar brought his hand up and ran his thumb across the rings on his finger. “Well… even still…”

“I can have Galamon wait far away, if it comforts you,” Argrave assured. “Just consider this… a great equalizer. You can pull your hand free anytime, and I’m not even sure it’ll drain all our magic. These living fortresses—they’re very efficient at burrowing. The Order of the Rose was the foremost authority on earth magic, after all. The surface won’t even be disturbed.”

“You’ll get it started,” Hegazar said, paranoid to the end. “Provided nothing strange happens, I’ll join after… a second or two.”

Argrave nodded. “Well then… let’s get going, partner.”


Chapter 16

Argrave once again felt the familiar sensation of being trapped within something that was in motion. It had been a long while since he last had the experience—the movement of the living fortress was so smooth it could be likened to traveling on a train or a car.

Hegazar, Anneliese, Argrave, and Durran held their hands to the fleshy apparatus in the back of the room, siphoning their magic into the vast fortress. It had been given a series of commands sequentially and burrowed through the earth efficiently. Argrave had done this quest enough to remember the commands, fortunately—Elenore was the one to give the quest to the player, funnily enough. It felt like much of the tension had been dissolved, yet the budding nervousness of his eventual meeting with Princess Elenore was replacing it by the second.

The rumbling sensation of movement beneath their feet ended, and Argrave felt the pull of his magic end. Hegazar was the first to retract his hand.

“Looks like we made it,” Argrave said, shaking his hand off. He didn’t like the sensation of touching that thing at all. “It seems this was a worthwhile endeavor for all.”

“I wonder what Vera must be thinking,” the Magister mused, reaching down. He pulled free the ear key, holding it close to his person. “Well, it’s no matter. Time is of the essence. Collect all that I promised you, and let’s be off.”

“What will you do to her?” Anneliese questioned.

Hegazar put the ear key into the slot closer to the door and stopped, turning his head back to Anneliese.

“What business is it of yours?” he questioned, tone passive.

Anneliese shrugged and walked forward. “I am merely curious.”

“She has many friends. I am not sure what I will do.” Hegazar shook his head. “It requires deliberation.”

“I thought you’d kill her immediately.” Durran looked impressed.

“Told you I wouldn’t already.” Hegazar shook his head. “Violence is for savages. I can get more from her alive than dead. I just need to decide what state I’d like her alive in. A captive? Who knows…?” He let out a long, almost sad sigh. “She had opportunities to kill me in the past, too. She didn’t take them. Always wondered why…”

As Argrave pondered what the Magister was getting at, he spoke the key phrase for the door and it slid open. He walked out with a confident step.

***

Their group had hauled a great many things from the depths of the vaults, and all of it resided in the heart chamber. It was a great mound of enchanted items of varying value. Though Argrave would have been satisfied with the set of bronze jewelry he came here to get, he definitely would not protest to acquiring more valuable enchanted items. He’d have a very adept broker to sell them off to in short order, too. That, plus the other loot they’d acquired from the archduke’s palace or Induen’s retinue.

Galamon offloaded what few books and such he held to Argrave, Anneliese, and Durran, and then stuffed everything within rather ungracefully. The more delicate stuff was wrapped, but altogether his backpack became a misshapen mass of valuables and Order of the Rose books. He had a king’s ransom in his backpack. Altogether, an extremely profitable venture. It wasn’t a flawless trip, but it was the best Argrave could scrape together sandwiched between two S-rank mages.

They departed from the living fortress just after that. Hegazar left with them. Once they reached the entrance, the stone tongue folded out for them, and into a vast network of tunnels: the abandoned sewers beneath Dirracha.

The tunnels were extremely narrow and simple. The floor was naturally eroded stone caused by the still-active waterways, while the area above was brown stone that was nothing more than a ceiling to prevent the smell of the wastewater from reaching the city streets. The newer city had been built atop this place, with new sewers that better utilized waste for fertilizer. Considering this place was a natural stream originally, the years had mostly purged any smell or sign this had been a sewer at all.

The confines of the living fortress offered more room to stretch than this place, though, and Argrave found himself ducking just to stand. “You’re sure… there’s a way out?” Hegazar looked around.

Argrave nodded. “Yeah. Just follow the stream down. Exit won’t be far. It drains off into a lake. It’s a relatively secluded place—just a few fishing towns. Forest should shield you from prying eyes. Well, not that prying eyes matter for an illusionist.”

“And, eh… No, never mind. I’m leaving, then. This was… a more profitable trip than I thought it might be. You have potential. I suppose the two of you do, however long this thing lasts.” Hegazar scanned Anneliese and Argrave. “Enjoy the honeymoon phase. That’s all you can enjoy, before it all turns to shit.”

“Good luck, Hegazar,” Argrave said simply, disregarding the petty jabs entirely.

The illusionist turned and walked down into the lower portions of the sewer tunnel, moving quickly and steadily without another word.

“Good gods.” Durran sighed, setting his glaive firmly on the ground and leaning on it. “This was an endeavor and a half.”

“A prelude, nothing more.” Argrave shook his head. “But I’ll be damned if it wasn’t a draining one.”

“Do we rest?” Anneliese questioned, looking ahead into the tunnel. She cast some light ahead.

Argrave stepped forward, ducking his head as he advanced. “Not for long. Meeting Elenore is our top priority. Once we get things settled with her… we’ll have true mobility.”

Durran picked up his glaive, tapping it against the ground so that it echoed throughout the tunnel. “How scary is this sister of yours that all of this can be considered a prelude?”

Argrave rubbed his hands together. “She’s harmless. She doesn’t even have any guards. But I’m more worried about this than meeting Orion or Induen.” Argrave surveyed his party. “Excellent work, everyone. We’ll take a small break, then proceed.”

His gaze lingered on Anneliese for a long moment. She got the message, and as the other two settled in, she walked toward him.

***

“This turned out… okay.” Argrave nodded, staring at the rushing stream at their feet. The both of them sat just beside their backpacks, a fair distance away from Durran and Galamon.

Anneliese looked to Argrave. “You will not fret that things did not end perfectly?”

Argrave chuckled. “No one died. Galamon got hurt the most. I don’t know.” Argrave shook his head. “Ever since Induen died, things have felt less… apocryphal. I still feel rushed, stressed, but I think… I think I can do this. It’s starting to feel like I can do this. I’m still paranoid as all hell about what might go wrong, but it’s different, now.”

“I am glad,” Anneliese said sincerely.

Argrave let a silence hang. “Looks like my advice helped you out,” he finally said. “Certainly had no trouble playing that part.”

Anneliese laughed quietly and leaned against Argrave’s shoulder. “Yes, it did.”

“I ought to be careful,” Argrave mused jokingly. “Soon enough, you’ll do everything I can, and then I’ll just flounder about uselessly in the back while you save the world alone.”

“I do not think I could.” She shook her head.

Argrave watched the water pass them by, then finally decided to bring up the things that were truly sticking in his mind. “I didn’t realize those things bothered you,” he said.

“…to a lesser degree than I dramatized. But yes. They did,” she confessed in a quiet whisper.

“Ending up sympathizing with Hegazar more than I thought I ever would,” Argrave responded quietly, putting one hand to her head. “I can see why he’s bitter. Hurt. Paranoid. I don’t want to make those same mistakes. If I did something wrong, I want to fix it. Permanently, ideally.”

“I am happy, you know.” Anneliese shifted her head to look at him better. “Everyone has something that annoys the other. The engagement caught me off balance, at first… and I still believe it is detrimental, practically speaking… but it gives me a lot of comfort. Above all… I know you well, and I trust you enough to respect the actions you take that we disagree on. We cannot be compared to Hegazar and Vera. From the beginning, both saw each other as tools. Hegazar sought to groom a young Wizard into a perfect partner. Vera sought to use a senior to rise in the ranks.”

Argrave looked at the rushing water for a long while, biting at his lip. “I guess they were perfect for each other.”

Anneliese let out a quiet grunt of agreement.

“Going to rely on you heavily with Elenore.” He brought back the matter at hand.

“Keeping watch on her emotions?” Anneliese lifted her head, alert.

Argrave nodded. “Yeah. This isn’t something we can afford to mess up. Elenore… she’s apathetic. I can’t deny she’s done a lot wrong, but there’s good in her. Just needs a positive influence, some basic human decency in her life. In Dirracha, human decency is a delicacy that people like Induen and Felipe like to eat alive. I think our blood relation might hinder things if I play my cards wrong. Nevertheless… the hell can I do?”

“Make contingencies, plans,” Anneliese advised at once.

“Let’s make them.” Argrave rose to his feet. “Plenty of time, anyway.”

***

Princess Elenore was, by threat of execution, confined to her greenhouse on the distant outskirts of the Dragon Palace. She was not deterred by this. Over the years, she built several hidden passages to accommodate her burgeoning empire of business and information. They were dually for her personal use and to allow passage to people who could not freely roam the Dragon Palace. The fact she was able to do this beneath the king’s eye was already testament to her considerable influence and skill. Few knew of them, even her most trusted aides. And one of these passages… it was here, in this abandoned sewer.

After their short rest and strategy meeting, Anneliese scouted ahead to be sure none were coming. After finding no passengers, the four of them proceeded up into the abandoned tunnel, walking against the stream. At points it grew wider, forcing some difficult maneuvers, yet it was a rather uneventful hike over the slippery rock.

At a point, they came to a sheer cliff wall. The stream trickled down in a small waterfall, battering them with water. Argrave ran his hand along the wall, searching unsuccessfully. Durran stepped forth with furrowed brows and pushed a point—it slid in. With a loud click, a portion of the wall behind the waterfall loosened. Though not opening automatically, it did unlock. Argrave pushed it open and ducked through. His Brumesingers shook their fur out after they passed.

After Anneliese scouted the newly opened path, they proceeded once more. It was a tight and confined space, even more so than the shoddy sewers, and crudely dug. Eventually, it came to a very long flight of steep stairs. Their party climbed them quietly, well used to treacherous paths by this point.

At the top, a thin slab of impeccable stone bricks blocked their path. Argrave turned to Galamon, gesturing. The elven vampire gave a count—one. That meant whoever was up there presently was alone. He couldn’t be sure it was Elenore, though. This was certainly where she usually was, yet…

Deciding it was a gamble worth taking, Argrave gave a nod, scanning everyone to be sure they were prepared. To show sincerity to Elenore, Argrave intended to bring everyone.

Argrave pushed up on the stone slab above. It was a heavy thing, and he hefted it aside.

“Who is it?” a familiar female voice greeted him as lifted the rock. “This isn’t on the schedule.”

Argrave climbed up, taking a look around the verdant greenhouse. A wave of nostalgia rushed over him as he recognized the many plants around… and the green-dressed person sitting at a pink table beside the fountain. She was thin, with long, obsidian black hair identical in color to his own.

“Hello, Elenore,” Argrave said levelly, rising to his feet and glancing about. True to Galamon’s words, no one was present. “This place looks beautiful as usual.”

“I don’t recognize your voice,” she said tensely, putting her hands on the arms of her wheelchair.

“It’s Argrave,” he greeted. “I’d like to talk. It’s rather important, so I hope you can forgive the rude entrance.”


Chapter 17

Elenore saw nothing at all, as she ever did.

Yet she could hear them. Multiple strangers, emerging from one of the secret passages she had installed to facilitate her agent’s activities. It felt like her sanctuary had been violated—not the greenhouse, but her existence as the Bat. Though she always felt disconcerted by Argrave’s unpredictable activities, she was confident it would be a long, long time before she ever spoke to him face-to-face, if at all.

Elenore did not know why he had come here. Perhaps Induen had told him something. All of her servants would be away for a long while. She might call for help, yet none would hear her most likely—even if they did, it would only seal her fate. But then… if Argrave intended to kill her, that would already be done.

Still, she knew she could not wait passively.

“My servants will be by soon,” she lied at once. “If you wish to speak, you might take me to a more private location.”

“That seems—” Argrave began, and Elenore thought he was agreeing. She heard something—a scrape of leather, what she presumed to be a boot tapped against a boot, and Argrave grew quiet. “No, let’s stay here. I’ll take my chances,” he said, leaving no room for argument.

Someone here knows I lie, and they told him. A traitor? Elenore thought of all near her, listening to the way they breathed, walked, for any hint it might be someone close to her. If it is a traitor, it is no wonder this is so well-timed.

Someone moved a little closer, and Elenore resisted the urge to tense. Argrave continued, “Well, I think introductions are in order. I’m here with Galamon. He’s a snow elf. There’s Durran—he’s a tribal from the south, the Burnt Desert. And then there’s Anneliese, my fiancée. Maybe you knew all this, but…”

What he said matched with what Elenore knew, but she couldn’t place why he was saying this. Maybe he was lying to disguise who was truly here… but his tone didn’t betray dishonesty. But then, all her reports placed him as someone who was skilled at manipulation. She couldn’t say for sure.

All of the people that Argrave introduced greeted her—a deep, guttural voice from a man, a calm and smooth woman’s voice, and a somewhat deep voice from another man. She didn’t recognize any of them.

“May I sit?” Argrave asked.

Elenore stayed silent for a few moments, then decided to probe his temperament with a minutely combative statement. “Would it matter if I said no?”

“Well, I would have to stay standing. My legs might get tired,” Argrave returned. “I suppose that isn’t the end of the world.”

His levity frustrated Elenore. She couldn’t glean any of his intentions. But… given all of his actions, she could assume that he wasn’t here for a wholly negative purpose, such as vengeance for spurring conflict between him and Induen.

“You may sit,” Elenore agreed, seeing no merit to refusing.

She heard the scrape of the metal chair against the stone, and then the brief movement of the wind as Argrave moved to sit. “Thank you,” he said.

“What did you wish to speak of?” She got to the point, ceding the conversation to Argrave’s direction. It was not the thing she was most eager to know—she wished to learn of how he’d found that entrance, primarily—but it was the question she thought would yield the most information. Gaining knowledge of the situation was the most important thing to gaining control of it.

She heard Argrave shift ahead of her, remaining silent. He did not hasten to speak—it showed experience in conversation, she thought. Eventually, he said, “I brought a gift for you. Galamon, could you please…?” She heard something heavy collapse to the ground—by the jingling, a bag or box full of loose metal pieces. “Careful with that…” Argrave’s voice tightened.

After a few moments of metal jingling, Elenore’s discomfort rose. “Perhaps you had best tell me what it is.”

“You’ll s—” He stopped guiltily. ‘See,’ he had meant to say, Elenore knew. “Well, it’s jewelry. Experimental enchanted jewelry. I… Well, I can’t fully describe what it does. This piece… Thanks, Galamon…” She heard the light clinking of metal as something was passed to him. “This piece is a… sort of a bronze claw ring, covers the whole finger. A bit ungainly, I suppose… May I put it on you?”

She didn’t know the answer to that question. Was he toying with her? Was it some foul implement? He had called it ‘ungainly.’ Or was it genuinely a gift?

“Let me hold it,” she requested after an uncertain moment. She held out her hand.

She heard movement. “Sure,” he said, and then something dropped into her hand.

Elenore held it close, moving her fingers across it. It was a segmented ring that did indeed cover the whole finger, with a point at the end. From the feel and hardness of it, she judged it to be bronze as he said. It had some carvings on the side. She could feel no gemstones. Its insides had no spikes. Whether or not it was enchanted, she could not know.

After a moment to muster herself, she slid the ring over her finger. Once it slid on…

Pale beige. Her hand.

Elenore recoiled from the strong sensation she felt, holding the hand with the ring out. Her breathing quickened involuntarily. For some strange reason, she had a sense of the space around her, enhanced far beyond what it usually was. She lowered her hand ever so slowly. Her finger hovered. Some indiscernible sensation told her that the table was not an inch away. And after an inch lower…

Steel painted bright pink. A table.

Elenore held her finger there for a long, long time, taking hold of the sensation. It was not as though she could see once again. And yet… she knew what was there. She understood the table, could grasp it completely. She could perceive the pink like she truly saw it. It was like some sixth sense that was, in a way, far more accurate than she ever recalled her sight being. She could barely distinguish the ground beneath the table, or Argrave’s elbow resting atop it.

“Are you okay?” Argrave asked. “Maybe you ought to take it off…”

Elenore only now reflected back on herself. She was breathing quickly and sweating. Yet even still, this sensation pulled at her. It was like a drop of water to a man who’d hiked the desert without.

“A book,” she said. “Please, give me a book. On the table, over there. My maid was reading from it earlier.”

She heard Argrave move. Now, she was more aware of him—she had an image of someone leaning forth, stretching their arm out. “Here it is,” he narrated, setting it just before her.

Elenore grasped the book, opening it to a random page. Slowly, tentatively, like everything would blow away if she moved too fast, she pressed her ringed finger against the top of the page.

Some nobles chose to offload the burden of collecting taxes to agencies. These agencies had tremendous influence in the past, often abusing the power vested in them by the lord to extort subjects out of things not ordinarily taxed, cows being the most prominent example. So long as the arrangement was mutually beneficial, the lords—

Elenore lifted her finger up. She could read again. She could see the letters, comprehend them, process them, all on her own. No longer did she have to rely on another for everything. Her world was no longer one consisting of trusting another. She felt a strong pull at her throat. It had been such a long time since she felt this feeling… parts of it were missing, of course. The tears were the most recognizable part of crying, and she could not spill them.

But Elenore did not forget herself. Gifts often cost more than gold. She could not allow herself to be overcome, not ever. She could not let anyone see her emote. Being overcome was the reason she had become as she was. It was the reason this ring affected her so to begin with.

Princess Elenore took a long moment, steadying her breathing and ensuring her voice would come out clearly. She acted as though she was reading along with the book. When next she spoke…

“Why are you giving this to me?” Her voice came out smoothly.

“Well…” Argrave scratched something—she couldn’t tell what. Almost by instinct, she moved her hand closer, and the perception became clearer. He scratched his chin. “That’s only one piece of a set. The rest of it will augment what you’re feeling now tremendously. Durran, could you put the rest of the stuff down?”

“What, Galamon gets a nice ‘please,’ but I don’t?” Despite his protests, the man quickly placed some things on the table. When his hand moved by hers, she noticed something.

“You’re missing fingers,” she whispered, then scolded herself. She was rattled. She hated feeling this way.

The man laughed. “Huh. Guess the ring does work. Strange place to see from, but if it works, it works.”

“Be polite, Durran,” Argrave reprimanded.

“Come on,” Durran said disbelievingly. “I didn’t say anything bad. Even if I did, she’s a tough lady. She’s gotta be.”

Elenore cradled the ringed finger to numb the new sensations she was experiencing. “You still did not tell me why, Argrave.”

“I need your help,” he said outright.

The words were sobering, and helped Elenore master her emotions. “With what?” she pressed, her mind falling back into its usual mode of risk-reward analysis.

“I need to prove something,” he said. “To you. To a select few people besides you. And later, to everyone.”

Elenore was puzzled. She contemplated his meaning—was it a metaphor? Did he intend to prove his mettle? Did he wish to prove some magical theory? She had heard whispers of something called Blood Infusion originating from Argrave—was it related to that?

Considering his geniality thus far, Elenore asked outright, “What do you want to prove?”

“I know you pretty well. I don’t think I’m as smart as you, but I’ve got a good grasp on what you’ve been doing.” She heard the chair shift—he likely leaned back. “Obviously, you’re wondering how I learned of your secret passage. To that, I say this: I know about all of them. The drainage gate by the glass. The one in the shed for the gardeners. The emergency exit in your bedroom, behind your nightstand. I know you’re the Bat, and I know your principal businesses—the brewery and alchemist partnerships, the sponsored enchanters, and probably more recently, the smiths and crafters.”

The extent of his knowledge did unnerve her. If his source was a traitor, it was someone extremely close to her. It might be Therese, Elenore reasoned. Considering all that happened to her, it would not surprise.

“I’m going to be frank with you, because I think you can appreciate that,” Argrave said. The chair shifted once again, and his voice grew closer. “I didn’t learn about any of this stuff through subterfuge or research. Everything I’ve done—maybe I’m getting an ego suggesting this, but I think you’ve noticed how seemingly random and omniscient it is. The Veidimen invasion, that business in the Burnt Desert, or the plague and how to end it… my source of knowledge is not of this world.”

Elenore processed Argrave’s claims quietly.

“I hope you can give me a chance to prove that,” Argrave said. “And at the same time, prove that there’s something extremely big coming on the horizon. Something that can turn this entire continent upside down.” She perceived Argrave reaching out, but he hesitated to touch her and moved his hands back. “I very desperately need your help. I can keep rattling off obscure factoids we both know to prove I’m being honest, but at the end of the day, it boils down to that. I need your help.”

Elenore rubbed her hand against the claw ring on her finger. As Argrave said, it was ungainly, and the point was sharp and uncomfortable. Yet even as she sat there, she perceived her skin. She had grown much paler, she realized. When last she remembered seeing her skin, it had been so much tanner.

Sentimentality at the gift made her wish to say yes, she consciously realized. Yet… she could not think this way. It only led to suffering. Induen had been led by his sentimentality, his emotions. She could not allow herself to meet the same fate.

Yet… rationally speaking… Argrave, too, was another opportunity. She would have to discern, study, and evaluate how this unexpected happening fit into her plans. She had done so with all of her agents once before—this was merely another to fit into the design. She could not turn it away. He’d already proven himself to be capable of gaining things of great value.

“Let’s talk specifically,” Elenore finally said.


Chapter 18

“We can get into the specifics of what I intend to prove, of course,” Argrave told Elenore. “On top of that, I have some information that leads me to believe there might be a traitor in your group. I’m sure you’re curious about the items I’ve just onloaded onto you. That said, I’ve also not slept for what feels like days. The drainage gate passage—there’s a safehouse in it. Is it empty? Can we use it? I’d like to stay within Dirracha, and considering what happened with Induen, I can’t exactly roam about freely.”

Elenore let out a shocked chuckle. “Yes, it’s empty. Considering no one has used it before, of course it’s empty. You may use it as you please.”

Argrave’s claims of otherworldly knowledge gained more credence with every new detail he revealed, but Elenore had to remain skeptical. A traitor? Was he hinting at something, or being genuine? She might be drawn into a trap if she too readily accepted what he told her. Argrave was a very valuable piece she could utilize—despite the south’s compunctions with his close ties with foreigners, he remained a closely-considered candidate that the rebels might herald. Having him at hand could be very useful for her future.

“I appreciate it. We’ll convene tomorrow.” She heard the chair shift, and presumed Argrave rose up to his feet. “I hope that we’ll come to work together closely in the coming month. If I know you, you’re thinking that you should go along with me out of practicality above anything… Anneliese?”

Elenore did her best to keep her reaction to his accurate words muted. She wondered why he had called out his fiancée’s name.

“Yeah,” Argrave said after a moment. “I hope you enjoy the gift. I think you… deserve it.”

Elenore caught his pause. She wondered what it meant—was there some drawback to these pieces, a cost of some sort?

“Well, have a nice day, Elenore. Don’t stay up all night reading. It’s bad for you.”

Argrave walked away, and his companions followed just after him.

“Wait,” Elenore called out. “Induen.”

Argrave scoffed. “Him? Oh, I imagine you’d like his signet ring. Given its uses in forging and the like, I imagine you’ll find more use out of it than I will…” She heard him rummaging through his pockets.

“No,” Elenore said, moving her head to where his voice came from. “Induen sought to ally with you. He avoided my informants because he sought to avoid conflict with you, opposite my intentions. So, why did you decide to act as you did?”

“He made some very untenable suggestions,” Argrave said with some degree of levity. His next words were completely serious as he continued, “More than that… he was a tumor. I had a chance to excise that tumor before it could cause more damage than it already has. He wanted to kill you, you know. Everybody’s future is a lot brighter without his shadow over it. You can trust that.”

“Without doubt,” Elenore confirmed.

Argrave chuckled. “But… well, Induen is just one limb of Felipe’s shadow,” he said grimly, then paused for a long while. “And our true enemy… has yet… to reveal himself,” Argrave finished, mimicking some strange accent. His voice trailed off as he grew further away.

Elenore kept listening as Argrave departed, paying close attention to the footfalls against the stone. It was only after near a minute had passed that her posture relaxed somewhat. She ran the claw ring across the pink metal table, the book, and then found some of the other pieces placed atop it.

After a moment… Elenore wheeled her chair forward personally. She could perceive the wheels turning as she touched them—the coarseness of the wood that had rolled against the ground for months on end, the light brown impeccably polished. She stopped at a point. She knew where to stop—not from smell, nor sound, nor touch… but because she could perceive.

Princess Elenore held her hand out, moving past the flower and grabbing the stem. She made out a bright blue bulb glowing, pulsing. She smiled and tore it free, and the glow doubled in intensity. As she enjoyed the unprecedented sensation, for some reason she was reminded she had not thanked Argrave. Her smile faded. Feeling disquieted, she let the flower fall from her grip.

Elenore leaned back and sighed. Had she really had that conversation? With whom? Who was Argrave? As ever, her sole need was information.

***

“Big day tomorrow. We’d best sleep immediately,” Argrave noted as he weaved through this familiar maze of flowers and greenery.

Everything here exuded richness and profoundness—the greens felt deeper, the purples more regal, and the sunlight itself warped through the glass above into something that cast beautiful shadows over the marble walkway.

“After we put everything with Elenore into motion, start the process of getting her looped in… there are some things that need to be done in Dirracha. I’ll—” Argrave glanced back as he walked, and cut himself off. “What are you doing?”

Durran had paused and examined the nearby plants. As though shaken from a stupor by Argrave’s voice, he shook his head and turned back, walking to rejoin them. “Nothing. Sorry. Move on, commander.”

Argrave’s frown slowly morphed into a slight smile. “I forgot. You like gardening. Of course you’d be interested in a place like this.”

“What?” Durran said, voice uncharacteristically loud. “When did I say I liked gardening?”

“When have you needed to tell me things about yourself?” Argrave reminded him.

“Well… it’s not…” Durran looked to Anneliese, and his words caught in his throat like he realized any denial would be fruitless. “…Pisser,” he cursed beneath his breath. “Fine. Yeah. Whatever. I was just thinking… wasn’t bad enough your dad cut off her feet and gouged out her eyes, he confines her to a place like this. Some cruel joke, like doing that wasn’t punishment enough.”

“Provided you clear it with Elenore, she can probably work something out about letting you come here often,” Argrave said. “And I’ll keep to my word. After the things you did in the wetlands, I’ll give you some money, let you have a little bit of fun in the city.”

“…And if Orion’s here? Bit of a damper for fun,” Durran questioned.

Argrave paused and swallowed. “Well, you’ll have to recite all ninety-six gods,” Argrave said with a smile. “Yeah, you’re right. We’ll get a handle of the situation with Elenore.” His gaze switched to Galamon. “And you. Be careful hunting. There’s some competition for food in this city.”

Galamon adjusted his helmet. “I am careful.”

Argrave nodded in contentment. “Then… in the morning, you and I will parse through the stuff we looted from the fortress.” Argrave looked to Anneliese. “We’ll prepare a nice little package for Elenore to sell, earn some additional financing. Returns will be much quicker than with Elaine, and it’ll be necessary in the further reaches of the north. The princess is… capable.”

“Certainly,” Anneliese agreed easily.

With a nod, Argrave commended them, saying, “Excellent. A lot of plots are tightly entwined here. Galamon. The solution to your problem…” Argrave referred to his vampirism vaguely, feeling no need to take risks. “The ball will start rolling here. And I imagine you’ll be just as eager to see this proof as Elenore is, Durran. As for myself, well… maybe we’ll find out if Orion was right, and I do have a divine right. Something tells me a few key points may have been lost in translation between the gods, Orion, and me.”

Despite their fatigue, Argrave’s words seemed to rouse everyone, even himself.

“I love big cities,” Argrave ruminated, moving to action once again. “Let’s enjoy our stay at the City of Dragons.”

***

“Yes, I’m certain. Do not bar me further,” Orion cautioned.

“Y-yes, my prince.” The dirty-looking man wearing ragged, almost disposable rags lowered his body deeply.

Orion stepped past the metal gate and down the stairs below. The way was dark, dimly lit by cheap magic lights. After a while, he smelled something foul, and knew he was near.

Prince Orion emerged into the sewers of Dirracha. This place, though foul, was well-constructed and well-maintained, unlike the sewers of old. Water was not vital with the existence of mages, but proper harvests were—waste was generally used for fertilizer, helping ensure the best harvests. Orion had been taught as much in his education as a prince.

The gods had been whispering at him feverishly, instructing him to come to the sewers in myriad ways, and growing more frustrated as he visited more and more of them. His father had tasked him with finding Argrave, and this was their advice.

Yet he could not understand it. Every day, he felt himself insufficient to comprehend their guidance.

Orion stepped down the pathways, looking around, not knowing for what. His father had directed him to find Argrave and deal with him. He could not disobey an order from his father—it was not right, not holy. Yet even still… his father commanded him to sin. To slay a brother, as Argrave had done.

The news of Induen’s death felt like the world turning up on itself. He had trusted Argrave. The man had acted selflessly—he had acted against his own interest, trying and bleeding to put an end to the plague. And now, Argrave had turned his back on his family. He had committed a grave sin.

Was it his fault? Orion felt that it was. He felt party to the blasphemy. He should have known better—should have thought longer. All of this could have been avoided. Argrave promised to teach him how to do these things, and yet…

Orion stopped, closing his eyes and listening to the whispers of the gods. Here, in the silence of the sewers, he could hear them all too clearly.

“I shouldn’t have listened to Argrave,” he told them. “I shouldn’t have listened to Induen.”

Their whispers returned. They were too many to make sense of—some offered comfort, some gloated over his poor judgement, some advised him, and some ignored him altogether.

Orion opened his eyes like an epiphany dawned on him, and he leaned against the slick, wet wall. A thought raced through his head. Was that their message? Was that Argrave’s message?

Should he… stop listening?

Orion grabbed at his chest, feeling as though his heart would burst free. He felt sick and wrong, entertaining even the notion. Before he knew it, Orion was furiously racing up. He ran back to where the sewer keeper was, and immediately stepped out. His royal knights were waiting for him outside, yet he ran past them, down the perfect streets of Dirracha.

To stop listening… to stop being told what to do… Orion felt it was a perverse notion. Yet nothing had ever called to him so strongly. He had been taught enough. Perhaps it was time to learn. Perhaps it was time to be as everyone else and find his answers with his own ability.


Chapter 19

It was early morning. Durran stood near a large bush covered in black flowers. Though he noticed the blooms, his interest seemed to be focused on how they grew and how they were planted above anything else. He toyed with the leaves, almost testing them. He was so absorbed in the task that he could not hear someone moving toward him.

“Durran, yes?” Elenore asked, her chair coming to halt.

He jumped slightly, but then rose up to his feet. “Yeah, that’s me. Just enjoying the… the fragrance of this place. Never been anywhere like here, before. It’s a bit sparse in terms of flora where I lived, not sure if you know…”

“I see.” Elenore nodded. She was much more decorated than she had been yesterday, having donned much of the bronze jewelry Argrave had brought her—necklaces, bracelets, earrings, even more of the ungainly claw rings. “The Burnt Desert. A long way from home. A long way to travel,” she said, a question hidden on her tone.

Durran stared at her empty sockets for a long while. “It is. He’s not paying me, either. I’m either quite the sucker… or Argrave’s maybe got something special to him.” Durran laughed quietly. “Gods, even that silent giant Galamon got paid. At least Anneliese is getting some nightly… Well, let’s not get graphic.”

Elenore exhaled from her nose—not quite a laugh, but near it. “I noticed you don’t like to do that.”

“What’s that mean?” Durran scratched the back of his head.

“You refrain from talking about what you see near me,” Elenore continued.

Durran shifted on his feet. “Well… it’s a bit distasteful, I think. Hey, I can see all this cool stuff! Wow, it’s so beautiful!” Durran waved his hands about. “Like I was telling Argrave, I think that was the point of this place. Every time someone visits you, they talk about this place’s beauty. Like a constant reminder of what you’re missing.”

“Maybe.” Elenore nodded.

“Your dad’s a real sack of shit.” Durran looked up to the glass above.

Elenore tilted her head but did not disagree. “Why would you think I would not like to hear I am surrounded by beauty?”

Durran stared at her face. “Surrounded by it, huh?” He laughed and scratched his chin. “Well… suppose it doesn’t matter anymore. You can see things again, if I’m understanding Argrave right.”

“I can perceive things, especially if I touch them,” Elenore said. “But… yes, I have a rough awareness of the space around me, now. If I had my prosthetics, I suspect I could walk without bumping into anything. But they hurt if I wear them too long. I don’t wear them often.”

Durran put his hand on his armor’s belt, staring at her missing feet with consideration. “You know… Argrave’s said he’s going to help me regrow my fingers.”

Silence reigned for a moment, and then she asked, “Do you believe him?”

“You’re supposed to be the master of an information network. You tell me.” Durran pointed to her with his hand missing three fingers. “You’ve heard of what he’s done. You know what he’s capable of. I get some skepticism, but… Good gods, we’ve got a silver platter and you’re still testing the meal for poison. Argrave is being honest with you—this is an earth-shattering event.”

Elenore placed her hands on her lap. “I hope you can appreciate it might be difficult to trust when someone I thought loved me sawed my feet off. He stared me in the face as he gouged out my eyes so that his visage was the last thing I beheld.”

Durran stood still for a time, digesting her point and debating whether or not to say something. “Well, I knew a guy that had no arms or legs. Had to be carried everywhere. His son did that to him,” Durran emphasized the last part in comparison. “He started off just like you—skeptical of everything, everyone.” Durran shook his head. “Key phrase there is ‘knew a guy.’ He couldn’t trust anyone until the end. Now, he’s dead. Just a memory in my head. I don’t want to see history repeating itself.”

Elenore kept her face toward him, silent. Durran didn’t have Anneliese’s ability, but he thought she was a bit stunned. Eventually, she pursed her lips and said, “Every conversation I share, I am the weaker party. I am always the lesser, and the lesser is discarded without fail. I act this way because I must.”

Durran shook his head. “You did. That’s changed.” He let out a long, piteous sigh. “I’ll admit—what you’ve built from your position? It’s incredible. I don’t think anyone else could have done it. All you had starting off was a few servants loyal to your father first, and your word. Shoddy tools for building anything… but you’ve built an empire. What now? Stand on your tower alone? Sounds… empty.” Durran shrugged.

“I—” Elenore began, her voice with more inflection that it usually had. She turned her head off to the side. “It seems I share too much. Argrave gave good advice to sleep tonight, and it seems I ignored it. I should retire. Forgive me.”

“You’re apologizing?” Durran furrowed his brows, confused. “Well, I don’t accept your apology. Consider yourself unforgiven. Own who you are. Decide if that’s who you want to be.” He pointed to her.

Elenore did not respond, her head still facing off to the side.

Durran clicked his tongue and shifted on his feet. “I should get back. You want me to roll you somewhere before I go?”

“If you wish,” she answered vaguely.

“Oh, yeah, I’m jumping for joy.” Durran laughed. “Do I want to help you? No. You have to want it. That’s another lesson I learned, at a little place called Sethia.” Durran laughed again and shook his head. “I’ll leave you be. Get some rest, if you want.”

Durran moved away in a brisk pace. Elenore remained in place, listening to him leave. After a while, she let out another light laugh through her a nose, a little stronger this time.

***

“I trust you’re familiar with a group called the Rancor?” Argrave questioned Elenore, feeling rejuvenated after a good sleep.

They sat together in a more secluded place than they had yesterday—instead of in the main courtyard, they were in Elenore’s room sitting around a table. The place was just a large, undecorated bed and table in a veritable gardener’s shed. Elenore had foregone the presence of servants, perhaps to better hide Argrave’s presence. Galamon stood at the doorway, monitoring the outside.

“Certainly,” Elenore nodded. She had donned most of the bronze pieces that Argrave had gave her. The bronze clashed with her obsidian hair but matched well with the green she usually donned. “We have some ties. They’re smugglers, mostly, but a general criminal syndicate here in the capital. Why? Are they the source of this traitor you mentioned?”

Argrave shook his head. Anneliese noticed something on a stand in the corner of the room and stood from her seat, moving to examine it. Argrave followed Anneliese with his gaze as he answered Elenore, “Not likely, no. Maybe I’d best pass on the message directly. ‘The Bat cannot hear everything, especially not that hiding in its own fur,’” Argrave repeated Ingo’s warning. “A little warning from a friend.”

“Prophecy,” Elenore noted. Behind her, Anneliese fiddled with a white apparatus that looked to handle water.

“You can think of it like that.” Argrave nodded, furrowing his brows as he watched Anneliese. “Be careful. I know you’re good at what you do, but working with scummy people tends to be challenging,” Argrave said, thinking of the journey with the two Magisters. “Even if you think I’m just a nut, better safe than sorry.”

“This brews tea,” Anneliese said in revelation.

Argrave smiled. “Anne…”

“Forgive me.” She set it down. “It just drew my attention.”

Argrave was surprised by her uncharacteristic absent-mindedness. They had discussed the meeting with Elenore in great detail this morning, and both felt things were going well. At the very least, they were going according to plan. Even still, she usually did not lose herself to fancy as she had in months prior. This was the first time in a long while.

“She’s fine.” Elenore held up her hand, the bronze bangle on her wrist clinking about. “I’ll limit visits from non-essential personnel, have people watch key entrances,” she decided. “It is as you say. I cannot be too cautious.”

“You can be too cautious,” contributed Durran. Argrave looked at him, puzzled, but saw Elenore smile faintly and decided to drop it.

“The upper echelon of Rancor.” Argrave brought the topic back to the matter at hand. “Noticed any incongruities?”

Elenore shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

“You should doublecheck that.” Argrave tapped the table. “Get some of your best guys on it. I think you’ll be surprised by what you find… and once you find it, we can proceed from there.”

Elenore nodded. “Alright. If I find nothing?”

“I don’t know. Point and laugh at me, throw me out.” Argrave shrugged, running out of ways to say that he wouldn’t be wrong.

Elenore retrieved some paper and a writing implement and wrote things down. The lines were sloppy, but legible. A smile came to his face as he watched her write—it felt fulfilling.

“And what will you do?” she questioned, setting her implement aside.

“Well…” Argrave leaned in a bit closer. “What have you heard?”

Elenore’s lips twitched as she debated what to say. Eventually, she decided. “Build your own army. A better one.”

“Yep.” Argrave lightly slapped the table and rose. “Lot of untapped forces in the north. I need to tap them. And I think I can. Anneliese and I will work things out.”

“Like Veiden?” Her head turned to Anneliese, eyeless sockets dark.

Argrave laughed. “Oh yeah. And the Burnt Desert, too. Got an army of wyvern-riding tribals.” He shook his head. “Just a bunch of people who want something. Some people have power, but want prestige. Others, the inverse. Speak the right words, the north folds. Doubly so if rumors of Felipe’s spreading the plague to the south gets out.”

“The self-governing city.” Elenore turned her head back to Argrave. “The merchant oligarchs.”

Argrave furrowed his brows but smiled. “You’re pretty smart.” Argrave tapped the chair a few times, then said, “Thanks for your hospitality. Send for me anytime you want to talk further.”

“Wait,” Elenore said as Argrave made to leave, the others rising to follow. Argrave paused and looked back—Elenore looked flustered, like she hadn’t intended to say ‘wait.’

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

“Yeah, sure.” Argrave accepted it easily.

“For what?” Durran pressed sternly.

Argrave looked at him, perplexed.

“For… these.” Elenore gestured to the claw rings over her fingers. “I… have never received anything that…” She shook her head and ran her fingers through her hair. “I like it very much,” she said quickly.

“Well, that was the hope. Kind of why I got it.” Argrave nodded. “Enjoy. You deserve it.”


Chapter 20

Elenore heard approaching footsteps. She had a clock on the table before her. The set of jewelry that Argrave had given her augmented the sensation she felt from the first ring—with each new piece, it was like a bubble of absolute perception expanding outwards. She had a dim cognizance of everything around her. It was more than sight—it was understanding. She could read a closed book, perceive the gears working in the small clock, or even delve into someone’s anatomy if she so wished it.

And she had. Argrave’s heart… it pumped black blood and shone like an amethyst. His eyes were black and gold, though bits of the gray she remembered still showed on them. She had enough questions about him before that revelation… yet now, they were doubled. She had not known him very well, but he had evidently changed too much.

A man opened the door and stepped into the shed that was her room.

“Ruleo.” Elenore turned her head. “You’re early.”

“Never hurts to be.” He stepped in closer.

As he stepped into her range of perception, Elenore perceived Ruleo for the first time. She had always figured him to be a gruff, ugly man. He was gruff, but she could not call him ugly in good faith. He had dark hair and a well-trimmed beard, with bright white eyes that were especially striking next to his dark features. His heavy, jutting brows made him look naturally angry.

Elenore gestured to the chair across from her. “Have a seat.”

“What’s with the getup?” Ruleo’s eyes wandered the various bronze pieces she wore. “Did you have a change of maids? It’s not very… Not like usual,” he said, softening the criticism.

“It’s a gift from a…” Elenore shook her head. “Just sit.”

“You actually have people that give you gifts?” He pulled back the chair and sat, letting out a grunt. “So, you’ve got another job you can’t afford to fail? Best pay well. I have some arrangements to keep. I haven’t been idle.”

“You align rather well with something I’ve been looking into,” Elenore said at once. “And I had some questions for you.”

Ruleo leaned back, squinting at her suspiciously. “Go on, then.”

“Rancor. I need your investigative capabilities. You’re already fairly close with them,” Elenore said at once.

Ruleo swallowed, looking more annoyed than anything. “They put a lot of money in my pocket.”

“They help you find Order of the Rose ruins to explore, you mean,” Elenore said. “They grow your unorthodox list of spells larger every day.”

Ruleo tapped the table, smiling. “Well, well. I’m outed. Given what they offer an unaffiliated spellcaster like myself, you can see why I’m not eager to jump ship.”

“It puts some things in perspective.” Elenore nodded. “Why you know so many spells, despite not being a member of the Order of the Gray Owl.”

Ruleo shook his head quietly. “What’s the counteroffer, then?”

“I can give you every bit of information they have,” Elenore said. “If it’s documented, you’ll get those documents. If its members have it memorized, they’ll recite them to me. On top of that…” Elenore pursed her lips. “I know someone who might be able to help you find all the Rose ruins you could ever want.”

Ruleo raised a brow. “That right?”

“It is.” Elenore nodded in confirmation.

Ruleo scratched at his eyes drowsily. “Alright,” he enunciated deliberately. “Tell me what to do.”

“In time.” Elenore nodded. “I want to know why you’re interested in Argrave.”

Ruleo cackled. His laugh was quite unusual—rapid and loud, like a hyena. “Interested? Was that my phrasing?”

“…Not quite,” Elenore said after Ruleo’s laughter died down. “You must’ve heard of recent happenings.”

“Mmm. When one snake eats another, the rats rejoice,” Ruleo noted, lounging. “Kinslaying Serpent, they’re calling him. News has been spreading that Induen’s body was eaten by ants. Rumor got distorted—apparently, Argrave devoured the corpse himself.” Ruleo cackled once again, and then scratched the top of his lips. “Now, he’s the Kineating Serpent. Kinslayer, Kineater…” Ruleo trailed off.

“You don’t sound happy,” Elenore stated.

Ruleo looked down at his hands. “People hated Induen. He was Felipe’s hand. Suppressed dissidents, crushed revolts, took a hand in things personally. That hatred was on a perfectly balanced scale, the other side weighed down by fear and respect. That was probably Felipe’s design. He’s preparing for succession.” Ruleo sighed. “Argrave put an end to that. Combined with the already-swirling rumors about his heroics… the plague, the Veidimen… the legion of ghostly snakes, supposedly a blessing from the founder of House Vasquer… it’s nauseating to hear them praise him like he’s some hero.”

“Why do you hate him?” Elenore asked bluntly.

Ruleo turned his eyes toward her. “You have plans for him,” he noted.

“You can imagine why I need to know,” she said, disguising her intent. “A new variable. Another piece, with ripples to follow.”

“Is he a piece anymore?” Ruleo questioned.

“Everyone is. I am. You are. King Felipe is. No one is removed from things. No one can simply watch while things unfold. All are affected.” Elenore shook her head. “To that point… talk of your history with Argrave.”

“My father was the royal keeper of the hounds,” Ruleo said grimly. “Managed all of the dogs for hunts, searches, and other such excursions.” He leaned in a fair bit closer, white eyes sharp. “That should tell you enough. Jog your memory.”

Elenore did recall a major incident involving the keeper of the hounds. Her memory was not absolutely clear about the matter, so she pressed for more, saying, “You certainly concealed that detail well.”

Ruleo looked surprised, but he quickly corrected his expression and said neutrally, “I took some measures.”

“Did you know Argrave at all?”

Ruleo had a hate-filled smile and said through clenched teeth, “All too well. Nobles and other royals refused to associate with a bastard. But he was welcomed, accommodated, and nearly worshipped by the children of the royal servants.” Ruleo rubbed his hands together. “Awkward. Towered above some adults even when young. He stuttered and wasn’t particularly assertive. Made him feel… innocent, naïve. But all of that was just a mask for the same vindictiveness and cruelty the rest of you snakes have.”

Elenore thought to what Argrave was now. It was such a far cry from the young boy Ruleo described. All of his people seemed undyingly loyal to him—not out of fear, or low manipulation… but respect and even love. He reined in someone like Durran. Someone like him must’ve surely been a nightmare…

“I regret bragging,” Ruleo continued with another sigh.

“Bragging?” Elenore repeated, brought back to the matter at hand.

Ruleo nodded. “Yes. When my father found out I might be capable of using magic, he toiled to earn me a spot in the Order. I bragged to people—friends. Those friends told Argrave. And Argrave… took all of that toil.”

“He took your spot in the Order? How?”

Ruleo crossed his arms, looking ill at ease. “Noble children were having an outing in the forests. Something stupid… can’t remember.” He shook his head. “Argrave released all of the dogs, set them into a frenzy. Blamed my father.”

Elenore tilted her head. “I don’t recall deaths.”

“Of course not. My father was a good trainer.” Ruleo threw up his hands. “But piss-for-brains aristocracy listened to Argrave. They believed him when he stuttered out that it was some sort of assassination attempt. Even when the bastard so blatantly asked to receive what was mine!” Ruleo tapped his chest, anger rising, yet it waned quickly as he brought himself back under control. “My father was executed. Mother’s still kicking—she’s too bitter to die. And Argrave was on the fast track to becoming a Wizard of the Order. A joke, this kingdom of ours.”

Elenore nodded. “It is.”

“Listen…” Ruleo looked around. “Rancor—they’re particularly attached to a headquarters of theirs. They utterly refuse to give it up, reveal its location, or allow anyone inside. It’s not like your ordinary syndicate, ready to migrate at any moment. I can start there. Your people can, too.”

“That sounds promising,” Elenore nodded.

***

“An army, like a serpent, goes upon its belly,” Argrave declared. “Vasquer is a serpent already, so it’s a fitting little quote from someone… I can’t remember who, come to think of it. Maybe Sun Tzu. Or was it…?” Argrave shook his head. “Whatever. Neither Parbon nor Vasquer have idled throughout the winter. The bulk of that time has undoubtedly been spent preparing provisions for the war.”

All of them were in Elenore’s safehouse—a quaint place with plenty of storage and sleeping space, though little in the way of privacy. Shelves had been carved out of the stone, and the place had been made into a little home for them to stay. Argrave sat in a bed just beside Anneliese, while Durran sat cross-legged and Galamon stood. All were surrounded by a ward of Anneliese’s making.

“It’s true. Grand armies… difficult to sustain. An army of ten thousand might eat twice as many meals a day,” Galamon contributed. “It’s a blight upon the land, constantly eating food without providing any in return. Such is why armies resort to raiding.”

Argrave nodded. “Early winter finished off the harvest, preserved the food properly. Now we’re nearing the end of winter. Spring is coming. Snow everywhere is melting, and the fighting is sure to bloom just like the flowers.”

“Strategy and flowery language don’t mix. Wax poetic another time,” Durran chided jokingly. “What’re you getting at?”

Anneliese leaned in on Argrave. “Argrave and I think that Felipe’s handling of obtaining provisions presents an opportunity.”

Argrave nodded, a grim smile on his face. “This is only a theory of mine. Elenore’s going to be important in helping to confirm it. More than castles and ancestry, money is power. Money is the most tangible form of power—the ability to get others to do what you want. Parbon might’ve bought extra grain and crops en masse, but Vasquer certainly wouldn’t. They’d seize it by force. A lot of people with a lot of money are sorely angered.”

Anneliese continued, saying, “Though we already had plans to head to a city called Relize, an effectively self-governed city and financial engine for the north, Argrave thinks there is merit in looking for more opportunities. If Relize is discontent, there are certainly many more experiencing the same.”

“Let’s say you need to build a supply system in short order,” Argrave continued excitedly. “One winter, perhaps. The easiest way is to commandeer what already exists. Caravans, supply ships, baggage trains, and beasts of burdens… these people and possessions will undoubtedly be conscripted for the war effort. Vasquer strikes at the supplies of the south directly, but I think our point of focus should be these means of conveyance. Elenore can offer that opportunity.”

Galamon crossed his arms and looked around. “It would work,” he said. “Doing it… Organizing mass coordination between parties of varying interests… Execution is always different than theory. Always harder.”

“Elenore is rather adroit at that,” Argrave said. “Mass coordination, that is.”

“I thought we were building an army.” Durran leaned back on his hands. “Not that I dislike this notion. I mean, it might turn around on us…”

“Turn around?” Argrave furrowed his brows.

“Might make them pursue the south more aggressively. Our northern adversaries might raid villages for food, attack incautiously for supplies…” Durran shrugged. “My people often went to war for that reason. Rather than starve, we fought. From what I hear from Galamon, his people are similar. Their way is more so hunting parties and fishing journeys than raids, though.”

“The south is disadvantaged. They have to fight defensively. Foolhardy aggression from their enemies might be what they need.” Argrave shook his head. “And if they’re harried by others on a different front? Well…” Argrave smiled. “We will bring an army, Durran. Mingling with the patricians in Relize is the most important part of it. In a place dominated by the merchant class, ample muscle is needed to protect their interests. If they can be interested in fighting on my behalf?” Argrave raised his hands up. “Well. That’s quite the kickstart for resistance in the north.”


Chapter 21

“You controlled me,” Durran said, his brows furrowed and eyes staring at the ground. They sat in the saferoom, the other two busy with their own tasks. A ward concealed their conversation.

Argrave scratched the back of his neck. “Well, let’s not make it weird.”

Durran looked up. “Bit too late for that, Argrave. Are you… You didn’t take anything strange this morning?” He scanned his eyes like he was looking for dilated pupils. “Keep going. How?”

“Well, with a…” Argrave held up his hands, fiddling with his thumbs. “A controller. A little object, with buttons and a rubber stick that could move in all directions. That’s how I moved you.”

Durran stared at Argrave, completely silent.

“Sometimes I’d use a keyboard. It was a little board with a lot of buttons, one for each letter and numeral. Plus some… symbols.” Argrave shook his head. “Listen—just think of it like this. I’ve done all of this before. I know this world very well. I experienced things through you and some others.” Argrave leaned and patted Durran on the shoulder. “Just thought it was long overdue to tell you. You’ve been doing good work. And that brings us to the reward I promised you,” Argrave continued quickly, retrieving a prepared package that jingled.

Argrave threw the bag at Durran, and the man quickly threw his hand up and caught it with his left hand. It slid out of his two remaining fingers, but the other hand quickly caught it so adeptly he seemed used to doing so.

“Sorry,” Argrave apologized. “But that’s… well, it’s a lot of cash. Two pink coins, fifty of those gold ones.”

Durran’s face brightened at once. “You’re kidding.” He grabbed the string binding the bag closed and pulled it, opening it up. At once, some of the sheening rose gold magic coins veritably shone out of the bag, as though the leather concealed rainbows instead of metal. “This is… good gods. This is a lot of reward. I—” Durran paused. “Forget that. You can’t just cut me off at that point. What in the world is Heroes of Berendar? This is the last damn explanation I expected!”

Argrave looked around as though someone might hear, but the ward blocked all sound from escaping. “Well, it’s just like I said.”

“This place was a game for you.” Durran pointed to the ground. “I don’t know. It’s a pretty far cry from some card game or… or a woven ball you’d kick about on a dune of sand. I don’t get it.”

Argrave leaned back, exasperated. “The reason I dragged my feet is because I hate talking about it. It’s…”

Durran laughed. “I get it—it kills the mystique a little. But I’m just… trying to wrap my head around this. A game that recreates… a different reality.”

“Creates a reality. Or maybe it does recreate, given I’m here, now.” Argrave shook his head in frustration. “I don’t understand half of this nonsense myself. I hate talking about it because I don’t like thinking about it. I’m here. I’ve got you, Galamon, Anneliese—the three of you keep me grounded. I have to focus on the present. But… I think you deserve some honesty, so I’m telling you.”

“You trust me,” Durran stated.

Argrave nodded. “I do.”

Durran looked off to the side. “Just had to give up a few fingers, huh?”

Argrave laughed, but immediately uncomfortably assured, “That’s not…”

“Relax, you bastard. I know,” Durran assured him. “So you, uh… You weren’t ever really ‘Argrave,’ huh? Never lived in this place. Didn’t even have magic.”

Argrave shook his head. “No.”

“No wars. No life-or-death. No cults, ancient gods… No struggle to find a meal every day,” Durran continued, waving his hands as he rattled off hardships.

Argrave stared at Durran. “I was lucky, yeah. My biggest concerns were social.”

Durran nodded and looked off to the side with a blank stare. “I guess mettle must be in the blood. No other explanation for how you got through unscathed.”

Argrave looked down. “I just played things safe.”

Durran focused back on Argrave. “You’ve a strange definition of safe.” Durran weighed the sack of coins in his hand, then said, “Well, gods be damned. This is a nice bag to spend. I can do a lot. Try northern liquor, your food, maybe your women,” Durran said with a smile, but for some reason his smile faded. “Maybe… maybe not.”

“Hey. Do what you will.” Argrave held his hands up. “I can’t pass judgement. Ever since my body got better, I’m constantly… Well, forget that. The point is to take a break. After you handle some things for me, of course.”

“Ah.” Durran pointed. “I knew it.”

“Of all of us, you’re the least recognizable.” Argrave pointed to him. “So long as you dress inconspicuously, you should be able to get a fair bit done without raising eyebrows. And you’re reliable about matters like this.” Argrave retrieved a paper. “Got a small shopping list for you. While Elenore snoops on Rancor, I have to prepare for the immediate future. We’re in the capital—plenty of shops that have things I need, things only High Wizards of the Order can buy. Specifically… some ingredients. Galamon and I are going to be brewing some things.”

“You’re the High Wizard, not me.” Durran shook his head. “How can I buy anything from these shops?”

“Wizards are busy and wealthy. There’s a system for servants to buy things.” Argrave waved his hands.

Durran smiled and tapped his knees. “Alright, master. As you command. This servant will go and do your bidding. I am infinitely humbled by the grace you’ve shown in allowing me to spend whatever remains.”

“You forgot to bow.” Argrave rose to his feet. “Thank you for this. Have fun. And if you have any more questions about what I disclosed to you, about my past…” Argrave put his hand on Durran’s shoulder. “Ask Anneliese, please. I hate talking about this.”

Durran laughed, then stood as well. He wrapped the string back around the bag and closed it, hooking it to his belt. “How would you function without her?”

“Poorly, I suspect.” Argrave smiled.

***

Ruleo ate a loaf of bread as he sat surrounded by a cluster of rocks, waiting and watching. His piercing white eyes stayed on a drainage exit, watching the water pour out and out of a thin, rust-corroded iron grate.

Elenore was acting remarkably human when last he met her. That was an unusual thing indeed. Typically, she dealt with everyone, even her closest agents, in an entirely business-like fashion. Something must’ve excited her—brightened her day, brought some color to her world of unending dark. On top of that, she restricted access to many important areas. Even now, her men watched and guarded these entrances.

Ruleo knew something big was brewing.

In truth, Elenore’s request to examine Rancor could be considered a good break for him. Considering the strange nature of the information the crime syndicate had delivered to him, he had already been looking into them on his own—one of their lieutenants, a shrewish man by the name of Wayn, had seemed remarkably suspicious. From there… he’d looked into things on his own, already got some conclusions. ‘Vampire’ was a word that came to his mind.

Rancor was concealing something gargantuanly profitable in their headquarters. Whatever it was, it was part of the Old Dirracha—the ancient sewer systems, the old streets, all covered by the finely-paved roads of this beautiful city around them. This city was built atop a city after a devastating event in the distant past. It was a baffling thing, and more than a little confusing.

Ruleo would tell her this in due time, of course. He knew every detail about their headquarters beyond what was inside it, and he was certain Elenore would be satisfied with that. The work she’d given him—he’d already done it. Once he told her, she’d order her own men, possibly accompanied by Ruleo, to check things out.

Now, though… the reasons for her restrictions to entrances was far more interesting. Ruleo had been through the drainage grate ahead and recalled that its pathway moved right by a safehouse. Provided she was keeping someone safe, it was his best lead to find out what was going on with her. Elenore had big designs—he was interested in being part of them, even if he needed to be a bit underhanded.

And… she had mentioned Argrave. So far as he knew, Argrave was still locked up in the Tower of the Gray Owl, and that hadn’t changed. Ruleo hoped he’d die there. Even still, Elenore brought him up all the same. That warranted his attention.

Ruleo had some of his other men watching other entrances to the greenhouse. They were all skilled, and he trusted them to do the task ably. But instinct told him he’d want to be here, watching this part. Instinct was something without basis, but it had worked for him so many times in the past that Ruleo was content in having faith that trend would continue.

The suns continued to pass over the sky as Ruleo ate, until he was finished and done. He kept watching, legs snug in a nook of a rock close by. He watched and waited, shaded by a larger rock nearby. Eventually enough time had passed that he was hungry again, and the light of the suns was just beginning to fade.

Yet then… the men guarding the hidden exit both moved toward it. Ruleo remained still, watching attentively. A man wearing a baggy set of robes walked out. He carried a walking stick of some sort—or at least, so Ruleo thought at first. Cloth wrapping was dense at the top. It was a spear of some kind.

“Hmm…” Ruleo remained still, doing nothing to draw anyone’s attention. He examined the attitude between the guards and the man—it wasn’t fully cooperative. “Might be my man.”

His eyes followed the tall man with the spear walking toward the city of Dirracha.


Chapter 22

Argrave took a long drink of the mildly warmed tea, having let it cool for some time. Elenore watched him—well, perhaps ‘watched’ was the wrong word, Argrave supposed. Anneliese was present, too. She held the teapot she had been rather obviously fascinated by. Her fascination probably stemmed from the fact that it needed no external heating. It was a self-contained enchanted item that could heat whatever water was poured in it, and probably cost an exorbitant sum.

