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   All characters in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. And hilarious.
 
    
 
   All events described in this book actually happened. Just not on our world.
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   For God’s sake, let us sit upon the ground
 
   And tell sad stories of the death of kings;
 
   How some have been deposed; some slain in war,
 
   Some haunted by the ghosts they have deposed;
 
   Some poison'd by their wives: some sleeping kill'd;
 
   All murder'd: for within the hollow crown
 
   That rounds the mortal temples of a king
 
   Keeps Death his court and there the antic sits,
 
   Scoffing his state and grinning at his pomp,
 
   Allowing him a breath, a little scene,
 
   To monarchize, be fear'd and kill with looks,
 
   Infusing him with self and vain conceit,
 
   As if this flesh which walls about our life,
 
   Were brass impregnable, and humour'd thus
 
   Comes at the last and with a little pin
 
   Bores through his castle wall, and farewell king!
 
    
 
   Richard II
 
   William Shakespeare
 
   


 
   
  
 



Prologue: The Unique King
 
    
 
   There’s nothing quite like the feeling of the wind in your hair as you fall from the North Tower of the Castle Anuen.
 
   There’s also nothing quite like the abrupt, sickening thud that inevitably follows.
 
   There had been many assassinations in the history of the Kingdom of Rone, but this one differed from all the others in three important ways. First of all, there had never been an attempt on the King’s life. Previous assassinations had targeted Dukes, Counts, Barons, and the occasional Yodeler, but nobody had ever been so ambitious as to off the King.
 
   Second, none of the assassinations had been the result of defenestration. This particular detail would make the scholars very happy, since they had been forced to learn the meaning of the word “defenestration” but never had an opportunity to use it.
 
   And finally, the motive behind the assassination was unique. In all previous assassinations in the Kingdom, the motive involved moving someone up the line of succession. In the case of King Vincent Rone, it was exactly the opposite.
 
   King Vincent was a passable King, but certainly his death would play a bigger part in his legacy than anything he had done in life. Even then, his untimely and unique demise would only amount to a footnote in the history books. Because when the story is all told, it is about another King entirely, and about a sword called the Saintskeep.
 
   But that comes later. To truly understand the scope of this event, we must begin our story three months earlier in the County of Arwall, in the southeast corner of the Kingdom of Rone…
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   Relics Lost
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 1: The Toll at the Bridge
 
    
 
   The land of Arwall was known for very little besides its mud. Just as those in the northern tundra had developed over a hundred words for snow, so had the Arwalls coined more than thirty words for mud. “If there was a market for red-dirt,” Lord Kelliwick had once said in a speech, “We would certainly have cornered it. And just as certainly, we would be trading it all for a pair of dry socks.”
 
   Lord Kelliwick was a favored Baron in the Arwall region for his honest disposition, his disarming sense of humor, and most importantly, his inability to levy taxes effectively. Count Arwall had spent a considerable amount of time editing a tax code for his County, and most of the Barons were able to provide the appropriate income. Lord Kelliwick, however, was somehow incompetent, and always came up short.
 
   “I’m very bad at math,” Kelliwick had explained to the Count, “Also, it’s hard to get to everyone; there’s so much slurve.”
 
   It was the slurve and the tax code that Jareld had to deal with on a drizzling Thursday in March. Jareld was not from Arwall, and so he only had one word for mud. He was one assignment short of graduating from the Towers of Seneca, the most prestigious academy in the Kingdom. At the age of seventeen, he would be the youngest man to do so.
 
   “Stop there,” said the bridge attendant, a rotund man named Carl. “I’m afraid there’s a toll for the use of this bridge.” 
 
   Jareld and his travel companion, Thor, stopped their horses. Thor was from a place called Maethran, where they had a considerable number of words for chicken. Thor was several years younger than Jareld, and also a scholar at the Towers. But where Jareld was accepted based on merit, Thor was probably enrolled as a result of the generous contributions from his father. It’s not that Thor was spoiled. It’s just that the phrase Thor the Scholar was an oxymoron.
 
   The Academy had a rule about sending their scholars out into the real world. They always sent them in twos. It wasn’t that they hoped that two of them would be able to defeat ruffians where one of them couldn’t, but it was in the hope that at least one of them would get away to report the death of the other.
 
   “How much?” Jareld asked.
 
   “Well, I can’t say just yet. I have to ask you a few questions.”
 
   “Are they easy ones?” Thor asked.
 
   Carl looked up at Thor, disgusted at the puerile joke, and also slightly offended, as though being a bridge attendant wasn’t good enough for Thor. But when Carl saw Thor’s face, he realized that the man was serious, and actually wanted to know how difficult the questions would be.
 
   Carl sighed, took out a parchment, and read from it.
 
   “Are you carrying any weapons?”
 
   “No,” Jareld answered.
 