“You’re quite incautious,” Elenore said. “Or am I mistaking you?”

“Incautious?” Argrave put the cup down, enjoying its warmth. “I’m lost.”

“The tea.” She gestured. “Snakes are venomous, you know.”

“Oh.” Argrave nodded, enlightened. He was content to stay silent, let her think him incautious. As something came to mind, he asked curiously, “Do you actually have any poison on hand? Potent poison.”

Her brows furrowed. “Why?”

“Just wanted to try something.” Argrave shrugged. Anneliese glared at him, and he laughed. “Well, never mind. She won’t let me.”

“Do not act as though this is some overbearing interference,” Anneliese chided him, setting the teapot down. “You speak of poison.”

Argrave sighed. “I’m sorry.” He stayed silent for a bit, then poked her in the ribs. “You can’t deny you’re curious, though. What would happen?”

Anneliese swatted his hand away playfully, and then Elenore cleared her throat to break them up. “You wanted to discuss something with me?”

“Right.” Argrave spun the cup about with his hands, unembarrassed. “Want to make money?”

“Usually.” Elenore nodded. “I think everyone can say that, though.”

“I got some other stuff from the place I got your little gift from,” Argrave said. “I need some discreet appraisers to take a look at them. Order of the Rose items, enchanted? Some items from the Archduke’s Palace, too, in the wetlands. Some of them will be incredibly valuable, both personally and financially speaking. I’d like to entrust them with you. Ideally, they’d be turned around in a week. What I don’t keep, I give to you to sell.”

“A week?” Elenore placed her hands on the table, bronze tapping against the wood. “That’s—”

“More than manageable for you. Don’t act as though it’ll be costly,” Argrave interrupted. “You make the bulk of your money from unlicensed spellcasters who can’t get into the Order of the Gray Owl. You’ve got… I don’t know. Probably hundreds here.” Argrave waved his hands. “The majority of what I need is combat-oriented. There’ll be a lot of utility enchantments you can sell at a very high price.”

“Combat-oriented,” Elenore repeated. “Commanding troops into battle, perhaps?”

Argrave smiled. “Later, certainly.”

“I’ll take a look at them.” Elenore nodded.

“Good. I presume Rancor will crack open soon. Beyond that, I was wondering if you had any seeds that grow more mystical plants on reserve for this place. Food for Anneliese’s bird, you see.” Argrave pointed to her with his thumb. “I’ll pay.”

“Certainly. I don’t have details—you’ll need to speak to someone else. I trust them, worry not.” Elenore nodded, then pursed her lips. “Speaking of animals… what do you think of dogs?”

Argrave frowned. “Is this code? Are you talking about House Quadreign? That’s their heraldry, after all.” Argrave shrugged. “One of their daughters is an exceptional mage, but other than that… not much of note.”

“A dog doesn’t remind you of anything else,” Elenore continued, leaning in a bit more.

Perplexed, Argrave looked to Anneliese—she gave no obvious signals of what Elenore might be driving at, implying the question wasn’t an emotional one.

“I don’t know. A bit messy, overfriendly… They’re fun sometimes. Hard to stay sad when you’ve got a big dog to hug.” Argrave cast a spell, and his Brumesingers dropped out of his coat, moving to stand up on the table. “Look at these guys, though. Food’s easy to get, no mess, quiet, ridiculously adorable…” Argrave ran his hands across their faces, scratching between their giant ears. The four of them competed for his hand. “Hardly a contest.”

Elenore kept her hand on the table, observing in silence. “They are cute,” he heard her say, so quiet it was almost inaudible.

Argrave heard it, though. He sent the Brumesingers toward Elenore, causing her to lean back cautiously. After a second, her hand stretched out. One of the foxes practically shoved its head into her hand.

Then, the princess pulled her hand back. “It would be best if you head off before others arrive. I have some things to attend to, and this was promised to be a short meeting,” she said neutrally. “I will send some trustworthy people to handle what we spoke of. If you’d like to minimize contact with other parties, I can arrange that.”

Argrave smiled and tapped the table. Perhaps he should have been expecting this sort of reaction.

“Until our next scheduled exchange of stiff business propositions, then,” he quipped while rising, and the Brumesingers scurried back to hide away in his heavy gray duster. Her question of dogs lingered on his mind. He did not feel he could dismiss it so easily… and yet nothing came to mind. “Be careful. Remember what I warned about,” he said as he left.

Anneliese and Argrave exited into the greenhouse. As they walked, Argrave asked, “What was the dog thing about? Any ideas?”

“Curiosity. Uncertainty. Beyond that… little else.” Anneliese looked to Argrave. “I cannot say it is something major.”

Argrave nodded. “I can’t, either. That’s what bothers me.”

***

Ruleo sat on a railing, watching the man with the spear wander throughout the gray stone city of Dirracha. This settlement was giant—it was a great ring that encircled a mountain, the Dragon Palace of the royal family overlooking the buildings like some guardian… or prison warden. This man, whoever he was, had clearly not been around here before. He wandered, following some directions to various locations. It might’ve been difficult to follow, but the spear he bore made him quite identifiable and Ruleo kept track of him without issue.

His lack of direction marked him as foreign to the city, and as much was evident from when Ruleo saw his face. Though his quarry wore baggy, concealing clothing and blended in with the crowd very well, Ruleo had caught a few glimpses of the man’s face. His skin was darker than those of Vasquer and bore golden tattoos, some marred by scars. Ruleo traveled frequently and had seen his kind before—he was from the Burnt Desert. Not many of them made it past the Lionsun Wall, and even fewer of them were tame enough to survive very long in Vasquer.

Ruleo catalogued what this wayward tribal was doing. The places that he entered all had the markings of the Gray Owl, and he bought materials from them. Considering that he was a foreigner, Ruleo found it quite unlikely that this man was a Wizard of the Order. Perhaps he was a mage of a high caliber, and Ruleo simply saw an illusion. The notion was far-fetched, and so he dismissed it.

If the wayward tribal wasn’t part of the Order, he was buying something on someone’s behalf—after all, each time he left an Order-marked shop, he had something new. Ruleo knew of this process. The Wizard of the Order would imprint their magical signature on a document using their badges, and servants would use it to purchase items in their stead. It was a relatively common thing.

And since it was common, it was Ruleo’s primary lead.

If he could get his hands on the document bearing the magical signature… even if he wasn’t part of the Order himself, Ruleo had a few trustworthy contacts who might be able to get the signature checked, see who it belonged to. It might be a dead-end. Or… it might tell him a lot. He supposed it was solely chance.

Instinct told him Elenore was preparing for something. The way she talked, the matter with Rancor, the questions about Argrave… the more he thought about it, the more it stuck in his mind. She’d made an incredibly generous offer for information on Rancor. Ruleo felt that a storm was coming. Gathering information had kept him alive in the past. And right now, he saw a sort of a lifeline.

The obstacle to that was lifting it off this wayward tribal. Considering the man brought a spear, he was probably a warrior, not at all used to dealing with covert operations. Even then, if he came from Elenore’s greenhouse, he was probably associated with her. Ruleo wanted to get information quietly, not provoke a good business partner.

Ruleo opened his pouch, reaching in. He pulled out a severed hand. Where its wrist began, an eyeball roamed about, searching. He set it down, and it scurried away. He had made that necromantic creature with Order of the Rose spells. It knew his will, and could reason well enough to do this job risk-free.

Ruleo turned around, content to let his creation do his work or fail. He crested a corner, looking for a safe place to relax, when an unexpected flash of black tinged with purple entered his view at eye level. He raised his arm instinctively—his gauntlets were artifacts and could take blows well.

Yet whatever was coming at him distorted in the air, warping as dancing purple lights faded in its wake. The thing—Ruleo now realized it was a glaive—struck him right beneath the armpit. The power behind the blow was tremendous and Ruleo took to the air, slamming into a nearby building. He expected to feel warm blood flowing down his side… yet didn’t.

“Look at that. Felt like hitting straw. Guess well-enchanted armor does make you stronger,” the tribal mused, spinning his glaive until it was ready to strike again. Ruleo saw he was missing fingers. “You’re following me. I don’t think it’s to ask me for a drink, either.” The man braced, ready to swing. “Talk. Elsewise, the next blow won’t be with the blunt side.”

Ruleo rose up, crouching while remaining non-threatening. That one blow might’ve shattered his ribs if not for his armor. Winded, Ruleo held his hands out, watching the glaive while remaining silent. His eyes darted around, looking for the bag that the tribal had been holding—it was sheltered in a small alcove, fully blocked by the tribal’s body. In other words, difficult to snatch easily.

“White eyes, dark hair… definitely a memorable appearance. You can talk now, or I can ask a certain Bat, and I’ll learn everything I need to know about you. Maybe you’re already acquainted, and that’s why you’re following me.” The tribal took another step. “You can talk to me. I can be a nice guy if I get what I want. Think of me like your dad. One of your siblings has been naughty. If you tell, I won’t punish you.” He smiled. “Not a bad deal, huh?”

Ruleo eyed the black glaive with bizarre purple runes on its surface, then the bag just behind the tribal. In his peripheries, the glaive started to move. Its very figure was blurry. Rather than try to block again, Ruleo kicked off the wall into a roll, dodging completely. The tribal adeptly redirected his glaive so it wouldn’t slam against the wall. He stepped in pursuit of Ruleo, cornering him once again. Ruleo had to admit—no options for retreat, no witnesses… this tribal had chosen his battlefield well.

“Let’s put the glaive down, yeah?” Ruleo held his hand out slowly. “I’m not following you. I don’t know why you’re taking swings at me.”

“Uh huh, yeah.” Durran nodded. “You pull that innocent act with the old ladies, not with me. It’s no coincidence I see you lurking, eyeing me from blocks away. I made circles around the damned streets to be sure I wasn’t being paranoid—you were so caught up in admiring my strut you didn’t even realize we’d been looping the same place. I’m flattered I’ve got an admirer, but I think it’s about time for the confession.”

Ruleo shifted on his feet, realizing now that the wayward tribal might not have been lost in Dirracha after all. He watched the man, debating what happened next. Deescalate the situation? Stick with his plan, try to distract the tribal while his necromantic creation stole the paper? Whatever it was, he needed to choose quickly.


Chapter 23

“I’m thinking you and I work for the same person.” Ruleo waved his hand between the two of them, keeping his eyes far off the black bag that was his target. “Let’s just take it easy.”

Durran laughed. “I highly doubt that. But since you think so, why don’t you spill your guts to me? Who do we work for, mister colleague?”

“The Bat.” Ruleo held his hands steady.

Durran studied him, running that through his head. Had Elenore sent this man to watch him? Something about it sounded wrong. He’d spoken to her guards as he left—they’d seemed more cooperative than suspicious, and he’d told them precisely what he intended to do. And besides… this man would know Durran worked for Argrave, not Elenore. Elsewise, why would he be watching him?

“How about we go to her together, then?” Durran planted his glaive on the ground. “We can sort out this misunderstanding, ease my suspicions. Might save your life.”

On the other side of the confrontation…

Ruleo felt he was getting a handle on things. What were his options? Try to escape, for one. He felt he could. He had plenty of tricks up his sleeve. Or two… He could play along with this tribal, return to Elenore, confess his sins. Ideally, his necromantic creation would do its duty, steal the paper with the magic signature. But if Ruleo’s hunch was right, and this was something big she was keeping secret… Elenore might not let him walk away unscathed. She might not let him walk away at all.

Playing along is too dangerous, Ruleo concluded. You made a mess of things. Cut your losses. Get away.

“Let’s go together, then.” Ruleo nodded, lowering his hands to his side.

“Really? Well… not what I was expecting,” the tribal seemed surprised. “Let’s—”

Ruleo thrust his hand into his pocket and threw out powder. At once, Durran raised his hand and cast a spell of wind. Before the two could meet, Ruleo cast a spell of his own—a simple E-rank ignition spell. The powder roared to life, exploding into loud yet largely ineffectual sparks that scattered from the wind spell. It was only a distraction. Ruleo circled around, rearing his arm back for a punch. Durran was, as Ruleo had expected, prepared for that.

The tribal blocked the punch with the shaft of his glaive and a deafening ring echoed out. Durran quickly kicked at Ruleo’s gut, and the two disentangled. The tribal cast a spell at Ruleo as he retreated. A wolf of fire roared out, and Ruleo felt he had ample time to get away.

The black glaive cut through the spell, though, and the spell wreathed around the blade unnaturally. The flames carried with the swing of the glaive far beyond where they typically might, and Ruleo desperately shielded with his gauntlets. The fire whipped at his face, and he heard his skin sizzle.

Pushing past the pain of the burn, Ruleo covertly tossed a hook attached to a very thin line at the closed bag the tribal had been carrying.

“Quite some gauntlets you got.” Durran looked at the dent in his glaive’s shaft from it had been struck earlier.

“We made a lot of noise. Militiamen and maybe royal guards will be here if we keep at it like this,” Ruleo said as he healed the burn on his face. “I’ll tell them you tried to steal my bag. They’ll believe me over you—I might look like a thug, but you’re from the Burnt Desert. Nothing against you, but I’ll take whatever opportunity I can get.”

“A convincing argument,” Durran said without hesitation.

The tribal stepped away and grabbed the bag, closing it and rushing away. Ruleo was surprised the man so quickly believed him. Even still, Ruleo pulled tight on the string with the hook. It caught on the bag, opening it up and causing the contents to splay out. Durran was caught off-guard, but Ruleo had been the initiator and sought his target with razor-focus. The thin paper with a black splotch across it danced in the air like a leaf, and Ruleo seized it quickly.

Triumphant, Ruleo turned to flee. Yet the second his sprint began, two armored men walked up before him, swords ready. He tried to stop himself quickly, but one reached out and caught his wrist. The other coordinated well, seizing Ruleo beneath the shoulder in a way that immobilized his arm. He felt cold steel at his throat and craned his neck to avoid being cut.

“The Bat would like a word,” one of the men said, laxing the tightness of the blade. “Let’s go together.”

His breathing heavy, Ruleo dropped the piece of paper. He gritted his teeth and stared at his captors as they helped him to his feet. Behind, the tribal walked up to him.

“Good fight. Clever thing you did, using a fisherman’s line… call me a coward if you will, but the moment I saw you, I sent a signal to these lovely gentlemen just as they asked me to.” Durran retrieved the paper with the magic signature and held it up in the air. “Like you, I take any opportunity I can get. Maybe we’ll talk again soon.”

***

Elenore observed Ruleo, bound to a stake before her and largely stripped of personal possessions. She was not in her greenhouse—rather, she was at another private location. Though bound, Ruleo was still a mage, so spellcasters she trusted were nearby in case he tried something. Additionally, his hands were bound in such a way they could only face downward.

Argrave had insisted that Elenore watch out for traitors, and Ruleo was one of the first suspects that came to mind. He had no genuine loyalty to her beyond the fact that she offered him significant wealth at times. Indeed, he probably bore some dislike toward most of Vasquer given what had been done to him. She supposed she couldn’t deem this a true betrayal of her, not until she verified things… It was merely curiosity of what she had hidden. Ruleo had good instincts, it would seem.

“Last I checked, following people under my protection is not at all related to looking into Rancor,” Elenore began, leaning forward somewhat until her eyeless sockets loomed over the man.

Ruleo looked up to her. “What do you want, an apology? I’m only sorry I got caught,” he concluded, turning his head away. “I’ve already got all the details about Rancor you need. I can give them to you whenever. I think I’ve forfeited my payment… and owe you a debt, now. Would that make us even?”

“Why would you do this?” Elenore continued, crossing her arms. “We’ve been working profitably and consistently for a few months, now. I valued you enough to reveal my identity. So… why?”

Ruleo stayed silent a few moments, then closed his eyes. “It was a gambit to get involved in high politics. You were being heavy-handed. You were hiding something important. You were asking about Argrave earlier—drew my suspicions for long-term moves you might be enacting after Induen’s death. Mostly just a hunch, something to occupy my time. I overestimated myself… or maybe underestimated you. Either way, I’m only sorry I got caught,” he repeated in closing, opening his eyes once more.

Elenore laid her hands flat against one another, her bronze rings clattering. “I find it difficult to continue a relationship in which there is little trust. Considering how much you know of me and my operation…”

Elenore trailed off as something entered her hearing. She sat up straighter, paying attention. Her hearing was better than most, having been honed over the years in light of the loss of one of her senses. It became more succinct—whistling, and footsteps.

Soon enough, Durran entered. Elenore turned her head to him and said in annoyance, “Must you make so much noise?”

“Just happy. Is that a crime?” he said, undeterred. He waved a bag in his hands. “Hey. Told you we’d meet again. You gave me quite a bit of heartache. Broke my bag. You have no idea how difficult it is to haul things about in a torn bag.”

“Altogether, things ended much worse for me,” Ruleo said, his light cackle escaping for a few moments.

Durran clicked his tongue. “True enough. Can’t be too bad if you’re laughing, though.”

“What did our mutual friend decide?” Elenore asked Durran, cutting into their conversation. She had no time to waste on banter. “It concerns his privacy. I’ll leave the decision to him.”

“Well…” Durran trailed off, rubbing his hands together. He pointed at Ruleo, bound on the floor. “You’re Ruleo, aren’t you?”

Elenore hid her surprise by covering her mouth. She had deliberately told her people not to disclose Ruleo’s name to Argrave, doubly to preserve the man’s life and to answer a question she had. Elenore had gotten her answer; Argrave knew Ruleo, meaning he did recognize him by Durran’s description alone. Had he been lying about being ignorant of the incident with the dogs? She could not puzzle that out.

“I am,” Ruleo answered unaffectedly, likely assuming Elenore had simply told Durran.

“So you are,” Durran nodded. “Well, that simplifies things. Leader man wants you to live. He thinks you’d be of great use in this matter with Rancor.”

Elenore observed Durran, using her newfound perception to scan his body. She did not see the wisdom behind Argrave’s decision, at least practically speaking. Though she preferred to make no enemies, disagreements like the one between Argrave and Ruleo were inevitable. It was better not to leave active antagonists alive, in Elenore’s experience—they could deal damage in the future. Ruleo could certainly be an impediment for Argrave’s future, minor or major.

Ruleo sized up Durran. “So, you’re the ones spurring the Bat toward Rancor.”

“She has a name. A rather nice one, too: Elenore.” Durran stepped forward and kneeled down. “I think I understand leader man on this one. You’re like me. Someone who was controlled. At least, so he claims.”

Ruleo frowned. “Don’t be vague. What do you mean, ‘like you’?”

“If I’m not vague, he’ll get mad at me. When he’s mad at me, buildings tend to fall down.” Durran shook his head. “If you really are like me, I think you can get a lot done.”

Ruleo looked to Elenore. “Well… hard to sell my skills when I’m bound to a stake after getting my efforts tossed to the wind, but yeah, I’m fairly confident.” He smiled.

Durran rose to his feet. “Do you know how old Rancor is?” Durran spread his hands out, letting the silence fall. “It’s 873 years old.”

“Old as the kingdom,” Elenore noted.

“Where is this claim coming from?” Ruleo asked disbelievingly.

“You probably know…” Durran kneeled once more. “Rancor’s base is in the old city. The buried city. The city this one was built atop.” He pointed to the ground.

Elenore focused on Ruleo for his reaction. After a second, he shrugged. “If you know so much, why do you want people like me to look into it? Doesn’t make sense.”

Durran looked at Elenore pointedly. His words confirmed that Argrave’s knowledge had been correct from the beginning—something was suspicious about Rancor’s inner circle. Her question now was why Argrave had pointed her in this direction.

“I know that look.” Durran pointed at Elenore. “It’s the look that says, ‘How does he know so much?’ I probably had that on my face quite a few times.” Durran laughed and waved his fingers. “I think that’s going to be the least bizarre thing you hear this week. Let me ask—who’s the oldest person you’ve ever spoken to?”

“I don’t know. Some Magister, most likely.” Elenore shook her head, growing irritated by how rapidly the conversation jumped from subject to subject. “Are you implying…?”

“Yeah. Our mutual friend—he wants you to talk to someone very old in Rancor’s base. Other than him, you’re the only one here who can communicate with this fellow.”

Elenore shifted her head to the side. She didn’t like the vagary, but she felt it best to play along for now. “Perhaps you’d best tell me all you know, Ruleo. Even if Durran’s friend wants you to live, I’m not so forgiving. I see no reason to let a liability free. And even if Rancor has a base in the old city, I see no reason to disrupt my dealings with them of yet.”

“Fair enough.” Ruleo nodded. “I gambled. I lost. Now, I pay up.”


Chapter 24

“Things were as you claimed,” Elenore told Argrave, her hands entwined as they laid across the table before her. In the past few days, she had integrated the bronze jewelry into her movements, and now already had a practiced grace even with the ungainly objects on her fingers and wrists.

“I see,” Argrave said nonchalantly, smiling at Anneliese as she filled his cup with tea.

“Rancor is heavily involved in human trafficking. Captured victims never left the city, though, so it was difficult to monitor. On top of that, they were the primary exporters of a vicious alchemical drug. These were both matters I was looking into already… They were attracting undue attention from authorities, disrupting things.” Elenore tapped her fingers against the table. “Yet you gave me their source directly. Rancor is being dealt with as we speak, with Ruleo heading things per your recommendation. I appreciate you placing him in debt to me. Now, I’d like to know why you asked me to clear my schedule today.”

Argrave sipped the tea at once, savoring the warmth in the cold winter morning. He never liked fruity teas like this one, but the warmth itself was nice. “I think Durran told you,” he said as he set the cup down, staring Elenore in the face.

“I will speak to someone old.” Elenore nodded. “As though that explains anything at all.”

“Not just that,” Durran chimed in. “Someone only you two can communicate with.” His fingers waved between the two of them.

Argrave placed his elbows on the table as he leaned in. “Vasquer. What do you actually know about her?”

Elenore frowned. “Don’t launch into a story to defle—”

“The snake, not the kingdom.” Argrave held his hand out to interrupt. “She fought alongside Felipe I. Why? For what purpose? What happened afterwards? It’s just a hole in the histories.”

Elenore’s brows rose, and she took a deep breath. “You mean to say with these allusions… Rancor houses Vasquer itself?”

“Yes.” Argrave nodded. “The majority of its upper-echelon members captured her, once. They’re vampires. A very old coven. Once your men deal with them, we’re going to talk to her. You’re going to get some answers. I’m going to confirm what I already know to be true.”

Elenore looked greatly disturbed. She turned her head to the side, then faced him again with conviction. “What happened to you?”

“Me?” Argrave placed his hands to his chest.

“Livia. Does that name mean anything to you?”

Caught off-guard by the non-sequitur, Argrave ran the name through his memory.

Elenore laughed as Argrave stayed silent. “That’s your mother’s name you’re struggling to remember. Or Argrave’s mother’s name, at least.”

Argrave frowned. He did recognize the name now, but it was too late—the milk had been spilled. Trying to salvage it, he said calmly, “She died when I was young.”

“Eight. She died when you were eight. You’re twenty, perhaps twenty-one now,” Elenore told him. “I’ve been looking into you, Argrave. People knew you here in Dirracha. But no one knows the person I speak to now.” She shook her head. “The profile is entirely different. Your character does not match.”

Argrave remained steadfast. “People change,” he suggested. “I was at the Order of the Gray Owl for two years.”

“Your heart is unnatural. Your eyes… I’ve observed Ruleo’s necromantic creations last he was here. Their eyes have the same color,” Elenore listed out. “Now you come to me with these unnatural knowings… You slip into the heart of this place without being challenged and tell me the secrets of Rancor as though you are a part of it.”

Argrave shook his head. “These are far-fetched conclusions, Elenore.”

“My logic is sound,” she disagreed. “What is your game? What do you want from me?” she asked, voice trembling slightly.

Durran leaned in and said firmly, “We’ve told you from the beginning. Argrave wants you as an ally.”

“You give me vague warnings to build my trust… treat me kindly to curry favor… reveal secrets to establish usefulness and reliability… I cannot afford to trust it. Gifts are the most expensive things.” She shook her head.

Argrave took a deep breath. “Elenore, we’re on the verge of putting all the obfuscation to bed. I just need you to follow along a little longer. After, I can divulge everything. I fear you won’t believe me if I tell you now.”

Elenore rose—she was wearing her prosthetic feet. “I appreciate your gift, Argrave, both of this jewelry and of Rancor’s activities. However, I think this will be the end of our association.”

Argrave felt battered by the volatile shift. “What?” he asked, though she was already moving to leave.

Galamon stood aside to let her pass. Argrave stared at the doorway in shock, trying to piece together a course of action.

Durran leaned back in the chair. “I wonder if she realizes she left her own bedroom,” he mused. “Wonder where she’ll go.”

Argrave looked to Anneliese for guidance. “She was scared. Terrified,” Anneliese told him.

Hearing that, Argrave could only rub his forehead in confusion. He feared chasing after her might exacerbate the issue—perhaps when she discovered Vasquer in Rancor’s base, she would come to him again. That might be his opportunity.

“Well, that’s enough for me.” Durran rose to his feet and grabbed Argrave’s shoulder. “Hey. This time, destroy a smaller tower,” he joked, then ran out of the room.

“What…?” Argrave began, but Durran had already left. “That…! Anneliese? Starsparrow,” he said, scrambling to his feet. He knocked over the wooden chair.

“My advice? Let him go,” Galamon contributed.

Argrave looked at Galamon. “Why in the world would I do that?”

Galamon stared at Argrave without any words to offer in answer. Flabbergasted, Argrave looked to Anneliese.

“I would agree,” Anneliese said after a second.

Argrave looked between the two of them, completely lost. Galamon picked up the fallen chair and corrected it, gesturing kindly for Argrave to sit.

***

“Hey. Hey!” Durran shouted, rushing after Elenore.

The princess barely paused, turning her head from right to left with tightly clenched teeth. She stopped and turned. “Why do you follow me?!” she demanded.

“Why else?” Durran questioned, stepping slower and breathing heavily as he stopped his run. “To fix things.”

Elenore shook her head and turned, resuming walking down the path. Her prostheses clicked out in angry haste against the stone pathway. Durran rushed ahead of her.

“Come on. You don’t even know where you’re going, and you know it,” Durran insisted, holding his hands out.

Elenore scoffed and stopped fully now that she was blocked. “What would you know of me?”

“I know you’re scared. You’re not scared you’ll get hurt—well, not physically. You’re afraid of accepting anyone in, allowing yourself to be vulnerable.” Durran pointed to her.

Elenore laughed angrily. “Don’t speak such shallow, rehearsed lines intended to enchant some feisty barmaid with father issues. You speak to a person who was blind not days ago,” she said, temper flaring. “Have you any idea what that is like? Every person that comes before you leaves you vulnerable. You can hear them, smell them, feel them… but that does nothing for you.

“They could stab you, and you would have no opportunity to even see the attack coming. They could set your hair aflame, or hurl boiling water at you, or any number of terrible things you might concoct. I sat alone in the unending sightlessness, waiting for the world to do as it pleased to me. Allowing myself to be vulnerable? My existence was vulnerability itself. I have courted it for over a decade now,” she finished, voice a tight whip.

Durran shifted on his feet. “Did people do those things to you, set your hair aflame, the like?”

“That-that’s beside the point.” Elenore waved her hand, bronze bracelets clattering against each other. “You have no idea what I’ve been through. I got where I am by avoiding ill portents like those that surround Argrave, if that even is his name.”

“Does anyone know what you’ve been through?” Durran questioned. “Other than yourself, I’m betting the answer is no.”

“You’re correct,” she said with a droll anger. “So step aside, and let me continue as I always have.”

“Blind in a greenhouse of beauty?” Durran snapped back. “I’m afraid it’s too late. You can’t go back. Like you said, gifts can be the most expensive things. The price is suffering our presence as we help each other.”

Elenore swallowed. Then, she reached for her fingers, prying free the bronze claw rings. She collected them in her hand, then removed the bracelets, the necklace, the earrings… each and all clattering to the floor.

“There,” she said. “I think that puts an end to things.”

Elenore walked forward, expecting to bump into Durran and push him aside. Instead, nothing was there. Perhaps he’d stepped aside, or perhaps she’d guessed wrong. She proceeded forth with unduly confident steps in blackness, trying her best to roughly maintain a straight line. Suddenly, a branch bumped her head and she ducked. Her prosthetic feet offered poor maneuverability, and she slid and fell. Her body turned in a manner she could not place, and before she knew it her legs were propped in the air by some bush and the back of her head was planted to the ground.

The princess struggled vainly to get up, but her position was quite awkward. After a time of struggle, a voice cut in. “You want some help?”

Elenore said nothing. She tried to feel out her surroundings, and once she had a decent feel for them, approached the task smartly. She grabbed a low-hanging branch and started to pull herself up… yet with a snap, all her effort was undone, and she came crashing back down.

“Do you want some help?” Durran asked again, tone dry.

“Yes, damn you,” Elenore finally said.

At once, she felt an arm wrap behind her waist and pull her up, propping her on her feet. She was dizzy and staggered a little, and before she knew it, Durran led her somewhere to sit.

Elenore sat in embarrassed silence, waiting for the speech to come. ‘See? Just like I said, you need to ask for help,’ Durran would say. She could predict the whole speech coming. ‘You cannot walk alone. Together, we can both walk forward, aiding the other. It’s what they do in the Burnt Desert, to keep each other from veering off course. There’s no shame in asking for help.’ She could not recall the last time she’d lost her composure so much. She felt ashamed, humiliated beyond measure.

“Here,” Durran said. “I picked them up.”

Elenore felt cold metal against her hand and grasped the claw ring once more. She didn’t want to put it on. She didn’t want to be here. She didn’t want to be dealing with this situation.

“Fine,” Durran said, taking it back. They sat in silence for a moment. Then, she heard a buckle unfasten, heard something fall to the floor, and tensed for what might be happening. “Woah. Good gods. This is a weird experience.”

Elenore turned her head but saw nothing as ever. “Are you… are you wearing it?”

“Yeah, I am.” He gasped. “It’s… Gods, I can perceive my blood flowing through my hand. How the hell did you adapt to this so quickly?”

“Why are you wearing it?” she asked incredulously.

“Why am I not wearing it? You don’t want it,” Durran rebuked. “Huh. With my eyes closed, it’s… Wow.”

Elenore turned her head to the side, listening as Durran rattled off his experiences with the relics. After a while, he just kept repeating, ‘Wow.’ Something about the way he said it started to get to her. Finally, she laughed and fumbled out, ripping it from his finger after a brief struggle.

“You stole from me,” he said, wounded.

“I hate you,” she said, slipping the ring back on.

“I think you’re okay,” Durran retaliated. “Only okay, though.”

Elenore took some time to gather her composure and wash away the shame from that encounter. Finally, she turned and said, “Thank you for helping me.”

“Hey, alright,” he said nonchalantly. “Let’s talk hypotheticals for a minute, though. Let’s say, for the sake of argument, Argrave isn’t your brother, despite the fact he’s got the same freakishly tall body that most of you Vasquers have.”

Elenore took more of the discarded pieces of bronze out of Durran’s grasp. “Yes?” she pressed.

“Considering your family, shouldn’t that be a point in his favor?”

Elenore laughed and said nothing for a while after. As they settled into silence, Elenore asked, “Why do you follow him? Really?”

“He’s doing something important,” Durran said. “And my family disowned me. I… I don’t know.” Durran clicked his tongue. “Sometimes it feels like he’s my brother.”

Elenore watched Durran for a while. The distant look on his face was quite sincere. Yet then, Elenore heard rushed footsteps. She rose to attention, trying her best to fix her appearance.

“Princess Elenore!” a man she recognized shouted, coming to a stop while breathing heavily. “Thank the gods I found you… While we were storming Rancor’s headquarters… Ruleo discovered a gargantuan golden snake, still alive, and imprisoned. Rancor had been keeping it there. The thing is as thick as an elephant and miles long, my princess!”

Elenore clenched her hands into fists.


Chapter 25

“It’s a wonder you three fit at all,” Durran noted as they rolled down the road in a tightly packed and humble carriage.

Moonlight made its way through the thin, decrepit cloth that covered the top of the carriage, illuminating a group crammed left-to-right on one side: Galamon, Argrave, and Anneliese respectively. Argrave was awkwardly holding his shoulder up so it was not jammed against Galamon’s plate armor, while Anneliese contentedly peered out at the city, comfortably nestled against an accommodating Argrave.

Opposite them were Durran and Elenore. Elenore wore a hood and complete black mask to disguise herself. The bronze jewelry she wore didn’t need exposure to work—it could see through walls, even. As if taunting them, Durran put one of his legs up. There was ample room on his side. Argrave didn’t care one whit if Durran put his feet anywhere—after his talk with Elenore, she returned with a change of heart. That meritorious feat would not soon be forgotten.

“Better than driving,” said Galamon.

Argrave chucked quietly, briefly reminded of the days back when they traveled and fought with the Lily Lurkers. “That week was something. Remember running from that horde of the bugs?”

“No.” Elenore turned her head. “I don’t remember.”

“What, you don’t want to hear me reminisce?” Argrave’s smile was undampened. “Sourpuss,” he called her.

“I’m—” Elenore began fiercely but paused and took a deep breath. When she spoke next, her tone was businesslike once again. “Since you’ve been proven right already, can you at least tell me what we’ll find down here?”

“Vasquer,” Argrave told her plainly once again, then winced when the carriage bounced and Galamon’s pauldron dug into his shoulder. He was not especially worried about how this meeting might go—Nikoletta could converse with Vasquer, so he had some experience about this matter to rely on. Things might go differently… but the giant snake was not dangerous.

Argrave saw Elenore was annoyed by his simple answer, so he smiled and continued, “Don’t worry, things aren’t dangerous. No traps. I imagine Ruleo has been thorough in his cleansing—he always is. I think some of the older members of the vampiric coven will still be alive deeper in, but they’ll never leave their little sanctuaries. They have defensive measures in an old catacomb—poison. Your men will be stopped there, I guarantee it. I have something in mind for that.”

Elenore gestured toward him. “And what of Ruleo, your history with him?”

Argrave shrugged. “Has to be resolved someday. Put a stop to any conflict.”

“You essentially murdered his father,” Elenore said dryly.

Argrave scratched his chin. He always hated hearing about his old self. “I did,” he agreed.

“You want to stop any conflict? Stop his heart,” Elenore suggested to him.

“Not my way.” Argrave shook his head.

“Mmhmm. Yet you agree to having murdered his father. And these rumors of kinslaying are baseless, I suppose?” Elenore asked wryly.

Argrave bit his lip, realizing he’d been called out. “Induen’s dead because he tried to solve all of his problems by domination or destruction. He was cancer growing on the world.” Argrave turned his head to meet her eyes, but his gaze fell upon only her jet-black mask. “I think Ruleo can do good work if kept alive.”

Elenore kept her head facing forward. Maybe it was only Argrave’s imagination, but he thought she was observing him, judging him… Maybe it was her reputation, but Argrave thought all of his secrets might be revealed in seconds.

“Ruleo will be kept away. I’ll send him to the palace to observe things up there before we enter,” Elenore concluded. “I think my answers come before this potential resolution. I hope I get them,” she said pointedly.

***

After their lowkey carriage travel through the dead of night in Dirracha, they arrived at a place at the foot of the mountain leading up to the Dragon Palace. The mountain wall was steep here, forming a natural barrier from the higher reaches of the mountains. The mountain was not what was interesting—instead, they headed underground, wearing cowls and robes to hide their identities. Little use, given their size… but every bit helped.

Though Elenore’s servants were prepared to lead the princess down to Rancor’s conquered territory, she relied on Argrave to give her an escort to disguise the effects of the new jewelry that she had received. The princess seemed insistent to keep her partially recovered sense a secret for the time being—Argrave thought it reasonable, being that he had done much the same thing in the past. Keeping her cards close at hand even with her own loyal servants proved she was taking Argrave’s advice to be cautious seriously.

Rancor’s headquarters was a cleverly disguised place, seeming an ordinary gentleman’s club on the outside—as they walked through, Argrave saw it had all manner of high-class drinks, plenty of books for the average high-class aristocrat of the capital to read, and ample lounge space for all to socialize. An enchanted glass display meant to keep high-class liquor secure and displayed hid a stairway down into Rancor’s base of operations.

At the head of the stairway down, Galamon scratched at his nose behind the cowl. “Blood’s thick ahead. Mostly fresh, but some centuries old.”

“Well, no need for the commentary,” Argrave told Galamon, hoping that Elenore wouldn’t ask too many questions about why his companion would say such strange things.

It appeared that this place had some strange effect on Galamon just as the area housing the vampire coven below Nodremaid had: his tongue was looser than normal. Galamon nodded, catching Argrave’s point, and they began their trek into the underground.

Argrave kept his arm upright so that Elenore could hold on as he escorted her. The fact she remained silent unnerved him a bit, but he only remained arm up and available. She didn’t like touching people all that much, Argrave knew. He related and acted accommodatingly, even if that dislike of his had subsided the past few months.

The place was a grim and winding stone complex. It was well-maintained, though gruesomely decorated. If the upstairs had been the aristocrat’s gentleman’s club, this place was much the same: a gathering spot for well-to-do vampires with pompous attitudes harboring a desire for close relations with similarly well-to-do vampires. Instead of high-class liquor, they kept high-class people.

To say the least of the scene… Argrave was glad he had not arrived at this place first.

Elenore’s people were tending to the former captives of the vampires. The majority of them seemed mentally unstable, having been used as veritable drinking taps for years. Other, fresher victims showed relief and remorse. If only all could be so lucky.

Argrave studied Elenore for her reaction to the horrific happenings around them. Though her face was blocked by a cowl and mask, he noted her grip on his arm was a bit firmer—a subconscious reaction, perhaps, though of anger or unease he could not say. She would likely try to find a use for the people who were still sane. Elenore might ransom them back to their families, put others to work. The rest… Argrave could not say. Could they even rejoin society?

Making a mental note to ask Elenore her thoughts later, they proceeded deeper. Past the entrance, the more business-like operations were revealed—distilleries, alchemy labs, great collections of weaponry, and yet more cages. These rooms were littered with corpses, each and all badly mutilated. Vampires did not die easily, and their corpses reflected that. Having seen the earlier rooms and the broken people, he thought being butchered might be a bit too merciful.

“Turn right ahead,” Elenore whispered to Argrave.

“What?” Argrave turned his head. “But the path…”

“Do it,” she said. “And shut the door.”

Argrave obeyed. Durran was the last to enter shut the door behind him, and Elenore moved to sit on a crate. Fortunately, this room was only a storage room of some kind. Argrave wondered what this was about… until he saw her holding her stomach. She was nauseous, Argrave finally placed.

Her display of humanity shattered some of the image of the ruthless spymaster Argrave had in his head. That wasn’t necessarily a bad thing. He wanted to say something to help, thinking back to the things he’d endured at the druid’s camp. That was his first taste of gore. First taste of killing.

Before Argrave could act, Durran strode up and crouched before her as she held her stomach. He stared at her face, saying nothing.

“I’m fine.” Elenore broke the silence first.

“I can see that.” Durran nodded drolly.

“The long stairs were exhausting. I am unused to exercise,” she excused. Argrave thought she said it naturally enough it wasn’t a lie, but Anneliese tapped his foot with her own to indicate she had been lying.

“Exhausted, huh? I can carry you,” Durran offered.

Elenore lifted her head up. “I’m fine,” she repeated, making Durran shake his head and laugh.

They waited patiently for Elenore to get her composure once more, and then they left the room. There was one final steep stairway downward. As though she had some sort of sixth sense, Elenore stalled like something tremendous lurked below. Their descent was slow and cautious. This final stairway was not as well-constructed as the others, and Elenore’s prosthetic feet offered no grip or control. It was a laborious and slow process, and Argrave’s arm started to grow tired of supporting her.

Yet soon enough… the stairway’s ceiling became low enough to see beyond, opening up into a gargantuan room lit by magic lamps on the wall. The majority of Argrave’s companions had vocal reactions to the sight before them.

“What? What is it?” Elenore asked, panic lining her voice. Her jewelry offered only a complete perception of what was near—she could see nothing that was far away.

“It’s Vasquer,” Argrave said.

The golden serpent before them was the biggest living thing that Argrave had ever seen. Her shining head alone was the size of an adult elephant, and her body wound in a tightly compacted S-shape for miles and miles. A great mane of feathers began at the back of her head, lining all of her body. These feathers seemed like genuine gold. Her body was trapped, bound by thick steel rings linked to the ground and inscribed with enchantments. Each ring had about ten feet of distance away from the other. A particularly heavy ring kept her mouth contained, and all the others kept her bound nigh immutably. Precise, surgical cuts lined the golden body of the serpent, slipping in between the scales. There, blood was harvested.

A silence slowly settled over the place even with the presence of Elenore’s men. A faint stir echoed throughout the room, like a broom against the floor. After a while, Argrave placed what it was. Vasquer was breathing. When he realized that, his eyes met with the serpent’s. Like her scales, they were bright and golden… and he swore they saw him.

“Is it…?” Elenore began. “Is it before us?”

“It is,” Argrave nodded.

He heard Elenore swallow. “Is it…?”

“It’s safe,” Durran assured.

“We have to make contact,” Argrave told Elenore. “Then, we can speak to her. You’ll know what’s coming.”

He could feel Elenore shudder as she held his arm. Her grip tightened, and she said, “Let’s go. Let me see what you so desperately wanted to show me.”

Argrave looked ahead at the serpent. He had been so confident entering here… yet now, faced with the centuries-old beast, he found it a wholly different experience. As ever, Argrave only steeled his courage and advanced, the serpent’s breathing growing closer and closer. He was reminded that he, too, could speak with the ancient snake before him. After all, he shared the bond of blood.

And Vasquer might answer.


Chapter 26

Elenore stepped forward, and more of the gargantuan golden snake that was Vasquer entered her range of perception. Though the jewelry Argrave gifted to her had enhanced her life tremendously, she once again felt envy for those that could still see. She could only judge the size of the snake based on what she saw… and its head alone was large enough that she felt cowed.

“Just touch her snout,” Argrave instructed her.

She wished to tell him to shut up, but she kept those words locked in her head. She could feel the air move as the snake inhaled into its two nostrils. This snake could eat a wyvern, she was certain—she did not know how the beast was sustained over the years. In truth, she was deathly afraid of touching Vasquer.

Nonetheless, Elenore reached her hand out and rested it upon the tip of her nose. Her first impression was that it felt like touching real gold.

The second impression was a rush of cognition unlike anything she had ever experienced before. Her fear flared, realizing too late this might’ve been a trap by Argrave… yet as she examined this cognition, she slowly started to grasp what it was. It was not a second internal monologue, per se, but rather a second consciousness—at the very least, a branch of a second consciousness.

Elenore could explore this branch as easily as her own memory. It did not possess words. It was only base thinking without the structure offered by words and numerals to shape and refine memories. Though it took her some time to grasp it… the snake offered Elenore unadulterated curiosity. These branches of curiosity swam about in her mind like sprites, not daring to harm her. And once she perceived that, Elenore found she could offer her own answer.

And so she did. Elenore sent forth her own thoughts, memories, emotions—a summation of her existence as understood by her mind. She surrendered the idyllic years of her childhood, when her father was firm yet generous. She offered the years after Induen’s birth, where her father grew cold and distant yet still remained proud of her. And she recounted his descent into low sadism, where she was blinded and awakened to the world in the same turn.

Once these thoughts had been conveyed, a great resonance formed between the two of them. Elenore’s emotions echoed back, redoubled by Vasquer’s own empathy. She cared for Elenore. She felt sorry for her. She wished her to feel better. The feeling of love was so incontrovertibly real as to shatter many of the barriers she had built. At once, Elenore’s throat seized, and she nearly started to sob. Hearing boots scrape around her kept her grounded, though, and she remained steady and stoic.

With the sadness came an indelible connection to Vasquer. Elenore felt more tied to this snake than any other person she had ever spoken to. She pressed forth once again, mimicking the curiosity Vasquer had sent into her mind—how had this titanic snake ended bound so? Why was she trapped in this den of depravity?

The answer came, detailed and segmented unlike Elenore’s crude deluge of thought. Vasquer had been betrayed by her own blood, the second son between Felipe I and herself. This man feared death and envied Vasquer’s immortality. The thread of memories led from one to another, each so complicated it made Elenore’s head throb.

But she gleaned valuable information. Vasquer had never intended to found a kingdom. She only ever led an order of warriors, each and all dedicated to overthrowing elven cruelty in a time past and preparing for a future Vasquer had only barely survived once before. Elenore questioned what this future was, exactly.

Elenore received her answer in the form of a single scene. In it, the hands of gods and demons both reached down from the skies, grappling with titanic, malformed creatures larger than mountains. Strange men wearing feathered armor Elenore had never seen before battled against armies of unparalleled scale. They battled demons, elementals, golems, corrupted men, elves, and towering mobile trees that formed a roving jungle of carnage. A million men alone must’ve been fighting… and her vision blocked off at points, so she could not be certain. Behind it all, lording over all this carnage…

Elenore could only distinguish a humanoid form before absolute horror set in and she reeled away, falling to her knees and bloodying them. Argrave knelt down in concern just beside her. There had been no words exchanged with Vasquer until then, yet now, one existed on the tip of her tongue so absolutely it was impossible to forget.

“Gerechtigkeit,” Elenore said loudly, cutting past Argrave’s words of concern.

Argrave stopped fussing and relaxed his hands. He sat on the floor just beside her. “That’s right.”

“That… thing. That event, that cataclysm. That is what you want my help for?” Elenore asked, feeling the answer was already set in stone.

Argrave adjusted his position until he sat cross-legged. He healed Elenore’s bloodied knees with a healing spell as he said, “Precisely so.”

Elenore raised her hands to her head, utterly floored by this new knowledge. Her breathing started to quicken as she saw the monumental task he was asking of her. Part of her wished that this truly was some trap designed by Argrave to brainwash her—the alternative was that it was all true, and they would be fighting that thing. Could they…?

“I know what you’re thinking,” Argrave said, lowering his hand as he finished healing her. “Can we even beat Gerechtigkeit? Seems like a tough customer.” Argrave leaned back on his hands. “My answer would have to be, ‘Christ, I hope so, elsewise we’re all going to the promised land.’ Do you see another option?”

Even thinking of that horrific scene spawned revulsion, Elenore found. She took some time to gather herself and her breathing, then felt guilty for leaving Vasquer in silence after parting.

“How did you learn of this? Why are you… Why are you trying to stop it? How did you know this would work?” Elenore rattled her questions off one after another, finding they’d only increased now that Argrave had shown her what he intended to.

“So many questions,” Argrave mused as he shook his head. “I’ve got a lot of answers… but how will you know if I’m being honest? How can you tell how I might actually feel about you?”

Elenore’s mind, though overloaded, still worked quickly. She got what he was driving at.

“You want to use Vasquer as a conduit for tacit understanding. Can that…?”

“Since we’re of her bloodline, yes.” Argrave nodded. “Durran, for instance, would just feel a big angry snake and nothing else.”

Elenore thought the claim was dubious at best. As she deliberated on whether or not to go through with it, she realized there was a third party she could ask. She rose again and stepped up back to Vasquer. The branch of cognizance returned. At once, Vasquer displayed sorrow for having shown such a gruesome scene. Elenore, too, offered her sorrow for backing away without a word of goodbye. This amused the giant snake, and even Elenore laughed at her own foolishness.

Elenore conveyed her conversation with Argrave in the strange, mystical communication. The snake returned with an answer, and Elenore pulled her hand away.

“She does not know if you are truly of her bloodline,” Elenore said. “You’ll need to touch her, first.”

Argrave rose to his feet and wiped his gloved hands off. He pulled one glove free without a word. His fingers danced with hesitance, and then he jutted his hand out. At once, his face contorted bizarrely—surprise, shock, discomfort, curiosity… It made Elenore amused until she supposed her face had probably gone through much the same ritual.

After a time of silent communication, Argrave pulled his hand away. His face was that of anger and trepidation, and Elenore wondered what had occurred. His breathing grew a little heavier, and he clutched at his chest.

“Unpleasant… that resonance. Made me confront some things.” Argrave turned his head to Elenore. “Not sure I’m ready for as long a talk as you endured. But… we can gain that tacit understanding you wanted.”

Elenore touched Vasquer once again, and the snake expressed sympathy for Argrave. She did not know if it was merely a sympathetic creature, or if his past was hard… though she kept those thoughts contained. Nevertheless, the snake confirmed what Argrave had said—they could communicate with each other the same way as she had with Vasquer.

A fear and anxiety stronger than any other welled up from an unknown source, and Elenore removed her hand. For some reason, the prospect of learning Argrave’s true intentions was a greater source of anxiety than confronting Vasquer had been.

“Ready and waiting.” Argrave held his hand to Vasquer. “No holds barred. Time to learn the ugly truth of things.”

Elenore didn’t reach her hand out at all. She felt paralyzed.

“Gods above… You threw such a fit, and now you’re taking minutes to get the answer you wanted,” she heard Durran call out behind her. “Hurry up. I can’t wait for you to see how wrong you are,” he said confidently.

Durran’s words ignited a quiet fire of anger within her, burning away some of the unease. It did not disappear… but it faded away enough to free herself of that paralysis. Elenore reached her hand out, touching the gold scales of Vasquer.

The feeling did not come instantly. That stoked her anxiety, nearly compelling her to pull her hand away… yet then, she sent an inquiry into Vasquer. All of her hesitancy, doubt, about this situation. It carried with it her fear of abandonment. Even Induen had expressed he would discard her if she displeased him—why would Argrave be different? Why had he come to her?

Uneasy seconds passed. Then… she felt a branch reach out. Though carried by Vasquer… it was not quite Vasquer’s. Elenore accepted it and felt human emotions spring in her mind.

Argrave’s thoughts of her unfolded like a brilliant flower. Pity loomed overhead, like a raincloud over the landscape. He knew her situation—not the common perception given to those at large, but how she was truly butchered. He knew the utter depths of her betrayal—not her father, but the other. She could not deny he understood her situation. That terrified her.

Anxiety was next. Argrave was anxious he would ruin things with Elenore. He feared that if he could not gain her support, all would be lost, and those he loved would perish. He loved all of his companions, she could tell. Barring that… no others.

Dozens of other feelings existed in equal measure. He respected her abilities. He felt nostalgia looking upon her. He felt some minor affection toward her. There was greed, too—he knew the extent of her finances, and how it might service his goal. There was awkwardness. He was her brother, but hesitated to call her his sister in case it might not be appreciated.

Elenore turned her face straight to Argrave. “I tried to kill you. I tried to use Induen to kill you.”

She watched Argrave’s face change—a raised brow, tightened lips… and the emotions came back again through Vasquer. They were unchanged. And running beneath it all, like a river formed of the various currents of emotion… Argrave wanted her to be a part of his journey so that both of them might have a happy ending in this miserable situation.

Elenore’s hand slipped off of Vasquer, like she could keep her arm up no longer. Argrave stepped back, too, staring at her. Having experienced what she had, it felt like she could comprehend every expression he made and what it might mean. She stepped up to him and fell forward, wrapping her arms around his back.

It was quite an awkward embrace. Elenore was a fair bit shorter than he was, reaching only the bottom of his chest. After a time, though, he hunched down and wrapped his arms around her. Durran turned away and scratched at the back of his neck as though he was looking at something he shouldn’t.

“…Guess I’m not as big an ass as I thought,” Argrave said quietly.

Elenore could think of nothing to say. She merely felt that this was what she wanted to do… and she could do so without repercussions.


Chapter 27

Argrave had always been an only child. Well, not ‘Argrave,’ but rather Vincenzo. From the beginning, he hadn’t been quite sure how to treat Elenore. He hadn’t dealt with either sisters or brothers before. On the other hand, he had at least eighty cousins, and their parents had insisted on numerous occasions wherein he was forced to interact with his ridiculously large extended family. Those occasions were probably the reasons he turned out the way he had.

Thus far, he had been treating Elenore much like his cousins. Though he was never rude or unkind, they had always been strangers who happened to be closely related. As far as he was concerned, that was where it ended. Books—and later in life, games—had always been infinitely more interesting and convenient to him than people. Much less likely to disappoint, too. That wasn’t to say he didn’t want a reliable friend. The key word there, though, was ‘reliable.’ People were fickle.

Argrave’s hand hovered just above Elenore’s back as she hugged him. He was happy that things had gone as he wanted them to—Elenore didn’t sever things irreparably and seemed more than amenable to close association in the future. He merely hadn’t expecting things to go quite this well. He was expecting some significant buildup before things came to this point.

“You… seem to like it there,” Argrave noted, a little unsure of what to do.

“I tried to kill you,” Elenore said, her voice muffled in his duster.

Argrave raised a brow. “You said that already, I hope you know.”

“Why don’t you care?” Elenore pushed him away and lifted her head until her eyeless sockets seemed to gaze upon him.

“Anneliese and I put things together on that front from the beginning.” Argrave scratched his arm, and then put a hand on her shoulder. She was quite bony, he found. “And Induen… Well, he wasn’t exactly subtle when we talked. He’d suspected the same, tried to use that fact to win me to his side.”

“Induen… Hah, of course.” She lowered her head, biting her lip. After an uncomfortable silence she lifted her head again, fire in her features. “Then why in the world do you trust me so much?” she questioned, voice quiet and tremulous. “Why do you hinge everything on me? Do you expect a different result? Why don’t you care?” she repeated.

I’m the last person to deride others for fratricide, Argrave wanted to say, but he knew most didn’t like those kinds of jokes and felt it was inappropriate given the situation.

Hiding a smile, Argrave said, “Because I know you can still be good. To me, to the world, to whoever the hell.” Argrave shook his head.

“Good.” She scoffed, turning her head.

Argrave shook her shoulder a little to draw her attention back, then said, “You might think it’s a joke, but yeah, you can do good. If there was ever a line in the sand between good and evil, I think ‘fell calamity that endeavors to destroy everything’ is quite obviously on the evil side. Thwarting that is good. Not a particularly complicated equation. I can’t afford to hold grudges. I know you’ve done some pretty cruel things, but now you can do something to outweigh that completely.”

Elenore looked like she found it difficult to wrap her head around that. She stepped away, and Argrave spared a glance to Anneliese—she confirmed things were going as well as he thought they were with a thumbs up.

“What is the future you want?” she asked Argrave, back facing him.

“Pretty simple. In my hypothetical future, I’m alive. Everyone I care about is, too.”

Elenore turned. “I mean, what is it you hope to achieve by allying with me?”

Argrave nodded, understanding her question now. He deliberated on his answer, running through what he and Anneliese had discussed.

“There is much you don’t know, much that Vasquer can tell you.” Argrave pointed to the snake, though hesitated to touch her once again. “Many of my aims are in preparation for these coming events. I’ll give you the brief version of things: my priority presently is putting an end to this civil war—a decisive victory that minimizes loss of life. Vasquer is a part of that plan. If I can secure her help, she is an undisputed signal of legitimacy that will wipe away almost any stain on my name—bastardry, kinslaying, you name it,” Argrave said, keeping his eye on the snake. “She can fight no longer, but then I don’t need her to fight.”

Elenore crossed her arms. “Then you’ll assume the role of king. You’ve agreed to it already.”

Argrave nodded. “Yes. I’ll need your help to get the title, obviously, but I’ll need it much more after. I don’t know what you’ve seen of Gerechtigkeit, what Vasquer has actually shown you… but thousands of problems of his making brew in all of Berendar, like blisters pushing against the skin. There are things that I have to confront in-person for any hope of success. Consequently, my intent was to have you serve as my regent in those absences.”

Elenore took a deep breath of surprise, and her fingers danced as she toyed with the notion. “You would have me as regent?”

Argrave stepped forward. “You’re hyper-competent. You have the status for the role. No one else fits better.”

“A regency is a dangerous thing for a newly crowned king,” she warned subtly.

“Yes, a disloyal regent could ostensibly take control of the kingdom.” Argrave nodded. “But the stakes are too high to risk disunity. I trust you.”

Elenore gestured toward him. “You trust the sister who tried to kill you.”

“Tried to have me killed.” Argrave waved his hands to dismiss it like it was no big deal. “And you didn’t do the best job at it. If we’re talking about kinslaying, I’ve got the better record, here,” he said with a smile, then added awkwardly, “That’s not a threat, I hope you know, just a joke…”

“Why not the margrave? Why not Duke Enrico? Nikoletta, or… or even your companions?” she said, searching for more names. “Why in the name of the gods would you choose me?”

Argrave didn’t skip a beat in answering, “You’re better at the job than they are.”

“Do you even want to be king?” Elenore questioned, catching on to something. “I don’t think you’d actually care if I took the kingdom. That’s my impression of you based off what I… what we experienced with Vasquer.”

“Sharp,” Argrave noted, giving an impressed nod. “I’m a selfish man. I want to live wealthily and do so with those lovely people behind me every step of the way. Out of most jobs, ‘king’ doesn’t sound bad… but it’s still a job. Do it poorly, relax a little bit too much…” Argrave ran his finger across his neck. “I’ll end up fired.” Argrave shook his head. “I don’t know what happens after Gerechtigkeit is gone. But all I need is a temporary position of supreme power, and nothing more.”

Elenore swallowed. “You’re completely serious.”

“Completely? Hardly.” Argrave shook his head. “Levity is my favorite spice of life. But I am resolved to fight until I die. If I don’t fight, I die anyway. Bum deal.” Argrave shrugged.

“But what…?” Elenore turned away, running her fingers through her hair. “Why is this happening? Gerechtigkeit—what…? Why?”

Argrave turned his head back to the gargantuan golden snake that seemed to be patiently listening to their conversation. “Those are questions for her. She’s the reason I asked you to clear your schedule today—she can explain things far more succinctly and in much more believable terms than I can ever hope to. We have all the time in the world.”

Elenore crossed her arms, and looked to grow quite uncomfortable. “…Time in the world,” she said quietly.

“What?” Argrave asked, stepping closer to hear her better.

“We don’t have all the time in the world,” she said a bit louder. “I… What you told me, about a traitor near me. I managed to isolate one leak, managed to draw some information out. Coming here, personally, was intended to spur them into action so that I might get more information. Induen’s death led some to believe that my position was greatly weakened, but whoever this leak is connected to… the force they’re working with isn’t small.”

Argrave frowned and clasped his hands together. “That sounds suspiciously like you’re saying some people are coming to hunt you down.”

“That’s precisely what I’m saying.” Elenore turned her head to him. “I had intended to… Well, never mind. No, I have to say. It’s important I be honest,” she said, debating with herself. “I wanted to test how strong your party really was and get information on my foes in one fell swoop. It was also a probe of your loyalty… Seems pointless now.” Elenore crossed her arms and shook her head. “The forces I have are abundant. You can stay back, let me subdue them. I’m eager to get to the bottom of things, even if this is most likely to be a dead end.” Elenore sighed. “Still, we’ll have to wait and see if I’m right about this at all.”