   “Are you carrying any expensive items?” Carl asked.
 
   “We each have one of these,” Jareld said, holding his hand down from his horse to show Carl. “It’s a Signet Ring from the Towers of Seneca, showing that we are scholars of the Academy.”
 
   “Scholars, eh?” Carl said, scratching his head, “Interesting…”
 
   “So, how much do we-” Jareld started.
 
   “Not just yet,” Carl interjected, “Still have some questions. What is your purpose in our fine land of Arwall?”
 
   “Well, we think there’s a cave,” Jareld said, “About four miles north of the shore and two miles east of your western-most border.”
 
   “Well, there are many caves,” Carl said. “But at this time of year, those caves are full of worm-glue.”
 
   “Worm what?” Jareld asked.
 
   “If you want some dryer and, dare I say, nicer caves, you could try up near Johnstown.”
 
   “No,” Jareld said, “You don’t understand: We need to get to that specific cave. We believe that Sir Dorn, the last of the League of the Owl, went there when King James II died, one hundred and forty years ago, and--”
 
   “So, the purpose of your trip is recreational?” Carl asked.
 
   “Well, no, it’s exploratory, or for research.”
 
   “Ex-plor-a-tor-y,” Carl sounded out, while misspelling it on his parchment.
 
   “So, how much do we owe you?” Jareld was getting tired of the drizzle, and his horse was getting stuck in the turcle.
 
   “Well, exploratory fees, plus the rings…carry the two…horses, unarmed…about three kilos of luggage… Neither of you has ever committed a crime, or spent any time in a jail in Arwall in the last three years, have you?”
 
   Both Jareld and Thor felt they could answer the question with an indignant stare. They had spent their formidable years reading large texts, translating books, learning languages, astronomy, mathematics, savoir-faire, and being sent to their room for mispronouncing the Galbosian word for turnip, which many believe is impossible for a non-native speaker. The idea of committing a crime was ludicrous to them, and they each hoped that his frown was enough to show this to Carl.
 
   “Alright then,” Carl said, “Looks like you owe one silver farthing.”
 
   “One silver…” Jareld started. “One silver farthing. That’s it?”
 
   “Well, to be honest,” Carl said, “I’ve never been good with numbers. But Lord Kelliwick said I should never charge less than a silver farthing.”
 
   Jareld dismounted, the turcle getting all over his boots and the bottom of his leggings. “Let me see that,” he said, grabbing the parchment from Carl.
 
   “What’s your name?” Jareld said after pondering over the tax code.
 
   “Carl.”
 
   “Well, Carl, let me show you something: See this, this is the left bracket, all fees are taken from this column. And see on the bottom, those are the adjustments. So, two adult men, two horses…see the letters in red…OK, and then there’s the unarmed adjustment…no criminal record…and I would say, seriously, that we have almost four kilos in luggage…OK, plus the adjustments…Are you following this?… The adjustments for the time of year…and you have…seven ducats and four farthings.”
 
   Carl took the parchment back from Jareld and looked it over in wonder, as if he had just discovered that there was writing on it at all.
 
   “But,” Jareld added, “As a scholar from the Towers of Seneca, I have a fee for instructional sessions. As it turns out, your fee for a tax code today is seven ducats and three farthings, so…”
 
   Thor flipped a silver farthing to Carl.
 
   “Don’t let anyone make a fool of you, Carl,” Jareld said as he got back on his horse. “And take care.”
 
   Jareld and Thor trotted their horses across the bridge. Carl looked over the tax code again, a smile growing on his face.
 
   “May your boots be dry,” Carl called after the two scholars. It was an Arwall expression to wish travelers a good journey. Carl wiped the turcle off his boots, which he thought was really becoming more of a splishle, and returned to his post.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2: Nothing But Steel
 
    
 
   If you took the very same bridge as Jareld and Thor west instead of east, then covered the fifty-three kilometers of the north highway across Ralsean, then swung south by way of the Deliem River, and went down to the coast of Deliem, you would be where Lady Vye was that very moment.
 
   If you were thirty-one klicks north of where Lady Vye was at that moment, you would be where Lady Vye wanted to be at that very moment: In her bed.
 
   Instead, she was in the well-groomed courtyard of Rutherford Manor, nervously keeping her hand on the hilt of her sword. Rutherford Manor was the home of the Baron Harold Rutherford, the most inbred, generally incompetent, irritating member of the Deliem Nobility. Vye didn’t think she could recall the number of times he had screwed the County of Deliem, but this was the third time in a year, and it was getting on Vye’s nerves.
 
   Some of Rutherford’s transgressions could be chalked up to him being dumb. He once called Lord Fatroud, Lord Fart-Loud, even though Lord Fatroud did not pronounce the “d” at the end of his name. He had burned down the windmill in Dagos during a festival. He even accidentally declared war on a neighboring County during a tour of the Royal Gardens. He was, in a word, a mess.
 