“We’ll help.” Argrave held his hand out. “Perhaps I ought to show you something, bolster your confidence in me. I can show you why I’ve got a fair bit of resolve fighting against Gerechtigkeit.” Argrave turned his head to the distant entryway.

Elenore tapped her foot against the ground. “Overconfidence got Ruleo bound before me, fearing for his life. Always assume you’re worse than who you fight.”

“Such a sweet thing to say,” Argrave said, distant gaze still on the steep stairway that led to this room.

“I… I’m sorry,” Elenore grew flustered. “Be careful. I’ll help if you need it.”

Argrave put his glove back on. “Rather the opposite of what you used to feel with me, isn’t it?”

“I’m no longer sorry,” Elenore decided, realizing now he was being sarcastic.

Argrave smiled and laughed, and after a second Elenore did, too. “You stay here with Vasquer,” he told her good-naturedly. “She can answer your questions. Then, we can reconvene.”

“Certainly. My men know what could be coming, and when—I’ll tell them to cooperate with you.” Elenore nodded, and both directed their attention toward the big snake. “I think… I would like to help her. Help her as you helped me.”

“See?” Argrave lightly patted her shoulder. “Who says you can’t be good?”

Elenore scoffed and walked toward Vasquer once again. “Let me inform Vasquer, then we can go and deal with things.”

Argrave nodded, then turned back to his waiting companions. Durran had sat down and lounged, while Anneliese and Galamon both waited diligently. “I take it you heard?” he asked them.

“Indeed. Touching little thing you two had,” Durran called out. “More hardships for us, too. Been a while since I’ve fought normal people.”

“It may be a respite, even,” Galamon noted, eyes closed.

Argrave was surprised his usually stoic companion would express such confidence. Both Durran and Galamon walked past him, moving to Elenore. Anneliese stepped up to Argrave.

“When you touched Vasquer…” Anneliese began, leaving words unsaid.

Argrave nodded. “Elenore wasn’t the only one who found unexpected truths.”

Anneliese inched closer. “What does that mean?”

“Not sure. I got out of there quickly. It… was overwhelming,” he excused weakly. “Something to do with ‘Argrave.’ And, maybe, something to do with the Brumesingers—why I had the reaction I did, all those months ago. My affinity with death.”

Anneliese touched his shoulder. “You want to deal with the matter at hand first, I understand. But this might be key to some of the questions you have.”

Argrave raised his hand to her own and took a deep breath. “Let’s go,” he said stoically, trying to push past the apprehension of this new discovery.


Chapter 28

Argrave had grown familiar with making use of whatever he had on hand to get through all his problems—oftentimes, all he had on hand was himself and his companions. At the village near Mateth versus the Veidimen, or versus the Lily Lurkers, or the battle at Sethia… he’d always felt like he was at a disadvantage. He’d carved advantages from his own wit and the great blessing that was foreknowledge.

Working with Elenore, things felt fully reversed.

Once aware a threat might be approaching, Anneliese scouted out for approaching foes with her Starsparrow immediately. Elenore seemed quite impressed with druidic magic—she saw its tremendous utility just as Argrave did. And just as Elenore promised, a group did indeed come to ambush them. Elenore was quick in adapting strategy to accommodate the Starsparrow’s utility, contacting some of her people on the outside to better coordinate an encirclement.

The attackers were cautious and numerous—perhaps thirty elites poked near the entrance near the entrance to what was Rancor’s base. They took residence in a nearby building, waiting. Perhaps they waited in ambush, or perhaps they waited for an opportunity. Either way, they were ignorant they lacked the element of surprise.

“I don’t want a fight between armed men out in the city, even if we can get them inside that building,” Elenore said in irritation once Argrave informed her of this development. She had set up a bedroll beside Vasquer, where she’d been conversing with the snake while they kept watch. “The last thing I need is attention from the guard anywhere near the gentleman’s club marking the entrance to this place.”

“I believe we might draw them inside to the lower levels,” Anneliese suggested.

“Why would you think that?” Elenore asked, suspicious of the notion.

“The impression I get, and the things I overheard,” Anneliese continued confidently. “These men are decently trained but have a strange sense of urgency. So long as weakness is shown…”

Elenore looked uncertain.

“Anneliese knows people,” Argrave backed her. “Do you have people that can act well?”

Elenore nodded hesitantly, seemingly lacking confidence in Anneliese’s ability.

Argrave directed Elenore’s men to take guard on the second floor as watchmen but leave parts undefended deliberately. The opposing party stayed steady as steel until night fell, whereupon they got antsy and sent a man to probe things out. Seeing a route to the hidden entrance, they all mobilized, proving Anneliese’s hunch right once again.

When the enemy pressed deep within, Anneliese sent direction with her Starsparrow, and encirclement occurred rapidly and optimally. Their foes proceeded down the long, narrow flight of stairs that comprised the entrance. Those on the outside took position at the top of these stairs quickly, preparing bow and arrow before peppering their foes with projectiles.

The foes, though disciplined, had fallen into the trap. They smartly tried to retreat back, the mages in their number screening the archer’s fire as they pushed toward the top. Galamon and Durran, freshly clad in armor forged to royal knight standards, took the bottom of the stairs. Their foes panicked, clearly not expecting this level of coordination nor resistance.

“Surrender!” Durran shouted at them.

Surprisingly… they did so almost at once.

Once captured, interrogation revealed these men were quite out of their depth. Whoever employed them kept them in the dark, downplayed the numbers they were facing, and had essentially sent them headfirst into failure. Their leader asked too few questions, took a risky job… and now, he was here.

When Elenore, still by Vasquer’s side, received this news, she deliberated for a few seconds before asking for paper. She quickly scribed a note which she requested Anneliese deliver to a certain place with her Starsparrow and wait for the reply. News came back quickly.

“I see,” Elenore said, enlightened. “It was a distraction. A royal messenger came by the greenhouse, inviting me to Induen’s funeral. Undoubtedly some ploy designed to reveal the fact that I’m absent,” she said scornfully. “They seek to use Felipe as a cudgel. Not the first time this has been tried against me.”

“Then nothing will come of it.” Argrave nodded.

Elenore turned her head, once again uncomfortable at the depth of his knowledge. “…Yes,” she said after a time, rising to stand. “I have people able to impersonate me. Plenty have hair color this shade of black, and with a blindfold… I’ve gone out before, and I know how to avoid risks. This person, the betrayer… they’re not inner circle enough to know my tricks, but they know my identity. They’re a fearless soul, too—I’ve made examples of organizations that tried to do something like this in the past…”

Anneliese tapped her fingers against her elbow, a frown on her face. Argrave took notice of that and questioned, “What?”

“If Felipe is not the royal this traitor intends to draw in?” Anneliese asked a leading question.

“Levin knows of me, but if he exposes me, I can end him in the same fashion—Felipe would want him dead as much as me if he knew what Levin has been doing behind the scenes. Levin isn’t willing to go for mutually assured destruction, given how safe and comfortable he is at Felipe’s side.” Elenore shook her head. “Orion… he’s been missing for two days. He hasn’t visited in years, so I doubt he’d recognize me. And I suspect the traitor would simply send Orion directly here, instead. I don’t think my men could subdue Orion.”

Argrave mused on her words, looking for a hole in her logic. Orion’s absence worried him. “Things don’t normally go this easily…”

“Really?” Elenore raised a brow. Galamon, Anneliese, and Durran nodded to confirm her query.

“I’ve got some stories.” Argrave shook his head.

Elenore walked around. “Well, things aren’t going easily. I suspect it’s a probe rather than an attack.” Elenore shook her head. “The worst has yet to come. The malice is exposed—they think I’m aware of them, now. They’ve shown their hand, and now they have to play it all. Things will get louder, messier… This is to be a sustained assault that’ll draw unwanted attention from the royal guards, and no one can remain secret forever. Maybe that’s their intent.”

Elenore stopped walking and shook her head. “But I don’t like card games. I’d much prefer to burn the table. I hadn’t planned to do this so early…” She took a deep breath, like her excitement was rising. “Gods. I…” She paused, swallowing. She looked more alive than Argrave had ever seen her. “Argrave, you’re going to Relize next, aren’t you?”

Argrave smiled, realizing what Elenore was getting at. “Indeed I am.”

“I think that I’m ready to leave Dirracha,” she declared. “My original intent was to wait until the civil war advanced some, profiting from both sides until I eventually chose the winning team… yet I cannot afford to do that now. No, that’s not true.” Elenore walked up to Argrave. “I don’t want to do that now.”

Argrave reflected on things, thinking back to the game that he knew. In Heroes of Berendar, Elenore’s questline was one of the first points the player could discover Gerechtigkeit. Discrepancies with Rancor led her to the great feathered serpent, Vasquer… From there, things progressed as one might expect. Elenore discovered and understood the danger of Gerechtigkeit and worked alongside the player to prepare for his advent.

Yet it took a great deal of time for Elenore’s shell to crack. She certainly could come to a point where she would trust the player, yet it took time, and one had to make the right choices. Now, things seemed different—better, even. Not just for her, but perhaps for all of Berendar. For the first time in a long while, Argrave had a sense he might be able to take things in a direction not simply matching but exceeding what he perceived as the best ending to Heroes of Berendar.

“Life is no game,” Argrave said, referring both to his inner monologue and her analogous card game. “Let’s work this out together. With Vasquer discovered, I imagine your plans have become complicated, somewhat…”

Elenore caressed her forehead as his words crossed her mind. “You’re right. A clean departure will be difficult to arrange… I suspect this will take time.” She appeared absent for a moment, yet then she lifted her head up. “I… I am glad you came. And… to answer a question I know you have… Yes, you can call me sister.”

With that, Elenore gave him another, slightly less awkward hug. Argrave was still as unprepared as he had been the first time.

***

With Elenore’s new plan in mind, she decided to remain at Rancor’s base near the feathered serpent Vasquer until the time came for departure.

“You’re sure?” Argrave questioned. “I mean… there’s only one entrance. You saw what happened with the vampires.”

“I have much I would ask of Vasquer—a full grasp of the situation coming,” Elenore said. “Besides, the force here with us is not small. They were meant to suppress a vampiric coven, some of whom were high-ranking mages.”

Argrave could not begrudge her those answers. And besides, the remnants of the vampire coven were still an active issue deeper within, holed up within a catacomb shielded by poison smoke as Argrave predicted. Even with its pest issue, this underground base was a rather defensible place, and Argrave joined Elenore in settling here temporarily. Their party retrieved all their possessions from the safehouse.

After resting for what remained of the night, Elenore’s people intended to pursue and rout the vampires in detail. A good thing, too, because Argrave needed what was within. He could help with the smoke problem, too. That would happen tomorrow.

He had much to discuss with Elenore, but she was asleep now. Just about everybody was. Argrave and Anneliese sat a fair distance away from Vasquer, watching the great snake. It was a bit awkward staring at a sentient being, but he supposed she had been through worse than being stared at.

“Can you tell me what you saw when you touched Vasquer?” Anneliese questioned curiously.

“Not ‘saw.’ It just…” Argrave trailed off, rubbing his palm. “Vasquer can know things. I perceived… her recognition. Her recognition of death, of the fact my soul was not Argrave’s. Vasquer is old—thousands of years old. Maybe she has answers about my situation. Maybe this sort of thing isn’t unprecedented. Maybe I’m not the first like myself that’s been here.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” Anneliese agreed. “But you remain ignorant so long as you avoid this.”

Argrave let out a sigh and collapsed on his back, staring up at the ceiling embedded with magic lights. “If I had a gold coin for every time you’ve been wrong, I’d be destitute.”

“I think you would be well off,” Anneliese disagreed with a laugh. “Admitting ignorance and acknowledging when you are wrong is a very important trait for growth.”

“I don’t need to grow. I’m tall enough.” Argrave rubbed his face warily.

Anneliese straddled him and sat on his stomach, and he curled inwards in surprise. “Just do it,” she said frustratedly. “Gods be damned, I want to know what Vasquer has to say of you.”

Argrave laughed, grabbing her thighs to prevent her from putting her full weight atop his gut. He got his body into a good position then sat up, planting his feet to the ground. He rose, picking her up at the same time. Anneliese gasped in surprise and apprehension, fearing to fall, but Argrave came to his full height without issue.

“Fine,” Argrave said, voice strained from the lift. “You’ve given me no option.”

“Careful not to hurt yourself,” Anneliese said in concern, one arm wrapped around his neck to support herself.

After a kiss, Argrave lowered Anneliese back to the ground with a huff and stood straight, fixing his clothes. “Alright. Let’s get this over with.”

With those words, Argrave moved toward Vasquer like he was about to jump into an icy cold lake and simply wanted to do it as quickly as possible. Anneliese trailed closely behind him. The giant golden snake awaited them both, eyes following him as he came closer.


Chapter 29

Tentatively, as though he would be sparked by electricity if he touched her, Argrave raised his hand up to the golden scales of Vasquer. His fingers met her scales. The feeling was nearly identical to touching cold metal. He could practically feel her presence rushing into his hand like water running through a hose after the nozzle was turned.

Argrave did not like interacting with Vasquer, admittedly. His mind had always been his temple—all anyone else could see of him was only what he showed them—his words and deeds could be adjusted as he wanted. In a way, his mind was the only thing he viewed as his. His body, his clothes, his mannerisms… they were borrowed, and could be changed. That feeling had faded over the months he’d grown more connected to Berendar, but he still valued the privacy of his mind. And that privacy was being violated.

In terms of invasions, Vasquer was quite a polite invader. She acknowledged that he was uncomfortable by the act and did nothing sudden or jarring to stimulate that feeling of unease. Argrave took some time to acclimate to the feeling, steadying his breathing. He felt Anneliese grip his hand. He hadn’t known how much that would help until she did it—it felt like an anchor to the world, something keeping him grounded in this bizarre mysticism.

Argrave first addressed his largest concern—he inquired about Vasquer’s thoughts on his ownership of this body despite not being the original soul belonging to it. This thought of his echoed out to the branch of consciousness extended to him.

Vasquer barraged him with her philosophy on the matter. For her, the origin of the soul was less important than the body. The soul was, after all, a cumulation of experiences, thoughts, memories—in essence, it made no difference to her the origin of the soul, as she had never known the original owner. Argrave supposed it was a reasonable stance to take. He questioned if she viewed him as a thief, yet she merely reminded him she could see him as he truly was and knew him to be as much as victim of circumstance as the old Argrave was.

Argrave sent his worry at how much Vasquer could see, fully exposing his feelings of his sanctity being violated. In response, a wave of reassurance and panic came. Vasquer could not see all of his thoughts laid bare—she received things he sent consciously, or things he wanted her to know subconsciously. This process revolved around the soul, and consequently, she had great insight on the makeup of all souls she saw in general. To see the process laid out was immensely reassuring, and Argrave finally found some measure of relaxation.

With the process codified, Argrave comfortably expressed his curiosity about her knowledge of his affinity with death. For the first time in a while, the constant flow of thoughts stopped. The branch of consciousness seemed to wriggle and worm. Argrave grew anxious, yet before he could express that, his answer finally came.

Argrave was shown a scene—one person viewed through Vasquer’s senses. To view life through her perspective was wildly jarring. He saw fewer colors, and light was difficult to distinguish. Sounds, meanwhile, were vastly enhanced, and he could feel vibrations in the ground. Smells were so potent as to be offensive. And this person before her…

Vasquer’s mind guided him toward a particular spot of the image she displayed: the soul. It was a nebulous thing permeating the body, and Argrave thought it was reminiscent of the way magic existed in a strange, almost mist-like state beneath the skin. The soul Argrave saw was golden and shining. In contrast, Argrave was shown another’s soul. It was still gold, though shone not half as bright as the former’s. Then, lastly, Argrave saw himself and his own soul. As the first, his shone brilliantly.

Memories not Argrave’s own flashed through his mind. This bright-souled person was once close to Vasquer, and their journey passed by like Argrave was recounting things that he’d done. And at the end of it all… the man changed. He was human no longer—he was immortal, bound to a vessel and possessing various bodies of his choosing. He was a lich, Argrave recognized. He had continued to collaborate with Vasquer long after becoming immortal, yet at Gerechtigkeit’s advent, his lich form was vulnerable to influence. He became corrupted and fought on the side of the calamity.

Like this, the memories ended. Argrave found he was crying and wiped away his tears in shock. He didn’t feel sad, and even now the tears ceased. It appeared this method of conveyance was not without side effects. Argrave searched for the meaning in what he’d been shown, and Vasquer sent another image to elaborate.

A tall, obsidian-haired man with stony gray eyes held a corpse. Vasquer’s memory influenced him, and he knew at once the man’s name: Felipe. The corpse he held was the bright-souled man.

“Braulio was a man who had a gift. He was one for whom death was not an end.” Felipe lifted his head to Vasquer. “Yet he turned it to a curse. An accident of grave proportions…”

As the final memory settled into his mind, everything clicked into place. Argrave, just as Braulio, possessed a different kind of soul.

He was one for whom death was not an end.

What did this mean? Argrave recalled the term from Heroes of Berendar. His soul was resilient, persistent. If he was stabbed through the heart and perished, he might become a specter of some kind. Or, just as Braulio, he could become a lich if he underwent the proper ritual. In terms of necromancy, his soul was a hot commodity about as valuable as red diamonds.

In-game lore dictated it was an incredibly rare thing that no playable character possessed. It wasn’t decided by strength of will, or presence of mind—indeed, it was solely dumb luck… or poor luck, depending on how one looked at it. For Argrave, it only led him toward one question.

Was that why he was here?

Argrave relayed everything to Vasquer—how he’d come to be here, what he experienced before. It was the first time he’d shared his previous life with anyone beyond his inner circle, but what was Vasquer going to do? Tell Elenore? That’d just save him a conversation. If anything, it was a boon.

It truly was throwing caution to the wind—a last-ditch effort to see if anything more might be learned. Argrave felt the ground stir beneath his feet, and heard Anneliese call his name. He opened his eyes to see Vasquer writhing somewhat, yet the great rings of metal holding her down kept secure.

Though her reaction was visceral and obvious, it came repeated to Argrave a few seconds afterwards through their link. The revelation of a potential other dimension entirely, wherein their current reality was one simulated rather than simply existing, was no less of a shock to the gargantuan feathered serpent than it was any other person. Vasquer expressed much the same stupefaction that Durran, Galamon, and Anneliese had. Though Vasquer was thousands of years old, never before had she encountered such a thing.

Argrave asked his true question, perhaps already knowing the answer. Did she know why he was here?

The answer was as he expected. No, naturally—she had not a single clue as to why he was here, how he had come to be here, or if there was even any purpose to it at all. Though hypotheses persisted about his unique soul for which death was not the end, in the end, they were only guesses to fill the void of ignorance.

After all, Vasquer posited such a thing as taking a soul from one dimension and putting it in another would be the realm of the gods. The why and how of things was unknown, perhaps unknowable.

Argrave sighed, getting the answer he expected. Though he had feared finding the truth, it was just as disappointing to step away empty-handed. It seemed he would be moving forward with more questions than before.

One more matter remained. Argrave was certain Elenore would come and speak to Vasquer first thing in the morning—as he recalled, she was obsessed with the snake. Perhaps she saw something of herself in the creature. Both had been betrayed by their blood and confined powerlessly.

Argrave expressed a simple desire to Vasquer. He hoped the snake could accept some of his thoughts as a parcel of sorts and convey it to Elenore. He had no desire to obscure the truth from his newly found sister. It might simply be easier if Argrave could once again use Vasquer to convey his honest intents.

Expressing sympathy for his situation, Vasquer sent forth a wave of affirmation. An image flashed in his head: both Elenore and Argrave faced the darkness together, side by side. Argrave understood what Vasquer was trying to convey—she wished for the two of them, brother and sister, to cooperate in the coming years. It was a genuine reassurance that wiped away much of Argrave’s unease.

After a long while of deliberating what to leave for Elenore to parse through, he left memories and knowledge he felt would best explain things. Argrave said his goodbyes and pulled his hand away. The bizarre sensation of interconnected consciousnesses faded, and Argrave found that the whole world seemed to be spinning. He clutched at his head with one hand, and Anneliese steadied him.

“Be careful, now. You emit heat as a furnace might,” Anneliese said worriedly.

Argrave realized she was right—his whole body felt hot. “I feel fine,” he assured her, the dizziness fading with every passing second.

“What did you learn?” she asked him.

“I don’t…” Argrave blinked. “I’m not sure. Something new to pursue in the future, maybe. The vaguest hint of a lead. My soul is… one for which death is not an end.” Argrave shook his head. “I need to sort through my thoughts. Let’s return.”


Chapter 30

Argrave and Anneliese sat at a table. Argrave had his head supported by one hand, his gaze looking off into another dimension. Anneliese waited patiently for him to speak, her hands placed before her almost politely.

“I feel lost about this development for the first time in a while,” Argrave told her plainly, waving his free hand about to support his vocalization. “I had a general route of how I wanted to grow stronger, prepare for fights… and I can’t see how I might slot this in.”

Anneliese nodded, her hands moving to braid her long white hair back. “Then perhaps you ignore it. Shelve it away.”

Argrave sighed. “But… that’s unambitious. There’s a lot of potential for this. People could die if I don’t do everything I can to become stronger.”

“You would jeopardize everything for a vague chance?” she said quickly, hands braiding faster. “What Vasquer told you—”

“Obviously, lichdom, things like that—they’re off the table,” Argrave said, holding his arms out wide. Anneliese agreed at once with a nod. “Gerechtigkeit can corrupt necromantic creations, turn them against their creators—something to do with the nature of that magic. I’m the last person who’d want to fight against any of you, least of all because you’d all put me in the dirt.”

Argrave rose to his feet, pacing around to work his mind. “But a soul like mine… it’s a valuable thing. It might be I can get something good from the gods from it. An unparalleled blessing.”

“Please do not profane your soul for strength,” Anneliese pleaded so earnestly Argrave felt a tug of guilt at his throat.

“That’s…” Argrave walked up to her, pulled his chair closer and sat down. “My soul—a deathless soul—it’s really, really damned resilient. Liches are incredibly hard to kill. Specters born of deathless souls are nightmarish to deal with. The last thing I want is to corrupt myself, or… or whatever you might be thinking. I’ve just got a valuable thing I might leverage. A strength—something that’s actually special about me. A real talent.”

“It is not ‘a valuable thing.’ It is invaluable,” she disagreed. “So, please do not try to assign value to it. You know little about this matter, and I know less—but I do know you should tread carefully,” she said deliberately.

Argrave scratched his forehead. “Think about how much I benefitted from the Alchemist and becoming Black Blooded. That was leveraging my knowledge to gain a tremendous boon. My heart was torn from my chest—it defied all logic, threw caution to the wind.”

Anneliese leaned in, abandoning her task of braiding her hair. “Would you like to do it again?” she asked, the first hint of anger bubbling up.

“Damn it all, I don’t want to do any of this.” Argrave leaned back in his chair, slouching exhaustedly. “The plan I had so far… strive for a particular A-rank ascension pertaining to blood magic, as that’s a prerequisite for [Blood Infusion]—that is, infusing all spells with blood magic. After, I try to earn the goddess of blood’s favor, alleviate the side effects of blood magic by performing sanctioned sacrifices,” Argrave told her. “All of this… you knew.”

“And what is wrong with it? We kill plenty. Sacrificing our foes is not so big a step away, and alleviating your blood loss is no minor thing. Do you recall how utterly dominating [Bloodfeud Bow] was? Imagine suffering nothing for using that spell,” she urged him. “On top of that, your A-rank blood magic ascension would change the whole landscape. Every spell you cast could be imbued with blood. A simple C-rank spell could destroy B-rank wards and tear through countless foes with ease.”

Argrave stared at the stone ceiling of Rancor’s headquarters, saying nothing in response. Internally, he was running through his head the people he knew in Heroes of Berendar who had a deathless soul. There were three liches, each and all terrifying fights. The Alchemist might be another, though that detail had only been discovered from datamining Heroes of Berendar and was dubious at best.

Argrave paused, running through his head the reason deathless souls were valuable in hopes of gaining some insight. He knew they could handle burdens that other souls could not tolerate. They were pliable. If used to reanimate something, they could be reused, and retained experience. Memories of obscure lore came rushing back as he thought more—a deathless soul had been used to reanimate a dragon, he recalled.

More and more memories came back. These deathless souls had many purposes, mostly in helping stabilize vast amounts of magic. All of them… unusable. They required him to be dead, to be devoid of a body, and even then, he was but a tool by that point. He wasn’t fond of the idea of being utilized after death to make an undead dragon, and it didn’t serve his ends.

“For the first time, I am glad to see you disappointed, hopeless. It means you have thought of no foolish venture to gamble your soul on,” Anneliese said, irritated.

“Anne…” Argrave leaned in intently. “I would never do a damn thing this serious without consulting you first. But if we’re found lacking in the final stretch… nothing else matters.” Argrave shook his head. “I have to look into this. Please understand.”

Anneliese crossed her arms and looked away, blinking a little quickly. Her amber eyes were a bit watery. “Sometimes, I want to… seize you, freeze you. Anything to keep you safe.” She laughed at her own words and looked back to him. “I apologize. As much as I try to remain calm and objective… the stress has been eating at me, lately.”

Argrave softened at once, feeling a fool. “Tell me. Let’s talk about it.” He grabbed her forearms. “What you’ve done for me, letting me talk to you about my time as Vincenzo… it’s been helpful. It can work for you, too, you realize.”

She placed one hand atop his and smiled warmly. “I… No, I think you’re right. I like helping you, supporting you. Didn’t want to talk about things. My problems, my concerns… I wanted them to be background.”

“You have no idea how much I want to help you,” Argrave told her sincerely.

“I think I do,” she disagreed. “Argrave…” She sighed, lowering her head until her hair covered her eyes. “We are setting things up to move to the world stage. You plan to be crowned king. I will be at your side.” Anneliese shook her head. “The idea has never made you seriously nervous. It terrifies me, frankly.”

Argrave rose his hand up and brushed away some of her hair to better see her face. “What is it? The idea of scrutiny from so many people? I know you dislike crowded places, large crowds…”

“In large part.” She nodded. “Yet… I was taught a monarch, or ruler, or tribal chief… they have a responsibility to the people far heavier than the people do to them. Some I’ve seen disregard that rule, but I value it above all others. That responsibility…”

“Anneliese. You are a brilliant strategist, and a genius in most senses of the word. Don’t tell me you’re too blind to see how damn amazing you’ll be?” Argrave asked her incredulously. “Need I tell you more stories about the Anneliese in Heroes of Berendar, how much of a badass she was?”

Anneliese lowered her head and smiled embarrassedly. “I believe you have told me quite enough.”

“Do you know what’s the most important thing in leadership?” Argrave questioned. Anneliese looked at him curiously, and he poked her cheek. “Intent.”

Anneliese swatted his hand away, saying, “Intent can only—”

“Intent can carry you everywhere when leavened with diligence and wisdom. If you intend to help the people, and you diligently apply yourself to that goal, using the wisdom of yourself and trusted council…” Argrave shook his head. “That’s a recipe for success. After all… it’s a position of power. And power is the means to get something done.”

Argrave rose to his feet. “You already have the intent to do well. If you weren’t diligent already, this half year of traveling has certainly made you so. And wisdom?” Argrave spread his arms out. “You’re infinitely curious. Gods be damned, if there’s one thing I’m confident about, it’s being king. Especially if you’re here.” Argrave brushed his fingers against her cheek affectionately, then knelt and hugged her.

Argrave stayed kneeling a long time, and after a while, Argrave grew used to the quiet pattern of breathing. Then, Anneliese whispered in his ears, “I think you should check Garm’s writing.”

Argrave leaned back. “What are you talking about?”

“You avoided them, but I perused some of them. I recall mentions of things that burden that soul—non-necromantic spells, other rituals. I believe that would be a good starting point. I did not read them all, as it all made me rather sad, yet Garm had invaluable knowledge on the soul.”

Argrave smiled broadly. “This means you don’t object to looking into this matter?”

“Someone has to ensure you do not harm yourself.” Anneliese rose to her feet, seeming a bit more alive than before.

***

Argrave woke up quite groggy, having stayed up later than usual perusing Garm’s writings. They were dense books, and frankly, the man had a rather esoteric way of putting things that made it difficult to read through them quickly.

After recognizing the stone ceiling of Rancor’s base, Argrave felt a rush of nervousness when he was reminded Elenore had probably spoken to Vasquer by now. His grogginess faded. He cast a glance to Anneliese beside him, and seeing she still slept soundly, decided to go off and see if he might speak to Elenore about things.

Slipping out quietly, Argrave passed by Galamon and gave him a slight nod. The elven vampire was brewing some ingredients that Durran had fetched in his outing. Elenore’s men were becoming more and more abundant in this place. He passed by a room of wounded. Some bore bite marks, and he knew at once what had happened.

Argrave went down the steep stairs leading to Vasquer’s great prison. He saw Elenore standing beside Vasquer, her hand held to the golden snake as she spoke to a group of her people. Two were palace maids, likely greenhouse attendants, while most were the gruff men under her employ. Some of them he recognized—he’d received side quests from them, he remembered.

Elenore was entirely oblivious to Argrave’s approach until he entered a certain distance from her, whereupon her head jumped to face him immediately.

“Leave me for a moment,” he heard her say distantly.

At once, her men dispersed without so much as a word. Argrave watched them go, then came to stand above her.

“Good morning,” he greeted, keeping both hands at his side.

“Good morning,” Elenore returned, not unkindly. From the way her tone and posture were, he could tell she had received the message he left with Vasquer. She would know his soul was not Argrave’s. “You come alone.”

“Hoping to see someone?” Argrave raised a brow, keeping a comfortable distance in case he made her uncomfortable.

Elenore frowned at once and denied, “Of course no—” She paused, shaking her head. “You seldom move alone, that’s all. Maybe you thought I’d want to talk alone.”

“Didn’t want to wake Anneliese.” Argrave shook his head.

Elenore rubbed her hand against Vasquer. “Your message was relayed.”

Argrave observed her. “Awfully… calm.”

“I had already been given hints and had my suspicions. I cannot deny I was shocked…” Her eyeless sockets turned to his eyes, seeming to gaze upon his face. “Vasquer claims the blood is more important than the soul. But I wonder… having never known Felipe, can you truly claim to…?”

“You know how I feel.” Argrave shook his head. “As far as I’m concerned, the blood relation is the most important thing. This situation is no different than finding a long-lost sister I didn’t know I had. I’ll endeavor to be a good brother.”

Elenore turned her head to Vasquer, then said, “You left much out.”

“…I made it easily digestible,” Argrave rephrased.

“My stomach is quite strong. I wish you had told me everything.” She took her hand off Vasquer. “But no matter. If we are family, we have time for these things later. There is a more urgent matter. Today, we have to seize this place fully, make it our own. The vampires struck back last night. Vasquer tells me of artifacts within the deeper portions related to the founder, and—”

“I’d like you to allow me and Galamon to lead a group of your men down to purge the vampires,” Argrave requested. “Rancor won’t fight fair. Galamon and I can endure poison, things of that nature… Anneliese and Durran can’t.”

Elenore crossed her arms. “There’s poison smoke at the entrance. Are you certain?”

Argrave smiled. “Quite.”


Chapter 31

Orion wandered for a long, long while, much of it aimless. As a prince—now crown prince, he reflected—of Vasquer, his lone outing was something largely intolerable. His presence was noted and reported everywhere he wandered. Though he could wander as he pleased, he could not do so alone… or so his father decreed.

But Orion ignored that. He ignored them, avoided his pursuers at every turn, and simply wandered. He drank water conjured by his blessings and ate animals raw in the snow-covered forests. He wished to be alone with his own thoughts. He did not have the same success at avoiding the voices of the gods. They hounded him every waking minute, intent and instructive. At the very least, Orion was growing better at shutting them out.

Yet this relentless escape made his introspection dubious in quality. Often, he thought more about avoiding people than the problems that plagued him. Eventually, he knew he would need to get to a place that Vasquer could not reach. This conclusion gave him a destination… and the infancy of an objective.

And so, wearing an ill-fitting ratty robe given to him by a mendicant priest, Orion chose his direction and walked it relentlessly. The environment changed from the wintry forests and sprawling hills of northern Vasquer to long plains of dead grass with mountains miles off, watching like guardians.

Though the royal knights seeking to persuade him to allow their accompaniment briefly redoubled their efforts once his route was more predictable, eventually… their pursuit began to taper off. They had little reach in these lands. Their number became fewer and fewer, and then soon none at all.

Orion swam in the rivers, walked through the hibernating forests, crawled through the plains, only taking pause for food and rest. He hunted stags, eating his fill and donating the remnants to local villages. He slept sparingly, as the time needed to sleep forced him to hear the whispers of the gods clearly.

The prince stepped to a hill a fair distance away from a large city, one hand held up to block the light of the early morning suns. The settlement was flat and wide, and housed innumerable people. Even now, caravans came into and out of its walls. At the foot of the mountains, miners began their day, heading into the depths while followed by an overseer earth mage. Walking opposite them were others ending their day in the mines, hauling ore and debris.

Orion’s gaze fixed on something beyond that. At the point where two mountains ended, a miles-tall wall of taupe stone bridged the gap, two keeps wrought out of the stone of each mountainside. A gargantuan metal door rested at the bottom of this manmade wall, a great golden lion emblazoned on it. Just beyond a mountain cliff, one could see a lion statue, an orange sphere clutched in its jaws.

Seeing the wall, Orion took a deep breath and smiled. With certain steps, he walked toward the Lionsun Castle.

***

“No matter how much wind magic we cast, the smoke returns. It’s being actively piped from ports in the ceiling, I believe. It would make sense, given how long they’ve been holding this place. This must be their last-measure fortification,” Elenore noted, standing behind a large gathering of black-armored men. They were wrapped up in Argrave’s ward to block sound from leaking. “Other means to combat the smoke would just result in heavy casualties. Getting proper gear for an assault will take time—time our foes might take to better prepare, or even try to escape.”

Argrave nodded along with Elenore’s words, staring beyond into a vast dark space from which a beige smoke steadily poured out, dissipating in the vast openness of the room meant to keep Vasquer. It was difficult to imagine how much smoke would be needed to fill this room, but it would certainly take a long while.

“How’s the situation in the rest of Dirracha?” Argrave questioned, staring ahead. “Plans for Vasquer, too? The snake, not the kingdom.”

“I gathered,” she said. Elenore remained silent for a minute, gathering her thoughts. “I think we’ll be fine to remain within this place. Worst case, we cave in the upper levels. Enemies might try to flood us out if they’re smart. Place is too big to flood, though. Doubt they realize that. Regarding moving Vasquer… it’ll take a long, long while to take off those bindings. They’re centuries-old, enchanted, and some of them are trapped. I have to be cautious. Vasquer has been through enough.”

Argrave nodded distantly, aware of this already. In Heroes of Berendar, Vasquer was only liberated after the civil war ended. He pressed on, asking, “And the royal guard. Any trouble on that front?”

“As I mentioned already, a royal messenger went to the greenhouse under the guise of permitting me to come to Induen’s funeral. There was no incident. Our foe remains well-hidden, annoyingly.” Elenore scratched her forehead with the bronze claw ring. “They aren’t capable of getting the royal guards to cause us trouble. At least, they haven’t tried it.”

“His funeral…” Argrave scratched at his chin. “I still have Induen’s signet ring. Do you want it?”

Elenore shook her head. “It’s not as useful as you might think, I’m afraid. I can sell it for a handsome sum if you wish. On that front… my appraisers came through. You can look at that gear from the Order of the Rose fortress and the Archduke’s Palace in the next few days, I suspect.”

Argrave rubbed his hands together, glad to change the subject. “That’s excellent. Could be some valuable stuff in there—Rose enchantments are quite varied from what we can make today, and Archduke Regene was rich. A shame I can’t get my hands on them before we enter this little poison zone.”

“You’re certain of doing this?” Elenore turned her head to Argrave. “You cannot be poisoned?”

Argrave nodded certainly. “Nor can he.” He looked to Galamon. “We’ll go first, put an end to the smoke. Once the flow ceases, we’ll return. Your people can press in and clean up.”

Elenore nodded along slowly, then said, “…I don’t like it.”

“We have that in common,” Anneliese agreed, looking quite dissatisfied. Durran didn’t seem to mind, though. He seemed happy he was about to see a good show.

“Well, I’m not too fond either. But it’ll work. I’ve fought vampires before—these were spellcasters, too, not piddly thieves with blood diluted over centuries.” Argrave popped his fingers.

“You nearly died.” Galamon looked to him.

Argrave pushed his tongue against his cheek. “That’s beside the point.”

Galamon looked back to the entrance, unaffected. Argrave scratched his cheek and said, “Anneliese is a more-than-suitable replacement for me while we’re busy with this. Please, talk to her. She knows all of my plans, and I trust her to make any adjustments. She can catch you up to speed on what I wanted to do—shortly put, we’re going to try to erode the north from within, then stage a devastating strike comprised of forces in Relize to further sow discord.”

Elenore gave slow, steady nods, digesting his words. “I don’t think I’ll be able to focus well while you’re assaulting this place alone. I’ll wait for your return.”

“I see.” Argrave nodded. “Well, still, feel free. After all, it’ll be good to know your future sister-in-law.”

Argrave patted Elenore on the shoulder and walked away, dispelling his ward in a fluid motion.

“Be careful,” Anneliese called out. “Be safe.”

“What she said,” Durran called. “Have fun, too.”

Galamon joined at his side, matching his stride perfectly. As he walked, Argrave brought a Humorless Mask to his face. They had used these solemn white masks to combat the plague, yet now it sufficed as something of an oxygen mask. It wouldn’t prevent poison from entering, but its air-generating enchantments would supply sufficient oxygen in places where it was otherwise absent.

“It’s like the good old days,” Argrave mused once they stepped past all of Elenore’s men, walking alone to the dark and foreboding entrance. “You and me, overwhelming odds…”

“They were terrible days,” Galamon disagreed.

“Suppose you’re right,” Argrave reflected, reminded of illness, deadly fights, and approaching armies. “I guess… right now is the good old days. You never know what the best time was before it’s passed.”

“Stop talking,” Galamon informed him curtly. “Need to hear.”

Argrave grew silent, and they came to the great curtain of rippling beige smoke. Galamon knelt, reaching into a satchel at his side and pulling free a potion. He hefted it carefully. Argrave retrieved his own brew—a foamy substance locked in a bottle. The liquid had stained the entire bottle orange.

“You’re sure this affects vampires?” he asked Argrave uncertainly. “When brewing it, I felt nothing when it touched my skin.”

Argrave nodded, swishing his bottle about. “Only poison that does. Stops regeneration when it meets their blood, and only that. Used some high-end ingredients Durran picked up… but considering our newfound wealthy patron, don’t be afraid to use it all.”

Galamon lowered the substance, peering ahead. “Don’t notice anyone. Confined area…” Galamon pulled free one of the blue daggers at his side—the Giantkillers. He opened the bottle and poured it generously on the blade, emptying half of it. After, the elven vampire rose to his feet, looking to Argrave.

Argrave raised his bottle of orange liquid to eye level, grimacing, then passed it to Galamon. Neither potions nor poisons would affect him. The elven vampire popped the cork free and downed the liquid. It smelled like drain cleaner in the brief second it was exposed to the air, but Galamon didn’t even grimace. He was practically drinking pure gold, that potion was so expensive… but it enhanced the senses and reflexes, and Argrave would sorely need his protector to be beyond able.

“Let’s go.” Galamon took the first step forward. “Slow, steady. When we encounter enemies, pounce on them and end them. Big groups—you’ll handle them.”

Argrave nodded, growing serious at Galamon’s methodical approach to things. Vampires were no simple foes—intelligent, and monstrously strong, and often with years of fighting experience. Argrave felt good about having one of them on his side, doubly so when that vampire wore armor made for Vasquer’s royal guards and bore a crown of elven enchantments.

Galamon paused just before the smoke. “These vampires…”

“Yeah?” Argrave stopped.

“What are their origins?”

Argrave rubbed his hands together. “They’re betrayers of a betrayer. Vasquer’s second son started a war, killed his older brother, killed his father, stole his possessions, imprisoned Vasquer, declared himself king, became a vampire…” Argrave shook his head, reflecting how terrible this guy really was when his deeds were lined up one after the other. “But he was betrayed by the very vampires that turned him. The kingdom was assumed by the third son, and the second brother’s ‘legacy’ is… Rancor. One of the oldest groups of vampires in all of Vasquer, kept alive by their ancestor’s deeds.”

“…You meant what you said. About a cure.” Galamon looked to Argrave.

“No, I made it up,” Argrave said drolly. “You’re asking that as a joke, I hope. Of course. It’s one piece of a larger whole, but it is a piece.” Argrave waved him ahead. “Look at that potion drip off the blade. Let’s go.”

Galamon turned wordlessly and walked. Argrave couldn’t tell what he was thinking. Times like this, he was reminded how much he relied on Anneliese for things. Yet as he stepped into the poisonous chamber, Argrave was glad she would be far away from this place.


Chapter 32

Galamon pressed forward a fair bit ahead of Argrave, his metal boots impacting with the cold stone impressively quietly. Their strategy for the advance was quite simple—these vampires would rely on their senses to search out living things. Galamon, being a vampire, would have a better chance at surprising his foes. Argrave would serve as the eye-catching distraction.

To that end, Argrave had three electric eels swirling around his body, illuminating his surroundings through the beige smoke that assailed from every direction. The smoke stung his eyes, the sensation reminding him of swimming eyes-open through a pool with chlorine in it. He remained ready.

This place was a catacomb. It appeared to be a warrior’s tomb specifically, with statues depicting armored knights erected just behind stone sarcophagi. The opening section was a long, long hallway of stone coffins. Primitive traps, detectable even by Argrave’s unskilled eye, lined the floor—snares, caltrops, the like. It was the beginning of the vampire’s preparation. They thought the smoke would be able to stop any from entering for a long while, evidently.

Deep in the tomb, Argrave could hear the faint scrape and stir of scrambling. The long hallway opened up into many a larger chamber divided by a pillar down the center, and Galamon knelt down, gaze intent. He scanned the place. Argrave counted six openings, each leading into different rooms—offering rooms, he recalled, where the living could leave gifts to the departed. After a long silence, Galamon pointed to each opening, displaying on his fingers how many people were in each room.

Heaviest on the right side, was Argrave’s conclusion. With that in mind, he gestured right, and Galamon gave a nod of confirmation. He moved slowly and quietly, while Argrave remained in place. Once Galamon took his position just beside one of the rightward entrances, Argrave advanced.

Once he passed a certain point, a great roar echoed out, and three pale-skinned people wearing clothes too fine for a tomb stepped out of their recess, tossing daggers adeptly. They did not seem like monstrous beings—they appeared like ordinary men and women, and even resembled particularly well-dressed aristocrats.

But their daggers flew through the air as quickly as any arrow. Having been given ample warning, Argrave conjured a B-rank ward with his ring. Metal clashing against magic and battle cries echoed across the tomb, giving signal the battle had begun. Argrave scanned the three foes for any spellcasters but found none. Not all had the magic affinity for such a vocation, fortunately, elsewise vampires would be a much more potent force.

Galamon lunged and grabbed the closest, clutching his wrist. He pulled the vampire forth effortlessly, slamming him into one of his partners. The third reared back, retrieving more throwing daggers. Galamon’s speed had always been astounding, but with royal-forged armor and the crown both empowering him, he seemed naught but a dark gray blur. He jammed his Giantkiller in the vampire’s neck before he could ready another attack, then turned and cut it out, severing his head.

Vampires on the rightward side emerged from the other two prayer rooms—Argrave counted seven besides those Galamon engaged with, and once again found no spellcasters. One barked something about getting help, then fled deeper into the tomb. Argrave was pleased his enemies would be gathering closely together, but quickly dismissed the thought when the six rushed toward him and Galamon.

Though Argrave considered this a fine time to use [Pavise Gale], he knew it was important he conserve his magic. Argrave remained behind his ward and sent the electric eels swirling above his head forth, using their presence to suppress the six rushing at them. It worked—they stopped in their tracks. It gave Galamon ample time to deal with the three he’d surprised.

With one’s head severed and the other two reeling from his slam, they proved no match for Galamon. He was faster, stronger—the two he’d thrown recovered and tried to throw more knives, but Galamon ducked low, grabbing one by the foot and tripping him. The other he slammed against the wall with his forearm, suspending him in place for a dozen lightning-quick stabs to the stomach. The poison was working—the wounds did not heal, and he left the vampire to bleed. He turned back, kicking the vampire he’d tripped in the teeth. It was a devastating blow that sent the vampire sprawling, and yet Galamon pressed forth and snuffed out his life as one might step on a cockroach.

Seeing both Galamon’s butchery and Argrave’s magic before them, the six vampires lost their boldness. They were thieves—even as vampires, they had mostly subsisted on captives rather than actively hunting. They did not seem accustomed to struggles where death was a possible, even likely, outcome.

When the seven from the left side’s rooms joined up with them, that battlefield fervor was reignited. One of them was a spellcaster—C-rank, by Argrave’s heat-of-the-moment estimation. Given their regenerative qualities, vampires were a prime candidate to use blood magic. C-rank blood magic could break through his ring-conjured ward. Argrave regarded this new arrival cautiously.

After putting an end to the last of the three, Galamon turned, bracing for the coming horde.

“Green tunic, spellcaster,” Argrave informed him with a shout. At once, Galamon pulled free the Ebonice axe, holding it at the ready.

Rather than target Argrave holed up behind his ward, the spellcaster directed his attention toward Galamon. He shouted a command to halt, then advanced before his vampire kin. Two C-rank [Skysunder] spells surged out of his hands, yet the Giantkiller in Galamon’s hand attracted the white lightning, absorbing it harmlessly.

Galamon advanced, Giantkiller faintly sparking. The spellcaster, panicked, conjured a wave of fire and retreated. The elven vampire batted the flames aside with the Ebonice axe. Argrave urged his [Electric Eels] forth and rushed in, forcing the vampire to conjure a ward. With the ward up, the vampire was sealed in place. Galamon lunged and swung his axe again. It stalled at the ward, yet broke past. Even still, the vampire managed to fall backward and dodge. He scrambled to the protection of his kin.

Not content to let his foe get away unpunished, Argrave stepped up beside Galamon and cast [Pavise Gale]. A knight of wind formed before him, swinging a thick and tall shield. The vampire had reflexes fast enough to conjure a C-rank ward, but it shattered like sugar glass before the giant knight of wind. The pavise struck the spellcaster directly, slamming him against the right wall. The group of vampires he’d been seeking protection behind scattered before Argrave, tossed by the powerful gust to the walls, the floors… one even managed to hit the ceiling.

With the twelve of them tossed aside so effortlessly, they were routed. Those quickest to gain their bearings did not dare rejoin the fight—they fled. Galamon seized the initiative ruthlessly. He severed the dazed spellcaster’s head with his Ebonice axe and pursued those fleeing with his Giantkiller. He dealt haunting wounds that would not heal, but it was difficult to stop all from fleeing. He killed two more and injured several, yet they did largely escape.

Once he dared not pursue any longer, Galamon returned to Argrave. “They’ll group up,” he informed Argrave with a voice too-calm in the wake of their slaughter. “Whether they retaliate or fortify themselves, I cannot say. Their leader will decide.”

Argrave nodded, adrenaline still pumping through his body. “Our goal remains the same: deal with the poison smoke. We break their bellows, put out the fires, the smoke stops flowing. If they chase, I’ll deal with them. If they don’t, we’ll do our job, join up with Elenore’s men, and then I’ll deal with them.” Argrave glanced around at the gore, mind scrambled. He shook his head to gather himself. “Come on. We head deeper, then turn right at the second hall. You take point.”

After a quick moment to clean his weapons of blood, Galamon nodded, reapplying the vampiric poison on his Giantkiller. Argrave paced around, driven to constant motion by the adrenaline. Once finished, Galamon advanced, and they proceeded deeper into the tomb with him far ahead just as it had been the first time.

They were unharried in their quick advance to the furnace rooms. The moment they turned right to proceed into them, Argrave saw movement at the opposite end. Through the smoke, it was difficult to distinguish how many there were. Yet lightning surged across the gap directly at them, gravitating toward Galamon’s Giantkiller.

“God damn it,” Argrave cursed—a long corridor was the worst place to be caught in, and he couldn’t afford to endure a protracted magic battle: it would cost too much magic. “Rush. Just rush!” Argrave commanded, sending his electric eels darting forth to assault whoever was opposite them.

Both of them sprinted, Galamon slightly ahead. It became immediately obvious there were multiple spellcasters on the opposite end as the attacks came very quickly. Lightning, blades of wind, balls of fire—even despite Galamon’s diligent protection, Argrave took painful blows that cut past the haze of adrenaline. When they finally made it to the other side, their foes rushed at them with blades of blood in hand; two spellcasters, both using the C-rank blood magic [Putrid Paramerion].

Though more skilled than those they’d fought earlier, Galamon still effortlessly outskilled his foes, breaking the blood magic with his Ebonice axe and stabbing one through the eye. Argrave delivered three C-rank spells in quick succession on the other—three loud, white bolts of [Skysunder]. Though kept alive by his vampiric blood, the spells stunned him long enough for Galamon to crush his head against the wall.

Argrave leaned against the wall, finally with the liberty to inspect the damage dealt. His gut had been pierced slightly by an ice spike that still persisted. Without his armor, the wound would have been incapacitating, he was sure. He pulled it free, healed it, and tended to another cut on his thigh.

“No more ahead. I hear fire, though,” Galamon informed Argrave.

“That’ll be the furnace,” Argrave said, rubbing the now-healed spot on his gut. He had other, lesser wounds, but those could be healed later. “Let’s hurry.”

Pushing past things, Argrave stepped over the fallen vampires and proceeded into a room that felt as hot as a volcano. Twelve iron furnaces persisted here, fires blazing hot within them. There was a vast pile of herbal bundles in one corner of the room, while now-unmanned bellows beside the furnace collected the beige smoke and pumped it into ports that undoubtedly distributed it throughout the whole place.

“I’ll douse the flames. Destroy the bellows just in case,” Argrave commanded.

With that, Argrave conjured water into the furnaces, flooding them out. They hissed in defiance as they died, and the heat persisted in the air long after they’d left… but the smoke immediately began to thin. To ensure those herbs could not be burnt more, Argrave doused them in water, too, all but flooding the room. Meanwhile, Galamon ripped apart the bellows by hand. Once that was done, Galamon grabbed the furnaces and pushed them over. They were mounted to the wall, yet the elven vampire easily ripped them free.

“Excellent work,” Argrave commended as the last iron furnace fell to the ground. “They might salvage this… but all we need is a window of opportunity to press in. Back to Elenore’s men—time to begin the real assault. And I can get my hands on some ancient relics that’ll help quite a bit for the task ahead…”

Galamon nodded, and Argrave adjusted the Humorless Mask over his face. They both ran to where they’d come from.


Chapter 33

Argrave and Galamon emerged from the thinning beige smoke. Judging by the reactions they received by Elenore’s gathered men, they struck quite a harrowing pair. He saw Elenore beside his companions—the princess crossed her arms in uncertainty, for she could not perceive things a long distance away. Argrave walked confidently forward.

“Mages! Gather,” Argrave commanded. “The pump of poison in the air has stopped. The vampires are preparing for our assault—we dispel the smoke, then press through to put a stake in the chest of these foul bloodsuckers before they can prepare!”

Elenore had already given Argrave significant authority, and his words themselves had a commanding atmosphere. Her people rushed to obey, the mages taking the head of the pack to dispel the smoke. Argrave stepped up to Elenore.

“Things went well,” Argrave told her, watching the mages as they worked. “I’ll take the helm for the second assault. They’ve grouped up—perfect for me.”

Elenore studied him, evidently unsettled. “You… encountered trouble?”

“Not enough,” Argrave commented. “Anneliese, Durran. You’re ready, I trust?”

Durran hefted his glaive. “Naturally.”

Anneliese did not answer, but instead came to his side to tend to the wounds he’d left untreated. Argrave smiled at her.

“Perhaps you should hang back, let me handle things from here,” Elenore suggested.

“You’ve done enough. Barely let me participate last battle. Besides, they have spellcasters in their number. I still have something to show you.” Argrave grinned broadly.

Anneliese gave him a sideward glance for his words but did not protest.

“The smoke clears!” one of Elenore’s men shouted.

Spurred to action, Argrave turned on his heels. “Won’t be long, now. I’m looking forward to getting to brass tacks when we come back.” Argrave left her, then ran speedily to take the vanguard as he’d promised.

“Galamon—give Durran the axe. Durran—here.” Argrave removed his glove and his ring, then gave the thing to him. “You cast wards to defend. I imagine they’ll try something they already have—holding a chokepoint, like a corridor. I’ll break past, but I need you to defend me.”

“…Right,” Durran acknowledged, then turned to Elenore. “Hey. Keep this safe, will you? I appreciate it,” he thanked before her answer, then tossed his glaive toward her.

“That’s—!” she shouted, alarmed, yet caught the glaive all the same. “That was dangerous!” she admonished him.

“Hey, come on. Look after it well and you’ll go from me being okay with you to me liking you. Big step up!” Durran laughed.

“I hope you…!” Elenore began to curse him but deflated in half a second. “Treat this task seriously, lest you perish.”

Durran waved her goodbye, and then with his new equipment, advanced alongside them.

“Ladies, gentleman!” Argrave shouted with bravado as he stepped past Elenore’s band, his companions at his heel. “Your role is simple—cleaning duty. Now, I know you might hate cleaning… but this time is a bit different than scrubbing floors. I’ll kill everything that moves, and you catch anything I miss.”

Argrave felt he was tempting fate with such arrogance. Argrave knew people, though. A confident, arrogant leader who’d already proven himself in battle was a great boost for morale. They’d seen him emerge from a poison waste covered in gore—if that was not a proven fighter, what was?

And so, with fighters of renewed confidence at his heel, Argrave once again dove into the catacombs. The smoke had thinned tremendously already, and the mages still worked to dispel it. Despite that, all the warriors bore cloth wraps over their face for added protection. For a long while, only the sounds of their footfalls echoed through the stone halls… yet after a time, they spotted vampires. They were scouts setting traps, and once their warband was spotted, they retreated.

“How kind. They lead us to where they’re gathered,” Argrave said sarcastically.

Galamon gave Argrave a signal—a great bulk of them were gathered ahead. Argrave triggered his Blessing of Supersession and began creating [Electric Eels]. Galamon held his Giantkillers at the ready, prepared to protect from errant lightning cast by distant spellcasters. At first, he heard surprise behind him, and nothing more… yet as the eels became dozens, hundreds, there were disbelieving murmurs. He heard his newfound sobriquet muttered: Kinslaying Serpent.

They passed by where Argrave and Galamon had halted their initial assault and entered a long and wide corridor lined with stone sarcophagi. Lightning attack spells bridged the gap almost at once, yet Galamon caught them with the blue lightning rod daggers in his hand. Long passages were the best place to restrict large group of foes, and their foes intended to hold this spot so as not to lose an advantage… but they’d done Argrave an unwitting favor.

The spells changed form, soon enough—spells of other elements came, coupled with blood magic. Anneliese and Durran took the role of defense.

“Stop here,” Argrave commanded the men behind him. “Wait for my signal to advance.”

The men complied, fearing the barrage of magic ahead of them. Their party advanced steadily into the constant barrage, dispelling and conjuring wards in short bursts of movements. He kept the eels at their back, and they illuminated all ahead with light blue light. He was sure the spectacle would appear as though they were standing in front of the sun—to dark-accustomed vampires, it would be blinding.

Argrave stopped midway through the corridor, unable to press further without dispelling their wards. Argrave held his hand out, and two thick strands of blood took the shape of a recurve bow. It was as tall as Argrave, and he laid one point against the ground. In his other hand, an arrow of blood took shape. He nocked the arrow.

Echoing impacts struck their wards again and again, less accurate on account of the wall of blinding light behind them. Argrave spotted a few mages possibly of A-rank in their number… but given the price of failure, each of their foes would use an A-rank spell as a last resort. Prevailing magic wisdom dictated spells were to be conserved and used at the right opportunity.

Prevailing magic wisdom didn’t account for the Blessing of Supersession.

Argrave’s arrow grew larger, and his vision danced as he put yet more blood into the attack. Once he was content it would be able to shatter any defense the foe might form, A-rank or no, he spurred the [Electric Eels] at his back past him. They swarmed like a beam of unimaginable power, hissing and sparking past Argrave’s ear. They were so many, he could see nothing beyond them… yet once they reached a certain threshold, Argrave released [Bloodfeud Bow].

The area ahead became naught but chaos and lights. [Bloodfeud Bow] was used to shatter any wards, allowing passage for the [Electric Eels] to kill en masse. Confident in this theory, Argrave started to walk forward before the scene had settled, using what little time remained in the Blessing of Supersession to spawn more [Electric Eels] at his side. He felt a little woozy after using the blood magic, but he was certain he’d be fine.

Sparking electricity danced along the walls and the ceiling from the attack of eels. Most of what remained of the enemy could only be described as charred corpses. A great gash of overturned stone lined the floor and wall, until his arrow of blood hit a stop and dug ten feet through. What few living dead remained were in no condition to mount a serious defense, and even the unharmed fled in a panic deeper into the tomb.

Argrave turned and called, “Cleaners! Advance!”

The spellcasters had congregated here to stall them in the corridor and had paid the price. Elenore’s men could handle what few remained. If they couldn’t… Well, even now, near a hundred eels swirled above Argrave’s head, and Anneliese and Durran were unspent. He was sure he would think of something.

***

“Seems the last of them locked themselves inside here,” Argrave said, looking around. He knelt down, examining the lock to the vault before them. “Doesn’t look like part of the construction of this tomb. Some kind of puzzle lock.”

Argrave stayed staring at it. He was sure that Ruleo would be able to handle something like this… but that would take time, and he wouldn’t be able to be present for the opening.

“…Sir,” one of Elenore’s men said respectfully. “Jerard might be able to handle this. I’m… I’m not sure where he is, sir, but things have nearly finished up. Sir.” He lowered his head, out of both fear and deference.

Argrave rose back up to his feet. “The two of you—go looking for him. Stick to areas that’ve already been cleared, and be careful,” he directed them seriously.

When the two of them departed, Argrave was alone with his companions once again. Looking around, one could see the bodies of vampires everywhere. Elenore’s men were quite skilled. He would have to ask her how she assembled so many talented and reliable people. She had never elaborated on that in Heroes of Berendar. He supposed there were a lot of questions he had that could finally be answered.

“I can feel it,” Galamon said abruptly.

Argrave turned to him. “What?”

“A tugging. At the heart, the mind.” Galamon rubbed his breastplate of dark gray steel. “At… the beast. The relic is ahead. It’s exactly as you said.”

Realizing he was referring to his vampiric nature, Argrave looked around to be sure none were listening. “Well, now’s not the time to let others know about that. I’ll handle it.”

Galamon’s white eyes refocused, as though he had been drawn from a haze. He shook his head and slapped himself in the face, to Argrave’s surprise.

“I’m fine,” he finally said.

Argrave looked to Anneliese and Durran, giving both a silent signal to keep an eye on Galamon. They waited by the vault. Not much time passed before the two he’d directed to find this locksmith returned. They were out of breath, obviously not wishing to keep Argrave waiting.

“You’re Jerard?” Argrave asked.

“Yes. Yes, sir.” The man lowered his head.

“You know locks?” Argrave crossed his arms.

“I do, sir.”

“You know enchanted locks?” Argrave pressed once again.

“Yes, sir.” Jerard nodded confidently.

“Take a look.” Argrave gestured.

Jerard shifted on his feet, then slowly walked up to the lock. He hunched over, examining it, then knelt to get a better view of it. After a time, he reached into his satchel wordlessly, pulling free some bizarre-looking instruments. Judging by the crude nature of the tools, they were handmade. That alone was promising.

He watched Jerard as he worked. Though he caught a few sideways glances, once the man began to get involved in the work, he could not stop. He started craning his head, muttering observations. After a time, he drew out more tools from his satchel, some of them with enchantments gleaming on them. After his preparations, he stuck two thin metal tools into the hole.

He counted numbers up, then paused after a certain point, shifted the tools, and started again. Anneliese knelt down to see what he was actually doing. She seemed ready to ask a question, yet then a louder click echoed, and Jerard rose to his feet.

“Opened,” he declared.

Before Argrave could give a command, Galamon grabbed the thick handle to the vault door and turned it. He yanked it open, and Argrave had to jump aside to avoid being slammed by the thick reinforced door. Three people waited within. Though most they’d seen before were passably human… these people had extended fangs, pale skin, and eyes that glowed red. They seemed inhuman.

Galamon rushed toward them with reckless abandon. They, too, surged at him like rabid dogs. He did not meet them with his typical efficiency… instead, he engaged in a simple and ruthless struggle with all of them at once.

The vampires tried to overpower him with brute strength… and succeeded for a time, unprecedentedly. Durran hacked one foe in the back as they grappled, and that brief moment of pause was enough for him to break free. Galamon ruthlessly seized one, slamming the vampire to the ground and crushing his head with bare hands. The other two buffeted his helmet with blows, trying to return the favor, yet he rose back to his feet and disemboweled one with his bare hands. The other he seized by the neck… and then grasped something at the vampire’s chest.

Galamon pulled free a black blade, holding it up in the air. A simple elbow to the face dispatched the vampire he still held, and before the body even fell, Galamon stared at the black knife with runes along its surface with a terrible, inhuman fascination… and something changed in his expression.

“Galamon.” Argrave stepped forward, more than ready for this situation. Ever since he’d been seized by the vampire all those months ago, he’d been preparing for another situation like this. “Remember Muriem. Remember Rhomaden.” He listed off Galamon’s wife’s name, his son’s name.

Galamon’s gaze broke from the black dagger for but half a second.

“Come on. Think,” Argrave urged. “How old would Rhomaden be now? Do you remember the day Muriem gave birth to him?” he urged, trying to ground him back to reality.

“It was…” Galamon said, voice shaking. “Seventeen years ago.”

Argrave stepped a little closer, hands outstretched. “Remember how you felt that day?”

“I…” Galamon swallowed, his intense grip on the black knife slackening.

Argrave took the moment, gingerly pulling the knife from the vampire’s grasp. He looked to Argrave, anger rising… yet then, his face grew slack. He briefly held the wall for support.

Argrave stowed the gleaming black blade in his duster’s inside pocket, hoping the enchantments might muffle the dagger’s primal effect. Once it was, he looked around. His eyes fell upon something in the back of the room—a set of black ceremonial regalia, many pieces missing. The most prominent pieces remained, though—a royal mantle, adorned with a giant golden snake on black silk, and a crown. The crown of the first king of Vasquer.

“It’s over.” Argrave stepped forward cautiously.


Chapter 34

Argrave gazed up at the pitch-black regalia. The set was enchanting enough to make him forget what Galamon had done not moments ago. The fact that a stand had been made to accommodate all its pieces hinted at the true value of it all. There was a spot for a scepter, bracelets, gloves, a ring, a ceremonial sword… Much of that was gone, however, having been sold off centuries ago to sustain Rancor in times of poor management. The primary pieces remaining were the royal mantle and the crown.

The royal mantle was an ostentatious thing. The collar was black ermine, and even from here the fur appeared soft. The cloak proper was made of a flowing black silk, a snake of gold emblazoned on the back. It was giant, accommodating for someone of a similar height to Argrave.

The crown, though… its central band was a black metal, though it was concealed by gold at many points. Gold encircled each studded jewel—diamonds of various colors, sapphires, rubies, and emeralds all pushed its frame to the brink. Some of the jewels were the size of chicken eggs. Though this vault was filled with riches, they all paled before this single crown.

Argrave reached forward and took the crown. Everyone watched him, waiting to see what he would do. It made him far too self-conscious to genuinely put it on. He pulled off the mantle, too, putting it beneath the crook of his arm. When Argrave turned, Durran stared at him disappointedly.

“What?” Argrave frowned.

“Coward,” Durran declared, then shook his head and turned around.

Argrave felt insulted. His mind whirled for a comeback, and then he reached out and put the crown over Durran’s wyvern-scale helmet. The tribal jumped, and Argrave ensured the crown didn’t fall off his head.

“Hold that. You break it, you’re paying for it,” Argrave decided, then turned back to Galamon. “You alright, Galamon?” Argrave asked loudly, so that Elenore’s men who’d seen the scene could hear him clearly. “That knife—it possesses people. Probably turned those vampires crazy. I know how to handle it, don’t worry.”

Galamon’s head turned to him. Some redness remained in his eyes, yet they were fading back to white quickly. He gave a curt nod. “I’m… fine.”

Argrave grabbed beneath Galamon’s arm. “Come on. Let’s get you out of this place. The cleaners can do the rest. Here, have a drink.” He pulled free the flask at Galamon’s side and handed it to him.

Galamon took the flask and stared at it for a moment before drinking it like it was some foul swill. Once done, he closed his eyes, gathering himself. He stood straight once again.

“I’m fine,” Galamon repeated. This time, Argrave believed him a little.

***

Argrave and his companions headed back to where Elenore was waiting, leaving her people to clean things up. He felt he’d demonstrated his prowess sufficiently. Durran walked with the crown in his hands, holding it gingerly and walking slowly like it was fragile glass.

Before they reached outside, Argrave stopped, looking around. He nodded toward Anneliese, and she conjured a ward for them to speak privately.

“Alright. That knife you held—I’m sure you’re curious about it,” he said to Galamon.

“You said that would happen. I tried to be ready… but it was stronger.” The elven vampire shook his head. “I apologize.”

“Don’t.” Argrave waved his hands. “This knife… a vampiric relic. Althazar, it’s called. It…” Argrave shook his head. “It partially actualizes the vampiric ‘beast’ you describe. Even being near it frenzied you somewhat. If you stab yourself in the chest… some of the dormant powers of your vampirism awaken. Every ability you already have will be enhanced greatly—regeneration, strength, senses… and the side effects, too. They’re enhanced.”

Galamon lowered his head, eyes growing distant. “They were.”

“These vampiric relics were meant to enhance you as a vampire. They’re generally intended for those who intend to lean into their powers, rely on them more.” Argrave tapped at his chest. “Considering how much you hate that aspect of yourself, perhaps it’s best I hold onto it.”

“It’s useless. No, it’s worse than useless—it’s harmful. I’ve spent years reining this side of myself in…” The elven vampire lifted his eyes back to Argrave. “How will this cure me?”

Argrave stared back despite Galamon’s intensity, knowing his companion would not harm him. “This relic, in combination with others, can fully actualize the beast you have. If it’s made real, it’s somewhat separate from you. And if it’s separate, we can kill it without killing you. You’ll be cured—freed of the beast forever, made mortal once again. These relics will be rendered impotent. And… well, a bunch of other stuff will happen.” Argrave waved his hand, feeling now was not the time.

“I don’t like it,” Galamon growled.

Argrave frowned. “Well, it’s… I mean, there are other… What? Why?” Argrave asked, puzzled.

“No, not…” Galamon sighed. “Not your proposition. The knife. I dislike its mastery over me.”

Touching his chest where the knife rested, Argrave said, “I’ll keep Althazar hidden, fret not.”

“No. In time… at another date, I hope to train myself to resist it. I cannot afford to act as I did,” Galamon said determinedly.

Argrave looked to Anneliese for guidance, but she seemed just as undecided as he did. He looked back and said, “I hope you won’t be offended if I say I need to think about that.”

It did look like a difficult pill for Galamon to swallow. He stared back, then eventually sighed, seeming more disappointed in himself than anything. “You’re right.”

“Let’s get going. I don’t want to hold this million-gold exhibit any longer,” said Durran tensely.

Argrave looked back. He reached down and took the crown from his hands, then left behind the word, “Coward.”

***

Argrave emerged from the catacombs a second time, some of the fatigue of the battle finally settling in. He had taken the lead role in most of this, largely by his own design. If Elenore had an adequate grasp of his abilities, she would be able to manipulate things in their favor better. He would need her to be at her best, and people functioned at their best when they had as much information at their disposal as possible.

Elenore waited, not as nervous as she had been the last time—their departure had taken some time, and Argrave supposed news had already reached her of what had occurred within. Flanked by his companions, he stepped up before her.

“We went through, cleared them out,” Argrave reported. “They hid in a vault, but we managed to get them out without incident. Not sure how many casualties, but… not many. Not on our side, at least.” Argrave held the crown up a little higher. “Got a crown, a royal mantle. You might see how these items help bolster our cause.”

Elenore crossed her arms and nodded. “Of course I do.” She tapped her foot against the ground, then suggested, “Let us take a walk.”

“Sure.” Argrave raised a brow.

Elenore held out her arm, and Argrave took it. They started to walk away. Elenore was leaning on him quite heavily, and explained in a whisper, “These prosthetics are digging into my legs. I apologize, but it’s difficult to stand. I cannot be seen to be so weak before my people.”

“Don’t apologize,” Argrave assured quietly. “Happy to help. Maybe I can carry you.”

“Those rumors… I thought they were exaggerations,” Elenore proceeded, changing the subject to hide her embarrassment at the notion. “Most firsthand testimonies came from peasants in Kin’s End, or a defeated royal knight. Both had reason to talk up your power. Yet… none of it was lies. A legion of ghostly snakes… what sort of power is that?”

“Just magic,” Argrave explained, adjusting his arm to better support Elenore. “I have a Blessing from a god. Erlebnis,” Argrave told her readily. “Got it in a trade. Knowledge for power. Power for power, some might say. For five minutes… I can tap into a god’s magic power. After, I repay a debt of magic.”

“I see…” muttered Elenore in awe. “It is… As I recall, Erlebnis is an ancient god of knowledge. That is certainly an interesting arrangement. And considering your origin, it makes sense why he might wish to do such a thing…” She paused. “Should you be telling me this?”

“It’s best you know. You’re part of my inner circle, now. The people I trust most,” Argrave said while looking ahead.

Durran scoffed. “Good deal you got. I had to lose a few fingers for him to accept me.”

“I…” Elenore trailed off, then sighed. “I am glad this happened.”

“Me too,” Argrave agreed.

“Let us discuss Vasquer.” Elenore changed the subject. “I have been speaking to her, and I believe she may be able to aid us in removing the bindings… it will take time, much time, but she may be freed. I had hoped to—”

Shouts echoed across the vast stone chamber housing Vasquer, and Elenore’s fingers dug into his arm in alarm. He heard someone swear, “It’s important! It’s important!” and though people tried to stop someone in the distance, he broke past them.

Ruleo rushed out into the big stone chamber, pursued by a few people. Spotting Elenore, he sprinted over. Galamon stepped ahead of Argrave.

“He’s bleeding,” the elven vampire noted, his stoic nature returned. “Badly.”

“Who is it?” Elenore questioned.

“Ruleo,” Argrave said, voice tight.

“Gods be damned… he was meant to be keeping an eye on things in the palace.” Elenore released her grip on Argrave. “You may have time enough to return to the catacombs… I’ll try to—”

“Elenore!” Ruleo shouted. “The king!”

Hearing his words, Argrave was not so eager to slink away. Argrave still wore the solemn white Humorless Mask, but his height and hair alone were enough to guess who he might be. Argrave pulled his duster’s hood a little lower and decided to remain. He used Galamon to hide himself somewhat and decided to listen.

“You were meant to be watching the palace,” Elenore said coldly, stepping away from Argrave.

Ruleo came to a stop, his breathing heavy. “Gods be damned… why else would I be here? Barely got away alive.”

Elenore crossed her arms, adapting her callous persona of the Bat. “Speak. What occurred?”

“The mole you had us looking for. Levin’s talking to the king… and he brought that little orange-haired maid you had me rescue.”

“Therese?” Elenore said in surprise. “That’s impossible. She was… she was sent thousands of miles away. She had guards, even, and many of my people near her.”

“I saw her with my own eyes, damn it all,” Ruleo cursed, then leaned against the wall, cackling. “Your men were caught in a net. Levin initiated a purge, wiped them all out. I barely got out alive.”

Elenore’s men finally caught up with Levin, yet the princess stopped them from apprehending him. “You’re certain it was Therese? Absolutely certain?”

“Positive. She looked… worse than before. Not that you’d care.” Ruleo slumped against the wall, gaze finally wandering. “Looks like Levin is telling the whole story. Seemed to leave out that you were the Bat, but he’s told Felipe that the Bat is here… and told him about that big damn snake, too.”

“That…!” Elenore bit her lip. “He’s going to destroy himself. I have evidence that’ll make Felipe execute him, take away everything that he values. What the hell is that fool…!” she started, then paused. “What’s going to happen?”

“This is just a second-hand report…” Ruleo began hesitantly, clutching at his wounded leg and healing it with magic. “But Felipe knows about Vasquer, so it makes sense. Sounds like the king is coming personally with the bulk of the royal guard.”

“Therese couldn’t know about Vasquer…” Elenore paused. “No. Pointless thoughts.” She stepped away, head clenched in thought. “That meager assault in Rancor, that pointless attempt to expose me with a royal messenger… distraction. Distraction and misdirection, stalling for time…”

Ruleo let out a sigh of relief as the bleeding stopped. His gaze wandered… and fell upon Argrave. His white eyes changed quickly, and he slowly stood up.

“Well,” said Ruleo. “Hello there.”

Ruleo stalked up to their party. Though Argrave had some plans for how he might handle confronting Ruleo, he felt it was best to see how things would play out. Given the situation, it was difficult to predict.

“Nice eyes, masked man.” Ruleo turned his head to Elenore. “Seen them before plenty of times in Order of the Rose ruins. Some of my little necromantic friends I made have them, too.” He shook his head. “Rumors started spreading that Induen’s corpse got eaten by ants and couldn’t be displayed… These rumors spread fast, too. Inorganically. Wonder why that might be.” Ruleo rolled his shoulders. “Where might Induen’s body have gone?”

“Ruleo, you—” Elenore stepped forth.

“No, don’t bother.” Ruleo held up his hands and walked away. “I see snow elves, too. Big mystery, ooh.” He shook his hands. “Who the hell that is, who you’re working with—none of it matters anymore. I’m getting ten thousand miles away from this place. But I guess it makes sense. How else could Argrave have done so much without someone bigger backing him—someone like you?” He shot his thumb toward Argrave. “I don’t care if that’s Induen revived or some Argrave meat-puppet. I fought the damned royal guard in the palace—I’m a top-priority wanted criminal now. Whole thing’s falling apart.”

Ruleo walked backward as he talked, arms spread out. “So forget you, forget this. You didn’t kill me for spying on you, and so I came back here to tell you Felipe is coming. As far as I’m concerned, that settles things; we won’t have anything to do with each other in the future. I’m leaving. Given that you have time, I suggest you do the same. This information empire of yours—its capital is about to be razed. Twenty minutes, maybe less. All in all…”

Ruleo pointed both his index fingers at Elenore. “It’s over for you.”


Chapter 35

Ruleo pointed both his index fingers at Elenore. “It’s over for you.”

With that, Ruleo didn’t hesitate a second in running away. The men that had come to restrain him simply let him pass, obviously more concerned with the news that the king was coming than trying to restrain someone from leaving.

Argrave’s mind felt like it restarted after Ruleo left, coming back to focus on the task at hand. Given what the man had just leaked, all those present would be rattled. Elenore’s troops were her lifeline, and having them lose faith, having them choose between the king of their country and her operation? He wasn’t sure of their answer.

Elenore stepped forward boldly into the space Ruleo left behind. “That fool would be better off with us. The king coming here—it’s unexpected, but well within the realm of what we can handle. Have you forgotten who I am? Have you forgotten this man, who stormed those catacombs of vampires not minutes ago?” She moved to Argrave. “Gather everyone. I must set some things into place, and then we’ll leave together.”

The effect of Elenore’s confident words was like a spell that warded away their doubts, and her men set off to gather people. Even Argrave felt soothed somewhat, but when he looked to Anneliese, the uncertainty on her face told him it was mere bravado to keep all in line. Elenore held her arm out, gesturing for Argrave to escort her. Argrave took her arm.

“Take me to Vasquer,” she told him.

Without another word, Argrave took off toward the giant golden snake in the back of the giant room.

“Are you oka—”

“Save it,” Elenore interrupted. “Do you know of any other exits to this place?”

“The vampires would have used it,” Argrave told her at once. “As far as I know, front door is the only door.”

“Felipe is coming here personally… and I know him, I know how he thinks,” she said, a grim calmness to her. “Therese wouldn’t know of Vasquer… so there’s another traitor in our midst. No, no… Forget that. Felipe is the pressing matter.”

Elenore didn’t look daunted by the prospect as she continued, “We have to leave here as soon as we can. Felipe seeks possession of Vasquer. He wouldn’t dare harm her—a symbol of legitimacy as valued as the founder’s companion coming to harm under his watch would mar his reign indelibly. He would never take such a risk. Though it’s best we ask her thoughts on the matter, I believe she would agree—we cannot stay here, yet Vasquer will remain safe if we leave her.”

“Agreed.” Argrave nodded, following thus far.

“In a small group, we could leave now… but escaping the capital would be impossible without my people. My men aren’t loyal by cause—they’re loyal by benefit alone. They won’t die for me, won’t screen our escape. On top of all that, a lot of people here are very valuable links to distant places. Lastly, let’s not mention the blow this would have on my reputation. It’d cripple my capabilities. I’d be of much less help to you in the future,” Elenore outlined to him. “Levin… I was not expecting this. He’s captured Therese.”

Her footsteps faltered, and Argrave stopped. “What?” he asked.

Elenore appeared briefly distressed, yet she resumed walking not a moment later. “Ruleo said she looked worse than before. Presumably, despite torture, she’s not surrendered truly valuable information… elsewise, I would have no opportunity. She’s given me time,” she noted, voice faintly tremulous.

“Can we delay the king, evacuate?” Argrave questioned, moving steadily toward Vasquer.

“If he knows of Elenore’s capability, he would immediately know it’s a diversion,” Anneliese chimed in on the opposite side of Argrave. “Given the Bat’s reputation, he’ll know what’s happening.”

Elenore nodded. “Yes… he wouldn’t delay his arrival. Owning Vasquer would be too valuable for him to dare delay. But nonetheless, now is not the time to be frugal. I’ll send a few talented people out immediately to work at causing distractions around the city. It will divide the guard, make our escape easier. Even Felipe would not let his city burn to the ground before his eyes—his paranoia might make him think this is all just some diversion to ruin Dirracha.”

“No. You can send messages quicker with my Starsparrow,” Anneliese suggested. “It will be nigh undetectable.”

Elenore nodded, brightening somewhat. “That’s right. I can… Yes, that’s the best way. All I need is to deliver one message to a trusted agent—Merren. From there, he can get word to all of the others. A mass of arson, a series of minor attacks in the royal palace, calling in what few favors I have in the royal guard… We have to sow disunity, ensure they come here divided and uneasy.”

“With the royal knights leading a siege against this place… I mean, it’s as though we’re taking the place of the vampires we just wiped. The knight-commander, Jezuit, is an A-rank mage and master warrior well-equipped with old relics. We don’t stand a chance,” Argrave counseled.

“These favors aren’t mere trifles, Argrave,” Elenore said coldly. “The sway I have in the capital is enough to cause serious damage.”

Argrave nodded. “I believe that. But even if only ten royal knights holed up on the stairs, can we win? They’re some of the best-equipped and best-trained fighting forces in Berendar. It’d be impossible to assail, impossible to escape. We’re in the heart of the kingdom’s power. They can leisurely starve us out, if they want.”

“…I know this,” Elenore said after a moment of silence. They stopped before the gargantuan golden snake, still bound as ever. Her golden eyes followed them. “Things are as I said. The king wants to possess Vasquer. There is a reason everything happens so quickly, so recklessly. The king’s greed, his desire for Vasquer—that will be our best bet of manipulating things in our favor. Once he knows this is no fool’s quest, he will stop at nothing to come inside and secure this place.”

Elenore slowly slid out of Argrave’s grasp, coming to stand on her own.

Argrave rubbed his hands together and asked, “Vasquer is the crux of your plan?”

“Probably.” Elenore nodded. “Do you know why those in central Vasquer remain loyal to Felipe? In war, he always led the charge, fought side-by-side with his vanguard. Trust me, I know him. We can bait him in. As for Vasquer…” Elenore turned to the snake. “She… I still need to talk to her, work things out. But before I do that, I need to know one thing. Levin—does something like this have precedent? Precedent in this game of yours?”

Argrave’s gaze narrowed as he thought. “Levin is… a bit power-hungry, but he’s a coward. He stays by Felipe’s side because he doesn’t think that his father is capable of being usurped, of being defeated. He’s an opportunist. He’ll take risks, but only if he can mitigate any harm that might come of them. Simply put, no. I don’t understand why he’s doing something like this.”

“Nor do I. My people have evidence of underhanded things he’s done—Magnus’ murder, embezzlement, abuses of power… He hired men to provoke Induen’s royal guard into attacking the people here at Dirracha, effectively starting a battle between the margrave and the royal family, and by extension this whole war. That last one has no proof, but a woman under my employ testifies as much…” Elenore shook his head. “The first order of business is to get that all of that evidence out there. But given what he’s just done, I have to assume he’s planned for as much. Not to mention… he has someone planted among my men, getting word out. The traitor still needs to be dealt with.”

Argrave frowned sharply at the revelation Levin was behind Magnus’ murder. Elenore either didn’t catch or didn’t care about his expression, for she turned to Vasquer and reached out. “Quickly. No time for thoughts, feelings, distractions. It would be best if you talked to her with me,” Elenore urged.

In truth, the prospect of speaking to Vasquer again brought Argrave pause. Nonetheless, he pulled free his glove and reached out, hand resting against the metallic-feeling scales of the gigantic golden snake.

Once again, the nearly violating presence seeped into Argrave’s mind. The snake was once again quite accommodating of his discomfort… yet Elenore must have sent some knowledge of the situation over, for an inquiry came about their present situation.

Argrave simply plainly laid out the last conversation he’d had in its entirety, offering it to Vasquer. Understanding and concern returned. Argrave felt strangely nostalgic. It was like having a phone call with his mother where he’d told her some of his problems, and he’d receive a genuine offer of help. At once, understanding fell upon him—understanding of why Elenore valued this big snake so much.

That made him hesitate to leave her to Felipe’s clutches.

Yet before the thought could take root, something came—human thoughts, this time, and human feelings. Argrave accepted them. At once, Elenore’s plan of action came rushing into his mind, soon after supplanted by Vasquer’s promise of cooperation.

Argrave stood there for a moment, grinding his teeth. Then, he slowly took his hand off, and turned back to his companions. “It seems I’ll need your help. The binding around Vasquer’s jaw—it needs to be removed. And we’ll be needing a sharp blade.”


Chapter 36

Felipe stood at the mouth of his Dragon Palace, looking over his city. A multitude of golden-armored knights gathered around him, like gilding to his own black armor. His long, black hair flowed down his back like a cloak, a patch of gray atop his head. His beard showed yet more gray hair… yet his stony eyes were alert, sharp, unburdened by the ravages of age.

Myriad voices bubbled around him. People pushed past his knights, offering letters or speaking reports… Some diplomat had been exposed for accepting bribes, some noble secretly harbored rebellious ambitions, the replacement steward was working for House Parbon… and back within the palace, Felipe heard distant screaming.

“Jezuit,” Felipe said loudly.

“Your Majesty,” a knight at his side answered, bowing his head in deference. His golden helm bore a dragon crest just above its visor—a recognizable symbol of authority that marked him as the knight-commander.

Felipe reached to his side and drew his blade. “Choose your best men—fifty, as many spellcasters as you can. Form around me. Push aside any who approach; diplomats, nobility, it doesn’t matter. The rest… send them to quell the chaos.”

“Of course, Your Majesty,” the knight responded at once. “Yet if I may offer counsel, we must screen—”

“The name of the Bat inspires near as much fear as mine. All of this… death throes. It is a sign Levin has not disappointed. I have to be there, personally—I cannot leave this task to another to muck it up. And Jezuit…” Felipe turned his gaze down, finally, looking upon the knight-commander. “Do not forget I served as knight-commander beneath my father before you took the position. My orders are absolute, and not to be questioned unduly.”

The knight-commander pounded his fist against his breastplate and lowered his head. “Your Majesty. At once,” he said, voice betraying no offense.

Jezuit went off, barking orders. The royal knights, though tightly packed, rearranged themselves as efficiently as a well-oiled machine. Only one remained near Felipe’s side—a small man, bearing a helmet that was far too large for his head. He held it up to the king.

Felipe took the helm and put it over his head. His helm was made in the image of a cobra. Though its base was a functional great helm, black metal concealed the hard steel beneath it, and a cobra’s face seemed to supplant his own. Its mouth seemed designed in imitation of a demon’s, though, for it possessed far too many teeth and an aspect of terror beyond that of a mere snake.

Before a minute could pass, a guard of the best of the royal knights surrounded Felipe, and Jezuit bowed to inform the king. Just then… a great fire roared to life in the furthest point of the city walls. Felipe adjusted his helmet to block its light.

“The Bat squirms beneath my boot. March!” Felipe shouted, voice echoing.

***

“If I’d known we’d use these, I might’ve watered them less,” commented Argrave, watching as people quickly ran, carrying drenched bundles of plants. These had been used not an hour ago to suppress their party from advancing into the catacombs. Time had dried them somewhat, fortunately.

“It’ll require more fire, but it’s completely manageable,” Elenore said calmly. “Barring Vasquer, these herbs are the best thing we’ve got to get out of this. I know the royal guard’s enchantments well—I had them studied before. Their enchantments certainly don’t account for poison like this. But then again… neither can my men resist them. It’s a double-edged sword. All we have is the benefit of holding that sword.”

Argrave nodded, feeling nervous. He wasn’t sure if everybody could make it out of this situation unharmed… and he wasn’t simply speaking of Elenore’s men. Galamon took on much risk.

“He’s entered the central square,” Anneliese reported, monitoring Felipe.

“Central square…” Elenore grasped her chin. “Five more minutes, perhaps.” Elenore turned her head to Argrave, expression dire. “Your pets. Your companion. There’ll be no issue placing them in such…?”

“Took me eight hours to catch these Brumesingers,” Argrave said, reaching into his pocket where he knew one was. He grabbed its neck, holding it up. Its fur was all but black by this point, matching well with his own appearance. “And that was knowing exactly what I fought against. Our foes will fight warriors of mist pointlessly, expending themselves. These guys have gorged on souls for months—time to put all that accumulation to good use. As for Galamon… he’s survived the worst of everything. He’ll be able to do his part.”

“We’re trying to lure them in and create an opportunity for escape, not hold them off. Holding them off is the worst outcome,” Elenore said pointedly.

“Should’ve just left in a small group,” Durran said quietly. He knelt on the floor, glaive leaning against his shoulder as he stared at the distant set of steep stairs. “Winged it from there.”

“Of all people, the man who lectured me about using my abilities for good suggests we simply leave?” Elenore said angrily.

Durran looked back. “You’re no good to anyone dead.”

“Durran. If leaving quietly was the best plan, I’d have taken it. We have no wyvern on hand, in case you forget, and there isn’t one to steal. Elenore’s men are our only avenue of escape. Keep your ears open and your mouth shut,” Argrave commanded him in a low voice. “Now is the last time for complaints like that.”

The tribal looked away, then rose to his feet. Argrave could tell he felt a bit embarrassed. Then, his eyes jumped off to the side.

Galamon stood there, a pile of what appeared to be gold in his hands. “Got them. This enough?”

“Probably too much. Vasquer insisted, though,” Argrave nodded, stepping forth to examine the scales and feathers from Vasquer’s body. “You’re certain seeing these will make Felipe go along with things?”

Elenore crossed her arms and nodded. “I’ve spent the majority of my adult life doing my business right under the king’s nose. I understand all it takes to make him step forward or make him stay quiet. He values Vasquer. He thinks everyone is incompetent besides himself. The moment he’s certain Vasquer is present… he’ll come personally, secure her.”

Argrave tapped one golden scale, then looked to Vasquer, giving the big snake a nod of respect. “Good enough for me. We’ll take our spot,” he said, leaving Elenore behind with a wave.

“So—we’re on traitor-stopping duty?” Durran turned back.

“Protection.” Elenore nodded. “Whoever Levin has planted might make their move, and I’d rather not be undefended.”

Durran thumbed at Anneliese. “She can see through anyone’s thoughts, let me tell you. You’re in good hands.”

Elenore took a deep breath and exhaled. “We’ll see.”

***

“It’s clear, Your Majesty,” Jezuit reported to Felipe.

Glancing around the city of Dirracha, the king saw people running and screaming. Any that came near the royal guards pleading for help were cast to the ground just as Felipe had instructed. His gaze briefly lingered on the smoke rising from the Dragon Palace atop the mountain this city surrounded, yet he turned his head and ducked into the building.

Though once a bar of some sort, a gentleman’s club of good enough repute to enter even the king’s ear, the place had been trashed. In the back, royal knights stepped down into a set of stairs concealed beyond a liquor vault. The king took steady and slow steps deeper within, his caution not fading.

“Your Majesty. There’s a small force, thoroughly entrenched, deeper within,” Jezuit explained. “They hauled away these,” Jezuit clapped his hands, and one of his knights stepped forward, kneeling and offering up something.

Felipe took off one of his gauntlets, running his hand across the scale. His eyes paused when he noticed something—black blood on the bottom of the scale. He caught a drop with his finger, then pulled back his helmet to taste it. His eyes wandered, catching sight of golden feathers.

At once, Felipe’s gray eyes hardened. “They have Vasquer, I have no doubt. Report! What was happening within?”

“Your Majesty.” One knight stepped forward, kneeling. “All of the men hauled these scales to a room. It seemed to have some sort of escape in it. I witnessed many more people deeper within with scales of a similar make as this.”

Jezuit briefly turned his head to the guard in confusion but did not contest the point. Felipe’s breathing quickened.

Those words seemed to make up his mind. Felipe stepped forth to the knight that had given his report. “You—lead ten men to this room. Seal it off, proceed down this escape to catch any who might’ve gone. Jezuit—you and I shall lead an assault with the rest of these men.”

“Your Majesty, this report is the testimony of one knight. This entire situation reeks of entrapment. We should proceed careful—” Jezuit began.

Felipe grabbed his knight-commander’s gorget. “I’ve killed Magisters of the Order personally. I’ve fought against the gods of the wetlands. I marched at the front of our vanguard into the northern kingdoms, bringing each and all under heel. I am to be feared, not afraid. I am not going to stand idly by while they defile my forefather’s heritage. Already, they tear her apart.” Felipe gestured to the scale.

“You are older now,” Jezuit maintained firmly.

King Felipe released his knight-commander. “I can fight as well as I always have. I bear all of what I wore to fight in the wetlands—I will not rest on my laurels while they desperately scrape Vasquer of whatever value she has in their desperate escape.”

The king marched forth, putting his gauntlet back on as he walked. Jezuit looked bitter even though his face was hidden by his helmet, but he quickly moved to walk ahead of the king. The matter was decided—they would proceed. The knight-commander barked an order, and the guard swarmed around Felipe, ready to head deeper in.

The king maintained a constant pace down the stairs. On the opposite end, their foes fired enchanted arrows that glowed with magical light as they traveled through the air. The guards were diligent and constant in their protection, yet even as fire and lightning blared near the king, he was unflinching. An arrow struck his shoulder yet bounced harmlessly off, an explosion of flame rendered impotent before whatever magic protected him.

They reached a room that branched off. Several people remained within, one of them an incredibly large man bearing dark gray plate armor.

“I shall catch the escapers, Your Majesty!” the knight who’d reported of this escape point earlier promised then ran off, bringing a fair number of the knights along with him.

“Halt!” Jezuit shouted, yet Felipe grabbed his shoulder.

“It is my command, Jezuit. Proceed,” the king directed.

The group of royal knights escorting their king pressed forth incredibly quickly. Shield-bearers at the front had grown accustomed to the manner in which their foes attacked, and used their enchanted guards to great effect. Each room was checked for enemies. As they came close enough to slaughter those archers they fought, a milky white mist started to form around their party, dense enough to block sight.

The frontline began to face dark-skinned elven warriors of a kind Felipe had never seen before. They were quite skilled, yet without enchanted weaponry, they fell quickly. Even still, there was such a great bulk of them that progress began to stall. As soon as one fell, they retreated for another to take their place.

Felipe held his hand out. “Clear!” he shouted, and the royal knights looked back. In seconds, they ducked aside. And seconds after, a great wave of white proceeded forth, an icy mist coupled with biting fangs. It tore through all foes ahead, dispersing the mist and leaving a wide-open stairway.

“A magic of some sort,” Felipe declared. “Proceed.”

One final set of stairs awaited deeper within. Though Felipe had his men scan each room they passed by, none were large enough to accommodate a snake of any kind, nor did any lead deeper. Instead, they finally made it to one large, too-steep set of stairs. Felipe could plainly see the enemy retreating. Those conjured elven warriors had screened their escape.

With Jezuit leading, they quickly proceeded down the steep stairs. Once they descended below a certain point… a vast room opened up before Felipe. It must’ve been larger than even the Dragon Palace, though it was simply and crudely carved. Illuminated by white magic lights, it had a sterile atmosphere.

Yet it was impossible to miss the gargantuan golden snake bound in the back of the room, its great bulk coiled up. This room was made for it, Felipe could tell at once. It consumed far more than half of it.

“Send one man back, Jezuit. All royal knights should come, no matter how devastating the outside remains,” Felipe declared.

Yet back where they had come from, a thick beige smoke danced against the floors, the walls, and the ceiling.


Chapter 37

Vasquer watched Felipe the second she spotted him on the distant steep stairway leading to her prison of centuries. Though Elenore had questioned how she had managed to remain sane here, bound and tortured by vampires over centuries to extract value from her blood and scales, she was not truly imprisoned.

So long as her mind was alive, she could wander where she pleased. Such was the ability of her kin, the Gilderwatchers.

And she had. The past centuries, she had wandered the streets of Dirracha, watching as her descendants built the small settlement that had been the home of their Warrior’s Order into a grand city. Though founding this kingdom had never been her intent, she could not deny some measure of pride. To build, create—there could be no greater act. Perhaps it was merely self-comforting bargaining in her grief at betrayal.

Yet the past thirty years… though the city remained beautiful, the people grew miserable. Taxed to destitution, forced to work by those that had protected them in years past… all of it was the domain of this man before her, this man walking down the stairs. Compared to the vampires, she could not say who would be the worse captor.

Argrave’s pets had given Elenore’s people ample time to get to their place. Already, the beige smoke fell down the stairs, much denser than air. Galamon, the elven vampire, had remained in a room near the top of the stairs, setting the herbs aflame so that reinforcements could not enter… and those within could not leave easily.

Vasquer’s role in this was simple. She was to be that which lured Felipe into this chamber. It was simple enough it left room for something else. Vasquer had to know the man who could be lowered to the point that he had—she had to know what sort of man could watch as his daughter was maimed so. She had to know who could debase all of his sons to the point of irreparability.

King Felipe III, who bore the name of her partner, set foot at the bottom of the stairs. She could see his gray eyes behind the cobra helmet he wore. That cobra was a mockery of what Vasquer actually was, she felt. His royal knights scanned the place for threats, yet the king was unceasing in his advance.

Ever closer he walked. Vasquer herself craned her neck forward, having been freed of one of her bindings. Felipe stalled as she stretched… yet ever so slowly, the two inched nearer. The king removed his gauntlet and placed it against Vasquer’s nose.

The Gilderwatchers were never numerous, but they shared a common trait. Their talks, their debates… all was directly transmitted from mind-to-mind. This ability extended only to those sharing the blood of the Gilderwatcher. She had not done this to Argrave or Elenore… but if she wanted to know all within, she could obtain what she pleased.

The simple branch of consciousness she extended to Argrave or Elenore became a gleaming golden jaw as she wished it to be and it latched onto the king’s thoughts. She tore away all his defenses, pulled at his mind as though it was simply meat instead of something precious. It would not hurt him unless it was prolonged, yet it would give her a glimpse of his true nature.

Vasquer witnessed the core of Felipe III. His thoughts toward his people, his family, his children… the quintessence of that had been rotted away. His ambition had been twisted into a grotesque avarice. His love had been wrought into a possessive claw that would sooner shred something to pieces than lose it. His diligence fueled both of those like the sun upon plants. And the sole sustenance for this all?

Life itself had long ago lost all meaning to Felipe. An apathetic nihilism dictated his actions—a demon of self-sabotage that hurt himself, hurt his children, and hurt the very world. He did what he pleased, caring little for death of any kind. Indeed, Felipe wanted to die. His contradicting greed for life barred him from simply withering away… and instead, it made the world wither with him.

Felipe reeled away, holding a hand to his helmet in shock. His breathing was heavy. Vasquer stared down at him, and his royal knights drew in front of him to bar the giant snake from approaching further. None of that mattered anymore, she felt. She had seen what she needed to. There was no salvaging her descendant, no pulling him free of the brink.

So, Vasquer opened her mouth.

***

Argrave, crouching within the giant’s snake mouth alongside two others, kept a link to her mind going at all times to see what she saw. So, when light crept past her jaw and illuminated all before him… he knew exactly where to aim this [Bloodfeud Bow] he’d been preparing. He directed Vasquer to reposition her head in the perfect spot.

The royal knights shouted in alarm as soon as they saw Argrave within, yet it was too late to act. Argrave released the arrow that he’d been preparing. Jezuit, the knight-commander, cast a warding spell, and a white mana ripple split the air. Mana ripples formed when A-rank or higher spells were cast. The ward coalesced from the ripple and took shape before them, and the knight-commander placed himself just before the king in stalwart defense.

Yet [Bloodfeud Bow] was a spell that could defy ranks, and Argrave had put plenty of his black blood into it.

The dark maroon bolt sped out of Vasquer’s mouth, striking the resplendent silver A-rank ward. It pierced straight through the magic, entirely obliterated Jezuit’s arm and shoulder, and struck the king in the stomach. Felipe shouted in alarm, clutching the bolt with his gauntleted hand as he slid back. His armor was the stuff of legends, and the bolt’s ferocious speed had been weakened from piercing the ward and Jezuit. The bolt finally broke in the king’s hands, splattering into black liquid.

Felipe fell to one knee, then coughed up blood—he’d been struck in the stomach, and though the blow had not broken flesh, the impact was tremendous. Argrave stepped out of Vasquer’s mouth as the royal knights scrambled to protect their king. Having cast [Bloodfeud Bow] twice today, as soon as his feet met the stone, he felt his knees buckle.

Yet there was a reason Argrave was not alone. Two of Elenore’s best men remained with him—Anneliese had vetted them, and they were surely not traitors. They set bundles of herbs aflame and tossed them at the royal knights, who still desperately surrounded their king and waited for further attack. The beige, poisonous smoke started to rise up quickly, and they seized Argrave.

A great cloud of the poisonous smoke surged out of the catacombs, directed by Elenore’s mages. Though much of it spread out across the vast chamber instead of falling upon the royal knights… it had been meant for two purposes. One—to force the knights on the defense. Two—to screen their escape.

The initial element of surprise gave them a great advantage immediately. With their knight-commander missing an arm, and their king ostensibly in grave danger, the royal knights initiated the same tactic that Argrave had seen with Induen—shielding all of them beneath wards. It was as though a great, golden shell emerged to protect the king.

Elenore’s people threw more flaming bundles of herbs at the wards, and though they bounced off ineffectually, they succeeded in one thing—polluting this chamber with yet more of the poisonous smoke.

Argrave, verging on blacking out, did his best to walk along with Elenore’s men as they carried him. Ahead, Anneliese headed the remainder’s charge out of the catacombs and to the stairs. The surprise had given them significant advantage. Durran was just behind her, carrying Elenore. The surprise of that sight was enough to push past the dim haze pressing against Argrave’s mind.

Anneliese held her hand out and cast a B-rank wind spell, [Roaring Wind]. The great curtain of beige smoke that had descended over the steep stairs bounded upward once hit with the winds. It was like the Red Sea had been parted, and all charged upward as fast as they could, carrying valuables looted from the vault in the catacombs.

When Argrave finally arrived at the foot of the stairs, he dared a glance back. The king had risen to his feet, one hand held to his stomach. Argrave had a strange sensation that they locked eyes. He dismissed the thought a moment later, feeling it was the effect of his delusions from blood loss.

As Argrave and Elenore’s escort stepped up the first flight of stairs, the curtain of poison smoke lifted by Anneliese fell over them. The men took a deep breath, yet the climbing remained slow-going. One inhalation of the smoke made one wince with pain and cough.

“Go ahead,” Argrave informed them. “Send Galamon back for me.”

“Sir?” the man asked in surprise.

“Don’t waste your breath. Valuable in the smoke.” Argrave laughed. “Go. Get him.”

Though the men expressed hesitance, they hurriedly sat Argrave upon a stone step once they’d made up their minds. Exhausted, Argrave half-crawled forward, listening carefully to what was happening behind him. Even still, the royal knights grappled with the poison screen set around their formation. The stairs were steep enough even climbing one step took all of his energy.

Argrave’s Brumesingers ran down the stairs, finally able to rejoin with him. The poison didn’t affect them, either, but the smoke was dense enough they could breathe no air. He had not cast a spell… and yet their mist emanated from their fur, surrounding him. At once, southron elven warriors conjured of mist helped him along in a clumsy, bestial way. The foxes did not know how best to help him walk.

Feeling tumultuous winds stir behind, Argrave turned, seeing some royal knights attempt to cast aside the smoke on the stairs with magic. It was dense, though, and grew denser every second. Time was once again on their side, yet the royal knights pursued quickly.

Ahead, heavy clanging sounded—someone was running down the stairs in plate armor. The second Argrave processed who it might be, Galamon already knelt by Argrave.

“Fool,” he cursed him, placing his arm beneath Argrave and lifting him up easily. “Let’s go.”

The ascent, though not smooth, was very rapid. Much of Galamon’s armor was slick with blood, yet the vampire kept a firm grip on him. Argrave barely glimpsed bodies… royal knights, Elenore’s men. Some struggled with the poison smoke, coughing and hacking, yet Galamon passed them by.

They arrived at the destroyed gentleman’s club, passing through the hidden door behind the liquor vault. Elenore, Anneliese, and Durran awaited, while Elenore’s men had mostly collapsed, coughing up smoke on the floor and taking long drinks of water.

“Anneliese scouts a good route to an escape I know, and my men facilitate our escape,” Elenore informed Argrave. “You… By the gods, you’re pale.”

“I’m fine,” Argrave said, feeling the phrase had less impact when he was held in someone’s arms.

“Most of the royal knights… are returning to the palace. Some commotion,” Anneliese said, her Starsparrow returning to her shoulder. “There’s a route completely clear of knights. I’ll lead us.”

Elenore took a deep breath and exhaled. “A lucky break. We move.”

Durran stepped in front of her and prepared to carry her once more, but Elenore held her arms out.

“Stop. I can run,” Elenore refused.

“You’re slow. Your legs are bleeding from those prosthetics,” he disagreed, then picked her up despite her protests.

After a while, Elenore let out a resigned huff. “A merchant caravan is waiting for us. More of my men wait there. We must hurry.”

***

“…So the king was injured, Prince Levin, but not killed,” a man reported to Levin, out of breath. “Elenore and her entourage escaped, short a few dozen. More than enough to escape the city. They should be en route presently, my prince.”

“A shame. I set everything up for things to be easy for them,” Levin cupped his chin. “These days, it seems if you throw Argrave against something, he defies logic and kills it… but very well. Looks like a protracted war is the only way.” Levin reached forward and patted the man’s shoulder. “Good work. Not many trifle with the Bat and get away.”

The man collapsed onto his back, breathing heavily. “Thank you, my prince.”

Levin nodded and stepped away, only for a golden-armored knight to enter the room. “The royal vault has been breached, my prince.”

Levin smiled. “Wonderful. If Felipe had died, we’d be staying… but he hasn’t. So, give my men their directive. We’ll empty the vault, and then depart.” Levin walked over to a balcony, watching the barely restrained chaos still raging in Dirracha. “It seems my father is to be the only Vasquer remaining here.”


Chapter 38

A man pulled free a wooden hatch, tossing it to the side. He offered his hand to help up someone down below, but a big, gauntleted hand grabbed onto the wood. Galamon pulled himself up, then reached down and grabbed Argrave, hauling him second. Thirdly, Durran offered up Elenore, and he lifted her gently and set her aside. She winced when her prosthetic feet met the ground, and blood dripped down them slowly.

“Gods. Never seen the princess bloodied,” noted a woman standing by the door. She wore a wide-brimmed and plumed tellerbarret that partially hid long red hair, and cast a nice shadow over her pretty, scarred face. She bore lightweight chainmail, though much of it was concealed by ostentatious, puffy clothing. Argrave’s gaze lingered on her, vision dancing from his haze of blood loss.

“This is Melanie,” Elenore said, leaning against a wall. “She’s a native of Relize. She’ll be leading our caravan there, establishing contact with trustworthy people.”

“I know.” Argrave straightened, feeling like every part of him was sore. Melanie was yet another protagonist from Heroes of Berendar, and he wasn’t eager to deal with this. “Clothes give it away.”

Galamon helped Durran and Anneliese up next, then knelt, peering down below. The elven vampire’s armor was bloodied and scratched, but any wounds he might’ve taken in his task of lighting the fires and fending back the royal knights had healed. The man who’d taken off the hatch put it back on, then wiped his hands away.

Argrave looked to be sure that Anneliese was watching, then questioned Melanie, “You’re working solely for Elenore?”

Melanie frowned, yet the scars near her eyes made her seem oddly amused nonetheless. “Don’t answer to you.”

“You do. Answer him,” Elenore said harshly, kicking off where she leaned against.

“No one else funding me, sweetie. The trust you’re showing is utterly flooring,” Melanie said in irritation.

Anneliese gave no indication the woman was lying. Argrave nodded and said, “Let’s be off.”

“Ought to have someone look at that bleeding.” Durran stopped Elenore.

The princess looked ready to refuse, but eventually she nodded. “Once we’re settled in the caravan.”

***

The caravan they entered was quite a nice one. It was entirely enchanted wood, made for transporting large quantities of grain. The caravan they traveled with had many other carts, each and all identical to the one in which they resided. It would be a good veil for concealing their movements. Relize constantly had food transported to it—its population was too large to be sustained by local agriculture alone. They would raise no flags traveling this way. Melanie handled all operations outside.

Argrave sat beside Elenore and Anneliese, sandwiched between the two of them on a cushioned bench. He leaned with his back to the wall, utterly exhausted. He slowly ate biscuits that Anneliese gave to him. Galamon and Durran occupied the side opposite them, though without a bench.

Durran held Elenore’s leg and unwound a small iron rod. As he did, a metal clamp around Elenore’s leg slowly loosened. It reminded Argrave of a manual vice. Her leg had been cut by her prosthetics at various points.

“Probably doesn’t need to be so tight,” Durran told her.

“If it’s not tight, it can shift—unimaginably painful if my leg shifts off balance, and I crash to the floor,” she said through clenched teeth. As Durran wordlessly tended to her feet, she laid her head back against a bag of grain.

Argrave chewed, growing content with the sound of the caravan traveling and Durran tending to Elenore. He was unimaginably thankful things had gone as well as they had, considering the circumstances. He had been very worried of parting with someone here.

“The enchanted items you gave me for appraisal…” Elenore said in a sigh. “It’ll take some time for me to get them, I’m afraid. I don’t think they’ll be lost. My men—they’re smart, they know how to hide things. They’ve been hiding from the Order for—”

Argrave leaned up. “Just… think later,” he told her simply, patting her shoulder and offering a smile. With that, he leaned his head back.

Silence reigned for a time—another minute.

“We’ll need to keep an eye on what Levin is doing, at least for a few days,” Elenore cut back in. “I suspect he was the large cause of the commotion in the royal palace that caused our lucky break. If this is true, he may be—”

“Why don’t you put something soft beneath this metal, then?” Durran interrupted. “Look at this. These clamps leave bruises, cut open your skin. And this material itself—it’s heavy. And by the gods, why is it gilded? Get some light, sturdy wood. Disgraceful.”

Elenore grew silent at Durran’s lecturing, growing quiet for another minute.

“The chaos itself is an opportunity. I can think of half a dozen ways to turn a huge profit based on what just occurred. I can turn ten rose gold coins into one hundred based on what happened in Dirracha. It is a disaster, but we should—”

“Elenore.” Argrave lifted his head up. “Just say it honestly.”

The princess slowly turned her head toward Argrave. The bottom of her lip was trembling. Her face seized up, and she leaned forward onto Argrave. He was puzzled for a few seconds, but her back started to heave. He realized what it was—she was crying.

“Therese, Vasquer… I can’t… I can’t just…” she babbled, the words muffled beneath his duster. “Why did she do that? Why didn’t she just give me up? I… All I’ve brought her is pain, yet she wouldn’t just sell me out. And now they’re with him, they’re both with HIM. I can’t. I can’t just… Why do I get to go, when they…? They’re both better than me, both suffered more than I have… Why couldn’t…?”

Argrave put his hand to her back, holding her gently. He did nothing but soothe and wait, letting her speak. He listened intently, offering whispered words of comfort where he thought they fit. She deserved this much, he thought. After a time, Elenore went quiet. Argrave briefly questioned if she was asleep, but her breathing was too erratic for that.

“I want to stay,” she finally said, voice fried. “A few days… Do what I can, try to help them. Try to make sure I can save Therese, protect Vasquer… but it’s stupid. I can’t. We waste time, we risk exposure, we risk losing more.”

“Put that nonsense behind you,” Argrave told her. “So we stop for a few days to get apprised of things. So what?”

She finally pulled away. “Staying in the city is a surefire way to be found,” Elenore disagreed at once.

“Never said anything about the city. Plenty of secure and remote locations.” Argrave adjusted himself to turn his body. “Doing the right thing, doing the most pragmatic thing—more often than not, they’re not mutually exclusive. This person… Therese, the one that got captured. You care about her, right?” Argrave asked, holding his hand out. When Elenore nodded, he snapped his fingers. “Then let’s make the attempt.”

“It’s ridiculous,” Elenore said firmly. “She’s in the heart of the palace. She’ll probably be executed now that her usefulness is at an end, or maybe disposed of quietly by Levin.” Elenore shook her head. “And Vasquer… I know Felipe won’t harm her. I know it. Why am I caught up in this?”

Argrave put his hand on her own, and she looked over. “So you learn that. You do what you can—all that you can. It might be that what you learn sticks with you… but I can guarantee doing nothing will haunt you for the rest of your life.”

“…What would you know…?” Elenore leaned her head back.

“You forget already?” Argrave leaned in. “I know a lot more about you than probably anyone.”

Elenore freed her hand from his grip and crossed her arms defensively. She stayed quiet for a long while, and Argrave started to settle back into his place. Anneliese gave him a smile and handed him another biscuit.

“…I’m sorry,” Elenore eventually whispered. “For getting emotional. I can’t do that. It’s not right. It doesn’t have its place. I’m meant to be a boon in your fight, not a child.”

“It’s not wrong. It’s a fact of life. Durran cries himself to sleep every night, muttering about Orion.” Argrave kicked the tribal lightly across from him. The tribal looked at him with a resigned, bitter acceptance, not even bothering to deny the lie.

Elenore let out a slow, choked laugh, her throat obviously blocked up. “I hate crying.”

“Me too,” Argrave agreed.

“It…” Elenore began, then cut off. “When my… When that bastard gouged out my eyes… it was messy. The tears… How they’re made… I don’t know. Something got damaged. People talk about phantom limbs… I don’t know,” Elenore trailed off again.

“It’s painful,” Durran finished. “Literally hurts.”

Elenore laughed, then wiped away snot from her nose. “Yeah. Guess Argrave must have told you.”

“Nah. Maybe he told Anneliese… but I could tell.” Durran looked off to the side. “You try too hard not to cry, you don’t address why it’s happening in the first place,” Durran said, then glanced around to realize everyone was looking at him. Embarrassed, he continued, “Why do I bother saying anything? This touchy nonsense… Not good with it. I don’t know.” Durran scratched the back of his neck, then said optimistically, “But maybe it’s good. If my sisters cried more, maybe I wouldn’t have had to kill my uncle.”

“What?” Elenore questioned incredulously.

Durran threw up his hands. “Forget this. I’m sleeping.”

The former tribal rolled over and sprawled across the floor, burying his face in an empty bag used to transport grain. He covered himself with a blanket meant for horses, then rested quietly.

Elenore looked to Argrave, clearly wanting an explanation.

“Well… he…” Argrave began.

“You say a damned word, Argrave.” Durran lifted his hand up, voice muffled beneath his makeshift pillow. “I know where you sleep, damn you. I can get to you. Watch yourself. My seven fingers still have a deadly grip. Crush your throat like straw.”

Argrave laughed, then leaned back. “It’s no big deal. One kinslayer, two kinslayers… it won’t make the journey any less safe, I promise.”

Elenore’s tense body finally settled into the cushioned bench they sat upon. In time, the sound of the caravan’s wheels and the horses pulling it forward were the only sounds prevailing.

“Thank you,” Elenore said deliberately. “All of you.”


Chapter 39

Levin walked a bridge from the Dragon Palace, heading to a lone tower with a cone roof. Two royal guards stood in front of it. They were large men, just short of Levin’s height, and their golden helmets swiveled as they followed the prince’s approach.

The prince paused just before the door. “She’s awake?” he questioned.

“Yes, prince.” The rightward knight nodded.

Levin nodded curtly and shot his cuffs. He fixed his collar, swallowed, then pushed open the door. In the distance, the sound of chains swaying rattled out. The room was dark, the windows mostly blocked by curtains. Levin stepped within hesitantly, then shut the thick door he’d pushed open.

Levin cast a spell, and a ball of light rose up into the air. A woman ahead flinched and gasped, and tried to crawl away.

“Mother. It’s fine. It’s me,” Levin said, stepping closer very slowly with his hands spread out to show he meant no harm.

Light from his spell illuminated the woman. She was pale, dreadfully thin, and bound in a straitjacket. She had blonde hair, but it was unwashed, matted, and greasy. Her bright blue eyes shone back against the light like sapphires. Felipe had married Valeria because of those eyes, so the tale went—they reminded him of his first wife’s.

“Where’s my husband?” the woman asked. “He’s the king. Once you’re found… Cut your losses. Let me go, I can let you live. I can give you a pardon. My husband listens to me. Once you’re found…”

Levin paused, studying her face. Though she had been bound in a jacket to protect her from harming herself, it hadn’t stopped it completely. Her lips had been bitten into tattered shreds. Her fingers couldn’t grow back—she’d eaten those. But her lips could be healed.

Feeling encouraged by her clarity, Levin knelt. “You’re here for your own good, Mother. Let me treat your face.”

The woman flinched away as Levin extended his hand… yet when healing magic started to close the cuts on her lip, she gradually accepted things.

“My baby…” Valeria said.

“That’s right. I’m here.” Levin nodded, smiling excitedly.

“Where is Orion? Where is he? Where’s my baby?” she demanded harshly. “I want to see him.”

Levin’s smile morphed subtly, and he looked to the ground, eyes dead. He bit his lips hard enough to draw blood, then shook his head. “I’m going to be leaving, Mother. For good.”

Valeria glared at him, bloodshot eyes darting around in a frenzy.

Levin lifted his head up. “I’ve been working together with a coalition of northern nobles unhappy with my father. We’re going to split from Vasquer… form the Kingdom of Atrus. I’m going to be crowned its first king.” Levin clasped his hands together. “Really… never thought to call myself that.”

If the woman he called mother heard and understood him, she hardly showed it.

“But I don’t think this will last. Maybe I’ll be proven wrong… but really, it’s just an excuse not to get involved in the war. These northern nobles, they want to stay out of the fighting. I offered that opportunity. And then, when the fighting dies down… I’ll negotiate a spot in the new Vasquer from a position of strength. Whether Orion’s running things, or Argrave, or Elenore… doesn’t matter.” Levin shook his head, then sat.

“I don’t want to be king. Never expected it. Never sought it,” Levin continued. “But… more and more, I see my father slipping away from what he usually does. He’s losing it. And Argrave… to see his progress… if even he can succeed as he has, I realize now that it’s time for me to do something.”

“My husband will stop you,” Valeria said, pushing away from Levin with her feet. The chains that bound her rang. “Wait. This rebellion of yours… another footnote in our history.”

Levin turned his head back to his mother. “I can get you out of here, Mother. I want to help you. Your son wants to help you. If I’m your son… just say it. I’ll help.”

Valeria stopped trying to crawl away. “I saw the lilies dance upon the grave of a dead world. I saw them. I saw the coming terrors. He will end you all. The black one is coming for you. The ground will split for his wrath. Time itself will end. We must be united. Stop!” she screamed manically.

Levin rose to his feet and spoke over her screams, declaring, “Felipe isn’t going to be doing anything. He’s going to wait in this fortress of his, more and more allies forsaking him day by day. I’m going to ruin him. All that he’s had me do over the years—murders, abductions, hiding his sexual escapades, spreading the plague… I kept records of it. Everyone’s going to get their hands on it: incontrovertible proof. His allies will abandon him. His espionage network will wither.” Levin tapped his chest. “And after his vault is emptied, after Relize joins Atrus… he’ll have no money. So… it’s over.”