   But most of time, and the reason Vye had so little patience for the hapless Baron, he was causing problems with his penis. Vye was thankful that she had never seen, touched, or otherwise interacted with said member. But nonetheless, a lot of her life recently had been dedicated to helping Harold keep it in his pants.
 
   Harold’s ability to offend anyone within earshot often led to put off Maids and Wenches, but it was the Lady Marisa Endior that was the most common problem for Rutherford.
 
    Vye supposed she was pretty enough, in that gangly, redheaded, fifteen-year-old sort of way. But for whatever reason, she was the apple of Harold Rutherford’s eye. If he could have written poetry, no doubt she would be his muse. If he could speak in complete sentences, no doubt he would have actually talked to her.
 
   Instead, he tended to make clumsy, aggressive passes at the wily, young woman. Vye wasn’t worried about Marisa. She could take care of herself, and even if she couldn’t, Vye doubted Rutherford had the wits to actually get what he wanted from her. But it was Marisa’s father that was the problem.
 
   Lord Endior prized only two things: A 2nd Place Archery Trophy from the 3rd Annual King’s Tournament given to his grandfather by the King’s grandfather, and his daughter’s virginity. There were many young Ladies in the Court that Rutherford could have targeted with less protective fathers. But, naturally, Harold had chosen her.
 
   So there was Vye, about to go to her feather bed, when a messenger had arrived at Hartstone Castle. Lord Endior had sent two hundred men to kill Lord Rutherford. Over Vye’s strenuous objections, Count Michael Deliem decided to put a stop to this nonsense. He sent his best diplomat, his High Lieutenant Landos, to negotiate a peace. But he also sent Lady Vye to keep the peace.
 
   It probably sounds strange, sending two people to stop an army of two hundred. In case you’re not a mathematician, those are terrible odds. Even so, Michael trusted Landos to figure something out. The level-headed diplomat could get the best terms out of even his mortal enemies, and make them feel good about those terms.
 
   And if Landos was sent for his smile, Vye was sent for her right arm. Her right arm was pretty tough, and many men could testify to the hurt it could cause when swung in a bar brawl. But when you combined her right arm with her sword, she was nigh unstoppable. All two hundred soldiers on that battlefield had heard of Vye, and they knew not to fuck with her. She wouldn’t be afraid to take them on. She would lose, no doubt, but the bookmakers would set the over/under on dead Endior soldiers at fifty. You read that right.
 
   Vye was simply one of the best combatants in the history of the Kingdom. She was gifted and skilled in other areas, but the one thing she had worked on, the one thing she was always great at, was her swordplay. She was at the head of her class until she was thirteen years old.
 
   Then something happened. Well, two things happened, right on her chest, which changed the way the men in her life treated her. Her father started trying to find her a suitor. Her brothers challenged other men to fights over offhanded insults against her. Her peers stopped asking her to show them that cool maneuver with the sword and starting talking about her beautiful dark hair, her beautiful blue eyes, and other beautiful parts of her she would just as soon they hadn’t mentioned.
 
   So Vye literally had to go to a class of her own. Most people would have been satisfied with the considerable level of mastery she had achieved, but she knew she could be better. She left. Her father objected, of course, since he had finally found a man that he thought would be appropriate for her. But she would have none of it, and he knew better than to disagree with his brightest, if most female, child.
 
   So she trained with Tallatos, a reclusive Sword Master in the Hilwera Mountains in Khiransi. Tallatos had trained Kings, Knights, Templars, and entire armies in his youth. And while he obviously noticed those two ever-more-prominent features on Vye’s chest, they didn’t distract him. She wasn’t his type.
 
   He did not teach Vye a technique, or a series of maneuvers, or tricks, or feints, or how to connect with her totem animal. In fact, when he described his method, he said there was only one lesson, and it took years to learn. And the lesson is this:
 
   “There is nothing but steel.”
 
   Sounds simple, doesn’t it? Well, before you open a neighborhood dojo and charge people for that lesson, know that it is deeper than just the words. Vye had strength, agility, focus, perception, speed, and intelligence. But it was this lesson that elevated her to a new echelon of talent.
 
   “There is nothing but steel.”
 
   When Vye first heard it, she scoffed. Had she left her Father and her Brothers, abandoned her home, and traveled thousands of miles to hear an old man say that meaningless sentence? It turns out, she had.
 
   The complexity of the lesson was in its simplicity. Of course, in the end, you practice all those maneuvers, tricks, and feints. Of course you practice holding your sword parallel to the ground for three minutes. Yeah, you wax on and wax off with the best of them when training with Tallatos, but the focus of his instruction was just that simple concept.
 
   “There is nothing but steel.”
 
   “What if they have a shield?” Vye protested, a month into her training.
 
   “It is part of the steel. It is a sword without a point.”
 
   “What if they’re faster than me?” She inquired, another month into practice.
 
   “Speed requires movement. Anticipate where the sword will be and hit them where it won’t.”
 
   “What if they have armor on?” She pressed, now a year after leaving her home.
 
   “Even a man covered cap-a-pie can be toppled. He has allowed the steel to dictate his movement. Use that against him.”
 
   “What if I’m outnumbered?” Vye insisted. But Tallatos never lost patience. He had trained the best fighters of the last three decades, and they always had questions.
 
   “There are only so many blades that can reach you at one time. Do not count your enemies. Count the steel that is within thrusting distance. That is your only concern.”
 
   A big part of Tallatos’ instruction was that the steel, that is, Vye’s sword, had a limited amount of use before it became ineffective. How many times could she swing her blade before the motion was noticeably slowed? Vye learned to keep track of her swings throughout her sparring sessions. Tallatos could stop a dual at any time and ask for a tally. As Vye got better, he wouldn’t stop fighting when he started asking.
 
   The idea was to know your limits and strategize accordingly. If Vye could swing her sword sixty-six times before her arm fatigued, then she should press her attack at fifty-one to try and finish the combat, and she should retreat at fifty-six and use her last good swings to cover her escape.
 
   After three years of training, Vye got her swing count up to one hundred, seventy-one.
 
   So Vye returned to Deliem as a Sword Master, a title that meant nothing to the locals. And she didn’t understand, at her age, how much more advanced she was than her peers. She had assumed that her former peers had trained only slightly less than her. She was confident she could beat almost anyone, but she thought it would be close.
 
   It wasn’t. Vye was superior to every opponent she faced. And she had plenty of opponents to deal with. A feud between the Vyes and the Staffords had become bloody, and her father and two older brothers were dead. She returned just in time, rescuing her younger brother, Luke, from a terrible siege and rallying Stafford’s forces back to the borders.
 
   The skirmish on the border raged on for two days before Lord Lagos Stafford himself charged to the front lines. It was two days, or so the legend goes, because that’s how long it took Stafford to get his armor on. His armorer was largely inspired by the armadillo.
 
   So there was Lady Vye, on foot, facing down Lagos Stafford and his heavily barded Clydesdale. A lesser fighter would quit the field. Any other general in any other battle would have surrendered and saved his hide. But Vye knew something nobody else knew. She realized what nobody else noticed.
 
   There is nothing but steel.
 
   Horse in full barding plus a knight in plated armor plus a shield plus a sword. That’s a lot of steel. But it was all heading in the same direction. Despite the sheer volume of steel, it was, in the end, one very clumsy attack. Vye spun aside, a matador against the charging steed. She finished the spin with a hard tap on the underside of the horse. Not enough to kill it, but enough to spook it.
 
   The horse reared, almost throwing its rider. Stafford was an expert horseman, so he managed to keep his seat. But he learned his lesson. Vye wasn’t going to fall under the charge, and his horse was uneasy from the cut. He dismounted, stomping up to Vye, every step a low-grade earthquake under his metallic boots.
 
   They engaged in a melee. Stafford was confident he would outlast Vye. After all, his armor was far superior to her skullcap and chainmail. But Vye was confident she would win the day. Because she knew the guy who made his armor. Stafford’s armor allowed for a wide stance. This was both to facilitate riding a horse, but also so that his legs could support a lunge during a fight on the ground. Vye played him like a fiddle. She teased him into a lunge, letting him stretch his right leg all the way out.
 
   And that’s when she feinted left, dove right, and slipped her sword up into his exposed crotch. There is nothing but steel. Unless your armorer didn’t give you a codpiece.
 
   If you ever want to see an entire army run away with their balls between their legs, have them watch their Lord fall to the ground while a woman pulls a bloody sword from his manzone. No fight has ever ended faster. It took Lord Stafford a couple of hours to bleed out. In theory, she didn’t like that every man in the Kingdom crossed his legs when she entered the room. In public, Vye took umbrage at the insults calling her a castrator. But secretly, she relished the title.
 
   So, Vye and the surviving Staffords called their overlord, Count Michael Deliem. And Michael dispatched Landos to negotiate the terms of the peace. Luke Vye, Lady Vye’s brother, became Lord of the House of Vye. Maybe that seems unfair, but these weren’t the most enlightened of times. However, there was one man who recognized the injustice in that promotion.
 
   Michael knew that Lady Vye wasn’t some berserk, perpetually PMSing witch. She was a skilled warrior. And she was smart. And Michael needed a Military Advisor. Yeah, a couple of eyebrows went up when he appointed a woman to that traditionally testosterony position. But nobody was foolish enough to say it to her face. And Michael didn’t care. He wanted the best person for the job. And Vye respected Michael. While she was sure he had taken a peek from time to time, she never managed to catch him staring at her cleavage.
 