Queen Valeria started to sob hysterically. Levin clenched his teeth together tightly, looking down at her. Then, with a quiet rage, he turned on his heel and left. He pulled open the great door to the tower, and slammed it shut behind him.

“Come,” he told the royal knights as he passed by. “We’re done.”

***

The cart that Elenore had commandeered for their journey to Relize stopped at a quaint little village a fair distance away from Dirracha. The excuse used was that the cart had a destroyed wheel, and it would take some time for repairmen to arrive as the wheels were enchanted. Well, that alibi was made reality when Melanie destroyed the wheel… but that was the pretext.

In the coming days, Elenore eagerly made use of Anneliese and her Starsparrow to transport messages long distances. With her help, she could operate effectively for hundreds of miles near instantaneously. The princess saw the full use of such a thing, and constantly spoke of sending word to Elaine to acquire some of these spells, integrate them into her personnel. Argrave was excited for the potential of druidic magic integration as well.

A full assessment of the damage done by the king’s untimely visit was made after the first day. The damage to Elenore’s network was significant. In essence, Felipe’s attack told the world at large two things—the Bat was not a friend to the king, and the Bat had been concealing the companion of the first king, the great snake Vasquer.

The assault had effects beyond the body count numbering near fifty. People that were closely entwined with Vasquer and the royal family would be less likely to do business with the Bat, now—she was an open enemy of the kingdom. Yet even so… the public would likely be equally focused on another shocking thing.

Levin released a record of all the king’s wrongdoings. Argrave noticed immediately that most of these wrongdoings Levin himself had perpetrated… yet it was the nature of things. The prince departed from Vasquer, claiming he could not bear to support his father anymore after what had come to light. This move completely batted aside the mutually assured destruction Elenore had hoped for. Levin got away having pillaged the royal vault, and he brought a vast retinue of royal knights to the north. They numbered near one hundred.

Rumors swirled that Levin intended to put himself forth as a claimant to Vasquer, or that he sought to break free of Vasquer and form an independent realm, or that he would merely retire to a simple estate in the north. Barring that the last one was far-fetched, given his knightly escort, Argrave didn’t know which held any truth. Elenore couldn’t parse through them any better.

As for Vasquer—the snake, not the kingdom or the dynasty—their prediction proved to be accurate. It was impossible to avoid leaking to the public that Vasquer had been found. Felipe had the giant snake tended to by mages and paraded this fact to the public enthusiastically. Even still, the purge in the palace had been thorough, and Elenore could not get any genuine details as to what the monarch intended to do with the snake.

Yet the princess had another reason for staying. Therese. Elenore told Argrave the girl had been a maid that had been a bit naïve, yet steadfastly loyal and willing to get her hands dirty with some simple tasks. Elenore had trusted no one more.

Now, the princess stood before a simple wooden coffin, head turned downward.

“You’re going to… open it?” Durran questioned, standing off to the side.

“Pointless. I can perceive that within with these items.” Elenore gestured toward her jewelry. “Therese is dead.”

“Right,” Durran nodded. “Forget I…” he trailed off, realizing it would be best to stop talking.

Argrave gently rubbed her back as Elenore stood before the coffin. Argrave didn’t know what else to do. In a family with many cousins, uncles, and other such distant relatives, he’d been to many funerals where other people were sad while he knew nothing. It was best to stay quiet, offer nothing more than warmth. So he thought, at least.

“She was tortured,” Elenore said hollowly. “Long while. Long enough it nearly killed her on its own. Then… once Levin presented his story, everything he got out of her… He killed her quickly.” Elenore shook her head. “All I could get.”

“You have my condolences,” Galamon offered her, head bowed.

Elenore nodded. “I killed her. I ruined her. Took something white, made it black. Covered her in blood. And until the end…” Elenore knelt down, placing one hand atop the coffin for support. “I should be in there.”

“You’re trivializing what she did, then,” Durran informed her coldly. “She made her own choices.”

Elenore lifted her head up, her face flushed. “I trivialize nothing. Honest people get ruined by scum like me—that’s the way of the world. I’m…” Elenore swallowed, then rose. “She’s dead because of me. I told her to trust me. She did. And now…” Her chin tremored. “How am I any different than my father?”

“Don’t say things like that,” Argrave said with a quiet strength. “You never harmed her. You didn’t abduct her. Levin did. Felipe did.”

“But I did. She had her youth, she had her innocence, and I tore her away from all that, used her, tossed her aside,” Elenore said, voice growing in speed and intensity by the second until she suddenly stopped. “I need… alone,” she said an incomplete sentence, and then stepped away.

Argrave watched as she walked away, feeling his gut wrench. He bit his lip and then looked back to the coffin.

“Nice job, Argrave,” Durran said.

Argrave looked toward the tribal. “What did I do?”

Durran held his hand in the direction Elenore had walked away. “Really necessary to force this to happen? What good does it do? Does it build character? She’s got plenty of that, you little bastard.”

Argrave stood there, mouth agape. He didn’t have a response ready. Durran stared back at him for a long while, then shook his head and turned away.

Argrave felt someone walk up beside him. “Please… treat his words as wind,” Anneliese said quietly. “He does not mean it. He is merely frustrated.”

Argrave looked to her. “I don’t know. Maybe he’s right.”

Anneliese said nothing. Even the elf, empath as she was, seemed just as lost as Argrave in moments like these.


Chapter 40

Orion wandered through this unending black desert, lost once again. Though he had known he wanted to come here, now that he was here… he was once again adrift, utterly lost to his next direction. All he did was walk toward the distant white palace he saw, half-thinking it a mirage.

The prince had come to the south to speak with the Margrave of Parbon, Reinhardt. Once he arrived, Orion realized things would not be so dreamy and simple. At the time, the margrave had actually been away—war was a busy time, and as things neared their beginning, the castle became a last resort rather than a constant home.

With his size and recognizable features, Orion was not confident of remaining in Parbon territory long enough for the margrave to return… nor was he confident in tracking the man down without hostilities erupting. And so, instead of persisting as the crown prince in the midst of enemy territory… with a heavy heart, Orion abandoned the idea.

Instead, Orion passed over the mountains in the middle of the night, and as he crested their peak, a scene of two skies spread out before him—one in the sky, and one on the ground. It took a moment for him to realize that he saw sand—black sand. It was a land of beauty that he had never devoted his time to study… and a land in which the gods of Vasquer were foes, not friends.

Now, Orion wandered that black sand. The sun beat gently on his skin. It was neither boring nor harrowing—indeed, as the voices constantly whispering in his mind grew lesser and lesser, there was a strange tinge of the foreign that both terrified and excited Orion. The blessings were within him—he could not be parted from them—but it seemed that things were as the gods claimed, and the lands beyond Vasquer were truly untouched by their presence.

Before Orion realized it, he walked upon caked black clay, and the palace of whiteness before him was no mirage. Orion saw two men garbed in strange, foreign clothing, standing guard at the gate. He walked toward them. He saw the all-too-familiar sight of fear within their eyes… and they held their spears to block him.

“Stop right there. No outsiders allowed,” one of the men informed him.

Orion regarded them coolly, feeling a strange calmness. They had skin a different color than his—a different color than most in Vasquer. It was darker, tanner. Beyond, he saw a great assemblage of people walking, talking. Their manner of dress was foreign, and their appearances were unlike any had seen before.

“Why?” Orion asked.

“An outsider wreaked havoc in the distant south. Our mistress has forbidden us from allowing any outsiders to pay for food or water in fear of such a thing happening once again,” the spearman informed him curtly. “Now, step away. The Vessels of Fellhorn protect Delphasium. You shall join His eternal rain if you dare try anything,” he threatened.

Orion felt his wrath stir, yet without the whispers of the gods to spur him, he was able to calm himself. He stepped away from the spearman, mind whirling with the new information conveyed to him. This outsider—based on all Durran had told him of their journeys, he knew it had to be Argrave. And then, Orion spotted another.

The man, who sat cross-legged beneath a tarp beside the pearly white walls, was in such poor health as to appear dead. He was more skeleton than flesh. And yet… as he watched, Orion saw he had golden eyes. It reminded him of the tribal from this land that he had taken under his wing. Orion stepped up to this man.

Kneeling, Orion asked quietly, “Are you an outsider, too?”

The man regarded him with his eyes but seemed to offer no answer.

“I can give you water if—” Orion paused. He was about to ask the man to convert. “Do you want water?” he instead asked.

The man’s golden eyes swam, appraising Orion more thoroughly. “You’re one of them?” he asked, voice a clicking rasp.

Orion looked to the side where the spearmen watched them. “No,” he answered.

“I’ll not… take charity,” the man told him with a bitter snarl that brought life back into his face. “I’d sooner die… than take it. Like the others… gone southward… empty promises.”

Orion blinked, trying to think of what the man might mean. “What happened in the south?”

“Lords… dead,” the man said. “A new hope. A new city. A false… hope, I say. Fellhorn… all gods… eat man.”

Orion rose to his feet. He looked back to the spearman, deliberating on whether or not to ask them more questions. He considered forcing his way past those men, or climbing the walls, or any number of things… yet at the end, this talk of lords enticed him. He still remembered well the tales that Durran had told him.

“Which way is south?” Orion asked the man.

“Just… leave,” the man said, his dry mouth failing even now. “This place is lost. Eaten by the sun, like a man collapsed in the desert.”

“I just want to learn,” Orion said neutrally.

“Learn?” A dry laugh escaped the man’s cracked lips.

“Learn where I looked toward,” Orion explained, looking down at the man once again.

The tribal looked up at him, eyes like golden rings against the light of the suns. “Opposite wall,” the man responded finally, lowering his head. “Road… a partial one.”

Orion nodded and walked away, leaving nothing behind.

***

Elenore remained distant for a day. She was unapproachable, quite literally—Argrave didn’t know where she was for the whole day, but he didn’t see her. He might’ve sent Anneliese and her Starsparrow scouting but felt such a thing might be rude—Elenore must’ve merely wished to be alone with her grief. He could see plainly that she was working, for her people came and went and messages were sent and received. Argrave and his companions, well used to sleeping outside, did so. In truth, Argrave was glad to be resting.

Nevertheless, the next day, the wheel for the cart was finally repaired. It had merely been an excuse to stop, but now it quite literally did stop their advance. Not too long after that, Elenore reemerged. She walked up to Argrave beside Melanie as though nothing had occurred between them at all.

“Good morning,” Elenore greeted. Her voice was somewhat hoarse.

“Sister,” Argrave greeted. The word felt unnatural on his tongue, but he was forcing himself to use it.

Melanie raised a brow when he said so. She held her zweihander in one hand, its blade leaning against her shoulder while its point stood toward the sky. “You’re…”

Argrave looked at her. “Probably who you think, yes.” He nodded. “Saw you at Mateth. You were working for my cousin, then. Or maybe you were still under Elenore.”

“Duke Enrico,” Melanie corrected. “Well… well, well.” The red-haired mercenary took a deep breath, then adjusted her wide-brimmed tellerbarret. “Suppose I should have guessed, looking at how big you are and all. Don’t remember seeing you at Mateth. Just never thought… Hah. You were in Dirracha while the funeral of the crown prince you murdered was happening. What a spectacle.”

“We have a plan for entry into Relize,” Elenore explained, brushing past their introduction. “Melanie…”

“Right.” The mercenary nodded. “My family are patricians in Relize. I’d call them failed businessmen. They’re trustworthy, though, and this cart is marked by them. The biggest problem might be other patrician families trying to rob us… but Elenore has plenty of men.” Melanie scratched at her chin. “Relize is… Have you ever been?”

“Coupled hundred times,” Argrave nodded.

Melanie smiled. “Suppose that saves me some trouble.”

“Things should be simple,” Elenore continued. “Her family owns a warehouse. Once we’re inside, we’ll have to lay low. While Relize may not be hostile to us, as soon as our existence is common knowledge, we’ll be the target of every family within the city—their ambitions, their hostility… This is still the north, after all. On that note, I think it’s past time you caught me up to speed on what you wanted to do there.”

“Sure.” Argrave nodded, his gaze lingering on Melanie.

Elenore caught his signal. “Melanie, go and make sure everyone is ready to depart.”

Melanie laughed—she wasn’t slow-witted and knew why she had to go to make sure. “Alright. I get it. High-level talks, not fit for lowly ears.”

She turned, the thin chains on her wrists dangling as she did so. Once she was gone, Argrave cast a ward and walked closer to Elenore.

“You’re really alright, sister?” Argrave asked her at once.

“Can’t afford not to be.” She nodded. “Just had to… reframe things in my mind.”

“Perhaps you ought to take a few more days before you jump back in,” Anneliese cut in.

Argrave pointed to Anneliese. “She’s rarely wrong about these things.”

Elenore crossed her arms. “I’ll have time. The road is long. For now, I wish to have something to occupy my mind, plan for the future. I won’t forget what Levin has done. I need to reflect how this might’ve happened, avoid him outsmarting me as he did once again.”

Argrave shrugged, admitting she had some point. “Alright. Well… you know about the Rescindment of Profligacy and Corruption?”

Elenore lowered her head for a moment, lost in thought. Just as Argrave was about to explain, she lifted her head back up and said, “It was a mandate passed down by Relize’s Grand Council. It barred people from buying the status of a patrician for their family.”

“Correct.” Argrave nodded. “Now, no matter how much money you have… there won’t ever be any new patrician families in Relize. If you aren’t a part of a patrician family, you can’t participate in District Councils, nor can you be voted into a seat on the Grand Council.”

Elenore nodded. “It was passed eighty years ago, as I recall.”

“You really are a genius,” Argrave marveled.

Elenore frowned. “You remember this just as well as I do.”

“I didn’t have a life,” Argrave said to dismiss her point. “Back on subject, though… Ordinarily, you’d think a measure to prevent corruption would be a good thing. But Relize—trade is its lifeblood, and meritocracy is its lifeblood. This Rescindment strips away a part of what makes Relize powerful as a self-governing city. There’ve been eighty years of stellar merchants who remain second-class citizens because of this Rescindment. Ambitious, wealthy people… who want the best for their families and want to participate in local politics.”

“It’s stagnating.” Elenore nodded. “It’s certainly a compelling theory… but, what? You hope to overthrow the Grand Council with this merchant class?”

Argrave wagged his finger. “Not a chance. You know the Dandalan family? Its family head isn’t blind to the city losing its edge. I think he’d be amenable to an alliance. We help him gain power, revoke this Rescindment of Profligacy and Corruption … He’s got a powerful base of newly made, extremely wealthy patricians indebted to him. He’s indebted to us.” Argrave held his arms out. “All of the military and economic might of the wealthiest city in Vasquer is at our fingertips. And we get it all bloodlessly.”

Elenore stood there for a moment, contemplating silently. “Much depends on this Dandalan family head. I’ll need to look into him.”

“I’m looking forward to it.” Argrave wrung his hands together.


Chapter 41

Argrave had been to cities in Vasquer like Mateth, Dirracha, Jast, or Parbon. They had awed him, but nothing could really be compared to Relize. Mateth, for instance, was one of the largest trading ports in the kingdom, and probably the largest city in the southern reaches. Even still, its population could not be more than forty thousand. Dirracha was probably near the same number. Jast and Parbon both had difficulties in terms of agriculture, so they were smaller.

Yet Relize… it was a tremendous metropolis. At a point, the cart that Argrave and his company were riding stopped to spend the night, and they had a chance to walk and stretch their legs. Even at that time the city had been awake, dancing lights illuminating its splendor in a subtle, almost mysterious manner. It did not have towering constructions like Jast, nor gigantic walls like Mateth. The city simply sprawled across so much land.

In the morning, the city was revealed in earnest. In the crispness of dawn, half-hidden by sea fog and half-revealed by the early suns, its grand gothic design made it seem like some sort of hidden city. Relize was a place of unimaginable wealth, and as much was reflected in everything down from its material: marble. It was a low-lying seaside city without a wall, wrapping around a great bay and split in two by a river that had to be as wide as the Nile.

Even from afar, one could see the pride of the city—its docks. It was like a continuous marble crescent moon laid flat against the coast, connecting all parts of the city to the bay. One could walk from one edge of the docks to the other, all on one flawless marble path that was probably five miles long. There were countless ships both coming and going from the bay, each of them bearing a multitude of heraldries on their sails. Argrave recognized one sail—six silver stars in a circle on a black field, all connected by a silver chain that converged in the center. It was the Dandalan family’s symbol.

Three gargantuan bridges connected the parts of the city split by the thick river, the largest of which was part of the docks. These bridges were elevated to allow passage for small boats on the river. These boats were plentiful—fishing vessels, vessels with shipments, vessels with other goods… To say the least, business was good.

If Argrave were to estimate the population, he’d place it at around two hundred thousand. Located in the center of northern Vasquer, access to the ocean, a large river with plenty of upstream agriculture… Argrave didn’t think he knew too much about geography, but he could tell why this city prospered as it had. It was a jewel that befit the capital of a nation. Its people were too fiercely self-governing to ever allow that to happen, though, and the Kings of Vasquer were content with their highly defensible city of Dirracha.

“Why are you gawking? Said you’d been here before,” Melanie asked, having walked up to Argrave as he was admiring the city.

“Long time ago.” Argrave shook his head. “It was…”

It was laggy. Place had too many damned NPCs in it. He couldn’t really say that, though.

“Shame we can’t wander.” Argrave looked at Melanie. “Running the docks, looking around… even the warehouses are gilded. There’s Felipe II’s summer residence, too. Nice place.”

“No place quite like it.” Melanie nodded. “You’ll be visiting the Scarlet District, I assume.”

Argrave’s face grew cold, and Melanie laughed at once.

“Guess you really have been there,” Melanie said, planting her zweihander against the ground. “They say every lord visits a brothel. Don’t worry—I won’t tell your lady friend.”

“You’d know, wouldn’t you? Having grown up there and all,” Argrave jabbed, disliking her teasing.

This time, Melanie’s face contorted in displeasure, almost mirroring his own cold glare. Then, like it never was, she smiled. “Good comeback. Didn’t think a royal bastard could have banter. Wonder if it’ll last.” She ran her fingers across the plume on her tellerbarret. “Well, anyway, Elenore wanted to see you.”

Argrave felt guilty for his cruelty—he had always liked Melanie, and it was a bit uncalled for to bring up her past in such a manner. Anything regarding Anneliese made him have a short fuse, he knew. Before he could apologize, the mercenary woman was already walking away, seemingly unaffected by his cold words.

She’s important. Mends things, Argrave made a mental note. In a place like Relize, maintaining her loyalty would be important. Fortunately, Melanie’s rough-and-tumble nature wasn’t merely an act—he imagined she wouldn’t genuinely hold a grudge for what he’d said.

Shelving the issue for later, Argrave walked, searching for Elenore. He found her with the rest of his companions by a fire. As he approached, the princess turned her head toward him. The fire cast eerie shadows on her eyeless sockets, but by this point Argrave had gotten used to her face.

“I’m surprised by you,” Elenore said. “Couple of days ago, you could barely walk. Now…”

Argrave rolled his shoulders. “Still feel a little off. But I’m black-blooded.”

Elenore placed her hands on her knees and then rose. “Yes. Anneliese told me of it.” She nodded. “I… You’ve done a lot. I realized that long before we met, but now that I know the totality of it… Having your heart replaced? I can’t…” Elenore lowered her head, then turned to pick something up off the ground. “Anyway, here.”

Elenore held out a sack to Argrave. He reached out and took it in his hands—it was something metal. Opening it up, a rainbow greeted him—the source was five pink coins, and thirty other golden ones.

“Good God,” Argrave exclaimed, then quickly sealed the bag shut and looked back up at her. “I didn’t get you anything, I’m afraid. I still have that Vasquer mantle and crown, if you want it.”

“It’s pocket money,” Elenore said. “Told you I could turn a profit in Dirracha—I did. Salvaged my network, contacted old and new people alike. A few enchanters I do business with could use earth magic—shady businesses needed reconstruction after the riots and couldn’t go to the…” Elenore shook her head. “Sorry. Details don’t matter.”

“Pocket money,” Argrave repeated. Viewing her as a big sister seemed markedly easier when she casually unloaded this much gold on him. “Thank you. Not sure I’ll need it, considering we plan to stick together the whole time.”

“Best to be prepared.” The princess dipped her head toward him. “As for those enchanted items you entrusted to me—they’re enroute to a warehouse I own within the city, along with a manifest detailing what each does. My enchanters were quite excited about some of them. I’m sure we can sell off those you don’t use in Relize.”

Argrave smiled, then stepped forward and hugged her. She was surprised but eased up after a moment. “Lucky to have you with us,” he told her. “Don’t ever think I’m not grateful to you.”

“…Yes, well…” she said quietly. “Get off me. I’m hot enough from this fire.”

Argrave laughed and pulled away, then moved to sit by the fire beside Anneliese.

“I think it’s well past time that you tell me what you withheld from me in that message to Vasquer,” Elenore decided, going back to sit in her spot.

Argrave’s happiness dimmed somewhat when he heard her words. “Yeah, you’re right.”

Elenore waited in silence for a few moments, then said, “So?”

“You’ve gotta ask,” Argrave told her. “I’ll answer what I’m asked.”

“He made me ask Anneliese.” Durran pointed at Argrave. Despite his earlier outburst at Therese’s coffin, things had been fine between the two of them since. “Looks like family gets special treatment.”

“I didn’t make you,” Argrave disagreed. “I politely requested you direct inquiries to Anneliese, so that she might give her perspective on this whole thing.”

Elenore put her hands on her lap. “How do all of you take this matter, this… ‘Heroes of Berendar’?”

Everyone grew silent. Argrave looked at each of them in turn, curious himself.

“Don’t care,” Galamon said first.

“Of course you don’t.” Durran nodded. “I don’t know. Way I figure it, it’s probably just some way of a god implanting a prophecy in someone. Doubt all that nonsense is real.”

Elenore turned her head to Anneliese beside Argrave. “And you?”

“I am unsure,” Anneliese said distantly. “I think I would enjoy finding the truth of the matter.”

“Me too,” Argrave concurred.

“I see,” Elenore said, nodding her head. “Well… it’s another day yet before Relize. All of my affairs are in order, and everything is set up for a smooth journey. And so… you will tell me everything, Argrave.”

Argrave looked into the fire, resigned to his fate.

***

King Felipe stood before a giant mirror, his back straight. He wore black fine clothes, embroidered with golden snakes on the sleeves. Slowly, with his breathing heavy, he undid the bottom buttons. When the buttons were undone, he pulled the shirt away. It resisted slightly, clinging to something wet.

Beneath, there was another black undershirt. Felipe lifted it up, the fabric clinging to the wound beneath. It was not so dire a gouge—having penetrated not even half an inch on his stomach, it could be healed by magic near instantaneously. Nevertheless, he refused to have it treated.

The great serpent Vasquer, near synonymous with the founding of this country… she had sided against him. He felt her presence in his mind, felt the revulsion. His daughter, Elenore, and another… he thought it was Argrave, but the golden eyes the man bore made him uncertain. All of his royal knights had seen the serpent’s rejection, seen her assault. On top of that… Levin had betrayed him, released a manifesto. Had the legendary Bat even been there? He could be certain no longer.

Felipe dropped the shirt and stepped away from the mirror. A young woman laid across his bed, naked body covered by purple sheets. She was asleep, and Felipe sat down in a chair just beside the bed. Felipe’s gaze lingered on the wound in his stomach. He placed his fingers against it.

He had thought Levin might attack his brothers—expected it, even. But if there was one thing he hadn’t anticipated, it was his betrayal. Dirracha’s riches were gone, plundered. A great mass of royal knights left with the prince, and many others had seen Vasquer reject him. Orion was missing. Much of the north would follow Levin in forming his Kingdom of Atrus. The south would rally stronger than ever before at the divided north.

Felipe dug his fingers into the wound, pushing. All the while, he remained silent, eyes closed. When his fingers were knuckle-deep, he opened his eyes.

“It doesn’t end like this.”

He pulled his fingers free, a fresh wave of blood pouring out of the wound. Calmly, he reached for a goblet on a table beside him. He took a long drink, then set the goblet down. His gray eyes had a cold fire to them.

“It doesn’t end like this,” Felipe repeated. Then, he serenely set to work healing the wound on his stomach with his bloodied hand. “I decide how it ends.”


Chapter 42

“So… would you want to rebuild a world like the one you lived in once you’re king? One of peace, personal freedom, great luxury for all—nearly post-scarcity, as you called it?” Elenore asked Argrave.

They were all once again on the grain cart, though having entered Relize itself, the smooth roads made for a nice ride. Argrave looked at his sister, thinking over her words in detail.

Argrave rubbed his eyes. “Anneliese asked me if I’d like to run away and look for answers about my situation once Gerechtigkeit is stopped.”

“Well?” Elenore tilted her head. “Which would you want to do?”

“I’ll tell you the same thing I told her.” Argrave lowered his hands. “We have to get there first, you damn dunce.”

“Things advance with the passage of time. Great progress comes at unexpected times,” Elenore said, tone distant.

Though Argrave was about to question, Anneliese drew him away, saying, “I cannot recall you calling me a damn dunce.”

“I got much more—” Argrave began but was cut off by the cart shifting.

The shifting ceased, and eventually the cart came to a stop. The back doors opened, shining light down upon the five of them. Melanie stood there, waiting. Elenore’s guardsmen swarmed throughout the warehouse, attending to various things. “Welcome to Relize, lady and gentlemen,” Melanie greeted.

Elenore was the first to stand. “Excellent. Melanie, are the enchanted chests I sent for here? I want a place to store some of our valuables, like the regalia we retrieved.”

“Saw some shiny metal boxes, so maybe.” Melanie nodded, looking back.

Elenore accepted Melanie’s help and descended to the warehouse floor. Argrave made sure that everyone else had gotten out before he did so.

Elenore looked around at the wide-open stone warehouse. It was largely empty—there was plenty of space. “I’m going to have some beds delivered. I know it’s not ideal sleeping in a shared area, but its best we minimize exposure to the streets. Inns are hotbeds for rumors. If we’re seen, it’ll get to all the people we don’t need to know.”

“Well used to sharing sleeping areas.” Argrave held out his hand to stop her from continuing. “I appreciate what you’ve done.”

“Alright.” Elenore nodded, and placed one hand on her hip as she continued, “I have to take care of Melanie’s parents—this arrival was abrupt, and they want some sort of explanation why their daughter is wantonly using their warehouse. Beyond that, I’d like to get apprised of the situation here in Relize, look into the Dandalan family, and possibly establish contact.”

“Durran will be handling some things for me outside,” Argrave said, placing his hand on the tribal’s shoulder.

“I will?” He turned his head.

Argrave nodded. “Yeah. You’re the one least likely to attract attention to all of us.”

Elenore crossed her arms. “He was followed by Ruleo last time.”

“Bit different, no?” Argrave raised a brow. “Just don’t bring the glaive this time, Durran.”

“How am I to protect myself?” he asked indignantly.

Galamon pointed at him. “You’re a spellcaster.”

“I need a sidearm, that’s what I need.” Durran shook his head and sighed.

“Buy one,” suggested Argrave.

As Durran nodded at his suggestion, Elenore asked curiously, “Why do you need him to go out?”

“Just a little survey of my own. A promise for Galamon.” He looked toward the vampire. They were fast-tracking his cure, by this point. Relize, a populous city, was a naturally nice place for vampires to congregate, and some had. “Beyond that, I have an idea that might make us a lot of money, and I need to see if there are viable partners in Relize as I recall,” Argrave explained.

“Alright…” Elenore stepped closer. “Pitch it to me.”

“What’s the biggest limiter for enchanters regarding imbuing magic into enchanted items?” Argrave questioned. “What’s stopping them from producing thousands of items a day?”

“Magical capaci— Oh.” Elenore paused, her brows rising. “Do you… know how to imbue? Your Blessing matters little if you cannot do so properly. Imbuing is a difficult and time-consuming art.”

“Elementary stuff. Did a little with Galamon way back in the day on glass bottles.” He looked to the elven vampire. “I can’t exactly break the world economy by releasing one thousand enchanted items onto the market, but I think it’s time to learn something new. I need to hone my magical supply, and this seems a productive way to do so. The burden lies on you, though. Getting inscriptions will cost plenty of money.”

Elenore turned around and paced for a bit. “Let me think on it while I take on tasks.”

***

Argrave and company settled into Relize comfortably, even despite the fact that they were staying in a warehouse. Having Elenore on his side was such a huge boon that even Argrave felt briefly overwhelmed. For example, he recalled mentioning in passing that he would enjoy some chicken—before night fell, he had some.

Even despite the luxury afforded by having his rich big sister on his side, Argrave did not grow lax. He spent his time delving into the B-rank spells that he had not mastered, Anneliese acting as his tutor. He was worried he would be holding her back, but she claimed that teaching actually made her work harder at something—she felt she had to press herself to stay ahead of Argrave.

After the first day…

“You never told me the head of the Dandalan family was one hundred and fourteen years old,” Elenore said, interrupting Argrave as he read on his bed beside Anneliese.

Argrave took off his glove and put it in the book, then shut it. “Didn’t realize you hated old people.”

“No, what does tha— Oh. You’re joking,” she realized, coming to stand over the both of them. “One hundred and fourteen years old, nearly sixty children, and an absurd number of grandchildren… it’s like some bad fairytale joke.”

Argrave placed one hand atop his book and sat up. “The man’s a B-rank mage, so he looks much younger than that. Seventy, maybe. He’s a… He’s a character.”

“He was the last beneficiary before the Rescindment of Profligacy and Corruption,” Elenore continued. “You really think this man can help us?”

Argrave placed his elbow on his pillow and leaned against it, staring up at the princess. “He’s very good at hiding it, but I know for a fact his family is the wealthiest in Relize. The Dandalans are high in number, steadfastly loyal to their patriarch, and more than willing to marry for power. He profited tremendously from the Rescindment. He’d marry his children off to the wealthy in exchange for favors and money. They wanted their grandchildren to have patrician status, he wanted power. He made this thing into a cash cow.” Argrave shrugged. “Match made in a ledger.”

“I was going to bring that up.” Elenore nodded. “Given how powerful his family has grown from the mandate, would he really want to kill off his… cash cow?” she repeated, evidently liking the phrase.

Argrave pointed at her. “We’ll talk to him. I’m sure he will.”

Elenore took a deep breath. “I need to borrow Anneliese. I need her for something.”

“I need her for everything.” Argrave frowned. “Why?”

“I’ve secured a meeting with a Dandalan,” Elenore explained, waving her hand. “I’d like her to be there, gauge things. Won’t take long. Just passing on a written message.”

Anneliese placed her hand on Argrave’s shoulder. “I can be there,” she promised.

“I’ll go too,” Argrave decided.

“You should stay,” Anneliese disagreed. “You cannot risk being seen.”

“And you can?” Argrave rebutted. “She can?” He pointed at Elenore.

“I won’t be going.” Elenore shook her head. “Anneliese won’t even be visible. Ideally, she’ll watch with her bird. Gods, but you are a lovestruck fool.”

“And I’m proud of it,” Argrave said, then buried his head in his pillow. “Well… damn. Lonely afternoon, I guess.”

“In the coming days, my workload is to lighten. I’d like to begin talks about how you plan to approach this war,” Elenore informed Argrave.

Hearing those words, Argrave was reminded of the reality of what he was doing. “I’ll be there. Anneliese and I did come up with something.”

“That something may have shifted,” Elenore informed him. “I have it on good authority that the rumors of Levin intending to found his own kingdom are entirely true. The northern region of Atrus will split from Vasquer and form the Kingdom of Atrus. That’s most of the northwest. They’re bordering Veden on the midwest.”

Argrave fell into deep thought, closing his eyes.

“This is something new to you?” Elenore pressed.

“The kingdom itself… No.” Argrave rubbed his forehead. “No, the nobles in that region were always closely linked. After the civil war was won, and Felipe was killed… if it was the rebels that had won, that kingdom would form. It was one of many successor states after the balkanization.”

“Balkanization?” Elenore repeated.

“That is… a separation of one country into several smaller successor states.” Argrave opened his eyes. “I never imagined Levin would cause this much trouble. He’s… He’s convinced Felipe will lose. That’s the only reason I can picture why he’d do all of this.”

“It’s not difficult to imagine why. I don’t think he has a single ally remaining. His knight-commander is largely crippled. Even his royal guard must question his legitimacy after what we did,” Elenore said, not able to disguise some measure of pride. “I’m thinking a riot may happen, end him independent of our actions.”

“Orion is still around,” Argrave reminded her.

“Still missing,” she disagreed. “This Kingdom of Atrus may yet prove to be a boon. I would much sooner face Levin than Felipe… and I may do just that.” The princess let out a long sigh. “Even still, it is impossible to avoid anxiety. We make our move.” She stepped away. “I ramble. I will send for you, Anneliese, giving you some advance notice of when I will need your aid. Until then.”

“Take care, Elenore. Do not overtax yourself,” the elf counseled.

“Take care,” the princess repeated back, not addressing Anneliese’s concern.

Argrave watched Elenore walk away.

After she had long departed, Anneliese sighed.

“What?” he asked her.

“She drowns herself in work to bury her grief,” Anneliese said. “She is just like you.”

“More like you. Too smart for her own good.” Argrave picked up his book, ready to resume reading.

“I know people better than you do,” Anneliese asserted.

Argrave laughed. “Alright, take it easy. It was a compliment.”

Anneliese pushed his book away from him. “I think this deserves attention.”

“If she is like me… I turned out alright, didn’t I?” Argrave leaned close to her face.

“Because I forced the issue,” Anneliese said, giving a pointed frown.

Argrave paused inches from her face. “Well… you’re going to be spending time with her.”

Anneliese raised a brow. “This is true.”

“I trust you,” he told her, then gave her a light kiss and grabbed his book once again. “You tell me to do something, I’ll do it. Just tell me how I can help.”

“I will think on the matter,” Anneliese decided.


Chapter 43

“What, precisely, do you experience when you use the bronze jewelry? I have heard you use the word ‘see.’ Is it similar to sight, or wholly different?” Anneliese asked Elenore.

Elenore observed the simply dressed snow elf across from her. Anneliese, just as Argrave, wore exotic, hardy gray leathers with protective enchantments along all its length—duster, pants, and shirt all. They had another black set of lighter make designed for travel in the Burnt Desert. Allegedly, the fact they matched was coincidental—Elenore wasn’t so sure.

The woman was rather like an unending river of questions. Upon examining the ostentatious, puffy way in which the people of Relize dressed, she had questioned Elenore of how such a thing came to be. She inquired about construction, ship craftsmanship in Vasquer, the size of the sea Relize neighbored, and now it had come to Elenore. Anneliese asked her questions with an open-minded curiosity that came without judgement, so it was difficult to brush them off.

“You may understand it as a sphere of perception around me,” Elenore described briefly.

She was not averse to answering questions—there was some time before the meeting with the Dandalan would come. They waited within the warehouse a fair distance from the meeting place in a private area so as to talk without fear of distraction. They had been amply cautious in setting this up, and now they merely needed to wait. Elenore wished to be able to receive firsthand reports from Anneliese as she observed things… among some other motives.

“I recall you mentioning being able to observe something hidden within a box without opening it,” Anneliese continued, amber eyes veritably glowing.

Elenore nodded.

The elven woman leaned a bit closer. “Does this extend past protective enchantments? Safes, vaults, et cetera? Could you view inside those chests you brought to the warehouse, for instance?”

“Magic interferes, but does not block entirely.” Elenore shook her head.

“Can you perceive my insides? What I have in my pockets?”

Elenore crossed her arms. “Yes, I can. Why did you not try these things out when Argrave had possession of them?”

Anneliese leaned back against the warehouse’s wall, bringing one hand to her long white hair. Elenore observed her fingers move very adroitly, forming a braid. “I wish I had.”

Much of Elenore’s focus was devoted to Anneliese’s fingers as she braided. It was so practiced as to be habitual—Anneliese seemed capable of doing it in her sleep.

“You watch me braid, no?” Anneliese cut in.

Elenore, surprised, cocked her head back. “I… I was, yes.”

“I knew it.” She smiled, pleased with herself. “Even despite your unusual manner of sight—if it can even be called so—the face retains certain habits.”

Elenore didn’t know what to make of that, but she found herself smiling back. After a time, she found her own curiosity rising. “Why do you keep your hair long? It must be a hindrance.”

“Argrave likes it,” she responded simply. “I do, too. But it’s impractical, I agree.”

“He asked you to keep it like that?” Elenore tilted her head.

“No. I merely know.” Anneliese shook her head.

Elenore took a deep breath and sighed, ruminating on things in silence. She had come to trust Argrave more than she thought herself capable, yet the fact remained it felt like there was still a certain distance between him and his inner circle.

“I tried to kill Argrave the first time we met,” Anneliese said.

Elenore came to attention, feeling like her mind had been read.

“You looked disheartened, so I thought I might share something,” Anneliese continued. “We were enemies on the battlefield. I could tell at once something was amiss—he felt no hostility toward me. He recognized who I was. He wished desperately for peace. Nevertheless, I fired a spell at him with the intent to kill. Fortunately, he is quite skilled at fighting with magic.”

Elenore grew silent. Anneliese put her finger atop the braid she’d made—it was two feet long, by this point—and unwound it all with a whisk of her finger.

“Did you… think about it? Does it haunt you?” Elenore asked.

“Yes. I brought it up with him. He had forgotten it.” Anneliese laughed.

Elenore laughed too—that was the last conclusion to things she thought she’d hear.

“He’s forgiving?” she pressed. “Has he ever… been betrayed, or at least felt betrayed?”

“Certainly. Durran’s presence was… not without its issues. I would like to tell you of it sometimes,” Anneliese continued. “Not just that—Veiden, the Patriarchate, everything.”

Elenore was puzzled, and she rubbed her hands together. “Why? Is there something I should know? I received reports of Veiden military strength from Melanie herself—I know well the threat your people pose.”

“I hope for a confidant. A friend.” Anneliese smiled. “As much as I enjoy those I travel with, it is difficult at times to be the sole woman in a party of four. There are fundamental differences between us that are difficult to bridge.”

Raising a brow, Elenore gave a slow and steady nod. “I imagine so.”

“I am glad of it.” Anneliese clapped her hands together.

“But let’s not forget the reason we came here in the first place.” Elenore waved her hand to caution Anneliese. “This meeting with the Dandalans is important.”

***

Melanie strode through an open door, passing by a servant who gave her a light curtsy. Anneliese thought the mercenary looked a lot smaller without the gargantuan sword she carried around. Anneliese viewed the scene from atop the mercenary’s wide-brimmed hat, camouflaging her golden Starsparrow amidst golden plumes on the red hat.

The man waiting beyond the door looked to be quite old for human standards—if Anneliese were to guess, sixty, with a long white beard to match. The brim of his blue hat was remarkably even wider than Melanie’s. He wore flamboyant clothes that puffed up on the sleeves and pants, varied red and blue stripes running along the lengths. His cuffs were frilly bolts of white, and he bore a rich-looking ermine collar. A black half-cloak covered one of his arms, bearing the six silver stars in a circle connected by a chain that was the symbol of the Dandalans.

Melanie came to stand opposite the Dandalan man, who himself stood just before a table. Chairs awaited them both.

“I have agreed to meet with the full knowledge of my family,” the man began. “Though I cannot speak on behalf of my father, Leopold, I can convey whatever message you wish to get to him.”

Anneliese directed her Starsparrow to lightly peck Melanie’s head, signaling the woman to continue.

“No trap awaits?” the mercenary pressed.

“None whatsoever,” he said with an indignant harrumph.

Anneliese bid Melanie continue once again.

“Well, do you have a name?” Melanie asked, sitting down abruptly.

“I am the twenty-seventh son of my father, Ansgar.” The man flourished his hat somewhat.

Melanie placed one hand on the table, leaning back into the cushioned seat casually. “Whole thing is a bit long. I’ll call you Ansgar. You can call me Melanie.”

Anneliese could tell Ansgar was actually amused, but he hid that fact very well—an experienced actor. He pulled back his seat elegantly and sat in one fluid motion. He stared Melanie down, making all of his actions deliberately slow. It took him near half a minute to settle in, his hands entwined before him on the table. Melanie remained unflappable.

“My father is a very busy man, miss Melanie. As the years pass him by, he delegates many of his business ventures over to the hands of his children—that is to say, myself and my siblings.” Ansgar inhaled and let a silence hang. “Though I must note miss Melanie fits in rather well around here, it has not escaped our attention that you come with many people foreign to Relize.”

Melanie reached down, and Ansgar followed her hands. She pulled out a piece of paper and slid it across the table, then set down a hefty bag atop it.

“Bribe. Message to Leopold. Don’t bother wringing us for more,” Melanie said at once. “Don’t know why I sat down, frankly. Any questions?”

Ansgar eyed the two things placed before him, then looked back up to Melanie. A smile slowly split his stoic expression.

***

“Always knew there was a reason I kept this,” Argrave said proudly, running his fingers along the golden fur that lined his collar.

These were the black and gold fine clothes he’d had tailored at Jast to attend the banquet. That banquet had probably gone the best out of everything he’d ever tried to do. He might as well call them his lucky clothes. Then again, it was like flipping a coin once and declaring it his lucky coin.

“There’s a hole in them.” Elenore reached forward and put her finger in it to demonstrate her point.

Argrave looked down, baffled. “How in the…? How could this happen?”

“Probably the fighting, the mountain-climbing, the desert-crossing, the swamp-wading…” Durran commented off to the side. “Take your pick.”

“Just let me have something tailored for you.” Elenore crossed her arms and sighed.

Argrave put a hand to his forehead. “Those puffy shirts and frilly collars here in Relize look ridiculous… This, this here is classy.” Argrave grabbed at his collar. “Well, whatever. At the very least, I get to see Anneliese in something nice.”

Anneliese shook her head as Elenore asked, “I had no idea you cared so much about this nonsense.” She shook her head and continued, “Anyway, I have some news. Levin is having a coronation. Invitations are already heading everywhere across the region of Atrus, so it’s not exactly hard to discover.”

Argrave frowned. “Seems he’s serious about this.”

“Thinking more on it… I think he wants to negotiate. Thus far, his intent is to disentangle Atrus from the battle between Parbon and Vasquer. It would line up with his character.” Elenore rubbed her hands together to warm them up. “Despite everything, he’s never one to want to lead.”

“Negotiate,” Argrave repeated. Some thoughts bubbled up. “And what are your thoughts on that?”

“It’s a good thing. It minimizes Felipe,” she said objectively. “Apparently, a great deal of Felipe’s core guard, ones I thought utter Vasquer loyalists, defected to Atrus. The king himself has remained silent, saying nothing… to the public, at least.”

“And you don’t…” Argrave began, choosing his words.

“No. I have no compunctions.” Elenore shook her head decisively. “I’ll admit, remaining at Vasquer wasn’t necessarily a bad move… but against Gerechtigkeit, it’s more compassionate to be dispassionate. I didn’t get where I am being ruled by grudges. Going along with Levin, provided he does intend to do as I think, is the best path for the future.”

Argrave swallowed, realizing that the point Anneliese had made became more cogent the more he pressed the issue.

“The first signs of spring are coming in the warmer south,” Elenore continued, unaware of Argrave’s thoughts. “The margrave’s most steadfast allies march to a large war camp in the center of the south. The upper echelons have not yet declared support for you. They fear you have ties to foreigners. I imagine you had designs for this?”

Argrave took a deep breath. “I kept them ignorant because I didn’t want Relize to be compromised. So long as I can get a message to Elias, tell him my plans… that should sway. Regardless, even maintaining neutrality is good enough. Once our army takes the field, they’ll collaborate. Common enemies, all that nonsense. Doesn’t matter whether they support me now or when the war is done—I can make it happen.”

“I suppose so. Failing that, if Duke Sumner is… Well, never mind. We still have to discuss your strategy,” Elenore reminded him. “But I’m worried about this present situation. This Leopold is a no-nonsense man, by all accounts. He’s… Well, he’s also very old.”

“There’s a reason he’s lived this long,” Argrave assured her. “He’s wise. He’ll listen.”

“It seems you spend half your words convincing us we aren’t all going to fail miserably,” Elenore tilted her head, the words said in sarcasm.

“Oh, I have my doubts.” Argrave shook head. “I just never voice them.”


Chapter 44

Multiple servants pushed aside two gargantuan marble doors that marked the entrance to a vast estate. The place did not have a grandiose garden or a walkway that housed statues as Argrave had seen elsewhere. Indeed, it was quite compact, fitting in alongside several other markedly unique yet similarly ostentatious mansions. Innumerable patricians made their home along the riverside, and the Dandalan family was no different. To make one’s home beside the river was a matter of prestige.

Argrave glanced around the inside of the mansion. The marble on the floor had patterns marked—golden flourishes so well-integrated as to appear part of the marble. From the main hall, one could see the other three stories of the mansion, each and all overlooking the main portion just opposite the doorway. Several members of the Dandalan family looked down on Argrave, Anneliese, Elenore, and Melanie. If this visit did not go well, their presence would surely be announced to the rest of the city.

Argrave grabbed the wide-brimmed tellerbarret with two fingers, adjusting it. Though he did not like the clothes that had puffed up sleeves and legs, he had to admit the hat was quite nice. He felt like some sort of desperado, dressed in all black and bearing a golden plume on his hat. A desperado or a pimp, he supposed.

The dress for women was not as bizarre as that for men. Melanie came as a guard, so she wore the same things as ever. Elenore looked nice, bearing a modest green dress that had gold markings at points. Relize was still the colder north, so dresses were not so exposing. And Anneliese… Argrave could hardly take his eyes off her. With her long white hair bound in a half-crown braid, her amber eyes shining even more brilliantly than the jewels of the same color lining her white dress… in Argrave’s eyes, she looked like someone right out of myth.

Their party of four stepped within the mansion, and the servants once again strained to shut the heavy marble doors behind them. Argrave felt quite exposed without Galamon and Durran with him for this, but bringing so many people might antagonize Leopold in some way. It didn’t matter too much, though—Anneliese had scouted the mansion thoroughly, and no one waited in ambush.

A prominent Dandalan family member, Ansgar, waited in the central hall before them. He stepped forward toward their group, and gave a polite, almost ritualistic bow.

“Welcome, Princess Elenore. And—”

“If we go by status, you should greet the two beside me first,” Elenore interrupted.

Argrave said nothing—this had been premeditated. If they were to present Argrave as the claimant to the throne, it had to be clear that Argrave was not a subordinate, and rather it was Elenore that was hierarchically beneath him.

Ansgar looked up and ran a hand across his long beard. “Then I offer my greeting to Argrave and his fiancée, and to the princess Elenore.”

Argrave nodded. “Well met.”

“I would take you to meet the patriarch now,” Ansgar said formally.

“Lead.” Argrave nodded.

The Dandalan bowed once again, turned on his heel, and walked into the heart of the mansion. Elenore held Argrave’s arm with her own, still insisting she never expose the fact she was no longer hindered by her loss of sight. Ansgar, fortunately, was quite accommodating of this.

They headed down a long, straight hallway, right toward the opposite side of the mansion. Many of the Dandalan family had gathered here—Argrave could spot some similar traits in their face. The Dandalans had thick brows, did not seem to grow bald no matter the age, and were generally of average height. They all seemed to have angry faces, man or woman.

Argrave arrived at a familiar double door of dark wood. Leopold Dandalan was beyond. Ansgar stepped up, and gingerly knocked thrice.

“Enter,” a gruff, powerful voice answered back.

Ansgar grabbed both handles of the door and pushed it open. At once, light from an open window peeked past the doorway. Leopold Dandalan stood behind his desk. Instead of a back wall, two large glass doors exited out onto a balcony that overlooked the river. The Dandalan patriarch did not seem to be much more than a vaguely angry-looking old man, his back slightly hunched from age. He had a well-kept white beard and kept his long hair slicked back with something that made it shine.

“Welcome.” Leopold spread his hands wide. “Princes, princesses, come to the estate of a glorified bureaucrat with too many children. Come in, come in. Ooh—careful now, watch the head,” he commentated as Argrave entered.

Melanie waited outside, stopped by Ansgar. The three of them entered.

“Look at this. All I get around here is angry faces, yet now two bright young ladies grace my halls like balm to a burn.” He ran a hand across his beard, looking to Anneliese. “Well, perhaps you are young—this one is elven, and one can never be too sure. Ansgar! Shut the door,” he commanded.

“Call if I am needed, Father,” Ansgar said, shutting the door.

“They all say that.” Leopold shook his head as he sat. “If I do call, I suspect all of them will rush from the second and third stories, stepping over each other and causing more problems.” The man’s brown eyes jumped between the three of them. “Well, sit. No time for ceremony, politeness. One of you has broken their mandate to stay locked up in a little greenhouse, and the other is wanted all throughout the north for killing his brother. While I’m not sure how you got in touch with me so quickly, we’re well beyond the point of pretending we don’t know what’s happening.”

“I appreciate your time, Leopold,” Argrave said, the first to sit.

“Do you?” He scratched his cheek, staring Argrave down.

“Wouldn’t have asked to meet otherwise,” Argrave continued.

“Suppose that’s true.” He nodded, eyes unflinching. “You are a big one. And a High Wizard of the Order already. Would that half my children had your magical talent. And your fiancée… some more big people on the way, it would seem. Big people with strangely colored eyes. A good thing, you two breeding. There are enough dull-witted children in the world. You will be having children, I hope.”

Argrave smiled, reminded of uncomfortable meetings with his grandparents. “Maybe in the future, certainly.”

“Hmm,” Leopold grunted. “So, what do you want? Hope you don’t need ships. If you came all this way to ask me for passage on a ship, or to borrow my vessels for something… I’d have to question if you have water in your head.”

Elenore placed her hands on her lap. “You read our message. What did you gain from it?”

“I gained that you want to stir up this little peaceful trading city into a machine of war,” Leopold tapped the table. “Machine for your war against Vasquer, that is. You would think royally educated people, bastards or not, would know that war is bad for business.”

“Hardly a peaceful little trading city.” Argrave shook his head. “With the amount of guards you patricians alone have, you can rival any army.”

Leopold leaned forth, pulling free a toothpick and putting it in his mouth. “Eh… you’re right. Stupid Pedreddin twats tried to raid one of my ships, yet again…” Leopold took a deep breath. “Alright. What’s your bid? Not your offer, but your plan.” Leopold waved his hand, clarifying the word ‘bid.’ “Get right to it. No preamble.”

Argrave cleared his throat, running his words through his head one last time. “Relize is run by its Grand Council, but there is precedent for that body to be set aside in times of war or crisis in favor of an absolute leader. This is decided by vote. You’ve built up a large powerbase here in Relize—instead of going after prestige and status, you’ve been working with the merchant families who can’t obtain patrician status after the Rescindment of Profligacy and Corruption. I think you can be established as that leader, and I think you can revoke the Rescindment. That would secure your future in Relize. And you would use your newfound position to help overthrow my father.”

“You would name me owner of Relize?” Leopold asked neutrally. “Its count? Or duke, perhaps, given its population?”

Argrave almost smiled—the question was a trap. “No. Relize will revert to its old system after the war is finished. The only reason Relize has become as large as it is stems from its mercantilist, competitive roots. I don’t think a hereditary position suits it.”

Leopold leaned in, pulling the toothpick out of his mouth. “You would not name me a noble?” he asked.

“Do you want that?” Argrave asked him.

Leopold stared at Argrave for a few moments, then cracked a smile, placing the toothpick back in his mouth. “Not of Relize, that’s for certain. This place would wither under an overlord, of that you’re correct.”

Leopold leaned back in his chair, crossing one leg over the other. “…Yeah. Yeah, it’s reasonable. It’s possible. People are scared—they want a leader. I’m respected, I think. Maybe I’m an out of touch, delusional old man… but I don’t think so. And you can pay people to respect you, despite what moralizers might say.” His brown eyes fell back upon them. “Issue here… is you three.”

“Let’s solve this issue,” Argrave suggested, and Anneliese nodded with him.

“The two of you… your claims are weak,” Leopold said bluntly. “Could fracture the realm further if you ever sit in the Dragon Palace. And sustained hostilities are truly terrible for business.”

“I’m the sole claimant here,” Argrave said. “And the south will support me. With Relize on my side, the war will be quick and decisive.”

“Saying something is so… doesn’t make it so. If that were the case, I’d be king.” Leopold leaned in on his desk. “All I see… is two very well-dressed exiles, and an unfortunate soul roped along with things.”

Anneliese smiled. “I consider myself a very fortunate soul. And I think you would be wise to consider all of what we have achieved even without significant backing.”

Leopold stared at Anneliese. “Awfully confident.” He leaned back. “Heartwarming thing to see, lovers-at-arms fighting against an old man’s words. Well…” Leopold sighed. “I am glad that Induen is dead. More of a bastard than you are, Argrave. Took thousands of gold from my pockets. And I’ve heard the tales of him. Killed your mother, I hear.”

“In the coming days, you’ll hear of an incident within the capital,” Elenore said smoothly. “Felipe’s legitimacy is at an all-time low. Orion is missing. Levin fractures the realm again, naming himself king of an independent realm of Atrus. Argrave alone can unite the realm. And of all living descendants, he is the best suited to rule this nation well.”

“Who decided that?” Leopold protested at once. “You’ve got…” His face slowly turned into a frown. “Yeah, I guess they’re all terrible. Or dead. Or insane. Eugh…” The aged patriarch rubbed his face. “I shouldn’t have to think about this. Why can’t you idiots just make a system that works? No succession issues, peace at all times?”

“Maybe we can work that out later,” Argrave suggested.

“You.” Leopold looked at him. “You want to be king?”

“I have to be. Too much is at stake.” Argrave shook his head.

“Hmm.” Leopold stroked his beard. “Can’t decide if it’s bad to want it or not. I’m not…” Leopold sighed, then shook his head. “I need to consult with my family. Don’t worry—ugly they might be, but they’re not stupid. I love them, and I will make sure they’re taken care of. In addition, I have some terms.”

“Name them.” Argrave gestured.

“I don’t need nobility. It makes us weaker, unambitious.” Leopold leaned in. “Key northern territories will fall under Relize’s rule—not my family’s. I can outline these for you later. They are, in my opinion, places that could be developed into trading hubs.”

“Until you outline, I cannot agree.” Argrave shook his head. “But I am amenable to the idea.”

“I’m glad you can’t, yet. Shows prudence.” Leopold nodded. “Alright… you’ll have to lift some restrictions on trade Induen imposed. My pockets are bleeding, here.”

“So long as they’re reasonable, done.” Argrave nodded.

“I’d like a bride of fairly high status,” Leopold continued.

Argrave narrowed his eyes. “For your children?”

“For me. I’ve still life in me yet, and my last wife died some three years ago.” He nodded seriously. “And not same ancient, sixty-year-old widow. A woman to bear more children.”

Argrave grew quite uncomfortable at the prospect.

Before he could answer one way or the other, Elenore said, “I can see that done.”

Argrave cast a glance at her, but the words had already been said. With that, Leopold leaned back. “Well… I have nothing else. It seems we’re in agreement. Talking with my family won’t take long. You may remain within my—”

The door opened, and Ansgar entered. “Forgive the intrusion, but I feel that, given present circumstances, the news must be delivered.”

The Dandalan walked up to the patriarch, who glared at his son but did not rebuke him. Ansgar leaned in, whispering. He stood straight.

“Given our talk… I assume the arrival of delegates from Atrus is beyond your expectation?” Leopold questioned, then nodded when he looked at their faces. “I thought so.”


Chapter 45

Orion laid his gaze upon towering gray walls. He was no stranger to such sights—be they in Mateth or in Dirracha, he had seen walls standing near hundreds of feet tall, enclosing all within and protecting it in the same turn. But this was not Vasquer, and yet these gray walls stood like giants in this endless black desert, nestled at the bottom of a crater. He had always been proud of his people’s feats. He did not expect to see their equal in this unforgiving, if beautiful, desert.

The prince stepped closer. Orion had gone south, south, and south again, running into village and town and city in equal turns. All rejected him, yet at all stops, he received yet more tales of this land of Sethia—a place that was free of the burden of the leadership of the Vessels of Fellhorn. All was as Durran described, even the great curtain walls before him.

When he neared, he spotted a caravan of a strange people lingering outside the gate. The gate guards, though nearby, did not seem to bristle at these people’s presence. Their skin was as black as night, their ears were half the side of their head, their height was greater than that of man, and their guardsmen had a familiar looking weapon in hand. They wore strange and luxurious silken clothing.

Orion walked to them with slow, heavy steps, an innocent curiosity driving him forward. As he neared, their heads turned toward him, watching, waiting. They prepared themselves for anything, yet as he neared, one broke off.

“Argrave?” one asked, half in disbelief.

Orion paused, standing before the southron elves of the Burnt Desert.

***

“Your brother was a savior to us all,” said Corentin. He was a one-legged, one-eyed veteran, and he kindly handed the prince a cup billowing steam.

Orion accepted the cup from the southron elf, turning toward the fire. They encamped within a small, secluded alcove on the edge of the city Sethia.

“Why do we camp away from the city?” Orion questioned. “Are your people barred from entering?”

“No,” Corentin answered, walking with a limp on account of his missing leg. He used his glaive like a walking stick as he moved around the various others sitting around the fire. “No, we can enter. But all that most know of Argrave is that he was black-haired and gray-eyed. You might be mistaken for him.”

“Is that a bad thing?” Orion looked down at the cup, taking a drink. It was a tea of some sort—a strong, fruity flavor that left a strange tingling on his tongue.

Corentin paused his walk. He ground the bottom of his glaive against the sand, then tossed it aside, awkwardly moving to sit. He splayed his iron peg leg out before him, sighing as he sat.

“Argrave saved the city. But a lot of people were too blind to see it. Misled by someone named Titus.” Corentin shook his head. “But… even still, it all turned out alright in the end.”

“Argrave killed the Lords of this land—that’s what I know,” Orion said, half-questioning.

“Aye. He killed the Lord of Silver, a hand of a god,” Corentin said, somewhat proudly. “The Lord of Copper was slain by my people, and the Lord of Gold was slain by the Lord of Copper.”

Orion frowned—a lot of similar-sounding names came at him at once. “And these people—they were tyrants? They were cruel to their own?”

Corentin nodded. “Unimaginably so. They could Drain people—that is, absorb their very essence to strengthen themselves. They bore Blessings from their god that made them control water absolutely. Beyond that, they kept slaves, breeding them for desirable appearances.” A nearby southron elf handed the old warrior a cup of his own tea, and he drank from it. “But all that’s done now. The slaves to Copper and Silver rejoined the humans at Sethia. We accepted the elven slaves of the Lord of Gold into our tribe… but that’s not been easy.”

Orion nodded and downed the drink that he’d been given. He sat there for a moment, thinking. Slavery was something that was wrong—this he had been taught by the gods. And even by his own reasoning, he would not like to be forced to do something for another; consequently, he should not force another in that manner. Yet…

“Why did Argrave get involved here?” Orion questioned.