   Which is why, when a messenger arrives and says Lord Endior is about to kill Lord Rutherford, the Count sends Landos to negotiate, and Vye to make sure Landos comes back alive. Vye was relieved to see Landos finishing his conversation with Endior’s Captain.
 
   “They’ve agreed to leave,” Landos said, just as Endior’s men filed for the gate. “They’re going to march to Hartstone, and we’re going to put them up for the night.”
 
   “What did he do?” Vye asked, looking at the silhouette of Lord Rutherford standing at one of his third story windows.
 
   “He tried to sleep with Endior’s daughter,” Landos said, and sighed. Before Vye could say what he knew she was going to say, Landos continued, “Look, I just had to promote Lord Endior’s cousin to Magistrate of Merrick.”
 
   “What about the current Magistrate of Merrick?” Vye asked.
 
   “He’s going to become Steward of Fort Lockmey,” Landos said.
 
   “What about the-“
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” Landos said, waving his hand around. “I’m having enough trouble keeping it straight in my mind.”
 
   “He always gets us into this kind of trouble.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Don’t you think we should do something about it?”
 
   “Like what? We can’t have him killed for being an idiot.”
 
   “I’ve killed people for less.”
 
   “I’m going to bring it up with Michael. We’ll see if he has any ideas.”
 
   “Well, I’m going to knock on the door and see if Lord Rutherford has enough wits about him to get me a hot tea.”
 
   Lady Vye turned her horse and headed for the main gate. Landos sighed, looked at the departing army, and followed her.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3: A Glorious Quest Worthy of a Librarian
 
    
 
   Jareld and Thor dismounted outside the cave as the sun glinted over the watery horizon.
 
   It was the seventh cave they had stopped at that morning, the first six having nothing but a lot of turcle, red dirt, worm-glue, splishle, and glipp. They had started looking in caves from the first light of dawn, even though they had arrived in the area at sundown.
 
   “I don’t want to go into caves at night,” Jareld had said. “There might be a sleeping bear.”
 
   “Better a sleeping bear than a waking one,” Thor had argued.
 
   But in the end, they had decided against it. The drizzle had ruined most of their torches, and they were tired. As they entered the seventh cave this morning, however, they were getting frustrated. There was no sign of Sir Dorn or the League of the Owl. For Jareld, even the possibility of finding a relic of the League of the Owl…
 
   It was Jareld’s favorite story, because it was sad and because it was true. More than a hundred years ago, King James II, easily everyone’s favorite historical King, ruled the land. King James believed that the wealth of a country could be measured by the prosperity of its common people, not its nobles. Many had spoken this sort of rhetoric before, but few knew how to do anything about it.
 
   Count Wallace, in the third century of Rone, gave away all the gold in his castle to the poor. But the gold just ended up being collected by various gangs of bandits who ran amuck around the land. When Wallace tried to get things under control, he found that the soldiers wouldn’t do what he told them to. Not if he couldn’t pay them.
 
   In another instance, a generous Baron tried to build a house for every family in his land. He started the greatest wood excavation in history, and organized dozens of carpenters, architects, and masons to build good homes for everyone. Unfortunately, he chose to chop down a forest that was inhabited by the Great Spiders, a group of six-foot-tall arachnids. These spiders didn’t so much build webs and capture their prey as they did bite people’s heads off. After the death toll reached three hundred, the Baron abandoned his silly idea about generosity.
 
   But King James II knew how to do it. He knew how to control the import-export ratio, how to use tariffs to ensure domestic growth, how to levy taxes as a means of supporting the farmers, and how to promote the arts, including traveling circuses, acting troupes, and small bands of musicians. Nothing sexy. Just good, clean governing.
 
   He was also the first to organize the law of the land. “One Standard for Every Man,” he said, establishing an edict of all the laws that everyone was beholden to. It was called the King James Standard. There were two hundred, thirteen laws in the first part of the document, which ran for seventeen pages. The second part of the document, which lasted another eighty-eight pages, described the rules for settling disputes. The law was established in a hierarchy, from local magistrates all the way to the King himself. Certain decisions could be appealed. Certain ones couldn’t. The law could not get involved in certain situations, but was mandatory in others. Barristers were appointed to every court to ensure that the rules were followed.
 
   But James didn’t want the hierarchy to be so strict that the King’s ear couldn’t reach the far lands. And so he formed the League of the Owl.
 
    They were the elite knights. The best of the best. They were practiced in martial skill, were pure of heart, charitable, defenders of the weak, champions of the poor, and chaste.
 
    But the skill they needed above all else was an ability to understand and enforce the law. They were sent out to represent the King in all matters of the law, and if they happened to get little Timmy out of the well and chase off the ruffians that were attacking the town, all the better.
 
   The trials and triumphs of the League are well documented, but Jareld couldn’t help but obsess over their tragic end. As James’ reign brought prosperity to the Kingdom, the Queen was kidnapped. In the ensuing chaos, the King and the League chased after the kidnappers, and ended up fighting the Great Wyrm Devesant in the Caves of Drentar.
 
   Only one Knight survived, Sir Dorn of Arwall. He was a young knight. Unproven. But he was the only one who returned to the Kingdom of Rone, though it was without the bodies of the King, the Queen, any of his fellow League members, or the King’s Sword, the Saintskeep. In the century since, many have tried to find the Saintskeep. Most of these treasure hunters would go to the Caves of Drentar and try to find the Dragon’s lair. Those that survived long enough to encounter the Dragon did not live long enough to tell anyone about it.
 
   Jareld was not a treasure hunter. He was a historian. He would have been perfectly happy discovering the location of the missing sword on a map and then calling it a day. Unfortunately, the only credit he hadn’t earned from the Towers of Seneca was his field study. Things started going wrong about three weeks ago.
 
   “Master Gallar!” he had called, “Master Gallar, come see what I’ve found!”
 
   Gallar was the Master of the Towers, the head instructor at Seneca. He was in the middle of teaching some students about the Battle at Cliffhaven when Jareld had burst into the classroom.
 
   “Jareld,” Gallar said, “I am in the middle of a class.”
 
   “I know,” Jareld said, pausing to gasp for air, “But this is important.”
 
   Jareld collapsed his hands onto his knees, panting heavily. He was good at many things, but those things all required him to sit at a desk, so he was not inclined to run up three flights of stairs as quickly as he just had.
 
   “A great many things are important,” Gallar said, “Like the Battle at Cliffhaven.”
 
   Gallar waved at the maps on the wall, which he had been using to demonstrate the movements of the armies involved. Jareld caught some semblance of his breath.
 
   “The Battle of Cliffhaven,” Jareld said, “Is rubbish. General Williams used the high tide to corner Avonshire’s men.”
 
   Gallar threw his arms in the air. “You just ruined the best part.”
 
   “This is about the Saintskeep,” Jareld said, in a loud whisper. He wasn’t trying to be secretive. He was just catching his breath. Nonetheless, the students in Gallar’s classroom did their requisite murmuring and whispering in response to Jareld’s statement. Gallar immediately pulled Jareld outside the classroom.
 
   “What are you talking about?” Gallar demanded, once they were in the ground floor library.
 
   “The Saintskeep,” Jareld said. “I’ve found something. Look.”
 
   Jareld pointed to some open texts on his workstation. “This is an account of Prince John’s, a copy of his journal that we recently acquired from Anuen. Now, we’ve looked this over before, when we visited the King last summer, but we finally have our own copy. Look at this.”
 
   Jareld opened to a marked page and began to read, “’Tonight, finally, we might have some answers. The East Tower rang early in the night, and I was summoned to the Royal Chambers.’ See?”
 
   “What do I see?” Gallar asked.
 
   “He says the East Tower rang. The East Tower. Anuen is on the West coast. Sir Dorn came back by boat, Sir, from the Caves of Drentar. He would have landed right there in Anuen and walked up the main road to the castle. The West Tower would have rung. He should have been coming in from the West.”
 
   “There are many reasons he could have come around the long way,” Gallar said.
 
   “Then,” Jareld went on unabated, “I checked his account of the events in the Caves of Drentar.” Jareld tossed a few books around until he found the one he wanted.
 
   “According to this,” Jareld said, reading from King John’s journal, “Dorn said he remembers the moon of the solstice on the night he made it back to the ship.”
 
   “So, he left the Caves on the Solstice. We all know that much.”
 
   “Then why did he not make it back to the Castle until the eighteenth of March? It doesn’t take two months to get from the Caves of Drentar to Anuen. Even if he hit bad weather, which he never mentioned, it shouldn’t take more than three weeks.”
 
   “He was sailing the King’s Galleon alone. All of his comrades were dead. He was probably not a great navigator.”
 
   Jareld held up a finger. It was his index finger, and he held it up in such a way that made Gallar think that Jareld had anticipated this objection. He kept the finger up with his one hand while his other hand found a faded parchment.
 
   “I took the liberty of finding a copy of Sir Dorn’s Testified Accomplishments. These were recorded at his acceptance into the League.”
 
   He handed the parchment to Gallar, using that extended index finger to point to the third entry. Gallar already had an idea of what it would be, but he read it anyway. Sir Dorn, it seemed, was the Vice Admiral of Count Arwall’s 2nd Navy. He had gotten to that point, apparently, by being the Chief Navigator aboard the capital ship of the Count’s 1st Navy.
 
   “Certainly,” Gallar said, handing back the parchment, “It does seem odd.”
 