“So far as I know, he needed something that belonged to the Lord of Silver,” Corentin said musingly. “He simply needed to create some chaos to obtain it.”

Orion’s grip tightened around the cup. “So this… was a by-product?”

Corentin frowned, burnt eye seeming monstrous in the shadow of the flame. “No. Argrave could have chosen to have us all killed, remained safe by siding with the Lord of Copper. But he infiltrated that man’s tower, subverted him, and liberated this city. Now… you see it prosper. There were three giant towers of precious metal there months ago. They’re gone, now. They’ve been melted, minted into currency. Titus builds up this city day-by-day, preparing for the coming reckoning.”

Orion nodded, somewhat contented by this answer. “But why… why might Argrave be unwelcome, if he truly did all of this?”

“That would be Titus’ fault,” Corentin noted. “It… He framed Argrave and Durran. It was a complicated situation.” The southron elf shook his head. “I cannot bring myself to hate the man, though. Titus treats us elves fairly, promotes our interests in turn with his own. He’s done right by us. Both of our peoples prosper. And his city accepts refugees, builds itself up, promotes expansion…” Corentin sighed. “Much as I hate it, I must overlook what he did.”

“But why? Why did Titus frame Argrave?”

Corentin lowered his cup and set it down. “I could tell you what I saw. I was there when it happened. But… there’s another I know, one who’s been in contact with us. He knew Titus quite well, from what I understand. The man wears the mask of a boar. Perhaps you’d best talk to him.”

***

Though Argrave felt some urgency as soon as he heard the news that a delegate from Levin’s burgeoning kingdom of Atrus had entered Relize, after a brief discussion with Elenore and Anneliese, he decided it would be best for them to remain within the Dandalan estate. After all, even despite the presence of potentially hostile foes, their goal did not change—winning over Leopold.

The head of the family went off to the second story to convene with his ridiculously large family, escorted by the diligent Ansgar. Elenore, meanwhile, sent off Melanie to gather information. Undoubtedly her agents were paying attention, and even if they weren’t, the arrival of such a delegate could not avoid attention. The Dandalans were not opposed to allowing Melanie’s reentry—it was a good sign. Still, Argrave felt sorry for the servants who would have to move aside those two giant marble doors each time.

“I’m thinking this is not good,” Argrave told Elenore.

They had been given a private place to wait inside the mansion. It was a comfortable lounge room with little in the way of decoration, but much in the way of comfort. Argrave sank back into one of two couches placed opposite each other, one foot tapping against the ground anxiously.

“I think you’re wrong.” Elenore shook her head.

Argrave leaned in quickly. “We’re on Levin’s side? I missed the memo.” He spread his arms out. “I think a kingdom has more to offer than we do, balkanized state or no. If Levin is here to bring Relize under Atrus…”

“This was an inevitable confrontation, if a poorly timed stage,” Elenore admitted. “But… if Levin does genuinely intend to remain neutral and renegotiate peace with the victor… we might find that out now. And we might iron out simple terms of alliance. It’s best to seek out that opportunity.”

Argrave sank back into the couch as she spoke. Truth be told, he didn’t like Levin. Whether in the game or in his present reality, he was someone to be despised. Even still… much the same could be said of Elenore. She had done terrible things. The difference, he felt, was that one could be redeemed. And one had never been needlessly cruel… only pragmatically so.

Levin was closer to Induen in that way. And someone like Induen… Argrave had made his thoughts on the matter rather clear.

“I agree with Elenore on this,” Anneliese said quietly.

Argrave lifted his head up and looked to her. The elven woman had a bitter but resigned look to her.

Pushing his tongue against his cheek, Argrave said slowly, “Alright. If I’m in the minority…” he left his accession unspoken. “Still, I’m not sure how you intend to get words to these delegates. Even if you do, Levin might not even be present.”

“Provided Leopold agrees…” Elenore trailed off.

“I think he will,” Anneliese contributed. “Just judging from the state of him when we parted.”

Elenore nodded. “If that’s true, I think we might use Leopold’s connections to speak to this party. These delegates will surely visit patrician families—Leopold might have ties we can use to our advantage. Or, if we’re lucky, the family they seek out will already have some of my people in some positions. It’s not likely. Patrician families have proven difficult for me to get a handle on in the past.”

The door opened, and all turned their head. Melanie entered confidently, glancing around before shutting the door.

“I’ve got a bead on the delegate,” Melanie announced. “They rode by horses, elsewise we might’ve gotten advance notice… they’re currently meeting with the Yiasten family.”

“Gods… I can’t integrate druidic magic fast enough…” Elenore lamented. “Yiasten… as I recall, this is but one branch of the family. Another holds the title of count in the distant north. In Atrus, as I recall. That would mean the delegate likely has Count Edgar Yiasten… he’s a shrewd diplomat, as I hear.”

The door burst open, and Melanie narrowly dodged it with a quick step forward. Ansgar and Leopold stood there. His sixty-year-old son helped him stand—it made quite an awkward scene, seeing as how both looked near the same age.

“The delegates visit Yiasten,” Leopold said with a fire that belied his age. Half out of breath, he fumed, “Those pencil-pricks… turning up their damned nose at all the other patricians… and now, they have yet another thing to brag about at Grand Councils. Well… Well, let’s see if they can brag.”

Argrave rose to his feet and opened his mouth to ask a question.

“Don’t ask a stupid question. Yes, I’m on your side. I’ll not see Atrus promote Yiasten to lord over this city, as I’m sure will happen if I do nothing. My children agree, because they’re smart.” Leopold broke off into a cough and waved away Ansgar when he tried to help him. “But damn it… this won’t be easy. Yiasten… gods be damned, Yiasten…”

Argrave straightened. “You can get comfortable, Leopold. Working together, I can say we’ll prove to you we’re competent.”

“Is that why you looked all anxious and were muttering between each other when I burst in?” Leopold coughed a little once more. “Ridiculous… stairs. Why is the council on… second floor?” he said, catching his breath. “Boy… or should I call you king already? There is a huge difference between putting a notion to the Grand Council for voting… and having an active opponent. We’ll be fighting for leadership.”

“And if we can make Yiasten’s primary proponent hinder him?” Anneliese said. “Have a seat, Leopold.”

“Thank you, but there’s something I must do first.” Leopold shook his head. “The Grand Council will convene for this matter. But we… we have two advantages. None know of your presence here.” Leopold pointed to Argrave with his arthritic fingers. “And that leads to our second advantage. We’re going to host the Grand Council. I can pull some strings… and hosting the event, that’s the most important thing.” Leopold took a deep breath. “The host controls the flow of things, after all.”

“Doesn’t change the fact that Atrus has more to offer,” Elenore said. “Don’t be so certain we have an opponent, Leopold. Who knows what Levin wants? He could wish to ensure Relize’s neutrality, win them to his side, or simply stir up the waters…” Elenore leaned back in the couch. “Regardless, everything is an opportunity if examined in the right light.”


Chapter 46

“Not much has changed,” Argrave said as he read down the list. Anneliese rested her head on his shoulder, reading with him. With their alliance secured, Leopold accommodatingly allowed them to move their agents and things into the mansion. Though many of the people had come, many remained outside for the sake of caution. “All of these families were pretty prominent. It’s no surprise they’re on the Grand Council.”

“You think you’ll be able to get them to support us?” Elenore asked Argrave.

Argrave put the paper down and rose to his feet, looking out the window of Leopold’s mansion. He could see the river that split the city, the waters still alive with boats even this late at night. “Certainly. I know most of them well enough, and these days I think of myself as quite the idealogue.” Argrave scratched at his chin. “I’m more concerned about who might be on the delegate’s side.” Argrave looked to Elenore. “You really have nothing? Who’s missing in Atrus?”

“My agents in Atrus were largely preoccupied with another matter.” Elenore shook her head wistfully. “I don’t know who was sent.”

“And what is that other matter?” Argrave pressed.

“Well…” She paused, turning around. “Levin purged a good majority of my agents in the palace, if you’ll recall. Don’t worry about it, though—all will be fine. Put it out of your mind.” She brushed it off then quickly added, “As for the matter of that marriage Leopold requested, I think I can work something out.”

Argrave frowned as she changed the subject to that. He hadn’t been especially pleased that she’d so readily volunteered to handle the marriage.

“Who?” he pressed, stepping forward.

“A debt of mine. No one you’ve associated with—a southern family swearing fealty to Duke Sumner. Count Suchaz’s daughter.” Elenore shook her head. “He owes me too much to reasonably pay back. I’ll wipe some of his debt for this.”

“You were the one so off-put by his age, now you’ll consign some young woman to this one hundred and fourteen year old man?” Argrave said forcefully.

“You protest,” Elenore noted, turning back around.

Just then a door opened, and Galamon and Durran entered. Durran gazed around wondrously, while Galamon moved to sit on the couch in the room they’d been given.

“Quite a place, wouldn’t you—” Durran said, then trailed off when he caught the confrontation between Argrave and Elenore obviously brewing. “I’m going to go sit,” he dismissed tiredly, stepping past them.

“Would you like to marry Leopold?” Argrave asked her.

“Of course not.” Elenore shook her head. “We talked about this, no? In the face of Gerechtigkeit, it is more compassionate to be dispassionate. This is what the man wants—we give it to him. It’s for the good of the realm. The good of the world.”

“I hate that you’re right.” Argrave shook his head, hands moving about frustratedly. “It’s just… can’t we choose someone who thinks the same thing? Someone who isn’t just being sold off by their parents to settle a debt?”

Elenore put one hand on her waist, the bronze jewelry on her finger clanging as she thought. “Argrave, I don’t think—”

“I think I know someone,” Anneliese cut in.

Argrave turned his head toward her. “Who? I can’t think of anyone we’ve met.” He shook his head.

“You have never met them. She was an old friend of mine back in Veiden.” Anneliese shook her head. “She is… a bit of an eccentric. She was friends with me, after all. I think she’s seventy-two this year. She had strange thoughts about marriage and life. I imagine an arrangement with Leopold might actually entice her, provided he refrains from limiting her freedom.”

Argrave frowned. “Does that…? I mean, will Leopold really…?”

“You heard him speak of us,” Anneliese said pointedly. “He seems to bear Veidimen no ill will. Indeed, he expressed interest. At the very least, it is worth broaching.”

Argrave stared, a little stunned, then laughed. “Yeah… I mean, yeah.” He turned his head back to Elenore, who seemed to be having similar thoughts as Argrave was.

“Then it’s settled,” Elenore concluded. “For now, we focus on this upcoming Grand Council meeting.”

“Less time for imbuing practice,” Argrave said in resigned dismay, then picked back up the paper he’d discarded. “Guess we focus on currying favor with the one percent.”

***

Leopold’s powerbase within Relize was not merely a theoretical thing. The man moved efficiently to do exactly as he had promised Argrave.

Generally, the Grand Council met at a building known as the Assembly Chamber of Commerce and Governance. Before a single day had passed, a mysterious accident took place within the Assembly Chamber—there was an unforeseen incident regarding the sewage system, and much of the place would reek of things most foul for a long, long while. Following this tragedy, by letter and by delegate, Leopold volunteered to host the Grand Council in his home.

The patricians of the Grand Council were not blind—they could smell something foul afoot beyond merely the sewage in the Assembly Chamber. Elenore and Leopold collaborated to spread a rumor this was done after the slight of Pedreddin raids on Dandalan ships. Leopold wanted to raise his family’s prestige and ensure a fitting punishment for the Pedreddin family. Before long, that rumor reached all in the city.

And so, in time, Leopold’s suggestion was accepted. They would hold the Grand Council in his home, on the second floor generally reserved for personal meetings with his family. This was a great victory—controlling the grounds that they met on would enable Argrave to speak to prospective council members easier and would similarly allow them to suppress Yiasten.

Yet regarding their rivals, and the delegate from Atrus… it was impossible to tell what Yiasten did and did not know. Their family had entered a state of relative lockdown—the delegates did not leave, their servants betrayed nothing, and no news of their intents spread beyond their estate. It cut off Elenore’s plans to make early contact. Nonetheless, the stage for the first battle had been set splendidly.

With the groundwork done, all that remained was the actual politics. Between Leopold and Elenore, Argrave had two keys to the beating heart of Relize. He took full advantage of that. He knew much about many of the patricians within Relize, but he wasn’t so foolish enough to think that he could get by coasting on his now months-rusty knowledge.

“These two cannot be sat near each other.” Leopold tapped the document firmly. “It’s best to remember everyone’s last names, ensure they never meet—something about them… it’s in the blood, their feud. My family will do what it can to keep them separate. Typically, one can only have one family member at a council meeting… but many of my children will be attending as servants. They’re good at this game,” Leopold assured.

“Alright. I can do that.” Argrave nodded, already committing the names to memory.

Leopold nodded, straightening his back. “Yes… from all I’ve seen, you’ll be quite good at this. But… and know that I mean no offense, Argrave… is it necessary to bring your fiancée? I have no issue with your elven bride. Most of the patricians are rather uncaring much the same: discrimination is bad for business, after all. We have large minorities within Relize itself, and they are given a vote to decide the District Council every bit the same as any other citizen. Even still… these things are best brought to light slowly. Perhaps Anneliese ought to remain aside.”

Argrave shook his head at once. “Anneliese is invaluable in places like this. She has a knack for understanding people, and she gives counsel that cannot be rivalled. Besides, I’m told the south misconstrued our engagement as me having ties to Veiden. Business-wise, wouldn’t that be promising for you patricians? A whole new business partner?”

“I can attest to Anneliese’s acumen… for what it’s worth,” Elenore contributed.

Leopold stroked his beard. “I suppose I could pitch it like that… and even then, you have that reform you mentioned to me. Your trump card.” He shook his head. “But we trade by sea, not by the ocean. A great mass of land divides the North Sea from the ocean. If it were practical… it would already be happening.”

“That’s a shame,” Argrave lamented. “I suppose this means you won’t be interested in this prospective bride? A prospective trade route with an untapped market?”

Leopold raised a brow. “What do you speak of?”

“Well… let’s talk about Veiden for a bit, Leopold. I’ve been traveling with two Veidimen. I have some ties, you see.”

***

Ansgar fixed Leopold’s attire diligently. They looked like two elderly brothers, and Argrave stared at the merchant, tapping one finger against his temple. Everything was going well—though the merchant had not outright agreed to taking a Veidimen as a bride and said he would obviously need to meet her first… Anneliese said the idea enticed him greatly. He was a merchant, though, and hid that fact well enough Argrave almost disbelieved her.

“If you keep tapping, your finger might break,” Leopold said, obviously annoyed.

Argrave stopped. “It helps me think.”

“These Grand Council meetings last twelve hours on the least busy days. Today… I’ve enough food for two days. It’s half a party, half a political meeting,” Leopold told him. “I don’t want you to give yourself the runs on account of anxiety.”

Argrave shrugged. “I suppose you’d have me just stop being anxious, like magic. Well… don’t worry. Not sure I can get the runs anymore.”

Leopold laughed just as Elenore entered. “The delegates are with Yiasten. They’re bringing them here,” she told them.

“Suppose that’s proof of things, as though we didn’t have enough already,” Leopold said, pushing Ansgar’s hands away and fixing things himself. He slapped his face lightly and shook his body, and his whole demeanor seemed to change. Altogether, he seemed half a commander.

“As planned… Elenore will remain here and help organize things. It does us no good to have her seen,” Leopold said, slicking his gray hair back with some gel and combing with his other hand. “I will keep things contained in the council room. Ansgar will be my main point of contact with you, keeping you apprised of situations within the meeting. You and Anneliese will be introduced to key figures slowly, and then brought out into the main party when we all agree is the best time.”

“Seems I’m not the only one that’s anxious. How many times have you told us that?” Argrave questioned.

“Well… I can’t imagine my anxiety can compare to yours, even with that trump card of yours. If I fail, I remain a wealthy patrician… nothing really lost other than face. But you… I’m not sure what would be next for you.” Leopold looked back. “I have guests to greet.”

Leopold stepped out, leaving only Ansgar left behind.

“Your dad sure is great at raising the mood,” Argrave noted.

Ansgar looked to Argrave. “Putting his face on the line alone shows how much faith he has in you. He is a merchant—he is predisposed to taking risks. But note that he is a successful merchant. The risks that he takes—they often pay off. And so, it would be best if you are less nervous.”

Argrave nodded. “A good point.” He stepped around, then picked up the black tellerbarret on a chair. He put it over his head and fixed it until it was just right in the mirror. “We look pretty good, Anneliese.”

Anneliese stepped into the mirror’s frame. “Is that so?”

“You know it is,” he shot back, then turned. “Alright. Time for a protracted battle.”


Chapter 47

“And how would backing you benefit Relize?” an old man with a clean shave asked Argrave, sitting across from him on the couch. His name was Victor. Ansgar poured them both a cup of wine. “The king has ever had little bearing on our city. We members of the council dictate all.”

“That’s true. Most kings think it’s beneath them to consort with the merchant class. But as this city is testament… money makes the world move,” Argrave explained, sitting just beside Anneliese. He leaned forth and picked up the goblet Ansgar had poured wine into, then raised it to toast Victor. “And I can promise… Relize will benefit monetarily like never before,” he declared, then clinked his glass together with the man opposite him.

The scene changed—the shadows were cast a little differently from the windows, and the man sitting adjacent Argrave had changed.

“How might my house of Fetrullen benefit if you were to become king?” this new man asked—broad of shoulder and thick of brow, with clothes so bright pink it was hard on the eyes. Fabian, this one was called.

Argrave watched as Ansgar filled his goblet full of wine once again, and commended the man, “A good question. But a land as vast as Vasquer… it needs proper management. Merchant families like yours of Fetrullen—your education rivals, if not exceeds, that of the great noble houses of this land. A new king needs capable, reliable members in his council…” Argrave picked up the filled goblet once again, raising it to the pink-dressed man. “Well-educated and ambitious people like those found in Fetrullen? I think you will be a welcome addition to my council, bringing this kingdom’s management to a higher level.”

Their two goblets clinked together once more. Time passed as Argrave finished drink after drink, answering concerns and making offers to many members of the Grand Council.

“What makes you think you can win this war? Relize is a strong force, make no mistake, yet even still…” a new patrician asked of Argrave, the young man sitting rather uptight.

Argrave knew him well—Drudeth of House Rotswell. He gave the player pirate-hunting quests and was quite the renowned seaman himself. Argrave hoped to recruit him as the head of their naval forces.

“What makes you think we can’t?” Argrave shot back, holding his goblet up for Ansgar to fill it.

Anneliese, sitting just beside Argrave, pinched his side—Drudeth didn’t like his comment. He’d have to change his approach.

“I know how large of an undertaking it is to tackle Vasquer, Drudeth. In truth, I’ve been moving frantically the past few months to deal with this,” Argrave said seriously, handing his cup off to Anneliese and leaning in close. “I’ve forged strong ties with the south. Coupled with the forces we have in Relize, we’ll be trapping the north in with a vice grip. I want this to be fast and decisive—an encirclement that quickly tears out the roots of Vasquer power and restores stability in the realm for all.”

Argrave held one hand out. “I’ve heard of your abilities at sea. You broke the pirate fleet at the Myresh archipelago. The mideast coast of Vasquer remains firmly in my father’s grip—I believe you’re the best candidate to blockade them and prevent further supplies from reaching in the event of sieges. I’m working hard to make this war work… but I won’t deny I need someone like you. So, Drudeth… can I count on you? We have to restore this land back to peace and prosperity.”

After a few seconds, Drudeth reached forward decisively and shook Argrave’s hand. Argrave stood and walked the man to the door, speaking firmly and decisively… and not ten minutes after Drudeth had gone, another patrician took his place. Argrave led him to the seat.

“More wine,” the big, hearty man demanded after a time. Ansgar stepped up and filled his cup. Despite being a head shorter than Argrave, this patrician must’ve been twice his weight. He was like a bear—a big, hairy bear. He drank wine like a bear might honey, too.

“More for me, too,” Argrave directed. Ansgar gave him an uncertain look, but Argrave gave him a certain nod.

Being challenged, the bear of a man grew briefly competitive… but Argrave’s tongue and mind moved as fast as ever while his dimmed. Before long, the man was declaring Argrave his brother. Ansgar prudently did not reintroduce him to the party, but rather led him to a room where he might sleep.

“None for me.” The next patrician refused Ansgar’s offer of wine. Kretthan was an old, shrewd-eyed man who defied traditional Relize standards of dress, wearing instead almost monastic robes. Argrave noticed his eyes lingered on Anneliese… and not out of admiration.

“That’s fine,” Argrave said, flashing a bright smile. “I imagine Leopold has already brought you up to speed, somewhat?”

“We have nothing to discuss,” Kretthan decided, looking back at Argrave. “I entertained this offer merely to avoid straining my relationship with Leopold.”

“You’re not concerned about the future of the realm?” Argrave tilted his head.

“Spare me sanctimonious ramblings, kinslayer. One who would end their kin has strayed from the grace of the gods. Taking a foul inhuman to wife, on top of this? You will never be king.”

Argrave leaned back in the couch. “There has to be something I can do,” Argrave said with a pleading sarcasm. “Oooh—I know. I’m told your nephew is rather fond of a curious drink of late. It’s rather common, I’m told—everyone alive has some. If I send him a bottle, do you think that might change your mind?”

Kretthan’s face hardened, and Argrave leaned in.

“Straying from the grace of gods? I appreciate your close ties to family… but you can do too much for your family, you know. Sometimes, they drink your blood like leeches until you die,” Argrave said, with a pointed low voice and a crooked smile.

Kretthan’s breathing quickened, and he looked to Ansgar. “You’re blackmailing me?”

“Very astute.” Argrave nodded. “I’ll pay your family a visit soon, but for now… I think you should keep in mind what we talked about. Since you don’t want to talk, you’re free to leave.”

Kretthan stared back indignantly. Argrave briefly questioned if the man would try to strike him as his hands clenched into fists. Then, the patrician rose to his feet and stormed out. As the door shut, Argrave rubbed his temple.

“Those are always the rough ones,” Argrave noted.

“You’re doing very well, in my humble opinion,” Ansgar commended Argrave. “I believe it won’t be much longer before father intends to introduce you. I can still introduce a lighter wine, Argrave.”

Argrave raised his hand. “Don’t bother. There are heavyweights, and then there’s me. Worst part is the constant trips to the bathroom. Still… best to get our company a little tipsy, a little loose.”

And then, without a beat to rest, Ansgar went off to receive his father’s next directive. Argrave supposed it was much like a king receiving petitioners.

Yet then, just before receiving another, Ansgar leaned in and whispered, “Father intends to bring you out after this. He says to remind you to be ready to receive challenges.”

The words weren’t respite—all it meant was that Argrave would be standing and walking while he talked instead of sitting. Even still, Argrave nodded.

“How do you intend to approach the war?” the last one asked—a woman. Nicolesa was the sole female patrician on the Grand Council, and one of three in Relize. “Relize is not in a particularly strategic location.”

Argrave leaned in, rubbing his hands together as he began, “Well, I had intended to—”

“If I may?” Anneliese cut in.

Argrave smiled. “Go ahead,” he directed her, catching on right away—Anneliese felt it best to demonstrate to this woman that her voice would be valued regardless of gender.

“To begin, we are going to utilize a well-oiled industry in Relize. This city—all of it was built by industrious earth mages. Indeed, the architects in Relize are renowned across Vasquer,” Anneliese summarized succinctly. “There is a key location in the mideast—a river valley known as the Indanus Divide.”

Anneliese used her fingers to emulate what she was talking about, though Argrave thought it was of dubious effect. “The divide is blocked off on the northern side by a great mountain. This mountain… it prevents passing from north to south and hinders the relatively isolated Indanus from prospering by trade. All the same, it has the potential to be an excellent natural fortification rivalling the Lionsun Castle. We intend to use the architects of Relize to sculpt this mountain into both a fortress and bridge across the river. This would create a strategic location to both supply and garrison our troops in a position utterly disastrous for Vasquer. It is a knife at their throat.”

Anneliese leaned back and smiled, and Argrave added, “Furthermore, this would open a new trade route between north and south. Relize would have another land route from which to prosper from.”

Nicolesa took a deep breath, obviously catching on to what this meant for Relize. Seeing the culmination of his efforts, Argrave felt rather proud—he felt he offered an objectively amazing deal to the patricians at Relize. They would prosper if they helped him. That was as much of a truth as it was a negotiating point.

“So…” Argrave leaned in. “What do you think?”

“I’ll save my thoughts for the council,” Nicolesa said.

“I’ll save my thoughts for the council,” Victor had said.

“I’ll save my thoughts for the council,” so many of the patricians had said.

Argrave and Anneliese engaged with all comers until their throats hurt from talking, and even then kept at it for a couple hours afterwards. There was no shortage of council members. Despite everything, it was important to build the groundwork with people—if they showed proper respect and built rapport before he was introduced, he would face less opposition and consequently have more opportunities to sell himself rather than defend himself.

And now…

“Leopold thinks now is the best time to introduce you to the council,” Ansgar told Argrave. “He would like you to put on something new. Please, come. My attending staff will help this be fast for both the lord and the lady.”

“What about Elenore?” Argrave asked as he rose to his feet.

“Elenore is doing fine. I am told she managed to get in contact with the delegation,” Ansgar said.

“What? I’m hearing of this only now?” He stepped up to Ansgar.

“I felt it best not to distract,” Ansgar excused at once, stroking his beard. “Worry not. She reports that things have gone very well. Edgar Yiasten, Illyn Rodreign, and Mattheu Portant are the primary members of the delegation.”

Argrave nodded, recalling their characters. “Right… right. It went well, huh? Of course it did. She’s a natural.” Argrave shook his head.

“It would be best to change quickly, sir,” Ansgar advised.

“You’re right. Anne…” Argrave looked back. “Great work. Only a little bit longer.”

“I’m fine,” Anneliese assured. “Go now. Let’s be prompt.”

Like this, the two of them were spirited away by myriad servants. Argrave’s tired mind lingered on curiosity—what exactly had happened in the meeting with the delegates? Elenore’s report had been brief. Was it simply poor communication on the end of the Dandalan family, or had she neglected details beyond merely who was present? The uncertainty fanned the flames of his nervousness.

Argrave quickly waved the thoughts away. He had spent the entire day making sure certain elements of the council would be positively predisposed toward his proposal… now it was time to find out if he had a future in politics. Hopefully, the energies of all the cult leaders past would infuse him with charismatic energy… and he’d have a beautiful revolution on his hand.


Chapter 48

The double doors to the council chamber opened to a grand room that beckoned Argrave in with a deafening silence. There must have been three hundred people in Leopold’s council room. It was certainly a place built to accommodate banquets and councils. The Dandalan patrician stood just beside the door, gesturing for him to enter in the reigning quietude.

Looking around, Argrave felt he was in some sort of Roman senate. Four marble pillars held up the ceiling twenty feet above. There was a great mahogany ring table in the center of the room, split at four sections as if by a cross to allow people to move past. Inside this ring, there was a large round table bearing a parchment map of Vasquer, masterfully painted and tied to the table. If viewed from above, the arrangement probably looked like a target.

“This man is the reason I believe Relize should have a leader at present,” Leopold declared loudly. His voice had a markedly different intonation to it than it had in normal conversation—this was his political tone, Argrave supposed. “Gentlemen of the Grand Council, I introduce to you Argrave… the man who will be king of Vasquer.”

Argrave scanned the room as people stared and talked. The expressions were many—revelatory, shocked, or simply the smugness that came with knowing this was coming. But there was judgement. Judgement was all they had, for now. And Argrave, standing arm-in-arm with Anneliese, stood proud in the black and gold garb of Relize, his fiancée beside him in white and amber like contrast to his own figure.

“Leopold.” Argrave dipped his head slightly, feeling a bit small without the tellerbarret he’d been wearing. A bare head would add dramatic effect later. “Leaders of Relize. I am glad of the opportunity to speak with you here today.”

Leopold nodded at Argrave and then turned back to the council. “By now, you’ve gleaned why I sought to host this council after the unfortunate accident in the Assembly. I will not apologize for what I’ve done, but I must beg forgiveness for concealing my intent. But given what Trumat Yiasten has brought here—or rather, whom—I believe I am wholly justified in doing so.”

The patrician that Leopold called up raised his head up and shifted, obviously uncomfortable at being called out.

“I mean no offense toward the delegates of Atrus. You are welcome here,” Leopold said accommodatingly.

Count Edgar Yiasten, a white-haired older man Argrave recognized, held his hand up. “Thank you, Leopold. But allow me to clarify… Atrus did not send us here to gain Relize’s allegiance to our kingdom. We merely sought… to verify your position. We hope our presence here won’t impede things in your leadership,” he said diplomatically.

So… Elenore persuaded them to stay neutral, or that was their intent from the beginning. They aren’t backing Trumat. Wish I knew more, Argrave lamented in his head.

“Wonderful.” Leopold nodded and clasped his hands together. “We have been discussing minor disputes in Relize—tolls charged improperly, rivals raided, petty thefts, embezzlements… but now, it is time to speak of the elephant in the room. We need leadership for the war. If we do not have it, this city will tear itself apart by feuding factions, each backing different sides in the war. This cannot happen,” Leopold declared firmly.

Silence took over the council room. Then, Trumat Yiasten stepped forward, asking somewhat haughtily, “Are you done, Leopold? If you are, then I will simply declare this—I agree with you in that Relize needs a leader. Disunity in war could devastate the city, its population, and many burgeoning industries. Yet we of Relize stick to our own devices. We need, just as Atrus has established, a figurehead to keep us far from the war. Playing kingmaker is folly. We do not need a leader who has already sworn fealty to a claimant.”

“I agree,” an aged patrician contributed. “We have no place in war. We are traders. Outside of Relize, our status is that of a common man. And the common man does not mingle with the elite.”

“And how long must things remain the same?” Drudeth of House Rotswell contributed, making Argrave hide a smile. “You must be blind to think Leopold would act without an intent to benefit. He was made a patrician in his lifetime, yet already his family stands shoulder-to-shoulder with us of the Grand Council. We meet within his home. I trust Leopold. And I hear the south is strongly predisposed to Argrave already—would it not be best to support the inevitable victor?”

Trumat shook his head and said, “Leopold acts to benefit himself, not Relize. I’m sure—”

“I have worked out arrangements with Argrave, yes. What did I request of you?” Leopold interrupted and looked to Argrave.

Argrave held up his left arm as he talked, the other linked with Anneliese’s. “Leopold requested I lift trade restrictions, tolls, and tariffs imposed by Induen and Felipe. I agreed. Leopold requested I grant the Grand Council of Relize governance of certain ports on the North Sea. I agreed. And lastly, he requested a marriage for himself—someone of my choosing. I agreed.”

Some of the patricians laughed at hearing Leopold’s request for a marriage—the man had a reputation, it would seem.

Argrave held his hand up and declared, “It’s not my place to meddle in your politics. This city is self-governing, and I would not change that. But all of you have suffered beneath the yolk of my father and his former heir. I, alone, have the capability and the desire to change that. No others vying for the throne can offer that.”

“No one has paid these tariffs since the war started,” one patrician pointed out.

“And after?” Nicolesa jumped in and pointed out. “Like it or not, we are beholden to the might of Vasquer. If we choose prudently, we can benefit. If we remain neutral, things remain as they are… or grow worse, depending on who the throne falls to. Their military has always protected us. It can devastate Relize just as easily.”

“Things are different now,” an old man said quietly, and though others spoke at the same time, they fell silent for the man in a show of respect. Argrave recognized him—Potien of House Contini, one of the more respected patricians. “Relize has grown and prospered. Our city is larger in population than the greatest of those in Vasquer, and each of us patricians have retinues that rival those of mainland nobles. We are a pivotal part of Vasquer. Any that take the throne must respect us—indeed, two would-be-kings or their delegates have sought us out of their own volition.

“If we remain as we are… the lives of our own will be spared. Our ships will head not to war, but to trade. And at the end of it all, we rejoin the fold, welcomed. And we will be welcomed because we are needed,” Potien finished, voice a thin whisper.

The respect the man’s word had was clear. Everyone seemed to digest his words like they had great meaning, even the ones Argrave thought firmly in his camp.

“And… meaning no offense, Argrave,” Potien continued. “So long as the south has not openly declared their support, their ‘positive predisposition’ toward you means nothing.” The patrician shook his head. “In addition… the one at your side. There has never before been an elven queen in Vasquer history. This speaks ill of your chances.”

Argrave looked to Anneliese, and she nodded. Argrave released his grip and she stepped away, heading off to a door.

“Your concerns are justified. It’s easy to remain comfortable, keep the status quo alive. And yet… since the war began, none of you can deny the fact that it has hurt Relize.” Argrave spread his arms out, walking around. When none protested, he continued, “Regardless of the lack of tariff collectors, or taxes, or tolls… the war has given rise to a great loss of business. It’s not safe to travel—no doubt your goods have been seized, either by bandits or feudal lords seeking to commandeer supplies for the coming difficulties.”

Argrave saw bitter looks pass through the faces of some—no doubt he’d brought up some bad memories.

“Relize has grown powerful. I will not blunt my words—I am here because this city has a great impact on the direction of the war. The south will come to support me, yet Relize is a force every bit as potent as the margrave’s army. That is why I have come here.” Argrave put his hand to his chest. “When I met with Leopold, he expressed disdain for having to get involved in this at all. And I agree with him.”

Argrave stepped past the segmented ring table, moving around as he declared, “The fact is, my father, the king of Vasquer, broke his vows as a king to protect the people. For years, he has trampled on the people using his son as a cudgel.” Argrave pointed to a man who’d spoken earlier. “You claimed the common man does not mingle with the elite. And you, Potien—you rightfully pointed out that many of the patricians present here today rival mainland nobles in terms of military might. This has arisen because of changing times.”

“I believe in the king’s vows—to protect the people, to govern them justly, and to strive for prosperity in the realm. The fact remains, though… these vows were broken. And not for the first time.” Argrave pounded his chest. “I say that this cannot happen ever again. And consequently, I have a reform in mind.”

Doors opened, and Anneliese returned bearing two things—a black mantle with the symbol of Vasquer on it, and the ornate crown of the first king of Vasquer.

“I have recovered the crown of the first king of Vasquer, alongside the regalia that he wore throughout his reign. And yet… I will hold no coronation, not yet. Something needs to happen, first.” Argrave held out his hand and received the objects from Anneliese. He set them upon the table and looked around.

“A king needs wise council. Not just from his noble base, nor from the gods… but from all the people of his realm. Despite your influence in this city, and despite your contributions to the crown and the people, the common man does not mingle with the elite. This must change.” Argrave planted one finger atop the crown.

“I intend to establish a Parliament of Vasquer,” Argrave declared loudly. “In it, men of influence will have a say in governance. Seats in this parliament will be open to all, regardless of the nobility of their blood or the divinity of their station. And above all… this parliament will retain the right to confirm a new king’s succession.”

There are a lot of amazing administrators here. You think I’m not going to make use of you? You’re going to turn Vasquer into an economic powerhouse, and you’re going to like it, Argrave thought of the real purpose behind this decision. He genuinely felt this parliament could do a great deal in developing Vasquer.

Argrave lifted his finger off the crown. “To prove my commitment to this reform, I have a request. I intend to have a coronation. I hope it to be a public affair, with many of the people I intend to protect and govern in attendance. And I hope that all of you members of the Grand Council will be the ones to place this crown upon my brow and promulgate my desire to all willing to hear. To that end… I leave this ancient relic here, until you decide to place it upon my brow.” Argrave stepped away from the crown. “Please, make the right decision for the realm and the people.”

It seemed none dared to speak in the silence that followed. Leopold took light steps up to Argrave. “Do we all agree to reconvene in a week to decide this matter?”

Slowly, a vote was taken. With Argrave’s closing speech and Leopold’s suggestion, all seemed willing to step aside and get a hold of things. The council promised to send someone to retrieve the crown for safekeeping, and Argrave agreed. Before long, the councilors cleared out, and a tired Leopold stepped up to Argrave.

“You did well. As much as I wish I could force them to make a decision now, such is not how the Grand Council works. It is a slow-moving behemoth of an organization, which suitably demonstrates why a leader is necessary in times of war,” the old patrician said tiredly. “Now… the real politicking begins. Gods, but it will be busy…”

Argrave raised a brow. “Busier than today? I’ve got brain pain.”

“Busier for me. I have to show the more financially interested patricians why exactly it was I married my children off to common merchants.” Leopold straightened his back. “I’ll put the squeeze on them, offer opportunities to them, bribe them… and you’ll go door-to-door, selling your monarchy like a common good. I’m sure everyone is desperate to pick your brain about this parliament.” Leopold eyed him. “You’re serious about being coronated by the Grand Council?”

“I am.” Argrave nodded.

Leopold stroked his beard. “Then perhaps I should call you more than a mere claimant.”

Argrave frowned. “What does that mean?”

“That’s for me to know,” Leopold declared. “Go on, sleep. Ansgar told me how much you drank—don’t know how you’re holding together, frankly… that was my good wine, cost me a lot…”

Argrave laughed. “I’m perfectly sober. I’m built different, you see.” He dipped his head to the older man. “As for going door-to-door, selling things… I have a different idea. I think I’m going to make it impossible for them not to choose me. Everyone loves a hero, after all.”

It was Leopold’s turn to frown. “Don’t ruin things with that big head of yours. People that speak like that end up in a gutter, in my experience.”


Chapter 49

“Levin is going to be coronated soon,” Elenore informed Argrave. They were alone in a lounge, save Ansgar—Anneliese had not yet awoken. “Two weeks’ time, perhaps less. Your coronations may end up being at similar times, as things end up. I sincerely hope one ends better than the other.”

Argrave took a drink—it was quite potent. He swallowed it and winced, then looked to Ansgar.

“A tea suited for dispelling the morning sickness from alcohol,” the aged man explained. He had become the intermediary between Leopold and their party, despite the fact both resided within his mansion. “Leopold thought you might need it.”

Argrave shook his head. “I appreciate it, but no.”

“Shall I get something else?” Ansgar asked.

“Thank you, but no need to trouble yourself.” Argrave waved his offer away.

Ansgar put his hands before him. “You ought to get used to accepting help of this sort.”

Argrave looked to him, realizing he had a point. “Then… something minty, and sweet. Leave this for Anneliese—she’ll need it.” Argrave directed his attention back to Elenore as Ansgar left. “Speaking of… Anneliese told me you two drank together. It was rather hard to understand that from her slurred haze, and she was impossible to rouse this morning, so I thought I might ask you.”

Elenore watched the door shut behind Ansgar and said, “Yes. She had never gotten drunk before and expressed interest. I may have urged her onwards to gain some… candid details. She may have a rough time today.”

“Candid details?” Argrave repeated. “And what did you learn?”

“I learned sometimes it is better to remain ignorant,” Elenore said at once.

Argrave grinned, feeling rather pleased they were getting along. After a moment of silence, he leaned in, scratching his nose as he asked, “That’s good. But what exactly did you learn from those delegates? Things were too busy for us to talk last night, it seems.”

Elenore’s face grew serious as she recounted, “Levin wanted Relize on Atrus’ side… or merely opposing Vasquer. He was prepared to offer them some great deals, but upon hearing of our intent, the delegates decided to completely renege on their intent to back House Yiasten.”

Argrave leaned back into the couch. “Good fortune for once. Things are going well. Now is usually the time that things turn to hell.” Argrave scratched the top of his lip. “I’ll be careful with my publicity stunt, I guess. What will you be doing?”

“I have to go away for a time. Until I can have some of my key operatives learn druidic magic, I’m limited in my influence based on distance. Things in Atrus need to be stabilized—given how things went with the delegates, that’s possible. So, I’ll be traveling closer,” Elenore explained evenly.

“Going away?” Argrave leaned in, putting one hand on his knee. “Kind of… uncomfortable with that, honestly. But if you say it’s necessary, I trust you. Just be safe. If you want, I can have Anneliese screen the people you’re with for traitors. I’m sure she’ll agree.”

Elenore shook her head. “Like I said, I need to leave today. Doubtless she’ll have a rough morning. That won’t be necessary—she’s done it once before, after all.”

The door opened, and a greatly disheveled Anneliese stood there, still in last night’s attire. Argrave rose, uneased, until he saw her rubbing her eyes and clutching her head, shying away from the early morning light.

“I ought to be off.” Elenore rose to her feet. “The caravan comes to take me early. Argrave, Anneliese—good luck.”

“Be safe,” Argrave reiterated, then stepped to Anneliese. “Look at you. Are you alright? Wouldn’t fault you for resting.”

“Be quiet,” she hushed him at once, and Argrave laughed, waving to Elenore as she walked out. “My head is throbbing. I feel sick.”

Argrave put his hand on her shoulders and guided her. “Here. Drink this—it’s supposed to help with that. Failing that, I suppose healing magic could remedy your pain,” he suggested.

“Did that,” she said, obeying him.

“Really, you of all people look like this? I’m surprised.”

“Elenore gave me a bottle,” Anneliese said. “Never been drunk before… curious what it was like.” She drank the tea, then grimaced. “Eugh. Terrible.”

“Down it all in one go,” Argrave said, his voice distant. “You drank with Elenore? However did that come about?”

“To celebrate, I think. Talk.” Anneliese shook her head, then downed it all as Argrave suggested.

Argrave thought back to Elenore—she didn’t seem particularly affected. “Seems like I’ve already been beaten. She likes you more than me,” Argrave lamented. “Not that I blame her. You’re like—”

“Stop talking for once,” Anneliese quieted him.

Argrave did his best not to laugh loudly.

***

The streets of Relize were alive with people. Ever since the announcement, word had spread of Argrave’s presence in the city like wildfire, and sentiments that had quieted since the outbreak of the war redoubled. With the news out, Argrave could walk without fear of being discovered… yet ‘freely’ was not quite the right word. He had an escort—Galamon, Durran, and many of Leopold’s personal guard. Argrave bid Anneliese rest, and she agreed to that.

Leopold made the city even busier. He was calling in all of his family and business ties to show what, exactly, would be the price of refusal. Some of the patricians couldn’t care less about politics, preferring to leave that matter to others… yet Leopold showed them that the two were nearly perfectly entwined, ensuring that all would be forced to vote. Coercion in part… yet negotiation by name.

It was a little similar to what Argrave was about to do. Kretthan, a prominent patrician, had a rather dark secret. His nephew had been afflicted with vampirism—a botched attempt at infiltrating a patrician family by the local vampiric coven. Though Kretthan announced his death, in truth, he harbored and sustained the young man.

It felt like Argrave had been dealing with too many vampires of late. He supposed it was inevitable, given Galamon’s presence—his promise to cure the man spurred him toward the things. Only this time, they wouldn’t be coming for his throat. He’d be coming for theirs… at least, in a metaphorical sense. Not all were bloodthirsty fiends. And some people were more than happy to play the enemy for the right price.

It made him feel a bit dirty, frankly… but he was doing a good thing, even if he was going about it in an immoral way. At the very least, that was what he told himself as Durran stepped ahead, knocking on the great oaken doors marking the entrance to Kretthan’s estate.

***

“So, Argrave… left?” Orion asked the man who went by the name of Boarmask.

The both of them sat by an oasis in the town of the southron elves. The helmet that gave the man his name leaned against his foot as he sat cross-legged, gentle winds rustling his short blond hair.

“He did. They all did,” Boarmask confirmed. “And even despite Titus using his people’s ancestry as a cudgel, the southron elves do not care. The people don’t care. After all…” Boarmask laughed. “Someone else’s fate doesn’t affect them. And Titus does the ‘right thing,’ at least now. I suspect even if damning evidence was posted right before their face, nothing would truly happen. A few grievers might seek vengeance for the deaths that Titus caused, his deliberate slaughter…” He shook his head. “Won’t work. He’s well-protected, well-loved, and paranoid. An unbreakable defense.”

Orion looked to Boarmask. “I could end him.”

The man’s blue eyes met Orion’s, and the two held their stare for a minute.

“Durran’s outburst… his exile, his departure with Argrave…” Boarmask shook his head. “I understand it. Who are we to decide what people want? Who are we to decide what people should do? Who are we to chart their fate?”

Orion thought at that a moment. “…The gods ordain all. That’s why Argrave did this.”

Boarmask laughed. “Argrave didn’t do this for the gods.” He looked to the prince. “The gods don’t ordain a damn thing. This isn’t a matter of faith. Fellhorn… these Vessels have Blessings the same as you do. They claim that theirs is the right way.”

“Yet it isn’t,” Orion posited. “I know you are a faithful of Vasquer.”

“I don’t pray to Vasquer alone. I adopt whatever gods I feel are good for this world, no matter their pantheon. If you were born here, would you worship Vasquer’s pantheon?” Boarmask suggested.

Orion stood and kneeled before the oasis, peering into the water. “…But the gods…”

“You said their voice has left you,” Boarmask reminded him.

Orion sat, eyes still fixed on the pool ahead. “Then… no. I would never learn, and so could not worship.”

Boarmask nodded, saying nothing more. He left Orion alone with his thoughts. After a time, he watched him. “Why did you come here, Orion?”

“To learn. To think. To grow on my own,” the prince described at once.

“Ever since Argrave left… I’ve been feeling much the same way,” the man said, leaning back onto his hands.

Orion jerked his head back. “I need a moment of enlightenment.”

“Doesn’t exist,” Boarmask rebuked. “Or… maybe it does. People say it does. But for me… plenty of others… we just go through life, trying to puzzle things out. We aren’t gods. We aren’t demons. We are men. However we got here, whatever we are… we can make our own decisions, come to our own conclusions. Things aren’t clear. You can choose your gods, offer your worship, or refrain altogether. It’s…” Boarmask shook his head. “I don’t know. I can’t tell you anything.”

“I shouldn’t choose. I am stupid. Slow-witted, my father always called me. Slow-witted people should listen to their parents,” Orion said.

“Why?” Boarmask pressed.

“Because they know better,” Orion replied at once.

“Why?” Boarmask repeated.

“Because I am s—”

“You’re not stupid.” Boarmask shook his head. “It… Your father is one of the worst humans I have ever heard tell of. He is a blight on the land far worse than the plague you and Argrave stopped.”

Orion’s hands clenched into fists in rage, yet after a few seconds, as though some voice had reminded him to calm, he relaxed. “Why is that?”

“Do you enjoy suffering?” Boarmask asked.

“No,” Orion answered at once.

“Your father has made hundreds of thousands suffer. Lightly for some, unimaginably for many.” Boarmask looked up to the sky. “What places you above them? Why should they suffer when you should not?” The man looked at Orion. “It’s all in your mind. It’s all what you think.” His gaze was certain for a few seconds, but then he broke off laughing. “But who am I to preach? I am only a hypocrite and a failure.”

Silence reigned between them, and Orion fell into deep thought, studying his own reflection in the oasis.

Boarmask stood up. “Well… it’s late. The last thing I expected was to speak to you all the way out in here in the middle of nowhere… but at this point, I’ve accepted all the weird nonsense occurring around me. Spring comes, then summer—it is to be blisteringly hot. I depart this place a failure, returning to where I failed once before: Vasquer. Even if I fail again, I must try to make things right.”

The man bent down and retrieved his helmet, putting it back over his head. He left no parting words, merely walked away. Orion stood up quickly and called, “Hold.”

Boarmask looked back.

“How do you intend to make things right?” Orion questioned.

No expression was betrayed beneath the iron boar mask, yet the man shifted on his feet uncertainly. In time, he simply said, “…There is a reason that the margrave, a man of honor, rebelled against your father.”

Orion closed his eyes. “I will return. And I will judge for myself.”


Chapter 50

The ring of keys in Kretthan’s hands jingled as he fit them into their slot. The cell door opened, and the aged patrician stepped beyond. The cell looked seldom-used. He walked to a spot just beside the bucket in the room for privy use and pushed at the wall. One brick sunk in, but nothing happened. He dug his fingers against the stone beside it and pulled. The wall turned, knocking aside the bucket and leaving two entrances.

“Durran, please wait here,” Argrave commanded with a smile.

Kretthan eyed them begrudgingly, and then walked into the chamber. Argrave and Galamon followed. The humbly dressed patrician marched forward silently, and the path sloped downward. They walked on and on, deeper into the cells.

The patrician grabbed a rod from a wall at a certain point. Galamon eyed him as though he meant to strike Argrave, and yet the patrician turned a knob on the rod and it came alive with light—a magic lamp, Argrave recognized. Now illuminated, another cell awaited them. There was a person in this one.

“Must’ve been difficult to keep him fed,” Argrave noted as he watched.

The man lifted his head, his iron fetters jingling. He bore a slight resemblance to the shrewd-eyed Kretthan. There was a lot of blood in that cell. Some of it had caked on the vampire’s face, but the areas around his mouth had been licked clean. Despite being plain brown, his eyes had an uncanny resemblance to Galamon’s in certain unpleasant moments of vampiric frenzy.

“…What do you mean to do?” the patrician asked angrily. “It’s done. My secret is found, and now confirmed. You will have my support at the council. All I ask… He’s my nephew. His mother, my sister, she… she died. I cannot. I will not,” he said emotionally, unable to even voice the idea of killing him.

Argrave rubbed at his chin. “Someone did this to him, you realize. Someone made him a vampire,” he pointed out. “Your nephew… I’d like to make use of him. These vampires in Relize—they overextended. Your vote at the council is nice, but what I need… is a little bit of help in catching that overextension.”

Kretthan eyed him warily.

***

Argrave looked around. He was in another decadent mansion. Maybe it was just imagination on account of knowing the family well, but this place seemed quite grim. There was much more gray and black everywhere. It seemed he traveled from fancy place to fancy place without end of late.

Kretthan, his nephew, Galamon, and Durran accompanied Argrave. The nephew, whose name was Wulfgan, was kept firmly at heel by both of his companions. Durran was a little lax, but Galamon kept his hand on the back of the vampire’s neck at all times. Wulfgan was fully sated, though, and looked like a terrified young man more than a dangerous vampire at present.

“That we have not been cast out is miracle enough,” Kretthan said. “The accusation you’ve made against House Wratson will not be forgiven, even if they do not sit on the Grand Council,” the patrician said quietly. “They are one of the founding houses of Relize. Their word bears immeasurable weight.”

“They’re listening to us, I hope you know,” Argrave informed him. “Galamon, where are they?”

“One in the ceiling, just above that painting there,” the elven vampire said gruffly as ever. “One’s been waiting in front of the door for a time. Ceiling one has started moving now,” he gave live commentary.

As though to block his commentary, the doors swung open. A tall, pale, blond man stood there, his expression stern and his green eyes cold. He looked quite neat. It was hard to guess his age just by appearance alone—or at least, his age when he was turned into a vampire.

“I see we’ve decided to skip the song and dance, get right into the heat of things,” Argrave said pleasantly. “Welcome, Melan Wratson. I’m pleased that things could be kept amiable.”

The vampire studied him. His green eyes were sharp yet warm, like a freshly bloodied knife. There was a strange presence to him and a deception to his appearance that was deeply unnerving. This was a man who had been cultivated and tempered over centuries. Being both an S-rank mage and a powerful vampire, he could be considered one of the most powerful men in Berendar. His bearing alone reflected that.

“You frightened my great-great-grandson. I had no choice but to come,” Melan said. He had a rather concise voice, speaking words quickly and authoritatively.

With no greeting returned, the vampire stepped quickly and sat across from Argrave and his party. Though alone and far smaller than Argrave was, Melan seemed to exude poise. It rather reminded Argrave of Castro. A fitting comparison, too—they were likely the same age.

“Why did you come to my home?” Melan prompted. “With so few guards… you claim to know me.”

Argrave smiled, an answer prepared. Before he could give it, Kretthan insisted, “Who is this? What is going on?”

Feeling this was a good opportunity, Argrave shifted on the couch. “Melan here is one of the former patricians of House Wratson. He was a C-rank mage, a long, long time ago… but he turned himself into a vampire. I don’t know the details, sadly.” Argrave shrugged wistfully. “Now, he continues to watch over his house, keep it strong, rule it from the shadows. Sometimes he makes more vampires from among his family—usually talented people. Like this, they’ve been steadily expanding their influence. Time was, Melan was content with life eternal. Of late… the morose side of your family has gotten a bit greedy.” Argrave turned his head to Wulfgan. “Case in point.”

Melan studied Wulfgan. Argrave knew the vampire was ignorant of this newborn vampire’s existence—most of this overextension wasn’t his doing. But a big family was difficult to control, and doubly so when they’re talented, often ambitious vampires.

“Why did I come to your home?” Argrave leaned forward. “Didn’t have to. Could’ve left this riskless—gotten proof, sent word to any number of S-rank mages that are actively hunting vampires. An army of willing participants could’ve swarmed into everything you own, annihilated all of your still-dead family.”

“Yet you’re here,” Melan said.

Argrave nodded. “Most of your family… I’ve seen a lot of vampires. Some use people like livestock. You… keep it in the family. The feeding, that is.” Argrave leaned back. “Still, the fact is, your fat needs to be trimmed, or you won’t fit into what you’re wearing currently.”

Melan became a lunging blur in Argrave’s eyes. Galamon moved in the same instance, planting one hand against Argrave and pushing him backward. The couch skidded back, weighed down by Argrave and Kretthan both. The two vampires met. Melan was monstrously strong—far more so than a normal vampire. Even still… Galamon handled him like nothing, bashing him against the floor with both of his arms in a simple slam.

Once the vampire was subdued, Galamon drew and prodded the tip of his Ebonice axe against the vampire’s stomach. If it pierced his flesh, Melan would have great difficulty casting spells below A-rank. And A-rank spells… well, they were quite eye-catching. The last thing a vampire coven in a big city wanted was attention. Despite all that, the vampire didn’t know many truly devastating spells. The moment he became a vampire, he withdrew from the Order out of paranoia, and had only become S-rank after spending vast quantities of wealth.

Argrave rubbed his chest where Galamon had pushed him briefly, expecting pain but feeling none. After experiencing that assault, he was somewhat glad Anneliese was resting at the Dandalan estate. Argrave rose. Kretthan stood up and ran for the door, but Durran stopped him from exiting. The nephew Wulfgan crawled to one corner of the room, eyeing everyone warily.

“Thought that might happen,” Argrave said steadily. “Little show of intimidation, is it? I get it. You want to minimize losses. After all, this is quite the big happening—anything you can do to get a better position, unnerve me… you’ll take it.” Argrave stepped a bit closer where Melan had been planted into the ground by his companion. “Let me inform you, though—it’ll take some of your best spells to hurt me. And even if you do, this information is already in the hands of some trusted and well-connected friends of mine. Sorry… but this is no negotiation. It’s a shakedown. Extortion.”

Melan stared up at Argrave. Despite his outburst, and despite the axe almost piercing his stomach, his face was calm.

“Trim the fat? You ask me to kill my family?” the vampire asked with eerie calmness.

They’re dead already, Argrave thought somewhat sarcastically.

“Most of them aren’t your family, don’t play that card on me,” he instead said, dismissive of the vampire’s comment. “This overambitious distant kin of yours—do with them what you will. What I want is those beyond the family, those like Wulfgan. Your family is turning people into vampires that have no relation to your family. You have an interest in seeing them dead as much as I do.”

“I should jeopardize the existence of my family by starting a crusade against vampirism in the place I live?” Melan rebuked.

“I think your family is much more jeopardized by people like Wulfgan than any ‘crusade’ we might initiate.” Argrave looked to Kretthan’s nephew calmly. “And it isn’t as though you’re tied to this place. Once we’re done, you can go where you please.”

Kretthan recovered from his fear somewhat and said, “You want to kill my—”

“I said those like Wulfgan,” Argrave interrupted Kretthan. “I’ll keep my promise, fret not.”

He caught a brief glance from Galamon—the elven vampire hated his own kind, and surely must’ve disliked all Argrave was saying. Even still, it was necessary for his cure just as much as Argrave’s cause. He couldn’t feasibly kill all of the Wratson family in a reasonable amount of time—in terms of military strength, they were the strongest family in Relize by far. He would need that.

Melan eyed Galamon. The elf kept a close watch on the subdued man’s hands, ready for spells of any kind. Then, Melan’s gaze switched to Argrave.

“What do you suggest?” he finally asked.

“You’re going to help me gather these wayward vampires up. I’ll do the killing myself. And once Leopold is elected as the leader of Relize, you’ll need to protect a contingent of mages heading into enemy territory,” Argrave explained. “On top of that… you’ve a certain bowl that I require. Black as my hair, runes on its surface?”

“…You want that,” Melan said, voice low. “What need have you of it?”

“Are extortion victims always so inquisitive?” Argrave raised a brow.

Melan’s green eyes moved to Galamon. “And if I hold you hostage? Where does that fit in your plan? You know I’m an S-rank mage…”

“With things as they are… I say, try,” Argrave invited.

Melan raised his hand and cast a spell, and Galamon jammed the axe into the vampire’s abdomen. The spell matrix fizzled then shattered, and Melan roared, struggling with Galamon without much effect. Royal-forged armor, an ancient crown with powerful enchantments on his head… the elf was truly a force to be reckoned with.

Argrave stepped a cautious distance away. “Can we go back to a friendly extortion? Things don’t have to be like this,” he said, almost pitying the man by this point.

Melan laid back against the ground, letting out a sigh as he gazed at the axe embedded in his stomach. “You came well prepared,” he admitted calmly. “I have never seen this axe’s like.”

“You’ve seen a little of my preparations, yes,” Argrave nodded, lying freely. “But how might you answer, I wonder?”

The vampire looked at him, his eyes calculating. “I thought myself above extortion,” he said quietly. “Well… it seems I was wrong.”


Chapter 51

With so much occupying all of their time, the week in Relize moved faster than time seemed able to.

Despite being disemboweled by Galamon, Melan seemed to bear no ill will in further discussion. The two of them quickly came to a consensus—that was to say, Argrave’s extortion was wholly successful. Once he’d confirmed the root of the problem—his nephew’s grandson’s cousin, or some such distant relative—the patrician that controlled his family in the shadows quickly acquiesced to Argrave’s request.

By the very next day, this problem child’s body was found in the street drained of all its blood. No one recognized the man, but then that wasn’t the point of it. Even without Elenore present to do some behind-the-scenes work, by the end of the day, talk of vampires preying on people reached every corner of Relize. Some spun it as an ill omen, seeing it as Argrave’s doing. Argrave couldn’t deny he was hurt by the notion but had some strange sort of satisfaction in knowing what he would be doing soon.

For a few days, the rumors built. Argrave had much to occupy his time—besides studying imbuing, he spoke to patricians at Leopold’s direction… all the unsavory aspects of politicking. The patricians needed to know that Leopold’s leadership would ensure their future. Argrave was a cornerstone of Leopold’s campaign, and so needed to sway on his behalf.