   “Odd? Master, he was a seasoned sailor. He would have had some trouble, but he could have gotten the ship going. And he could have navigated by the stars alone if his compass didn’t work. He could have navigated by the migration of trout, I’d be willing to bet.”
 
   “Trout are freshwater,” Gallar said, feeling the need to appear smarter than his pupil on something, at least. “So, he took some time, you think, getting back to Anuen, but you haven’t proven anything. There are still plenty of explanations, and none of them has to do with the Saintskeep.”
 
   Jareld used that same finger to delay Gallar’s further objections while his left hand grabbed up some leather bound notes.
 
   “This,” Jareld said, flipping through some pages, “Is the Royal Historian’s transcription of Sir Dorn’s testimony, the night he returned to Anuen:
 
    
 
   … I was just recovering from the hit I had taken, and saw that the King was also injured. I knew our time was short, and our mission a failure. When the Wyrm poised to strike again, I charged in to stand between it and the King. In striking the Dragon, my sword became embedded in his thick hide, and when he turned, I was left without a weapon…
 
    
 
   “He goes on for a bit here. The King eventually signaled the retreat, and only three men left the room: King James, Sir Dorn, and Sir Martin. He describes how Sir Martin collapses from his wounds, but Sir Dorn keeps trying to carry the King back to the ship. And eventually:
 
    
 
   … And I lay the King out on the damp, dirty ground of those evil caves, and at the King’s request, I performed the Final Rites of the Resting, and saw that before I had even finished, the King had passed from our world…
 
    
 
   Jareld closed the texts and looked up with that look on his face again. The look on Gallar’s face didn’t quite match. Jareld continued:
 
   “See: He performed the Final Rites. You need a sword to perform the Final Rites.”
 
   “You think he used the Saintskeep?”
 
   “He would have had to. His sword was gone, and he doesn’t mention picking up another. Besides, he was carrying the King the whole time, so his hands would have been occupied.”
 
   “But if he performed the Rites with the Saintskeep, which would have been presumptuous of him, by the way, then why didn’t he return to Anuen with it?”
 
   “Exactly! I think he brought the sword back to the continent, but not to the Prince.”
 
   “Why would he do that?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Jareld, what was the first thing I taught you when you said you wanted to be a Master Historian?”
 
   “You said that I had to know more than the names and the dates.”
 
   “I told you that you had to understand the reasons. Why do you think he did this?”
 
   “I really can’t think of any good explanation. But it’s worth looking into.”
 
   “I agree. You will leave tomorrow with Thor.”
 
   Gallar turned and left the library. Jareld, stunned by what had just happened, dragged his hand down his face before taking pursuit.
 
   “Wait a minute,” Jareld said, catching up to Gallar. Gallar kept climbing the stairs, so Jareld had to make his argument in transit. “I shouldn’t be the one who does this. Certainly there are other people who should go on a quest like this.”
 
   “Like who?”
 
   “Oh, I just assumed we would find a worthy knight or something. You know. Someone who can fight off bad things.”
 
   “Look, you’re almost done with your tenure here. The only requirement you haven’t fulfilled is your Field Practical. This sounds like a perfect opportunity.”
 
   “Oh, that isn’t fair,” Jareld said, with a younger-brother-like scorn. “Tommy Brimmerfell graduated by translating the Edicts of Temec.”
 
   “And a very good job he did of it,” Gallar said, getting to the staircase. He hoped to have Jareld out of breath before they reached the forth floor, but the Towers had twelve floors, incase they became necessary.
 
   “Of course he did a good job of it,” Jareld said. “They’ve already been translated into seventeen languages. He had texts to work with.”
 
   “But he translated them into Galbosian, and we both know how difficult a language it is.”
 
   “It’s a difficult language to speak,” Jareld said, navigating the second floor landing. “It uses fourteen vowels and consonants that can only be heard by dogs. But it’s easy to write. It has thirty-one characters; it conjugates verbs the same way as Cirilian. The most complicated rule in Galbosian text is with the tildes, but it turns out Formal Galbosian doesn’t use tildes except in the first word of a sentence.”
 
   Jareld felt his point was well made, but found himself following Gallar across the landing on the third floor and even onto the next flight of stairs.
 
   “Tommy Brimmerfell was a certain kind of Historian, and I gave him a Field Test that seemed appropriate to him. To you, I’m giving one I find appropriate to you.”
 
   “You’re asking me to track down the most sought-after artifact in the history of the Kingdom of Rone. The same one that has caused the untimely demise of dozens of treasure hunters. Are you sure you’re not overshooting a little?”
 
   Jareld would have said more, but he was running out of breath when he and Gallar started up the fifth flight.
 
   “Jareld,” Gallar said, stopping mercifully in the middle of the staircase, “I’ve always been impressed with you. I’ve always expected great things from you. I think the challenge here will be to rise up to your worth.”
 