Yet on the fourth day of the city’s vampiric scare, Melan’s family had assembled things. Argrave couldn’t deny he wished Elenore was still present—having her confirmation would be quite nice—but Argrave had come far enough without her. And so, Argrave met with Melan once more, a three-day-sober Anneliese with him this time. Her empathic confirmation that Melan did not intend to betray was good enough.

Their purge was more ceremony than battle. Melan’s overambitious descendent had taken control of nonessential and seedy parts of the city of Relize—smuggling and theft operations, for instance. These places were the only ones vampires could operate undetected. The merchant families of Relize counted all their possessions down to single copper coins, and that included people—criminal enterprises were the only homes for them.

Rivalries and outright war between patrician families or even simply common merchants were common. They raided each other, disrupting business and earning plunder. Captives were another good to be sold, another profit to be made… and these offshoots of the Wratson vampire family had been more than happy to buy them. Vampires had a poor reputation around Berendar for a reason. Argrave felt no qualms in ending all of them.

With Dandalan retinues taking a central role, they initiated their purge early in the morning. These vampires, though strong and experienced fighters, lacked equipment, preparation, and half-decent magic users. Melan provided ample magic users, while Leopold provided arms. With these two working in tandem, their disparate and spread-out bases were easy to dispatch.

Argrave himself commanded one assault, gathering them all up with his companions and ten of Dandalan’s guards. Knowing death was near certain, they fought like cornered animals… but knowing they were hard to kill, Argrave did not pull any punches. The vampires were easy to restrain with missing legs and arms.

Once they were gathered—near fifty bloodsuckers—Dandalan retinues brought them to the square just before the Assembly Chamber of Commerce and Governance. Some of the vampires burned beneath the daylight—their regenerative abilities drew away the veil of life that hid their vampirism, just as it might for Galamon if he were to lose an arm or a leg without drinking blood enough to tame the beast after.

Argrave did not wait for people to gather to give some grand speech—that might hint this was premeditated. A small crowd started to form as Argrave’s people restrained the vampires against large, hastily brought stakes. He heard questions asked, people demanding answers from them.

Argrave said only, “I heard rumors spreading about me. I thought it best to correct the record by deed rather than word. Here are your vampires—they won’t trouble you any longer.”

Perhaps fifty people heard, but Argrave knew that was enough. Rumor had spread fast enough about these vampire’s presence, and their demise would spread just as quickly. By the time they departed, the things were already turning to ash.

Later that same day, back within the Wratson family home, Argrave dined with the vampiric patriarch.

“You could have drawn a lot more eyes to that,” Melan had noted to Argrave later, the two of them drinking from cups with very different liquids in each. “For all that effort… it’s a rather humble showing.”

Argrave smiled. “It’ll be inorganic if I have to force people to acknowledge what I’ve done by screaming it from the rooftops.”

The blond vampire nodded. “A fair point.”

Argrave stared at the man expectantly, waiting. The vampire stared back, then slowly retrieved something.

“You thought I’d forgotten?” he said, handing Argrave a black bowl with strange red runes on it.

Argrave received it, casting a glance back at Galamon. “The thought never even entered my head,” he assured. “I look forward to further dealings, Melan. Provided your family can be civilized… I’m not an enemy to vampires, necessarily.”

Melan nodded, moving his cup about. His gaze went to Galamon. “I see that.”

Argrave didn’t linger long in conversation.

With Argrave’s connections with the Wratsons and the Dandalans largely secured, Argrave felt he could relax somewhat. These two had unquantifiable sway in the city. But despite feeling he could relax, he didn’t. Instead, he became little more than a glorified schmoozer for the few days until the next council meeting.

He and Anneliese attended party after party by invitation of concerned patricians. It was a challenging thing to keep in mind the attitudes and persuasions of each of the patrician families in all of Relize—there were thousands of names to keep track of, and each of them with their own story and desires. All that said, it was an intensely fulfilling thing. Part of it was doing so with Anneliese, yet the larger part was simply because he enjoyed it.

It wasn’t the luxury of things, Argrave knew. He liked the architecture of their estates well enough, but small portions of too rich food and what amounted to foul-tasting grape juice called wine had little appeal to him. Instead, Argrave found himself engrossed in the people. The majority of them were horrible people, and he would never truly think them his friends… but learning how they worked, what they wanted, and how he might win them to his side was a deeply satisfying thing.

This realization bothered Argrave and stuck in his mind. On a particularly fruitful night wherein they made a wonderful impression on a patrician family, Argrave asked Anneliese what she thought of it.

“Some people enjoy the company of others,” Anneliese suggested, leaning out over a stone balcony and staring down into the rushing river below.

Argrave stared at her neatly braided white hair, blatantly admiring her. “That’s the thing. I don’t. It’s not about them. I don’t even like most of them. But persuading them, swaying them… manipulating them?” Argrave finally said. He felt it was an ugly word. “I do enjoy that.”

“You’re worried there’s something wrong with you,” Anneliese looked to him, her brilliant amber eyes as piercing as ever.

“I guess,” he admitted.

“Elvenkind, humankind… we are animals. We are the strangest animals to ever walk. Few others act as we do. And… because of that…” She looked around. “We built this city. We built that great wall of ice in Veiden, that lighthouse of black flame on its coast… We built Dirracha, Sethia, the Lionsun Castle…” Anneliese settled her gaze against Argrave. “We are strange animals. And all of this progress was brought about by strange people that had strange tendencies. Whether divinely ordained or mere happenstance, our oddities make us great.”

Argrave felt a chill from her words, caught off guard. “Did you have that speech prepared? Damn.”

Anneliese laughed. “No, no. It is something I thought about a lot when I was younger. ‘Why am I this way?’ I asked that question so many times. I was a strange person. Those thoughts… just the summary of years of introspection. I felt that they fit your dilemma.”

Argrave gazed at her, feeling a resurging warmth in his body. Being here, now… he could say he was glad things had gone as they had.

And then, just the night before the council was to reconvene…

“…And here’s the last one,” Melanie declared, setting a chest down at Argrave’s feet.

“Forgot how much this was,” Argrave reflected.

The enchanted items from the living fortress near Dirracha, the items pilfered from the Archduke’s Palace, and the gear taken from Induen’s retinue… it made a great haul suitable for a dragon to nest upon, at least by Argrave’s estimation.

“Here. The manifest.” Melanie handed another box to him with a key atop it.

“Another enchanted lockbox. Elenore remains secure as ever.” Argrave received the box. “Well… gods. This’ll take some time to go through. Thank you, Melanie. You’re reliable, too.”

The scarred mercenary seemed to dismiss the praise easily, saying, “If I wasn’t, I’d be paid less.”

“Well, you deserve that much. I hope you stick by my sister for a long, long while,” Argrave said.

Sincerity seemed to put Melanie ill at ease. She quickly turned around, grabbing her discarded blade. “You’ve given me cause to ask for a raise.”

I’m hoping for your sake, not hers, Argrave reflected, but kept those words to himself. He wasn’t quite sure how to win genuine loyalty from Melanie. She was a protagonist, her choices dictated by the player. It made who she truly was a little pliable, just as Nikoletta, Stain, or Ruleo.

“Ask for it,” Argrave implored. “Grow old working under her. And, uh… speaking of…” Argrave furrowed his brows. “When’s Elenore going to be back? She’s been gone an awfully long while.”

Melanie shrugged. “Couldn’t say,” she said simply, casting a glance at Anneliese. Like she was late, Melanie quickly exited.

“She could say,” Anneliese disagreed once the woman was far away. “She lies.”

Argrave frowned, turning about. “By Elenore’s direction, I would guess…” Argrave sighed. “Can’t help but be worried.”

“She’s tough,” Durran assured Argrave. “She’ll fix things, return quickly.”

“I wonder,” said Argrave musingly.

Durran kicked at the chests that had been arrayed before them. “You said we might make use of some of these?”

“Yeah. If we’re lucky… all of these will be a considerable upgrade. They can open up new ways of fighting, even. What we don’t use, we either sell or outfit some of our troops. Might be we even sell them to our troops.” Argrave knelt down. “I’m thinking we’ll go through them tomorrow while the council reconvenes.”

“Won’t be there?” Galamon asked.

“No.” Argrave stood back up. “They’re meeting in their Assembly—the sewage problem’s been fixed. We’ve been barred, along with the delegates from Atrus, in order to avoid ‘undue foreign influence’ on decisions.” Argrave looked around. “It’s long overdue for us to relax, talk, do something menial. I say we make this a group effort. We’ll go through these while we wait for the council results—election results, I guess.” Argrave looked at Galamon. “We can talk about this bowl, Galamon… and further, your trajectory.”

None protested, and so Argrave nodded happily.


Chapter 52

“Come on, check it out,” implored Durran, gesturing toward Argrave.

“No, I won’t ‘check it out.’ Where the hell did you get a hand, anyway?” Argrave asked incredulously, looking at his companion’s hands. All three of them, that is.

Durran waved the hand, its fingers stiff and floppy. “From the vampires. One of them lost it, and I kept it. Not like they need it anymore—they all burned up beneath the sun.”

“You’re not going to be performing necromancy here,” Argrave said decisively. “Just give it up.”

“Come on,” Durran urged, moving to the trunk in the center of the room. “The manifest said this little bracelet stores souls—that it’s full of them. We have everything we need. I really want to try this out,” the former tribal said, golden eyes veritably glowing. “I’ve learned so much from what Garm wrote.”

Argrave caressed his temple, casting a glance at Anneliese. In light of the morbidity, it was difficult to treat this with any degree of amusement. Finally, he commanded, “Galamon, take the hand, please.”

The elven vampire moved to action. Durran backed away, holding his hand close to his chest—the detached one, that was. Rather than grab at the hand, Galamon grabbed Durran’s wrist and the tribal winced in pain. His grip loosened, and the vampire took it.

“Not in the city.” Argrave pointed at Durran as Galamon hid the hand somewhere. “Once we’re not in a city any longer, I’ll consider it.”

Durran shook his head. “If not now, then not ever. It’ll rot,” he said in lamentation.

“There’ll be more hands, and soon,” Argrave assured. “Felipe’s force might be crippled, the north and south arrayed against him… but the central stretch of the kingdom is still firmly in his hands. Our first priority is that fortification in Indanus Divide. And all of this is assuming that Leopold is indeed elected leader,” Argrave said slowly.

Everyone looked around, offering no response. Despite being in Leopold’s mansion the entire day, no news reached them. The Assembly was ironclad, and no information leaked from the Grand Council. It was impossible to tell how things were going. Of course, Anneliese could keep tabs on the meeting with her Starsparrow… but Argrave asked her not to. He couldn’t influence things—the prospect of knowing what was happening made him deeply uneasy, regardless of whether it was positive or negative. All he wanted was the result.

“So… to summarize…” Argrave warded his thoughts away by shaking his head and walked over to the things they’d been examining. “Durran… you are now the best-equipped out of everyone here.”

“Well…” The man rubbed his head in embarrassment. Perhaps Argrave should be mentally referring to him as ‘their necromancer,’ now. “You still have that crazy Blessing. Galamon’s got his axe—don’t have one of those. Maybe I can get one, soon.”

As was to be expected of loot lifted from the necromantic Order of the Rose, much of it pertained to necromancy. There was that bracelet, for one. It was capable of binding impermanent souls within for later use. It kept them safe for a long while—centuries, even, given that it was partially filled even now. Souls stored in that manner lost all of their subtler touches, though, and were incapable of recreating creatures like those in the Low Way.

Maybe Argrave’s soul wouldn’t degrade in that manner if it were kept in that bracelet. He didn’t care to test the theory.

Beyond that, the artifacts contained many useful instruments for necromancers. Much of them could be replicated by spell—soul harvesters, flesh sculpting knives, that sort of thing—but the fact remained that Durran had all he needed to create whatever manner of creature that he wished. That bracelet might be useless for creatures like those in the Low Way, but… others weren’t.

Argrave had little doubt Durran could recreate the Guardians of the Low Way if he had the time, inclination, and the raw materials. Considering they were about to go to war, the raw materials were about to be a rather common thing. Even still…

“Necromancy is hated in Berendar,” Argrave told him. “Most everywhere you go, you won’t be able to make use of it.”

“I think I can be the judge of that,” Durran refuted. “I’ve been reading these books. I know what I can make.”

Argrave nodded, knowing he was right. In the distant future, necromancy was to be an incredibly useful skill, its potency doubled by some of the gods’ Blessings. Argrave’s Brumesingers were testament to the strength of necromancy—they provided bodies, shields. The higher body count necromancy offered was invaluable on its own, even excluding its other practical applications.

“Do you know what’ll happen when the boundaries between our realm and the gods’ realm weakens?” Argrave questioned. “It’s called corruptive magic for a reason. All these Order of the Rose fortresses… their creations lay idle. They guard what they were bid to guard. But Gerechtigkeit will bend their purpose, subvert their creators. And every abomination will come surging up from the depths of the earth, sowing discord by slaughter.” Argrave gestured toward Durran. “The necromantic things you make… you’re still alive, so they won’t be taken from you right away. But you’ll be fighting against that corruption. Knowing that, is this the path you want to take? I’m not trying to dissuade, just… give advice.”

Durran stared back at Argrave, seeming uncertain himself. Then, his eyes hardened, and he nodded decisively. “Be a shame to let Garm’s legacy die with him.”

Argrave looked to Anneliese, raising his brows up as he acknowledged the man had a point. “Alright. Don’t say you didn’t know,” Argrave concluded, deciding to drop the subject and move on. “Besides those things… we got some items for me. Like this nice little bracer that can make me into a cutter.” Argrave reached down and picked up something silver.

Argrave held a silver bracer. It had dark grooves all along its surface with glass that presently only displayed silver. The thing had a magic formation on the inside. It didn’t fit far up Argrave’s arm because of how thick his wrists had become, but it did fit. He wasn’t comfortable putting it on all the way quite yet.

Its appearance was new, yet even still this bracer was quite familiar to him. It slowly drained HP—or now in reality, Argrave’s blood—until charged. Once charged, any blood magic would draw upon its supply before harming the player. In Heroes of Berendar, it had been useless. Far better things could go on your wrist, and the equipment slot had never been justified—players would suffer the HP hit from blood magic gladly. Now, though… casting blood magic without repercussions even once? That was a huge thing. No risk of anemia, no discoordination… they were rare, so he hadn’t hoped to find it. Then again, that qualified for many items—he guessed he’d just gotten lucky.

Argrave set the bracer aside. “That bracer, then this.” He raised a pair of ratty gray gloves, slightly worn from centuries of neglect.

These gloves, while not exactly protective, coordinated extremely well with his preferred element—electricity. They were like Galamon’s Giantkillers in a sense, but rather than catching whole spells, they collected a small charge from all lightning spells cast. The effect was like a tiny flame before the two blue infernos that were the Giantkillers they’d collected from the mountains in the Burnt Desert, but it could certainly help Argrave out in a hand-to-hand pinch.

Argrave set the gloves atop the bracer. “For Anneliese…” Argrave knelt and picked up some boots. They were men’s boots, but they fit her—she was quite tall, after all. Argrave was too big to wear them, and Durran ceded them to her.

These boots were for mobility. They had wind enchantments—strong wind enchantments that were quite durable and used the caster’s supply of magic instead of their own. Anneliese had used some magic of that sort in the past, so they probably fit her best in terms of aptitude. Whether moving faster, moving upward, slowing a descent… these boots could do it all. They were best for thieves that utilized magic like Ruleo, but Anneliese would make stellar use of them, Argrave had no doubt.

Argrave looked at the heavy leathers, feeling glad it was Anneliese who would have them. Anything that kept her a little more able to avoid harm made him happy.

“I look forward to trying them,” Anneliese said honestly.

“I don’t doubt it.” Argrave nodded. “The stuff from Induen’s retinue will take a little longer, according to this manifest… our battle with him depleted them, and they need to be recharged now that they’ve been identified.” Argrave picked up the paper. “Even still, once we have them? You all saw how long Induen held out against us. We’ll upgrade our defensive capabilities massively.”

Argrave prepared to move on to Galamon and his black bowl, taking the thing in his hand.

“Induen held out against you,” Durran corrected him. “Monster that you are. If we’re getting his gear, well… looking forward—”

Durran turned like he’d seen something. Perplexed, Argrave turned too. Just outside of the ward blocking off their conversation, someone stepped through a now-opened door.

Argrave dispelled the ward. “Elenore,” he called out. “Sister,” he said, reminding himself to use that word. “Welcome back!”

“Good afternoon, Argrave,” she greeted. She dressed in black, today.

Argrave gave her a hug—it was starting to feel natural, he found. After, he pulled away and held her thin shoulders. “It’s good to see you again,” he said, smiling.

“I was gone but a short while.” She shook her head dismissively.

“And you returned at a perfect time.” Argrave nodded. “The Grand Council is going to decide how much it likes me and my ancient adoptive grandfather Leopold today,” he said with some swagger. “I am definitely not nervous, not a whit, not a speck…” he finished with sarcastic anxiety, clasping his hands together. “So, your troubles in Atrus… they’re over with?”

Elenore did not smile, saying simply, “The situation in Atrus is being resolved. I am rather confident in its success.”

“Excellent! Let’s—”

“Your agents faced no troubles in Atrus, did they?” Anneliese stated out of the blue. “No one was hunting them.”

Elenore remained quiet, lips pursing as she wandered for an answer. Then, she said, “I never claimed they did.”

“No.” Anneliese shook her head. “As I recall, you said Levin was hostile to you in the palace, implying that was the same in Atrus. But if Atrus was truly a negotiating platform as you thought… Levin would not be hostile to you, would he? And he cannot be hostile. Those delegates would not collaborate if he was,” she continued. “Those delegates that we never met.”

Elenore stepped a little further into the room. “We ought to continue this conversation under ward,” she implored them.

Argrave took a deep breath and exhaled. Anneliese’s conviction came out of left field, but he knew she did not mention things she was not certain of like this. This woman dressed in black that he gazed upon… he felt he was back in the past a few weeks, meeting the Bat for the first time. Nevertheless, he conjured his ward to shield the room once again.


Chapter 53

“The mantle will look splendid on you, Prince Levin,” the male tailor complimented, both of them admiring his figure in the mirror.

Indeed, Levin agreed with the assessment. Rather than traditional Vasquer colors, he had elected to don new colors—a rich burgundy, accented by gray and golden buttons. Three days from now, he would form the Kingdom of Atrus, and take the name Levin of Atrus—his new house bore gray and burgundy as its colors. It signified his intention to abandon his claim on Vasquer.

The colors didn’t go quite as well with his physical features as black and gold, but it was more than sufficient. He wore heavy ceremonial garb, a thick royal mantle overtop it all. Somehow, the tailor had managed to make a gradient on the fabric, from a dark maroon to light on the lower portions. It had cost a fortune… but then, the king’s treasury had ample coin to pay any and all.

“This will do nicely.” Levin adjusted the mantle. He would, ostensibly, only wear this once… perhaps it was a waste. Even still, he did like the way it looked.

A commotion broke out in the hallway, and Levin’s head jerked to the side. The tailor stepped away from Levin, alarmed, and set his scissors down on the nearby table. He stepped to the door, yet before he could open it, it burst open.

“Bernard! Wait for the soldiers!” a voice called out from deep down the hall, but a fully armored knight burst past. His sword rushed out at the tailor, piercing the unarmored man’s throat easily.

Levin braced himself for combat, staring upon this new assailant. He was a knight of Duke Rizzart, the man whom he’d collaborated with in forming the Kingdom of Atrus. Levin was betrothed to his daughter. Either he’d been betrayed, or there was an infiltrator amongst the duke’s men. He mentioned soldiers, so Levin thought it might be the former.

“I won’t wait,” the man called back to his friend in the hall, pulling his blade free of the tailor. “He’s seeing the tailor, got no weapons… If I get his head, I’ll be moving up in the world. So, little rebel… die nice and easy.”

The other knight joined up with them. Levin eyed them both, eerily calm despite the situation. He grabbed at his royal mantle, unclasping it from his shoulder. One of the knights rushed, preparing to cast a spell. Levin pulled off the mantle and threw it at him, his other hand casting a flame spell to set it alight.

The fiery cloak wreathed the man, and Levin darted toward the table, grabbing the tailor’s scissors. He split them in two, now bearing in hand two improvised knives. The other knight took a cautious stance, ready for Levin, yet the prince ran toward a window. With a spell of wind, he broke the glass. Managing the scissor blade awkwardly, he pinched his fingers together and whistled through them—loud and shrill, it echoed out the window.

“Jump,” the knight suggested to Levin. “Do a flip, even. Might be you live, little wayward prince.”

With his signal sent, Levin faced his two opponents neatly. He placed one finger in the hole on each scissor handle and spun them about, silently taunting his opponents. One of them seemed capable of casting spells, and Levin watched this man warily.

Hide your hand. Wait for an opportunity, he judged even as the man prepared a spell.

Lightning struck his chest in a moment too fast to process, and the distance was narrowed. Levin returned the spell then cast a simple ward—a quick barrage from the opposing knight broke it. Emboldened, they both pressed forth. Just then, Levin used the ring on his finger to cast a B-rank ward, splitting them in two.

Levin dropped one scissor blade and caught the wrist of the right-side knight as he swung his sword, then jammed the other blade into the knight’s helmet socket. The blade wasn’t long enough to penetrate deep, but the man roared in pain, half-blinded. Keeping his grip on the blade, Levin kicked the man away.

Changing targets, Levin tackled the other knight, using his superior size to his advantage. The cold metal of his foe’s steel plate made the tackle hurt dreadfully. Landing atop the knight, he pushed past his pain, grabbed the man’s helmet to expose his neck. Levin knifed the man in the neck half a dozen times, only turning when he saw movement in the corner of his eyes—the other knight swung his sword.

Levin flinched away, yet the tip of the sword cut deep into and out of his shoulder. He hissed in pain yet grabbed the blade of the man he’d killed and rose to his feet. His shoulder felt as though it was aflame, yet the prince could give no time to the pain. Steel met steel second by second as they clashed, each parrying and attacking with all the ferocity of men who felt they might die. What few breaks each gave the other were soon filled by magical assaults.

Eventually, the half-blinded man, lacking depth perception, made a fatal miscalculation of the length of his blade, coming just short of slicing Levin’s face off. The prince stabbed his sword into the man’s knee where the joint of the armor offered entrance. The man was forced to kneel. Levin seized the opportunity, stabbing the man in the neck with the blade of the tailor’s scissors. He pushed on it hard, then pulled it free. The man gurgled, then collapsed to the floor.

Levin stood there for a moment, eyes jumping between the two of them. He gazed down the long hallway, his breathing heavy and his heartbeat erratic. Remembering his place, he healed the wound on his shoulder with his magic and stepped to the window.

The prince’s personal guard—not the royal guard, but those he’d picked personally—were locked in combat with some of the castle garrison. And beyond the castle, beyond the town… a steady stream of soldiers made their way to the gate. They did not prepare for siege… but rather walked toward the wide-open entrance. Everything was executed perfectly. If not for these overeager knights, he would not have known the threat came.

***

“Levin made a few fatal mistakes,” Elenore explained dispassionately. “To begin with, he didn’t tell Felipe that I was the Bat. I assume he wanted to retain the possibility of an alliance between Atrus and us. His second mistake… was assuming I would not work with Felipe.”

Argrave looked at Elenore sitting opposite him. “Fatal,” he repeated. “You’ve killed Levin.”

“It may have happened, yes. But that wasn’t my target,” Elenore explained. “Felipe had royal knights defect to Levin deliberately. The prince didn’t trust them, of course—they weren’t his people. But he didn’t reject them or execute them. He let them ‘maintain the peace’ in Atrus—a minor task, but it gave them purpose and action in the kingdom and kept them far away from himself. Another of his mistakes.” Elenore shook her head.

Durran sat down beside Argrave. “Just tell us what you did,” he insisted.

Elenore took a moment to collect her thoughts. Before she could, however, Anneliese said, “That time we stopped in the outskirts of Dirracha—you got in contact with Felipe. That was the day we didn’t see you,” she claimed.

“Yes.” Elenore nodded. “The king may have guessed who I was, but he didn’t know. So, Felipe was amenable to working with me,” she explained. “I approached as the aggrieved Bat, insisting the incident had been a misunderstanding. And I offered my help against Levin. This was done through agents, naturally.”

“But what did you do?” insisted Argrave through clenched teeth. “Why the secrecy?”

“I helped Felipe establish contact with certain traitorous elements within Atrus. He promised pardons to them, a large share of the riches plundered from the royal treasury, and increases in territory. Mostly lies. I doubt he has the capacity to enforce those promises,” Elenore stated, crossing her arms. “And I helped his ‘defected’ royal knights get in position to assassinate certain key figures.”

Argrave took a deep breath. “Who?” he pressed.

“Most of them,” she said simply. “Most of the leading nobles of Atrus. Any figures that were key to the kingdom’s cohesion. People were raised to take their place—Duke Rizzart’s brother, for instance, will assume control of the Dukedom of Upper Siluz. Levin may die—I think it likely he’s captured, honestly—but regardless, there will be no king of Atrus. That realm has shattered. Balkanized… I think you called it,” she finished, sinking back into the couch with a joyless look about her.

Argrave turned his gaze to the silver bracer he’d examined earlier today, thinking of what to say.

“You deliberately spent more time with me to convince Argrave you hid nothing from him,” Anneliese suggested.

“I had to play around your talents, yes.” Elenore nodded. “I felt I had a decent grasp on them. I never lied, not really. And this wasn’t an emotional decision.”

Argrave’s gaze jumped back to her. “Why did you do this? Why didn’t you bring it up? Do you distrust me, distrust us?”

“Because I knew you would not sanction it,” she said at once. “And because I knew it would be the most beneficial resolution to Atrus’ problem. And… I did tell you… that I wouldn’t forget what Levin had done.”

“How does this benefit us?” Argrave demanded of her.

“Do you think all of those nobles in Atrus will simply fall in line with Felipe? Some were offered pardons, sure. These ones are inconsequential to our future—I made sure of that. Even more will join our side once you are coronated, seeking vengeance for the foul crimes perpetrated by Felipe. The king’s hands are dirty, not yours.” Elenore shook her head, bronze jewelry ringing. “It’s on his plate. His royal knights did it. His rule is further undermined.” She tilted her head at him. “As I recall… you had intended to win the allegiance of some northern nobles before Atrus was formed. Levin’s actions disrupted those plans. Now the course is corrected.”

Argrave stared at her for a long, long while. She offered no apology. Indeed, all she said belied an insistence that she was right. Everyone in the room looked uncomfortable with the situation, save perhaps the ever-stoic Galamon.

“So, you decided to kill hundreds of people… because you thought I wouldn’t like that,” Argrave summarized.

Elenore remained silent for a few moments, then nodded. “Yes.”

Argrave nodded. It was a slow, bitter nod that repeated time and time again, like he was shaking his brain to move his thoughts about.

“I recall seeing something… Something Vasquer showed me, about your psyche. Your memories,” Argrave began. “And I know enough about you, personally. Induen said that he was comfortable abandoning you if it suited him,” Argrave said, letting the words hang. “I remember that hurt you. And now… despite everything you’ve seen… you push me away. Push us away,” he said quietly.

Elenore didn’t respond.

“I don’t get it,” Argrave said with a sigh. “I feel… sad.”

“You didn’t kill them, Argrave. Felipe did. I did,” she said quietly, almost in comfort.

Argrave looked Elenore in her eyeless sockets. “And that’s why,” he returned. “You made yourself lesser… for me,” he finished, his voice a quiet whisper that still filled the room.

Argrave rose to his feet and dispelled the ward. Blinking quickly, he wiped at his eyes. He stepped toward the door, saying nothing, and left. He stepped down the hallway of Leopold’s estate, thinking about nothing at all. He turned a corner, passing by Ansgar. Startled, the man stopped and chased after Argrave.

“Argrave! Argrave,” Ansgar said, coming to stand before Argrave. “I was just coming with the news. The council decided to elect Leopold as leader!” the Dandalan said excitedly.


Chapter 54

“What exactly do I call you now?” Argrave questioned Leopold, his tone somewhat lacking its typical vigor. He genuinely did not know. Relize never gained a leader in Heroes of Berendar. This was a new development entirely divorced from what Argrave knew… just as Elenore’s actions were.

The two of them sat alone in the Dandalan patriarch’s study. Things had simply ended up this way. He was unused to being anywhere without Anneliese, but right now he felt fine with it.

“The leader has no title.” Leopold shook his head. “This position has been taken only once before. It has no name because it is fundamentally transitory. The Grand Council would not abide giving legitimacy to the position by assigning it a title—I am merely the leader of Relize.” The aged patrician looked to Argrave. “Soon enough, I’ll be calling you ‘Your Majesty.’”

Argrave nodded. “You’ll put the crown on my head, most likely.”

Leopold leaned into his desk. “Less excited than I thought you’d be.” The patrician pulled back a drawer, retrieving a casket. He pried it open with his knife, then retrieved a purple bottle. “Want some wine? This is fine stuff, and I know you have quite a thirst.”

Argrave shook his head. “Enjoy it,” he said somberly. “So, I suspect you’ll be revoking the Rescindment of Profligacy and Corruption?”

Leopold nodded. “On the day of your coronation. Bit of… sleight of hand. Hide something monumental behind something even more monumental.” The man thumbed at the cork, looking around for something to remove it. “First thing… We have to send the Relize magic architects out to that site you spoke of. They’ll examine the mountain and determine if this fortress you intend to construct in Indanus is actually feasible.”

Argrave’s brain cleared for a moment, reminded of his duty. “That’s good. Don’t forget to bring Melan along for that—he owes me.”

“Not sure how you managed that thing with the vampires…” Leopold shook his head. “I’m especially not sure how you got the Wratsons to help you with that. They’re… standoffish. It’s a comforting development, nonetheless. I never knew they had an S-rank mage in their service… they’re the only in Relize, I think…”

“Mmm.” Argrave nodded, not feeling his typical urge to show off or act grandiose. “Leopold. If one of your sons killed someone, what would you do? And not in self-defense, not in passion… but cold-bloodedly.”

Leopold had been fiddling with the bottle’s cork with his knife, but he stopped and looked at Argrave. “What do you mean ‘if’? Rex did.”

“Rex?” Argrave repeated.

Leopold nodded. “Yes, Rex. He was… well, he was a grandson, come to think of it… but I loved him well enough to call him my son. His father died in a raid, you see, so I mostly raised him. He…” The patrician paused. “I don’t want to talk about it. This is supposed to be a happy day, you damned fool,” he rebuked. “Shortly put, I disinherited him and turned him over to the Council’s hands.”

“Immediately?” Argrave pressed.

“…No,” Leopold admitted. “It took… some time. Had to change my mind… see him for who he really was. See how I failed. Steel myself.” He shook his head, then stroked his beard once. “Enough of this. Move on.”

Argrave nodded slowly, staring at the windows behind Leopold and into the rushing river.

***

“I think you should give her a pass,” Durran said to Argrave. “Maybe if you’ve got another natural disaster on your radar, you might show it to her like you showed me that tower falling down. Got me in line, didn’t it?”

Argrave was in no mood for jokes, and he stared Durran eye-to-eye, waiting for the man to speak further. Though they sat in the dining hall, alone at dusk, neither touched the food before them.

Durran’s face hardened slightly when Argrave didn’t even crack a smile. He explained himself seriously, saying, “The people she disposed of… cowards and opportunists. They’d be the first to back out once it came time to fight Gerechtigkeit. She’s established new leaders in Atrus—ones that she chose, ones that can help us.”

“You’d have traitors instead of cowards,” Argrave pointed out frankly. “That’s certainly reliable.”

Durran shook his head. “Most of them weren’t aware of what Elenore is doing. Even the delegates that came here… they didn’t have any clue of Elenore’s plans. She couldn’t risk them telling you, after all.” The former tribal leaned in closely, moonlight shimmering against his golden tattoos. “And she’s right. Felipe orchestrated this, not her. She just… helped him along.”

Argrave laughed, but not out of amusement.

“And think of it. Now, the king has spurred the north into opposition against the crown. They’re further dividing their forces because more foes actively antagonize the loyalists,” Durran explained heatedly. “This was the smart thing to do. We have to win this war.”

“All I see is more deaths on the board.” Argrave finally spoke his thoughts earnestly. “So, Atrus was staying neutral—good. Fewer people die. More are ready to confront the true threat, Gerechtigkeit, unscarred by war and battle.”

Durran leaned away a bit. “Instead, you’d have more of our people die fighting a stronger opponent?” He lifted his hands up. “If we win easier, Argrave, much less of our people perish. Our people, with proven loyalty and steady allegiances.”

Argrave shook his head.

Frustrated, Durran pounded the table. “Don’t give me that ‘defiled saint’ act,” he said insistently. “I talk with Galamon more than you might think. He talks. I know that you killed those druidic scouts. How was that situation different? These people hadn’t harmed you, hadn’t harmed anyone. But they were pivotal in gaining an advantage in battle, in war. You slaughtered them all.”

That gave Argrave pause. Was the situation different? He thought it was, but he had long ago come to terms with the fact that he’d done that. Maybe his own bias was blinding him to the fact that Elenore had good reason to do what she did, no matter what line she’d crossed.

“…If it was the same, why did she think she had to hide what she was doing from me, from all of us?” Argrave asked, not knowing the answer himself.

“That’s…” Even Durran, devil’s advocate that he was being, couldn’t answer that. “I don’t know, Argrave.”

Argrave nodded, coming to much the same conclusion himself.

“The whole time I’ve been traveling with you… Say what you will, but you always act as though you know best,” Durran said. “You deceive people—even your allies—to get them to do what you want. You started out deceiving Elenore. You think you have their best interests in heart. Like sister, like brother. You’d be a hypocrite, parting ways with her.”

“I…” Argrave began, but then realized he was just trying to defend himself of the accusation of hypocrisy. “Keep talking.”

“I wanted… want,” Durran corrected. “I want things to work out between the two of you. I… Well, you know me. You know my twin sisters, what they did.” He threw up his hands. “They killed themselves. One in particular… Chinusa. She did some terrible, terrible things to a lot of people before she went. It was… I don’t know. Maybe she was making everybody hate her before she dove to the other side. Or maybe she was seeing if there was anybody who’d actually stick with her when all she did was test. Test, strain, and hurt.”

Argrave looked at him, lost for words.

“Elenore’s not really like Chinusa. I don’t think… I don’t think there’s any chance of her… doing what she did,” he said, evidently having trouble saying it aloud. “Their personality… way too different. Regardless, Argrave… I’ve said my piece.”

***

“There is no guilt. No shame. Only conviction,” Anneliese told Argrave. “She truly believes in what she did.”

“And how does she feel knowing she deceived?” Argrave pressed.

The both of them sat on their bed. Galamon was there, too, standing near the door. As ever, he acted as their guard.

“If it bothered her overmuch, she would not have done it,” Galamon was the one to answer.

Argrave turned his head to the usually stoic man. “You have thoughts on this?”

“In war… if you innovate, move the line on the bounds of what you’re willing to do…” Galamon looked back, white eyes cold. “The enemy will do it too.”

Argrave furrowed his brows. “Margrave Reinhardt didn’t spread the plague in northern lands even once he’d learned that’s what was happening,” he disagreed at once.

“As was demonstrated today… a leader doesn’t control their subordinates absolutely,” Galamon pointed out. “One of his people likely would have. The news never spread. And we stopped the plague. Something like this changes the culture of the war. Honor is needed for the future. With honor, you ensure what depths you sink to will not one day be returned to you redoubled.”

Argrave lost himself to silence. He thought Galamon was right, at least partially. But then, Felipe would sink to any depth, so it was a somewhat pointless argument. And Gerechtigkeit… no honor existed there. He was a bottomless pit.

“…I’m sorry about this, Argrave,” Anneliese said. “I was unalert. I noticed incongruities, but she had explanations on hand for each. I allowed myself to grow lax. Getting drunk… What was I thinking?”

Argrave shook his head. “It’s my fault. I didn’t convince Elenore that we’d be able to win without doing something this drastic. I didn’t earn her trust well enough.”

“You absolve her too readily. She chose,” Galamon reminded him.

Argrave laid back against the bed. “I’ll need to talk to her again… tomorrow.”

“What about?” Anneliese pressed.

“I think we should figure that out.” Argrave looked to Anneliese.

***

Argrave knocked on a solid wooden door, then put his hands behind his back. A woman opened it—Argrave recognized her. She often attended to Elenore. She cast a glance back, opened the door wider, and then stepped past Argrave. He walked inside the room.

Elenore sat on her bed. She was leaning down, turning the cranks on her prosthetic feet to tighten the clamps. Having donned much of the bronze jewelry, Argrave knew she saw him… or perceived him, whatever the proper term was.

“You’re here,” she greeted him normally, like whatever had happened was all but a dream. She finished her task and stood up. “I have some tea. Mint, sweetened, just as you like it.” She stepped toward a table. “I’m surprised that Anneliese isn’t with you.”

Argrave shook his head and shut the door behind him. “I don’t need her here. Not for this.”

Elenore did not spare a glance back. “You’ll have tea, I hope.”

“Sure, we can have tea,” Argrave agreed amiably. “But I think I should get to the point right away.”

Elenore stopped walking, turning back. “Is that right?”

Argrave nodded. “Yes, it is. Simply put… I don’t think we can work together moving forward.”

Elenore leaned against the table, and Argrave briefly thought he had surprised her so badly she lost her balance. Her face was steady, though, telling him he might be wrong.

“…What do you mean?” she asked him, voice monotone.

“I made a mistake,” Argrave said. “My parents always told me not to get into business with family. Guess they were right.” He broke off into a chuckle.

“So, you…” Elenore paused a long while. Her face shifted as she digested things. In the end, her face settled and she asked, “What’s going to happen?”

“Well… the ball is already in motion. I’ll be going through with the war, the coronation… but I can’t, in good faith, involve you in things. I won’t be consulting you. I won’t be asking you for any more favors.” Argrave spread his arms out. “I can’t put it any other way. We won’t be working together.”

Elenore exhaled, crossing her arms and lowering her head. “So… I expect you’ll want me out of Leopold’s mansion, then?”

“No,” Argrave corrected her at once. “Far from it. You’re as welcome here as I am. I’ll come by occasionally, talk, have some tea… so long as I’m welcome. So long as you’re willing to stay.”

“…I’m not following,” Elenore said after a time.

Argrave sighed. “Elenore… Sister,” he said somewhat forcefully, walking closer. He put his hands on her shoulders. “I like you. I do. I know…” Argrave trailed off, gathering himself. “I know that you wanted to help. I know that you don’t feel like you did anything wrong. But I can’t condone what you did. I can’t work with someone who doesn’t have faith in me,” he put it plainly.

“You don’t trust me.” She raised her head up to him, eyeless sockets seeming to fix him in place.

“You would never harm me. You would never harm any of the people I care about. I believe that wholeheartedly. Personally speaking, I think I could… overlook what you’ve done,” he admitted. “Maybe that makes me a pushover. Even still, I believe you when you say what you did was in my best interest,” Argrave said confidently.

Argrave took his hands off her shoulders. “But there’s a lot more at stake than me and mine. I’m not going to weep over the people you helped Felipe assassinate. I didn’t know them. But this is as far as we go. You knew I wouldn’t want this result, yet you did it anyway—no, that’s not right. You did it secretly because of that.” He sighed once more and shook his head. “Getting angry about it, trying to punish you… that would be a ridiculous waste of time. I don’t want to alienate you. But you have, it seems, a different destination in mind. If we both steer in opposite directions, we’re bound to crash.”

Elenore swallowed, turned her head to the side, then turned back. “But what will you do? I mean… we talked about your plans…” Her voice was wavering slightly.

“That’s my concern,” Argrave informed her with a sad smile. “Don’t worry about it, though—all will be fine. Put it out of your mind.”

The words clearly shook Elenore. Both of them knew she had said those exact words to Argrave in the past. “But I came here… I did what I did, to…” She couldn’t finish her sentences.

Argrave took a deep breath. “I know. You gave up a tremendous amount. That’s why I’ll tell you this; if you need anything from me, I can help you. As a matter of fact, the time we travel to Vysenn to engage with the barbarian tribes comes closer every day. I’d like you to come with me so that you might be healed fully. I’m not severing ties,” he assured her, giving her a hug. “I just… overestimated myself.”

When Argrave felt Elenore shake slightly, he felt some twinge of guilt in his heart. But… well, it was best to fight deception with deception, after all. Elenore would never see if he didn’t do something drastic like this—something that made her really reflect. After all, she still fundamentally thought she did nothing wrong.

And once she had reflected? Well… he’d welcome her back. Until then, he was the concerned yet disappointed family member.

Argrave pulled away. “Let’s sit down, have some tea. How have you been feeling these days?”


Chapter 55

In the days to come, the news of Leopold’s election to the position of leader of Relize washed across the coastal city. Argrave’s thoughts of Elenore and their dilemma were washed away like a sandcastle overtaken by the tide. The tide, in this case, was the great deluge of work that Argrave involved himself in.

Three days after Leopold assumed his office, news spread of his support of Argrave as a claimant. Rumors had been whirling and many people were already privy to this information, but it was another thing to have it directly confirmed. The support of the people was not a rancorous uproar, per se… but it was not a rejection. Argrave was liked well enough, largely due to his actions with the vampires here in this city.

The coronation was set to happen in five days after this announcement. It was to be a public ceremony right before the Grand Council’s Assembly. Argrave would make a pledge to the people, followed by a pledge to the Grand Council and Leopold. Following that, he had to make hundreds of pledges day by day. After all, he’d promised to make a parliament that represented the interests of the realm, and it needed seats to fill it.

“This parliament you intend to found is clearly going to be quite the grand institution…” Leopold noted, biting from an apple. “How many seats will there be?”

“Promised a lot. At the very least, it’s going to be… hundreds.” Argrave shook his head, leaning over a blank draft document. “I would just use the three estates as my model, but we’re lacking one of them… and things are quite different here in Berendar in general.” Argrave looked up, seeing Leopold’s confusion. “Ah, the three estates… I travel a lot, you see. It’s a system from elsewhere,” he explained.

Anneliese put one hand on Argrave’s shoulder, looking at the draft herself. “The most influential people are the wealthy, the nobility, and the magic users of the realm. These match up well enough with your three estates, I should think.”

Argrave nodded. “I know. Even still, I don’t want this to be some kind of council that promotes self-interest. We need good people on the seats—people that I can trust to focus on the betterment of the realm.”

Leopold scoffed. “You’d be better off putting dogs on the seats, then. At the very least, I can promise that dogs love people. People that love people other than themselves are few and far between.”

Argrave disagreed, straightening his back and gazing at Leopold determinedly. “An assembly’s culture is decided by its composition. If we choose enough good people to take the seats—diligent and dedicated people—they could set the atmosphere of the parliament for years to come. I’ll take however long it takes to get the right people. And trust me—they exist.”

Leopold grumbled but helped Argrave ably in finding these candidates. Much of their time was spent searching for people to place in prominent positions. In the patrician families, there were only too many people trained in administration and management that were underutilized because of a variety of reasons. He might’ve left the task to Elenore. Something of that nature was her specialty. Nevertheless, asking no favors of her was important for self-reflection. Even still, it cemented the importance of this plan of his going well. He desperately needed Elenore.

Nights were occupied with studying imbuing, learning other B-rank spells with Anneliese’s tutelage, and helping out a certain vampire.

“You pour your fresh blood into this, then you drink,” Argrave explained. “I just need you to do it every night, nothing more. If you do it more often than that, it’ll be… difficult to get you to stop.”

“It makes me feel bestial,” Galamon complained, staring down at the black bowl with runes on its surface. “After I drink of it… I feel stronger, sharper, true… but I feel as though I value life less.”

Argrave scratched the back of his neck. “Well, I’m sorry about that, but maybe take comfort in that it’s the last piece that we need for this ritual. It’s on someone’s person, and this individual wanders. They’re not some bystander, either—they’re a vampire, themselves. Drink your own blood from this bowl, you’ll start to gain an intrinsic knowledge of where this piece is. In essence, you’re imbuing your blood with some of the magic in this bowl.” Argrave shrugged. “That’s the only way we’re to find this next item, the glass eye.”

Galamon sighed, removing his gauntlet and setting it aside. He held his right hand over the bowl and stuck his finger into his wrist, letting blood drain out.

“I’ll, uh… I’ll come back when you’re done.” Argrave inched toward the door.

“You’re not telling me something.” Galamon looked at Argrave. “You’re always a little vague, but you’re avoiding talking about this ritual itself.”

Argrave paused, watching the blood drip from Galamon’s wrist. “You’re not wrong,” he confirmed.

“Just tell me,” Galamon said plainly. “You owe me that much.”

Argrave scratched at his chin, then stepped forward and sat in a chair. “Well… this ritual. When it’s done, you won’t be a vampire. But you won’t be… exactly like you were,” Argrave explained.

“Get to the point,” Galamon pressed.

“You’ll retain certain… beneficial qualities,” Argrave said hesitantly. “Like… regeneration, your senses, your strength…” Argrave held his hands out. “But rest assured—the vampiric ‘beast’ you talk about, the need to drink blood, the inability to consume food: all of that will be gone. You will be elven again. Not normal, but… elven. Trust me on this.”

Galamon closed his eyes and pulled his finger out of his wrist. The wound closed up second by second. He opened his eyes, stared down Argrave, and drank of the black bowl filled with his own blood.

“…We should get back to preparing,” the vampire said, betraying none of his thoughts on the matter.

Ignorant of his companion’s thoughts, Argrave did just as the vampire suggested. Galamon was pivotal in the most important undercurrent to all of their preparations: the realities of war.

Argrave’s suspension of Elenore’s services meant that they wouldn’t have top-notch abilities to sabotage as Argrave had hoped for, at least not until Argrave decided to stop with this charade. It did leave him a fair bit uncomfortable about his plan. He desperately hoped this time apart would help Elenore reflect… otherwise, he’d just be a huge fool.

Leopold and all of the patricians of the Grand Council began the process of marshalling their forces. Melan Wratson, S-rank mage and vampire, escorted the architects contracted by the Grand Council of Relize to the Indanus Divide. They would examine the spot that Argrave had marked to determine whether or not it was truly a viable location for a fortress.

Beyond that… logistics occupied the bulk of their time. Securing food, supplies… Fortunately, the patricians had a well-trained and well-equipped retinue, so they did not need to worry about arming their men, only feeding them. Leopold, who had a large hand in the non-patrician merchant class that traded in common items like grain, was more than capable of filling that role. Beyond trading, there were several villages nearby that would eagerly join for protection. Between Relize and these subsidiaries, they occupied most of the mideast.

The newly-elected leader of Relize issued a mandate requesting a certain number of trained guardsmen from each patrician family. He offered incentives for exceeding this number, as well as the promise of possible advancement in the face of military success. Those who lent high-rank spellcasters to the cause were given something very special—exemption from council and crown taxes. Argrave lent his name to this mandate to give legitimacy to the promises.

That said, Argrave was very worried about their spellcasters. Melan Wratson was the only S-rank mage in the city. Beyond that, not many high-ranking spellcasters occupied the mideast. There were thousands of powerful spellcasters in the north—a legacy of the former northern queendom that had been conquered—and more in the south, which had both Jast and the Tower of the Gray Owl. Their spellcasters, in contrast, were sorely lacking.

For now, the only thing they received from the patricians was the promise of support, both in soldiers and spellcasters. But the promise was loud and the numbers significant. Leopold did not seem to doubt the numbers, and so Argrave elected not to, either. Things were shaping up to have a vaguely feudal army structure, wherein each patrician or their representative acted as commander of their own troops. Argrave briefly considered waiving this and establishing a military hierarchy of some kind, but he decided against it when he considered the scope of the task and his lack of military knowledge.

Non-essential trading was halted altogether, and the docks became full of ships preparing for a war rather than a simple voyage. Seeing the changes happen day-by-day was like a weight shackled to Argrave that grew in size without an end in sight. He was telling these men to stop trading, stop living their lives… and die for him. That pressure was enough to break a man, Argrave felt. The only thing that abated that overwhelming pressure even a little was knowing that their deaths were inevitable if they could not stand up to Gerechtigkeit.

Without Elenore’s help, engaging the fractured state of Atrus was a fruitless effort for now. Ideally, whoever left would engage in battle against Vasquer all on their own. Perhaps Elenore might take a hand a things—Argrave wouldn’t stop her. It was her prerogative. Even still, their plan remained largely unchanged. They’d secure the Indanus Divide, make contact with the south to see if they were amenable to coordination, secure the north, and strike at Vasquer. In rough, oversimplified terms, they’d seize key strongholds piece-by-piece until they made it to Dirracha itself.

In truth, Argrave was surprised Felipe still drew breath. In Heroes of Berendar, the king always died relatively quickly. Sometimes Induen was responsible. Sometimes the king got himself killed. Sometimes he died from the plague. The player could even have a hand in things directly. Unintentionally, Argrave had managed to extend the king’s life the longest he’d ever seen it.

But the king remained in Dirracha. If the capital was seized, that would likely spell the end of Vasquer resistance. The nobility would be willing to fall in line, and the south would surely follow the margrave if Reinhardt decided to accept Argrave’s new position. Even if they didn’t, Argrave could reach out to Castro. He’d planted the seeds there—the Tower Master of the Order of the Gray Owl would likely be investigating Gerechtigkeit. His support alone would lend him unprecedented authority.

Ostensibly, they stood at a position of impending success. Even with the setback of Elenore’s imposed and ongoing self-reflection, Felipe had so desperately lashed out against Levin because he was in dire straits. Levin’s exposure of the king’s misdoings likely cemented the righteousness of the margrave’s rebellion and swelled his forces with new supporters. Relize was firmly under Leopold’s control.

This position of impending success was generally where things went belly up. Wildcards remained. Orion remained absent, and Argrave did not yet know Levin’s fate. Both of these uncertainties might be remedied by keeping Elenore’s counsel. He couldn’t, though. He had to make sure that she would keep him in the loop. And this method… it was the best that he knew.

Yet Elenore did not reach out. That fact stung at him even when the day of his coronation came.


Chapter 56

Argrave did not sleep on the night before his coronation. This, naturally, worried him to no end—he didn’t want to be seen before all as a tired-eyed monarch with dark bags beneath his eyes. That worry did nothing to help him sleep, of course.

Very early in the morning, before the suns had even risen above the distant mountains, Ansgar of Dandalan came into Argrave’s room. He told him of the plan for today, and Argrave listened diligently despite already knowing how things would play out.

When it was done, Ansgar left, leaving Argrave alone with Anneliese once again. She laid against the bed, still half-asleep. She had slept well, despite everything.

“Wish I could make a third pledge,” Argrave said once he was gone. “I’ll make my pledge to the people, make my pledge to the Grand Council… and then my pledge to you.” He leaned down until his nose brushed against hers.

“No,” she said in a playful, yet tired haze. She bopped him on the nose with her finger. “Bad. Terrible idea. I will be up there with you, per your insistence. That is bad enough.”

Argrave’s face hardened. “Christ, Anneliese, you’re more than half of the reason I’m here today. If you’re not—”

“I know. Please, do not take that seriously,” she quieted him calmly. “I need no honors, prestige. But if you insist on giving them to me…”

Argrave leaned down and kissed her, then whispered, “I do. I can’t be the only one that suffers in this. Going to drag the rest of you into the spotlight with me.”

She laughed, then pushed him. “Go on. The preparations for this will take some time.”

***

The day was quite fair. Some light snowfall came and went during the night, but all it achieved was slightly blanketing the city in white—an ill attempt by whatever gods had called the snow, for the city was already mostly made of marble and needed no blanket of white. Still, by the time Argrave departed for the Assembly Chamber of Governance and Commerce, the snow was already being cleared.

Once there, Argrave was greeted by Leopold and the selection of people that had been designated for the coronation ceremony. They had all prepared an elaborate set of clothes for him. Fortunately, it was not done in the style of Relize—the kings of Vasquer had never historically donned that style, and they felt it might damage his reputation for others if he did.

Four patricians would place the royal mantle over Argrave’s shoulder. After, he would kneel, and Leopold would place the crown over his head. That was the short and simple of what was to occur, yet even now the patricians argued amongst themselves about specificity and ceremony—irrelevant posturing, all of it.

Still… their self-serving words grounded Argrave in reality. He was not to be named king because he was great—he was to be named king because of these men before him. And why these men? These patricians crowned him because they had men supporting them. These men served these patricians to further their interest. And like this, the line went ever downward. A hierarchy of self-interest. He could see it all so clearly, splayed out in his mind like some sort of diagram.

Strangely enough, recognizing this set a sense of peace over Argrave, and the budding nervousness dissipated to a large degree.

“So, what is our king-to-be thinking of?” Durran asked him as he sat there, staring out the window at the slowly gathering crowd.

“Wish Elenore could be here,” Argrave told him. “I don’t think she would be, even if things weren’t as they are presently. She doesn’t seem the type to like ceremonies. Besides, she’d probably insist on staying behind because being in her presence might be bad publicity for me.” He scoffed.

“Hmm.” Durran nodded. “I do hope this idea of yours works. It’s a far cry from sending a tower in the ocean, I’ll tell you that much. That certainly stuck with me.”

Argrave put his hand on Durran’s shoulder. “Keep your voice down,” he said in irritation. “She could hear everything, capisce? What if what you said got to her ears?”

“Alright, alright.” He pushed Argrave’s arm off of him. “Gods, you’re a tyrant already.”

Galamon stepped up to them as they spoke. “We could hold this coronation at higher grounds. Here… there’s tall buildings everywhere. Archers could take position there. I’ve got Leopold’s guards stationed, watching, and what few magic users we have on hand to watch for threats of that nature… yet even still. A higher vantage point eliminates threats.”

Argrave looked at the elven vampire, questioning if that was mere paranoia or a good point. Finally, he shook his head. “The point of holding it here is to show my commitment to the people… and to Relize. I trust your capabilities, Galamon. You’re why I’m standing here, still fully intact.”

Galamon nodded and stepped up to Argrave. He said nothing more about the matter. Argrave turned his head back to the window, continuing his crowd-watching.

A door opened and Anneliese stepped out. She wore a decadent gown of the smoothest-looking white silk that Argrave had ever seen. Amber inlays trailed along much of it, like the trails of shooting stars. Her long white hair was bound back in a half-crown braid. Parts of her hair had been woven around a simple silver tiara that did not demand much attention, yet nonetheless accentuated the beautiful woman before him.

“Well…” Argrave stepped away from the window. “It seems I have my reward for coming this far.”

Anneliese smiled bashfully, her amber eyes sparkling far brighter than the gemstones on her dress. “The time approaches,” she told him. “I imagine the servants will tend to you as they tended to me. Someone must make those dark circles disappear, no? Come on.”

***

A grand crowd had formed on the square just before the Assembly Chamber of Governance and Commerce. It was only a natural thing—all had come to see the man who would be king. Even more came for the promise of festivities and food. Common laborers and middling merchants filled the square, talking amongst themselves. The wealthier sat behind windows, having rented rooms from nearby inns or perhaps more simply owned the buildings outright.

The gathering place wasn’t made to accommodate so many people… but it did. Thousands gathered in the square, and thousands more spilled out onto the alleyways beyond. All wanted to see the Kinslaying Serpent, the Bastard of Vasquer. Perhaps he had horns and a devil’s wings, some suggested. Perhaps he was a saint, walking about with a golden aura. Others claimed he was a but a man, and they’d seen him in the city.

Eventually, the great bell atop the Assembly Chamber rang out. It was loud enough to deafen, and several people winced uncomfortably after hearing it. Yet its purpose was achieved—the great crowd grew silent. The time had come for them all to see the Kinslaying Serpent properly.

A procession emerged from the Grand Council’s meeting area. Heading it were guards, many of them flanked by patricians. They were dressed rather modestly—or at least, as modestly as the garb of Relize could be. The people half-expected to see someone being carried out on a platform.

Instead… they saw a towering man step forward in the center of that formation of guards. He was over seven feet tall and did not need to be carried atop a platform to stand out—he did so naturally, like the gods themselves had deemed he was above lesser men. His well-trimmed black hair glistened like obsidian might. His fanciful garb, entirely black and gold, instilled a sense of regality in his already confident walk.

Slowly, the procession reached the edge where the crowd awaited. The guards and the patricians stepped aside, all coming to kneel before him. More and more people emerged from the Assembly Chamber, prostrating before the man in their display of fealty. Yet the man all knew as the Kinslaying Serpent stepped past them, stopping just in front of the crowd.

“People of Vasquer!” he shouted. His voice was powerful, needing no magic to carry it. “The kings of Vasquer have, since time immemorial, made a pledge. This pledge is to the people—to protect them, to govern them justly, and to strive for the realm’s prosperity. My father has broken that pledge!

“And so, in his place, I, Argrave, must make things right under the eyes of the gods,” Argrave continued. “I pledge to you, proud citizens of the realm. I will protect you. I will govern you justly. And I will strive for the realm’s prosperity!”

Trumpets blared before the crowd could decide whether or not they should cheer for his proclamation. Argrave turned, stepping back toward the kneeling procession. A great many more swelled its numbers—most eye-catching was a tall elven woman garbed in a beautiful white gown.

“And you, the Grand Council of Relize… I pledge to you that your great city shall remain forever yours. I pledge that this loyalty to the ideals of Vasquer shall not be forgotten. And I extend to you the same pledge—to protect, to govern you justly, and to strive for the realm’s prosperity.”

Leopold rose to his feet. “Then we, the representatives of the people, declare you king of Vasquer, master of its rivers and lands, divinely anointed ruler of its plains, hills, and mountains. Borrowing the authority of the gods, I place this crown upon your head—the very crown the first king of Vasquer donned.”

At once, in practiced ceremony, four patricians rose, the royal mantle stretched out between them. Argrave knelt, and the royal mantle was clasped upon his shoulders. Leopold stepped forward, the crown held gingerly in hand. Argrave dipped his head, his eyes closed. The crowd witnessed the cold gold crown touch his ears, settling upon his head.

“Rise, King Argrave of Vasquer!” Leopold shouted, then knelt as well.

Argrave rose to his feet a king, the crown and royal mantle weighing heavy upon his person. The elven woman, still kneeling, offered him a jeweled scepter denoting his authority. He seized it, turned, and rose it up high into the air.

At once, a noise far louder than that of the Assembly Chamber’s bell split the air as the thousands gathered voiced their exuberant support. Yet the man standing there was not shaken—Argrave waited, basking in their voices, his scepter raised high. When he finally turned, the cheers of the crowd had not yet dimmed.

The king walked away as confidently as he had entered, the cheers still following him. Yet once he left, the festivities began. The trumpets blared once again, and entertainment of all kind came out of the woodwork to make this day utterly unforgettable. Just then, servants exited the Assembly Chamber, each and all carrying tables of food or barrels of drink.

It was clear, then, that the king would not allow them to forget this day. Under the heel of Vasquer, saying as much often took a sinister tone… yet perhaps as much would not be the case with this new king.

Perhaps that pledge was more than empty words of ceremony.


Chapter 57

Elenore felt aimless both in the days preceding and succeeding Argrave’s coronation. Even now she sat in bed well past midnight, a stack of books beside her. She had been reading for days on end, educating herself on matters where she found her knowledge lacking. All the while, the veritable gears of this machine she’d built as the Bat spun ever onwards, advancing her interests. At this point, ‘her interests’ had become vague.

She took the actions that she did fully expecting some manner of repercussion. The day that she established contact with Felipe as the Bat, it had merely been to keep a potential avenue of communication open. Yet as time went on, the opportunity began to take shape. She knew Argrave, had seen his soul laid bare with Vasquer’s assistance. He wouldn’t agree with wanton assassination of Atrus’ leadership.

Elenore turned her legs, freeing her stumps of the blankets she hid beneath. What had she expected to come of her actions? A stern rebuke, perhaps. A lecture. Paranoia from Argrave or his companions. Less responsibilities. Or maybe… just a quiet acceptance. A shift in perspective.

Elenore laughed at herself. “You are a fool, aren’t you?” she said aloud.

She never had been able to predict Argrave, no matter how much information she collected on him. Instead of all she expected, Argrave simply took a quiet step back. The newly-coronated king did not argue about what she did. He didn’t even mention it much at all. Though she had come to know he traveled most everywhere with Anneliese, he only visited her alone. True to his words, he did not come to her asking for favors or seeking information. Instead, he made inquiries about her well-being and talked about a variety of mundane, if nonetheless interesting, things.

Elenore thought Argrave had decided to keep Anneliese away from her. She sought the elven woman out, testing this theory. Contrary to her expectations, Anneliese received her amiably and was more than willing to talk. This only further baffled her.

Elenore even briefly questioned if this whole experience was some bizarre method to change the way that she thought about things. Argrave still acted warm, after all—he still demonstrated that he cared about her. Perhaps this was all just some venture to make her self-reflect. She felt amused at the notion yet could see that being the case even still. If it was, it worked.

Elenore opened the drawer on the side of her bed, retrieving the heavy white prosthetics. She fit her stump into one, then slowly turned the handle until the clamps tightened around her flesh. The other followed shortly after. Once they were on, she rose to her feet.

Regardless of whether this was deliberate on Argrave’s part, Elenore had ample time to consider things. And in time… the question she asked changed. Rather than what she had been expecting… what had she been hoping for?

Perhaps it was self-destructive. Perhaps she knew subconsciously that this was folly, and drove herself toward it nonetheless. She had tested the limits with Felipe, and he cast her aside. She had tested the limits with Induen, and he claimed he would cast her aside if he wanted to. And now, once again, she tested the limits with another of her kin that she had come to trust to see if the result was the same.

Fear and paranoia—was this truly what drove her? Did she act out her fears of being discarded?

‘The lesser is discarded without fail,’ she had told Durran once. She truly believed that, then. Argrave’s words haunted her, lately.

You made yourself lesser… for me.

Elenore thought herself someone driven by pragmatism and rationality. She had toiled long and hard to morph herself into that. Yet this idea of her self-destructive paranoia, once formed, took root in her mind and chipped away at the rationale behind her decision. And even as it took root, other ideas took form.

Levin had been captured. Word reached her on the day of Argrave’s coronation. She had attempted to tell Argrave this news, but he would not allow it. Though an unfortunate lapse in judgement by some guards had allowed the would-be king of Atrus to escape for a time, he was caught, bound, and escorted back to Dirracha for judgement. The fate Felipe had in mind for Levin was likely unimaginably cruel.

Was that what Elenore had been hoping for? Base vengeance?

Self-doubt crept its way into the cracks of the unsteady wall she had built. She did loathe Levin. She hated herself for allowing Therese to be so simply caught. She had been looking forward to seeing Therese, perceiving her with the sight Argrave had gifted her once again. Yet Levin made Elenore’s first vision of Therese a cold, decaying corpse.

Accepting these primal and intense emotions made it difficult, if not impossible, to view her actions in the same light as she had. A pragmatic decision, setting them on the path to a decisive victory in war… she thought it almost a joke, now. She had long ago stopped viewing Felipe as king, yet she had extended that discourtesy to the one she hoped to replace him.

But Argrave was not Felipe. He was not Induen.

How he dealt with Ruleo was proof enough of that. The man had spied on her, followed Durran through Dirracha as he did Argrave’s bidding. Yet he was caught. Elenore was well-prepared to kill him for breaking her trust. Indeed, at the time, she thought it was Argrave’s best move. She felt like such a hypocrite, thinking of it now. What Elenore did to Argrave was no different than Ruleo’s behavior—no, it was worse.

Elenore had walked a long way through Leopold’s mansion as she ran these thoughts through her head, and now stood before a simple mahogany door. She stepped away several times, thinking herself a ridiculous fool time and time again. The jewelry Argrave lent her allowed her to see beyond, and she knew the resident was awake. Finally, she sighed defeatedly and knocked on the door. Not seconds later, it opened.

A pair of gleaming golden eyes greeted her, shining like candles in the dark. “Bit late. Something wrong?” Durran asked her.

“I wanted to ask you a favor,” Elenore said simply.

Durran leaned against the door, his brows furrowing. “At midnight. What kind of favor are we talking about?”

“The opposite of what you might assume.” Elenore shook her head. “May I come in?”

Durran said nothing, walking away. Still, he left the door open. Elenore proceeded in, shutting the door behind her.

“Hope it’s nothing regarding Argrave or my other allies. I won’t hear it, you know.” Durran rubbed at his eyes, laying down on his bed.

Elenore looked around. It seemed, like her, this man spent much of his time engrossed in books. She scanned through some of them with her field of perception, seeing the diagrams and the neat writing in the closed books. Spellbooks, research… the crude-looking tribal was much more erudite than she thought. His field of study was a bit more gruesome than hers, granted. Necromancy, it seemed to her.

“Are you snooping?” His eyes focused on her. “Well… whatever. Not like I’ve anything to hide.”

“I remember you mentioned making a proper, lighter prosthetic that wore at the flesh less.” She launched into her request, deciding to ignore the unusual circumstances. “Do you have any knowledge on the subject?”

Durran raised his brows, evidently surprised, then laughed. “You’re being serious?” He cleared his throat. “Well, sorry I laughed. That isn’t funny. I was thinking about something else,” he assured, shaking his head in quite the obvious lie. “I mean… yeah, I made some faux limbs for the warriors of my tribe when I was a kid. Pretty common thing where I’m from, loss of limb. I’d carve them out of this lightweight stone.”

“Do you think you could make one? A good one,” Elenore asked him. “With more sophisticated methods and materials than stone.”

“Well… they’re mostly temporary things, not at all like the ones you wear. I said they wore at the flesh, and they’re heavy… but the ones you’re wearing are durable,” he conceded. “And… don’t know if Argrave mentioned this… but in a couple months, he’s looking to deal with your loss of limb altogether. Sight, too.”

“Could you?” she repeated.

Durran scratched at his neck. “…You know what? Why not. I can do a little research, change up the material, the way I did things… fun little project. Argrave, Anneliese, and Galamon prepare for war, but little old me is just wasting my days here.”

“I do mean a good set,” she cautioned, uneasy hearing the carefree way he said ‘why not.’

“I don’t do half-measures. If I say I’ll do it, I’ll do it, and do it well,” he said confidently.

Elenore took a deep breath and exhaled. “That’s good. It’ll be nice to be… comfortable, for once.”

Durran rose to his feet. “But I don’t work for free, princess.”

Elenore laughed lightly. “Well, what did you want?”

Durran hesitated to speak, clearly debating whether or not to ask at all. “Felipe didn’t gouge out your eyes personally, did he? Someone else did. Who?”

“…Argrave knows,” she answered, hesitating a beat.

“Could ask him, yeah. Don’t want to. Don’t need a name, just a relation.” Durran shook his head. “You don’t want to answer, forget it. Be some divine coincidence if I genuinely knew them, anyway.”

Elenore sighed, stepping deeper into his room. “I’ll only say it once. It’s a small price for this, I should think. I expect you to do this project right even still.”

“Done,” he promised, sitting back on his bed.

“The man I eloped with,” she said at once, giving no ceremony to her explanation. “My father gave him an ultimatum when we were caught. Gouge out my eyes with his own hands, and he would be spared. He chose to be spared.” Elenore shook her head and smiled. “My father cut off my feet personally, though. He said it was to ensure I never ran away again.”

Durran stared at her a long while. In the silence, the sounds of the river just outside Leopold’s mansion disturbed the night. She could barely see the edges of the water battering the marble, water flowing unending. It reminded her of her place beside the fountain back in the greenhouse.

“You’re not so good at telling stories.” He tapped his knee with one finger. “I think you have more to say than that.”

“No. I don’t. You wanted to know what happened; you know. I’m not obligated to share anything beyond that,” she said icily.

Durran tilted his head, thinking about what she said. “I guess you’re right. But it was an unsatisfying tale, and large bits of it are missing… Well, whatever. Should’ve been more specific in my request, I guess.” He fixed his gaze on her. “Since you’ve asked so kindly, I’ll help you.”


Chapter 58

Orion stepped in front of a large wooden house that was guarded by a great contingent of royal knights. For a few moments, they braced in anticipation of the big man that entered before them. Yet when recognition dawned, one stepped forth.

“Prince Orion?!” the man shouted, infinitely surprised. “You… You’ve returned?” The man took a deep breath, and duty came to the front of his mind. “The king informed us to send you to him as soon as you were found.”

“People say Vasquer is down there.” Orion looked at the man.

Orion and Boarmask had passed back through the Burnt Desert, traveling quickly. As time proceeded, Orion felt a sense of urgency—he even carried the knight on occasion to make the journey go faster. And once they passed over the mountains dividing Vasquer from the desert of black sand…

Vasquer. Not the kingdom nor the house, but the snake from which so much of both derived their legitimacy. Though Boarmask had said there was no such thing as a moment of enlightenment and Orion had never found one himself… as soon as he heard the news, his urgency to return to his home redoubled. It felt like a light amidst the tunnel of darkness he walked. This must be the answer he sought.

If any could free him of doubt and indecision, it was surely the one who had started this all: Vasquer.

Once Orion stepped back on the kingdom’s soil, the whispers returned… yet now, they felt strangely alien to him. Indeed, it was difficult to adapt, difficult to sleep. And he did not listen to them. He had another he might receive answers from, another he might find the truth from. And he pursued that goal relentlessly, readily accepting Boarmask’s help to this end. Now, the two of them had been led here by rumors and whispers.

All of that led him here.

“My prince, how did you get here?” another asked, stepping toward Orion. “The king and the guard have been searching for you. Your presence is desperately needed at the palace.”

“Is Vasquer in here?” Orion repeated, unheeding.

“Yes,” one royal knight finally answered, almost off-handedly.

Another knight looked at him angrily, yet quickly stepped up before Orion. “The king has forbidden all to enter here. Please, my prince, return to the palace.”

“The royal family is barred from nowhere,” Orion dismissed, stepping past.

“Orion…!” Boarmask protested, yet followed behind nonetheless.

A struggle ensued, yet Orion was too deeply entrenched in anticipation to heed the words shouted at his ears. Soon enough, he barreled past them all, for none were willing or able to harm him. His feet moved so quickly he seemed to fly down the stairs, leaving light footsteps and disturbed air in his wake. The royal knights soon abandoned their efforts to subdue Orion, and he heard some mention that they should go speak to the king about this.

Soon enough, he came to a final, incredibly steep flight of stairs. He took them as quickly as the others… yet once he passed a certain point, a gargantuan figure entered his view. Golden, coiled, and bound… he saw Vasquer in all her glory. Her size and majesty were so awe-inspiring that Orion’s breath quickened.

His boots, ratty and worn after traveling through the Burnt Desert and back again, impacted with the stairs time and time again, echoing across the vast stone chamber. His steps were slow, and a great nugget of nervousness writhed in his chest like a mole digging through the dirt.

“Orion!” Boarmask shouted, still following. “Or—” His voice cut off as he, too, witnessed the great serpent of Vasquer.

The prince’s feet met the stone chamber housing the great serpent. Rumors dictated she had been trapped and bound by the Bat until very recently. Yet from what Orion saw… she was still bound, still trapped. His feet moved forth almost unwillingly, spurring Orion toward the golden serpent.

Vasquer’s golden reptile eyes followed Orion as he walked, and he knew she saw and perceived him. He felt no horror, no fear, despite the sheer scope of this majestic serpent. It felt as though he walked toward a great protector—a figure of myth that he’d read of for years, manifest in flesh and blood. Boarmask still followed yet made no noise beyond the sound of his plate armor boots pounding against the floor in a steady walk.

Orion’s pace slowed as he neared Vasquer. In turn, the snake’s neck craned, her snout reaching out for his body. He felt drawn to her as iron to a magnet, and his hand raised to meet her. His flesh finally brushed against her scales, and it felt as though he touched gold.

Something strange pushed against his mind. The touch was entirely foreign to him, like a thought not his own persisting in his mind. It was different from the gods’ way, different than his own thoughts… yet even still, its method was familiar. It was like his mother’s touch—curious about him and who he’d become, yet infinitely compassionate.

Nothing had ever felt so right as surrendering to that touch.

All of Orion’s woes exploded out of his mind. It was not like a bursting dam; instead, it was like the dam ceasing to exist in less than a second. His questions, his uncertainties, his self-doubt, his confusion, and his emotional turmoil spilled from his brain, their stagnant waters becoming a flooding river in seconds. He felt a child again, grabbing at his mother’s shins and seeking her comfort from whatever had hurt him.

Vasquer received that all as uncompromisingly as a mother ought to.

What came back to him was a sympathy and empathy so sweet and pure that Orion felt small once again. Unlike the words of men, unlike the whispers of gods… he knew this all was real, he felt it in his very being. He did not know when, but he had collapsed to the ground and huddled against the giant snake like a child, curled up into a ball.

It’s okay to be confused, the comfort came, though not in words. The world is a confusing place. No one can know anything for certain. You’ve had a hard time.

For the first time Orion could ever recall… he felt understood. It was like anodyne to an affliction that had plagued him his entire life. He did nothing but bask in the glow of this unprecedented relief. Vasquer’s scales were cold to the touch, yet the warmest experience he’d ever had. He felt alive, and he felt human. Both were things he did not realize he lacked.

For a time, Orion lost himself in this microcosm of his ancestor’s making. Minutes passed. But as was human nature… contentment alone soon lost its appeal. Orion remembered why he had come here, what had spurred this confusion, and the answers he sought. And he asked Vasquer all of them—his doubts about the pantheon, his doubts about Argrave and his family, and above all… his doubts about his father.

Vasquer showed him caution, planted an image of disaster in his head. The information she gave might hurt him. Orion did hesitate. He had thrown himself into danger on behalf of his ideals in the past, but Orion liked pain and suffering no more than any. Vasquer had given him his comfort. Now was the time for truth, painful though it might be.

And so the truth came.

Felipe I… Vasquer, this great serpent before him… they had never come to Berendar to forge a kingdom. They came as protectors, defenders of the world. They sought to establish a bastion against the great evil of Gerechtigkeit.

Orion saw the great calamity they had endured. To call it an apocalypse was to undermine its power. It was, more than anything, death, destruction, and loss. It was the cold scrutiny of judgement. It decided whether this world was worth its continued existence.

And Orion saw how their pure defense of the world was undermined by their own kin. Felipe I and Vasquer… their own children betrayed them. The first son craved dominion over men. He turned protectors into enforcers of his will and declared a kingdom. The second son craved dominion over life. He embraced the unnatural magic of vampirism and went to war with the first son over the kingdom.

Yet the third son… he craved a good, fulfilling life. He pitted the first and second sons against each other, causing betrayals in their ranks and continued disunity until they both perished in their foolish, overreaching ventures. He embraced the help of ninety-six spirits who gave him power. In return, he helped them become gods.

And this union… from him, the great illusion of the Kingdom of Vasquer was born. The war against the elves, the origins of the gods… this third son twisted an ambitious conquest into a war of liberation, and a pact of mutual benefit between himself and the spirits into a blessing from gods divinely anointing him as king.

From the beginning until now, Orion had been basing his life on fiction. The ideals he held so close to his heart were nothing but fabrications to disguise a treachery.

Yet Vasquer did not hate this third son of hers, despite rotting away for so long. He did not know she was bound here. And even beyond that… she did not hate her other children. Vasquer, instead, placed the blame on herself. She had known of the darkness within her children’s hearts, yet could not solve their troubles.

She did not wish to make the same mistake with her modern-day descendants. Vasquer hoped that Orion could be pure and righteous, despite all that he’d done at the behest of deceivers.

Once that hope was conveyed, new information came rushing through their link. Orion embraced the souls of his kin—Elenore and Argrave, and their journey here. The truth of them all was laid bare before him. He experienced Elenore’s anguish, her suffering. He experienced Argrave’s desperate struggle against Gerechtigkeit, where every day was fought to prepare against the judgement of the calamity.

And then… he felt something else conveyed through the link. The rottenness of Felipe’s soul. The malice behind everything that he had done. The hatred he bore for himself and others. The pure, unadulterated malevolence behind all his actions.

“Orion!” Boarmask shouted, shaking the prince. “Orion! Please, move, do anything! Royal guards…”

Orion finally opened his eyes and turned to the masked knight.

“Oh, gods.” Boarmask exhaled in relief, half-slumping over the prince. “Finally, you move. Don’t know why in the world I came with you. Royal knights are—”

Orion rose to his feet, seeming to ignore what Boarmask said. Ahead, royal knights entered the chamber.

“I need to speak to my father,” Orion declared levelly.

Boarmask removed his helmet, face full of despair. “You’re sure about that?”

“I’m sure.” Orion nodded.

The knight looked prepared to weep, but he quickly put his helmet back on.


Chapter 59

Orion stepped through a dark dank corridor, alone. Innumerable empty cells persisted along this pathway, blocked by thick iron bars. The stone, some of it stained by blood, told stories of past atrocities. The puddles of oil and water made unpleasant noises beneath his boots, the sound echoing throughout the cold confines. Even still, his approach was disguised by fierce, howling winds battering against the walls of the Dragon Palace’s cliffside dungeon.

Prince Orion saw two blue magic lights shining past the rusted iron of a distant cell. He could hear uneven, wrathful breathing, and some strange sounds of metal against metal and against fabric. He stepped ever closer, his chest tightening as he did so. Someone large stepped out of the cell, wiping their gauntleted hands down with a wet cloth.

King Felipe paused mid-step when he caught sight of Orion. He was in full armor. Jezuit, the knight-commander, had informed Orion the king did not travel anywhere without his armor, now. At all times, he was prepared to war, equipping all of the kingdom’s most powerful relics. Jezuit also informed Orion that the king was here, refusing all visitors.

The king looked surprised to see Orion, but he planted both of his feet down, and his back straightened to assume his regal posture. The blue light of the magic lamps cast a grim shadow over his now extraordinarily gaunt face and graying black beard. In short order, the king resumed wiping his gauntlets down.

“My son,” the king said slowly, the word ‘son’ dripping with disdain. He dropped the cloth, which was wholly red. “Back, after gallivanting through southern territories just like your older brother. I do hope you achieved something with that foolish outing of yours.” He shook his head slowly. “Considering I now know Argrave is in Relize, I doubt that.”

Orion stepped around the king as he talked, coming to the cell that he’d just left. He grabbed the iron bar, peering beyond at Levin. His brother was chained to the wall and looked unharmed. The copious amounts of blood pooling around him indicated the truth of what had happened. Orion glanced around. He saw implements—hooks, barbs, knives, all splayed out across a simple iron bench.

“You tortured him,” Orion said quietly, turning around. “Your own son.”

Felipe stared at Orion. He stepped into the cell, and Levin recoiled away from him, whimpering like a beaten dog. The king grabbed a long iron rod with a hook at the end. “I disciplined him. It’s a father’s duty.” He stepped toward Orion. “I took no pleasure in it. Even still, a king must—”

Orion stepped toward Felipe, using one arm to push him against the cell bars with until their enchantments sparked in protest. “Stop lying to me. Stop lying to us. How could you?” His voice tremored both of sadness and anger.

Felipe got a better foothold and pushed Orion away. The prince staggered back. “I don’t need to justify myself to you. Levin was erring, and—”

“I spoke to Vasquer!” Orion shouted back. “I know all of what went through your head. I want to know how you could be driven to that.” He took steps forward. “Your first wife dies, my mother changes after I’m born… Why would you choose to spread misery? Why did you feel the need to drag others with you in pain?”

“You know nothing of what occurs in my head,” Felipe spat back viciously. “You believe the foul machinations of some serpent over your father’s word? This is why I called you slow-witted, Orion.” The king stepped forth. “It took you two years to learn how to read, and longer still for basic arithmetic. Even if you could see inside my head, could you understand what goes on in there? What a joke.

“By your age… my father was long dead,” Felipe ranted, stepping past Orion. “I tripled our nation’s revenue in a year, conquered vast stretches of territory until Vasquer was the sole major power on this continent north of the Burnt Desert. I gave my brothers great palaces, wealth unimaginable! Regene, Monganno, Tirisan, archdukes all. I handed this to them, asking nothing in return. They were my kin.”

“They’re all dead,” Orion reminded him. “Their lines were extinguished.”

“No fault of mine.” Felipe turned his head back. “I try to do the same for you… make you Archduke of the Margravate of Parbon, prime Vasquer for expansion into the Burnt Desert. My children…” He spat the word. “All of you could rule realms the size of kingdoms past. Yet Induen ruins things, you ruin things, Levin ruins things, Elenore ruins things, and Argrave ruins things. At every turn, none can simply obey. I always try to do right by my family.” Felipe’s face grew tight with rage. “Unfortunately, those gods you pray to so fervently have cursed me with idiotic children whom I must coddle at every turn. No matter what, all of you fail simple guidelines.”

Felipe spread his arms out. “You push me to this. Elenore and her foolish elopement, Induen practically killing himself…” He grabbed another implement of torture, turning back toward Levin. “This one, trying to fracture the realm and name himself king. Argrave, nipping at my heels like a jackal in a vainglorious attempt to tear down a giant in his pursuit of something not his.” Felipe brandished the implement, walking closer to Orion. “And you, now, with this foolish confrontation. You give me no choice.”

Orion’s face slowly lost sadness and anger both in the prolonged silence as Felipe let his words hang. “…You’re gone. You’ve been gone a long while.”

Felipe held the instrument out. It was a jagged pair of scissors. “You can fix this, Orion. Start obeying. Stop thinking. I am your father. You saw how well I treated your uncles. They practically drowned in wealth. If not for the gods’ whims, they’d still be doing so. You can still salvage things. To start…” Felipe looked back to Levin, bound and chained. “You must learn the lesson of a king.”

Orion shook his head. “I cannot learn. You teach untenable lessons.”

Felipe took a deep breath and sighed. “Then, what? Will you hit me? You’ve proven time and time again to be incapable of such a—”

Orion thrust his fist at Felipe’s face. The king, well-enhanced by his armor and whatever relics he wore, was more than sufficiently prepared to block the blow. He received it on the elbow, and magic sparked as enchantments resisted the force of his attack.

“Guards!” Felipe’s voice echoed out across the cells as he backed away from Orion. “Guards!”

“My Waxknights will tend to whatever guards you call. Boarmask retrieved them. They’re infected with the plague you spread across the southern lands,” Orion said calmly, walking forth.

Felipe threw the set of scissors at Orion, yet they were deflected easily with a simple swat. The king rushed, one hand conjuring an axe of pure wind. He swung it overhead wildly at Orion, the axe shearing through the stone of the ceiling in its brutish path.

Orion freely utilized the Blessings still within him, raising his hand. The moisture in the air gave him ample fuel to spawn ice, and a block of ice manifested in his outstretched hand. The axe of wind tore through it yet slowed it enough for Orion to grasp it firmly. The wind tore at his flesh, yet he was uncaring. He pulled the king forth, slamming his other fist at Felipe’s face.

Even still, Felipe blocked with his forearm, handling the powerful attack gracefully. Orion, thinking quickly, unclenched his fist and grasped Felipe’s forearm. His other hand released the axe, coming to grapple with Felipe. Orion got his arm beneath his shoulder and lifted the king up, then turned and tackled him through the bars of an adjacent cell. They were enchanted and did not break easily.

The king struggled vainly against Orion as he ran through one, two, three, four iron bars, wheezing every time his back struck one. Felipe, an A-rank mage, fought like Induen did. He utilized combat spells at long distance and conjured magical weapons at short distance, provided he had no enchanted weapons on hand. Grappling, even with the serious strength offered by the armor and relics he wore, was not his forte.

The king and the prince collapsed to the ground once they’d broken through five different cells.

“How could you do this to us!?” Orion shouted.

The king struggled to protect his unarmored face as Orion rained blows down upon him—headbutts, punches, elbows. He used his Blessings to imbue his blows with electricity, fire. He breathed poison out of his mouth. Despite this, Felipe’s defense remained unbreakable. After a time, Orion tried to restrain his father’s hands to get a solid hit. The change in strategy gave the king time to cast a spell.

A burst of wind tossed Orion back hard enough to slam him against the corner of the ceiling. The king rose to his feet as Orion fell through the air. A mana ripple lit up the dim, dank cell as the king prepared to use an A-rank spell. The moment that Orion’s feet met the ground, he lunged at the king as quickly as a cheetah. The spell completed first.

A great curtain of ice erupted out of Felipe’s hands, blocking vision of all before the king. The spell moved like a landslide, breaking the iron bars of all nearby cells like twigs and burying all in front beneath crystalline ice. The spell slammed against the stone wall, and though the enchantments shined in protest as they desperately tried to hold back the tide, the wall broke. The ice pushed out into the open sky, like a blue-white crystal sprouting from the palace atop the mountain in Dirracha.

Ice shattered on the right side, and Felipe quickly turned, using blood magic to conjure a wicked greatsword. Orion stepped out, a large chunk of his right shoulder missing and his right leg so badly mangled as to be unserviceable. Despite all of that, the prince ran, each step making his wound worse.

The greatsword of blood moved through the air with inhuman speed to intercept Orion. The prince’s leg nearly bent in half as he put weight on it to pivot… yet the maneuver worked, and the blade barely missed. Orion made as though to punch Felipe’s face once again. The king remained a bastion of defense. So, instead, Orion grabbed at the king’s arm, got a firm grip, and slammed his knee into the king’s gut.

The king’s knees bent and he coughed violently. The armor was an old relic, and though it had been reforged, the spot where Argrave’s [Bloodfeud Bow] struck remained weak. Orion seized on the opportunity, finally landing a solid elbow against the king’s nose. The greatsword spawned of the king’s blood fell from his grip yet did not dissipate.

Orion fell to one knee and grabbed the weapon. Something Vasquer had shown him of Argrave’s journey came to his head, and as though possessed, he reenacted Galamon’s treatment of Induen. The weapon of blood was deadly sharp and powerful, and it even cut through the relic Felipe armored himself in. In seconds, Orion had deprived the spellcaster of his hands.

His energy gone, Orion collapsed back. He stared at the wound on his leg as it slowly sewed itself back together piece by piece. His blood and flesh returned to him as it always did. Though he’d utilized them by habit in the battle… he felt disgusted by his Blessings.

Felipe crawled away already, never lacking for endurance. His route led to deeper within the cells. With his leg nearly healed, Orion rose to his feet. Regaining his strength ever so slowly, he advanced, leaning on the bars. Ahead, the king similarly stood, stumbling away while bleeding profusely. Catching onto where the king headed, he hastened.

Moments before the king could reenter Levin’s cell and possibly take him hostage, Orion caught up. He grabbed the king’s long mane of hair and threw him against the bench where the torture implements rested. The bench turned over, and the tools clattered atop Felipe. Orion watched for a moment, waiting for movement, but the king remained face-down against the stone.

Orion stepped to where Levin was bound. He undid the shackles, and the broken prince slumped down, freed yet hollow.

“You’ll have to… kill me,” Felipe said, coughing. “All you want… all this misery you claim I’ve sown… Kill me now. Take your place as king. You know it’s the only way,” Felipe said, almost joyously. “You will kill me, Orion. And you will learn. You will learn what it means to be king.”

Orion watched as Felipe tried to stand in vain, his strength draining fast. “If you don’t kill me… the war rages. Then, Argrave will have to kill me. Either way… Either way, I won’t stop until you—”

Prince Orion grabbed his father’s neck, silencing him. “You are done. You no longer decide.”


Chapter 60

Argrave stared at the silver bracer around his forearm. It fit quite snugly, and it was difficult to tell that it was sapping his blood away if not for the slowly-filling glass meter atop it. He sat atop his bed, preparing for his day. Today would be the first day he wore this bracer, and he was curious to see how it affected him.

“…Why are you so unsure?” Argrave asked Anneliese.

Argrave had become a king, now. People would refer to him with the prefix ‘king’ or call him ‘Your Majesty’ to his face… provided they bought the whole idea, at least. Argrave wasn’t sure he did. He didn’t feel particularly kingly. Galamon and Durran addressed him that way. Durran said it was only so he didn’t make a mistake publicly. Anneliese had been addressing him as such, too, until Argrave managed to persuade her that she would become a queen, so the address was unnecessary.

Not much changed in private, though. Argrave went to sleep beside and awoke with Anneliese. They watched the suns set when they could, although recent times had kept them quite busy. They talked about magic, their plans for the future, their experiences in the past… Argrave was very glad of the normalcy in their private life. It kept him grounded, reminded him that he was but a man. Still, he might need someone to mutter ‘memento mori’ in his ears before long.

“Because you posit A-rank ascension will be as simple as walking for me.” Anneliese held her hands out exasperatedly. “It could take months after we find it.”

“And we’ll find it a month from now. Not seeing the issue,” Argrave said with a cheeky smile.

Anneliese caressed her forehead then sat beside him. “You have become a little bit too unflappable these days, Argrave,” she noted, though her voice betrayed some affection. “You, yourself, have been studying A-rank ascension, reading through the textbooks we pilfered from the Order of the Rose and Garm’s personal writing. Surely you know the difficulty by now?”

Argrave sighed at her reminder. In Heroes of Berendar, most A-rank ascensions were passive abilities. Magister Hegazar passively projected an illusion, for instance. As Argrave recalled, Magister Vera’s allowed her to substitute elements in spells while retaining their form—electric fire, for instance. Rowe had the classic Veidimen A-rank ascension, imbuing ice into all spells. Garm’s… Argrave wasn’t sure of it fully, but one facet of it allowed the man to cast spells from his eyes. There was the man in the margrave’s service, too—Helmuth. He had Minor Truesight.

Argrave was trying to implement his undying soul into his A-rank ascension. He wanted to improve upon the [Blood Infusion] he had in mind. He felt it could be done. A resilient soul, as he possessed, could surely implement into his magic. Thus far, he’d considered substituting the blood in blood magic for a strain upon his soul. The idea was tempting, and even feasible. But it negated the benefits of his black blood in blood magic—in essence, his blood magic would lose some of its punch. He wasn’t so eager to delve full-heartedly into that route.

“You’re a genius. I’ve also been studying imbuing, too,” Argrave pointed to her. “You learned that ten times faster than I did. Back at Veiden, you managed to do it in seconds after following my instructions.”

“A simple F-rank spell on a page? You compare that to your studies into imbuing?” she asked incredulously. “What have you mastered by now?”

Argrave turned his head, reaching over to the bronze hand mirror.
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Skills: [Elemental Magic (B)], [Blood Magic (B)], [Healing Magic (C)], [Illusion Magic (C)], [Warding Magic (B)], [Druidic Magic (C)], [Inscription (E)], [Imbuing (C)]




“C-rank imbuing, according to the mirror, mirror on the wall.” Argrave turned his head. “Until I can replicate B-rank spells as enchantments, what’s the point?”

“See? I have not progressed whatsoever on that field. I dislike it when you compare me to you. You always undermine yourself to make me appear more than I am,” Anneliese said.

Argrave set the mirror back on the nightstand. “Alright, alright. I think I have a pretty damned accurate gauge on your skills, though. I think you can realistically become A-rank in the timeframe allotted. After all, we’ve got notes from ages past. When you and Garm collaborated… you became B-rank in a matter of days.”

Anneliese turned her head to where the Brumesingers played, and soon enough Argrave was watching too. Anneliese’s Starsparrow sat atop their snouts, and they took turns gently tossing the bird to the air and catching it on their noses. It was such a bizarre thing, but the animals seemed to be genuinely enjoying it. Soon enough, the both of them were smiling.

“I can only try not to disappoint, Argrave,” Anneliese eventually said, resigned. “So, this ascension… Life Cycle, you called it.” She turned her head. “You can think of none better? None that synchronize with you, perhaps?”

Argrave shook his head. “Considered finding you one that matches with my battle strategy, but… I’d prefer you be capable in your own right. Life Cycle somewhat matches up with me, anyway.” Argrave smiled as he thought of it. “Bottom line, though, it focuses on remedying a universal problem for all spellcasters—the supply of magic.” Argrave rose to his feet. “We’d best get going. I’m told my personal heraldry would be finished this morning.”

***

“I picked this one personally from numerous others, Your Majesty. I believe it is the best artistry,” Leopold explained.

“Can’t exactly see it,” Argrave pointed out, staring at the rolled black cloth before him.

“Apologies, Your Majesty,” Leopold said, stepping forth. He grabbed the cloth and held it up, securing it on the top of the shelf and rolling it out.

Argrave took a step back to get a better view of what might be sewn into thousands of war banners. His eyes wandered the image, considering it.

“Considering we fight against Vasquer, an identical symbol might be confusing, as Your Majesty said. We took your request. A sable field, with an or sun in the center. Four rays of the sun end in the head of snakes, while the four remaining rays heading diagonally end in points.”

Leopold described precisely what Argrave saw, though with terms of traditional tincture rather than color. The base of the cloth was black, with a golden sun emblazoned on the center. The sun had eight wavy rays—those occupying the cardinal directions ended in snake heads. Those heading diagonally tapered off to a point instead.

“It’s distinct from the snake of Vasquer, while retaining some of its original elements. In battle, it should be easy to distinguish. And the sun… even if it is one instead of the two above, it remains a universal symbol of power and life, Your Majesty,” Leopold noted smoothly. “If this does not match with Your Majesty’s vision, I can retrieve some of the others.”

Argrave shook his head, still feeling ill at ease with his new address. “I do want to see some others, just in case… but I like this one quite a bit.” Argrave turned. “Do you like it?”

Anneliese tilted her head as she stared. “It inspires a certain morale. Yes, I do like it. I think it is a curious custom, these banners. And the terminology… sable is black, correct? What is white?”

“Albus, maybe,” Argrave suggested, knowing that word’s translation only because of a certain wizard.

“Argent,” Leopold corrected. “I am unsure where His Majesty got ‘albus’ from.”

“Good work, Leopold,” Argrave complimented, unbothered by the correction.

“Thank the craftsman, Your Majesty,” Leopold deflected. “I’ll put together some others for you to look at.”

Leopold stepped away. As he opened the door, his son, Ansgar, very nearly collided with him.

“Careful now, son,” the leader of Relize said, stepping past him.

Ansgar entered, nodding at his father as he passed. “Your Majesty… Elenore would like to have a word with—”

Just as the door was about to shut, Elenore stopped it with her hand, pushing it open.

“Argrave,” Elenore called out. “No, that’s not right, is it? Your Majesty,” she greeted. Argrave stared at her passively. Her breathing was a bit fast, he noted. Had she run here?

“You’re my sister. Call me as you always do, please.” Argrave looked to the Dandalan family man. “Give us a moment, Ansgar,” he directed.

The man bowed, and quickly left. Once the door was shut, Anneliese noted, “You’re quite rattled, Elenore.”

“I’m fi—” She paused, then nodded finally, realizing lying before Anneliese was fruitless. “Yes, that’s true. I have been rattled. I know you don’t care to hear, Argrave, but I must tell you.” She took some steps closer. “Felipe has been captured by Orion.”

“What did you just say?” Argrave’s face slowly shifted as he processed what she’d said. “That doesn’t even make sense. They’re not enemies.”

“Rumors are flying everywhere, but… from what I could piece together, Orion visited Vasquer—the snake, that is. From there, he went berserk—attacked Felipe, maiming him badly. I don’t know specifics, but it was about Levin. His personal guard remained loyal to him and seized the palace. The city is in chaos—they don’t even have the numbers to retain order.”

Elenore took another step, but staggered. Anneliese caught her, then helped her to sit. Argrave could see blood coming at the bottom of her leg where the prostheses clamped.

“You didn’t need to run here.” Argrave kneeled, ready to heal her.

“This is terrible, Argrave. Disastrous,” Elenore told him bluntly. “I know… I know why you don’t want to work with me. You’re right—I am naught but a hypocrite. I didn’t trust you, wanted to take matters into my own hands. But I can’t leave things ruined like this. Even if you don’t want my help, you’ll get it.”

Argrave stayed kneeling, then healed the wounds caused by her mad dash. Anneliese sent no signal Elenore was lying… but Argrave didn’t think he needed one.

“I treated you like you were… like other members of the family, despite knowing you’re not,” Elenore continued. “Maybe it’s no excuse, but I’m not used to being underneath someone. I’m used to going my own way. All that said, I cannot allow you to walk into treacherous futures alone. I have to—”

Argrave held his hand in front of her mouth to quiet her. When she paused, Argrave said, “I’m no saint either, you realize. You’re smart. Surely I don’t need to spell it out for you.”

“…I don’t dare say it, for fear of being wrong,” Elenore said quietly. “But can I…? I mean, can we…?”

“Past week has been nerve-wracking beyond belief without you,” Argrave admitted. “I’d already gotten it into my head that this was to be a permanent thing, you and me working together. But if the left leg can’t communicate with the right? It’d be a disaster.”

“I… I think I knew that. I certainly made many decisions toward that end. Ruleo, heh…” She shook her head. “And others. Many others. People I couldn’t trust, that thought they knew better than I did. What I’ve done to get where I am…”

“I know. Put that behind you,” comforted Argrave. “World’s ending, sis. No time for permanent rifts. We can put all of this stuff behind us. I just need you to promise that you’ll never again deceive me like this.” Argrave grabbed her hands. “I don’t want, or need, someone to do my dirty work. I don’t want a pet Bat. I want my talented little sister.”

“Older sister,” she corrected.

“You’re quite small, at least compared to me,” Argrave rebuked, stone-faced.

She shook her head, the faintest of smiles playing about the corners of her mouth. “Then… if you’re alright with me…”

“Yes?”

“We need to decide our course of action after Orion’s… I don’t even know what to call it,” Elenore shook her head. “So much will change. And he’s still yet to take action beyond capturing Felipe, so far as I know.”

“Maybe this is a change for the better?” Argrave suggested hopefully. “What’ll happen, you think?”

“Madness,” Elenore said. “Madness and opportunism.”

Argrave turned his head to Anneliese. She gave a slow, steady nod of agreement. Argrave’s face grew grim.

“I’ll strike up the band.” Argrave rose to his feet.


Chapter 61

“You’ve already declared your intent to take the throne, Your Majesty,” Leopold reminded Argrave. “This revelation doesn’t change that, so far as I’m concerned. And need I remind you… of the promises you made?”

The six of them stood around Leopold’s grand council room—Argrave’s companions, Elenore, and Leopold. The room was far too large for them alone, but no one else was around to take their seats. At the very least, not for now.

“My brother’s actions did not shock me so badly as to make me forget promises. All I promised Relize will be delivered,” Argrave said pointedly. “If Orion is in Dirracha… if he’s spoken to Vasquer… that means he probably knows our intent,” Argrave said to Elenore.

Leopold frowned. “Vasquer? Your Majesty means… the tales of that snake being unearthed are more than simply tales?”

Argrave nodded. “Yes, Vasquer is real. We’d hoped to keep her hidden, but not all went as planned.”

“Do you truly believe Vasquer would trust Orion enough to disclose our intent?” Elenore questioned. “She might not have shared everything. Or anything, even.”

“Orion, erratic as he is, genuinely wants to do good.” Argrave shook his head. “I think I can say with relative confidence Vasquer shared… something. It’s the only explanation for why he might do something so drastic. The Orion I know would never harm family. He was blind to Induen’s malevolence, and would not rebel against Felipe just the same. He has to have learned.”

“If he has, the way he’s gone about it is simply madness.” Elenore shook her head.

“Does the possibility of cooperation exist?” Argrave posited. “I think, at the very least, it’s worth making contact with him.”

“I can try to do so.” Elenore nodded confidently. “I’m… hesitant, given his nature.”

“More important than Orion…” Anneliese cut in. “The king, alone, is one man. The kingdom is the key. As Elenore said, even if Orion declares that Argrave is well and truly king and his intentions match perfectly with our own… I cannot see this lessening the burden of war. Indeed, it may intensify things. Naming oneself king does not grant one the kingdom, after all.”

Durran stepped into the conversation, sitting atop the table. “Our enemy’s leadership has crumbled. I should think this is a good thing for us.”

“So long as Felipe lives, things get… murky,” Elenore said grimly. “Orion’s actions will win him no support. They are… bluntly put, reckless and alarming. Orion already has a reputation for unpredictability and has no steadfast allies. I imagine the nobles of central Vasquer will reject any orders he might give and take this as opportunity rather than hazard. In essence, the authority of the monarchy… it’s been subverted, and very nearly dissolved. All Orion has is his personal guard—Waxknights, he called them. He has no allies, none that would support him. And so… this is why I claimed things would be madness.”

Argrave raised a brow, surprised that name for Orion’s knights had been adopted. So far as he remembered, he’d never said that name out loud to Orion specifically. Either he misremembered things… or Orion had seen into his memories. Slowly, he crossed his arms and stepped into the center of the council room.

“We’ll wait for Orion’s response to Elenore,” Argrave declared. “But… Galamon. You and Patriarch Dras conquered all of Veiden in a time past. And all of these conquests… were they by the sword?”

Galamon shifted once he’d be called upon. “No, Your Majesty. As many were by promise and alliance as by sword and spell.”

“Precisely so.” Argrave nodded. “Consequently… if they’re disillusioned by the idea of Orion as a monarch, it’s our time to reach out to them. We may be able to win over many heads bloodlessly.” Argrave looked at Elenore. “This is somewhat what you intended at Atrus, but at a grander scale, yes?”

“…Reasonably so.” Elenore nodded, hesitating a beat. “But the nobles of central Vasquer—they have not experienced chaos or a loss of leadership. Many have strong ties with each other. Above all, they’re upstarts… and the most loyal to Felipe, personally, as a consequence. If we advance too strongly, they may federate in some manner. Indeed, a federation is probably inevitable.”

Argrave nodded, digesting her words. “The bottom line remains, however, that Vasquer must be reunified. Relize is risking nearly everything on this war of ours—they’ve suspended trade, turned their galleys into vessels of war, marshalled all of their forces, and gathered enough supplies to provision that army.” Argrave fixed his gaze upon Leopold. “I cannot betray that faith. They place all on the line. I have to give them a return on their investment.”

“I am glad Your Majesty keeps this in mind.” Leopold dipped his head, stroking his beard.

“We have long ago committed to this path.” Argrave stepped around. “I will not forsake the promises I’ve made because of this new development. If I can win some to my side without bloodshed, good—I will treat these people as generously as I am able. If Orion is willing to accept these promises, I will treat him well in turn. But I made a pledge, and I must keep it.”

“Inspirational,” Durran said drolly. “Maybe save that speech when there’s more than five people listening. Er, Your Majesty,” Durran amended at the end.

Argrave laughed lightly. “Perhaps I should.” He stepped up to the head of one of the tables, all five of those present in his eyesight. “So, we tread delicately. We approach things optimistically, yet maintain the realistic aspect of things.” Argrave adjusted his collar. “I think some delegates to central Vasquer are in order, for starters. I know these nobles well—I’ll take a personal hand in that arrangement. Once the fortress at Indanus Divide is established, we move a great bulk of our troops to take position there. Regardless… this civil war must be brought to an end. We still must prepare to do just that.”

***

“Gods be damned,” said Durran as he and Argrave walked down a hallway. “Every day, this feels… more and more real,” he noted. “What’s your plan for the rest of the day… Your Majesty?”

“Have to scout out this guy that’s been giving Leopold’s men some trouble. He has a handle on the shipyard better than anyone, so I’m told, but he’s being a bit resistant to the changes. Nothing out of the ordinary, I guess. I’m a negotiator with a fancy title. After that… don’t know.” Argrave stretched. “Probably unwind with Anneliese, study magic. These are the last precious days of peace before we start marching, ostensibly. I am still worried about our lack of spellcasters…”

Durran grabbed Argrave’s elbow. “Talk to you a minute?”

Argrave turned. “Sure. What is it?”

“Over here,” Durran said, leading Argrave to a quiet window far from the areas of heavy traffic.

“Something wrong?” Argrave raised a brow.

“Thought you should know… Huh,” Durran trailed off. “I’m seeing a little bit of gray on your eyes, again.”

Argrave touched his cheeks almost by instinct. “Really now? That’s… Wow, yeah, that is good news.” Argrave was smiling, but it slowly faded. “Something tells me you had other things on your mind.”

Durran looked out the window. “Yeah. I… thought you should know, considering your relation and all… even if it is a bit superficial, given the whole Heroes of Berendar thing, whatever in the world that’s about…” Durran turned his head a little further away as though Argrave had suddenly become Medusa and meeting his eyes would turn him to stone. “I… plan on going after your sister.”

A rush of surprise took Argrave. He had the presence of mind to avoid patting Durran on the shoulder enthusiastically as a little something entertaining took root in his mind.

“You can’t kill her,” Argrave said, keeping his face solemn. “She’s a very valuable member of this team—you know that. What are you talking about?”

“No…!” Durran looked around to be sure none overheard, then held his hands out. “Of course I’m not talking about that. You think I’m stupid?”

“So… what do you mean, ‘go after’?” Argrave pressed.

“I mean…” Durran gestured, the word not coming to him whatsoever. “I mean… she and I… Gods, I don’t know what the hell I mean.”

Argrave’s lips were twisting as he tried to keep the smile off his face.

“Like you and Anneliese, I guess. Seeing that… Something like that, it would be…” Durran finally looked at Argrave, his brow lowering as he caught sight of Argrave’s barely concealed smile.

When the realization dawned that Argrave knew precisely what he was talking about from the beginning, Durran kicked him in the shin. Argrave stepped away to protect himself, finally letting free his laughter as he cried, “Ow, ow! You’re wearing armor; that hurts!”

“Pouring my heart out to a mocking mannequin,” Durran lamented, stepping away. After a time, he found the humor in the situation and turned around, pointing at Argrave as he declared, “You’ve got problems, you know that?”

“I’ve heard it said.” Argrave rubbed his shin. “In all seriousness—I appreciate the heads up. Go for it. Just…” Argrave straightened. “Far be it from me to give advice about the potential drawbacks… but don’t muck things up.”

“Wow. I’d planned on doing just that until you reminded me,” Durran said mockingly.

A door opened, and someone stepped out. When the woman caught sight of Durran and Argrave, she meekly bowed and said, “Your Majesty,” then moved away speedily.

“Gods,” Durran said after she left. “Completely forgot. I just… I just kicked a king.”

Argrave smiled bitterly. “Yeah, well… try not to make it a habit, I guess.”

Durran moved to the window. “It’s… a little surreal, what I’ve been doing. We’ve been doing,” he corrected. “Gulf between us… gets bigger and bigger. Can’t act so freely. Always thought I would be the main figure in the story. Now…” Durran shook his head. “Not that I’m complaining.”

“Looks like I’ll have to make you a duke, since you’re so worried about the gulf between us,” Argrave said.

Durran laughed at the notion, until his face froze when he realized Argrave wasn’t laughing with him. “Well… uh, I’ve said all I need to. Thanks for your time, King Argrave. Enjoy the rest of your day.”

***

“Thanks for all your help lately, Galamon,” commented Argrave spontaneously. “Though… guess it’s not just lately, is it?”

“No, Your Majesty,” agreed Galamon.

Argrave smiled at his candor. “And things with you—how have they been? Hopefully you have more to say than just ‘I’m fine.’”

Anneliese and Argrave both looked to him, curious for his answer.

“I feel… like I’m back decades ago,” admitted Galamon.

Argrave paused, running that through his head. “You mean… back at Dras’ conquest?”

“Precisely.” Galamon nodded. “You are well-suited to the role you have, now.”

Argrave was taken aback by this. It was one thing to hear that from Leopold or any number of the others… but Galamon saying that had a strange weight to it. Ironically, it didn’t fill him with confidence. It felt like he met a standard he’d have to try desperately to uphold.

“I feel like a fraud,” Argrave confessed. “Feel like it’s a matter of time before I fail, and everyone realizes that I wasn’t meant to be king.”

“You are—” Anneliese began.

“You will fail, Your Majesty.” Galamon nodded in agreement, cutting her off. “Minimizing the effects of that… remaining standing despite failure… that is the mark of true success. To be successful is easy. To overcome failure decides one’s true potential.”

Argrave stared at Galamon, feeling the man had said something quite profound.

Galamon cleared his throat, and Argrave briefly questioned if he was embarrassed. “…Or so I have been thinking, these past few months. The notion of a cure to my ailment… though I cannot say I feel a fraud, I do question if I deserve such a thing. If that is what Veid truly has in mind for me.”

“You do deserve it,” Argrave assured him.

“Considering you feel like an imposter even now, Your Majesty, you should know how little those words change my mind.”

Argrave scratched at his cheek. “I guess all that’s left to do is to walk the path ahead.”


Chapter 62

“One king is torn down before he can be crowned…” Duke Sumner, the young, brown of hair, and finely groomed mage of the south walked around a table where a map of Vasquer had been arrayed. He planted a crimson pin in the center of northern Vasquer, then lifted his head up.

All of the grand nobility of the south had gathered today. Margrave Reinhardt, leader of the southern rebellion, stood at the head of the table, flanked by his half-blind son Elias. Closest beside him was the ashen-haired Count Delbraun of Jast, the shrewd Duke Enrico of Mateth with his daughter Nikoletta, and the once-obese Duke Marauch of Elbraille. Each and all were avid supporters of the margrave. They comprised the majority of the southeast of Vasquer.

Opposing them was another faction in the southern rebellion. These people, largely free of ties to the margrave, had rallied behind Duke Sumner. They staunchly opposed the notion that Argrave should be their backed claimant. Fittingly, they comprised the southwest.

“One king is crowned by jumped up merchants who would play at being lords…” Sumner continued, retrieving a yellow pin and planting it in a city at the foot of the North Sea—Relize. “And now… one king has been maimed by his own son. Who knows? We may yet have a fourth, should the situation in Dirracha change.”

The margrave took a deep breath and exhaled. “Are you here to joke, Duke Sumner?”

“Only a little.” The duke shook his head, wavy brown hair swaying slightly. “But… more so I came to voice the concerns of some of the people within this party. Revoice, rather. I think it’s well past time for us to set this matter aside, to mend the small crack of disunity that’s formed.” The duke spread his arms out. “Everyone has assembled. All the armies of the south willing to fight against Vasquer are here. But—unity in purpose is key.”

The margrave nodded, leaning forward as he gazed across the map. His red eyes jumped from person to person. “You cannot be persuaded to back Argrave,” Reinhardt concluded. “Despite his deeds.”

Silence reigned—none voiced their thoughts openly, but it was clear that was the consensus from those opposite the margrave’s party.

“Elias tells me of the boy,” Duke Marauch said, his voice a sonorous thing, not at all like the cloying, almost blubbering tones he’d had when he had been overweight. “I would agree that he’s a rather attractive proposal. And I trust Elias,” Marauch said.

People seemed to pay his word little heed. A shrewish man spoke, suggesting, “It is not the man himself so much as the company he keeps. Though he’s not involved a third party into this war as we feared, but rather merchants in Relize, the bottom line of our worries has not changed.”

“…Those worries being?” Reinhardt pressed.

“Usurpation,” Sumner said succinctly. “I am sure many of us, indeed most of us, have engaged with some of the patricians in Relize or their hands. The Relizeans are a… Hmm…” Sumner paused. “They are an uncompromisingly avaricious people. They do not act without a motive to profit. I am sure that this war is viewed more as an investment from their oligarchy rather than a genuine rebellion against malicious authority.”

“And why do you assume Argrave would be willing to strip territory from his allies in efforts to repay the patricians at Relize?” Duke Enrico rebutted smoothly, his daughter Nikoletta nodding in agreement. “I have been doing business with the Relizeans in a peaceful and profitable way for much of my life. Though flamboyant and gaudy, they do not overreach—the south is beyond them. If we ally with this force, it is much more sensible for them to seek acquisition of territories in the north and central Vasquer—territories which, I might remind you, are in direct opposition to both our armies.”

“Is it sensible to allow Argrave to distribute these forces to… mere merchants?” another on Sumner’s side questioned.

“All of our ancestors were merely humans with big egos before their land was bestowed upon them by the crown,” Delbraun of Jast pointed out. “Why should the victor receive no spoils? If they can conquer, so be it.”

Elias’ gaze wandered the crowd. “I will say why,” he suggested. “All of you have heard of the devastating blows to the north—Atrus’ fracture, now Orion’s coup. It’s no coincidence our ranks have swelled—you see this as an easy victory, and you seek benefits for your own house in the event of victory. Argrave’s army poses problems to your advancement. You cannot receive the wealth you seek if Argrave promises it to his merchant supporters.”

“Elias,” the margrave protested, though weakly.

“But let me remind you—in its centuries of existence, the kingdom of Vasquer has prevailed against tremendous threats,” Elias continued. “The walls of Dirracha have never fallen, and dozens of fortresses stand between us and the capital. This is to be no easy victory. We must take every advantage we can get. And, above all, we cannot harm the people of the realm by splintering the kingdom. This is not a war of conquest and spoil—it is one of righteous justice.”

As people bristled, the margrave quickly spoke. “My son is right in that this is to be no easy victory. And Duke Sumner presents a good point in mentioning the disunity this matter has caused. Consequently, I declare this—Argrave will not be our claimant. As suggested, we proceed as champions against injustice and tyranny, seeking to overthrow Vasquer.”

The margrave stood straight. “What happens after the war… we will consider it only once we have breached the walls of Dirracha once and for all.”

***

Two people walked through the door to one of the mystical transporters filling the center of the Tower of the Gray Owl, hauling a large, tall object between the two of them. They looked around, fascinated by the area they entered. Unlike most other areas of the Tower, this place was wide-open, and accommodated only one person.

Tower Master Castro cleared his throat at the two as the large disc they held, wrapped by cloth, wobbled dangerously. The men refocused on their task.

“This way,” the Tower Master instructed them.

The two laborers led the giant cloth-wrapped disc to one corner of the room, bending their knees as they lowered it to the ground. Once done, they gave a polite bow then made for the transporters, eyes still wandering about the gigantic room atop the Tower of the Gray Owl.

Castro stared at the disc, its form hidden by a large white cloth. He took a deep breath and exhaled, as though what he was about to face required him to steel himself. He walked to one corner of the room and retrieved a booklet. He read it as he walked back to the disc, and then raised one hand to unwrap it.

Just then, the baby-blue-haired Ingo stepped out from his room, and Castro turned his head.

“Should you be up? Do you feel well?” the Tower Master questioned, holding the booklet open.

“I… You’ve been fretting about this thing for days, Master. I was…” Ingo’s voice faded.

Castro pursed his old lips. “If you feel fine… it is no trouble for you to look upon it.”

Ingo smiled his innocent smile, then walked closer. It was clear from his steps that he was not totally well. “What is it, Master Castro?”

“Proof, or so I’ve been told,” Castro said cynically, reading the booklet one more time. “Went through a lot of effort to retrieve this. Called in many favors. From what I read, it’s…” He shook his head. “Well, enough.”

Castro shook himself briefly, then stepped to the wrapped disc. He grabbed the cloth, slowly unwinding it bit by bit. The white fabric collapsed to the floor, revealing ever more of the image. It was carved stone, and difficult to make out without the full image before the person. The disc was held in place by two clamps on either side—it looked as though it could be rotated.

As the last bit of cloth fell away, Castro stepped back to where Ingo stood, craning his neck to get a full grasp of it. The stone itself was gray-green, almost like patinaed copper, though with more gray than green. The image depicted was disturbing. The centerpiece was an eye, undisturbed. On its fringes, abominations of all kinds wrapped around it, as though the eye was the centerpiece of a vortex.

“Eye of the storm,” Ingo said at once.

Castro turned his head. “A vision?”

“No… Well, not one right now. But this… I’ve seen it before,” Ingo explained. “I see what exists, not what will be.”

Castro nodded, and gently touched the boy’s shoulder. He stepped away, heading for a tall piece of glasswork in the back of the room: a bottle. The bottle’s bottom resembled a diamond, while its neck was long and tapered off to a dropper that limited how much liquid could escape. Castro seized the bottle by the neck and walked back to the stone disc.

The tower master tilted the bottle to one side, holding its dropper against his finger. A single drop of deep black liquid the faintest hue of red came out. Castro looked at the droplet briefly, then craned up. He rubbed the liquid right in the center of the eye, then stepped back.

The black liquid seeped into the stone almost unnaturally. Then, the liquid spread throughout the eye, giving it depth. It spawned veins where one might expect to see them on the eye, and in seconds, the image became three-dimensional. The eye started to move, looking about. Castro watched it warily.

The eye met Castro’s gaze… and then, the Tower Master knelt to one knee.

Like the eye had never been, the image faded back to simple gray-green stone. Ingo knelt beside the old man, shouting, “Castro! Castro!” in a desperate panic.

“I’m fine,” Castro assured at once. “I’m fine. All is… All is okay.”

“Are you sure? That eye…!” Ingo looked back up toward the stone, but it appeared to be nothing more than what it had been.

“Damn… Argrave…” Castro exhaled. “I saw what you wanted me to. Why’d I… trust…?”

The Tower Master collapsed to the floor, the booklet falling as he held it. Ingo shook the wizened man almost hysterically.

Near the end of the instructions written on the booklet, the final line read, “If you’re a real man, use one droplet of dragon blood. If not, I’d advise portioning it out to ridiculously small amounts.”

Slowly, the Tower Master’s eyes opened, fluttering about like slots on a slot machine before they focused. “Gerechtigkeit,” he whispered softly.


END

Volume five has come to a close. I always enjoyed writing Elenore and characters like her. Heroes are well and good, but they stick in your mind a lot less than the people that do almost inhuman things for human reasons. I hope you enjoyed reading her just the same way. 

As ever, expect the next book in the series to come down the pipeline in the matter of about five or so weeks,  having received a round of editing after its time on Royal Road and Patreon. If you're reading this a while after this volume's release, it might be out already.




Take care!
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