   “Why would I search for a sword that I couldn’t use?”
 
   Despite Jareld’s many protestations, there he was, navigating his way through a cave full of plain old mud. Thor was up ahead, holding one of their few torches up to the wall. The torches had been provided by King Vincent, current King of Rone, when they had visited Anuen. There, they had double-checked Jareld’s findings with the original documents, then found the last piece of the puzzle: The final entry in the ship’s journal.
 
   The ship that carried King James II and his League of the Owl across the sea to the Caves of Drentar had a regular log kept by one of the Knights. The journal ended with their arrival at the coast of the Caves, because you generally don’t take a ship’s journal off the ship; that would ruin the point. All of the entries started with the date and the ship’s coordinates. Sir Dorn did not maintain the journal on his return, so the last entry is just the coordinates of the shore of Drentar. Except that isn’t the last entry, really. Several pages later, there is an entry that contains only the date and the coordinates. Previous scholars reasoned that Sir Dorn had decided one day, on his return journey, to keep up the journal, and then later decided against it.
 
   But when Jareld actually looked at the coordinates, they were vastly different from any of the previous coordinates. Again, this fact had been easily overlooked before: It seemed that Dorn was just incorrect, or that he had taken a different route back home.
 
   But when Jareld calculated the coordinates, sure enough, they ended up in the middle of land. And that land was Arwall, Dorn’s old stomping ground.
 
   “I found something,” Thor called back. Jareld sloshed his way further into the cave to see what Thor was looking at. It was an inscription on the wall. It was meticulously carved, so that it didn’t just look like chicken scratch. Sir Dorn had also taken the time to sign his name in full, with his title: Sir Richard Dorn, League of the Owl. Jareld took out a bit of parchment and a quill.
 
   “Oh,” Thor said, “As long as you have that out, you should probably copy down the inscription.”
 
   Jareld glared at Thor. Thor looked back in a way that would have made most people think he was engaging in a staring contest, but Jareld knew that was just his face. He found his inkbottle and started copying down the inscription.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4: Things To Talk About When Dining With The Count
 
    
 
   Because Vye had returned very late from her brush with political disaster, she did not have an audience with the Count until the following morning. She arrived in the dining hall to see Landos already seated and waiting for the rest of the breakfast company.
 
   “Good morning,” Vye said.
 
   “My Lady,” Landos responded. Vye took her customary seat across from Landos, the two seats flanking the end of the table, where Michael sat.
 
   “So,” Vye said, reaching for a loaf of bread, “Have you had a chance to speak with the Count about Harold?”
 
   “Not yet,” Landos said. “I suspect it will make for good breakfast conversation. And you should know better than to eat before the Count has arrived.”
 
   “The servants should know better than to put food in front of me in the morning,” Vye answered, tearing off an end of the loaf. “And the Count can go fuck himself.”
 
   “I’d be happy to,” said Count Michael Deliem, entering the room, “If you could just draw me a diagram of how it could be accomplished.”
 
   Landos and Vye bit their lips as Michael made his way to the head of the table. Behind him, Gabriel, the Marshal, took a seat further down the table. If the breakfast table had been more crowded, this would have been necessary. Now, it was just Gabriel showing his general disdain for social interaction. 
 
   “Good morning, Your Grace,” Lady Vye said.
 
   “Good morning, My Lady,” Michael responded. “Welcome back to civilization. Or some form of it anyway.”
 
   Michael sat, and the others followed suit. Michael had just turned twenty-eight, and had become Count when his father died four years earlier. He wore a trimmed beard, dark-brown, and had green eyes, which his tailor used as inspiration for the design of his formal robe; the family crest of a Stag against a striped green and white silk backing.
 
   Gabriel was a much older man. He was primarily in charge of the castle and it’s guards. He trained them. In fact, he was Vye’s first sword instructor, before she left the Kingdom and trained with Tallatos. For as long as she had known him, he had looked sixty, with shoulder-length gray hair and a raspy voice. But Vye knew that even now, if you wanted a good sparring partner, he was your best option.
 
   “So,” Michael said as his bowl was filled with soup by a servant, “What happened?”
 
   “A close call is what happened,” Landos said. “Another close call.”
 
   “Is it an interesting story?” Michael asked.
 
   “It’s a familiar one,” Landos said. “Lord Rutherford went to visit Lord Endior sometime last week, presumably to discuss a new trade route.”
 
   “I thought you left an explicit order for him not to go on any more spontaneous diplomatic missions,” Vye said between spoonfuls of soup.
 
   “I did,” Michael said. “In fact, I think I left two identical orders.”
 
   “He’s going to keep getting us into trouble, Michael,” Gabriel said. He was the only one comfortable enough with the Count to call him by his first name. “He’s not going to listen until the worst happens.”
 
   “So,” Landos said, “When there, he happens to run into Marisa Endior…”
 
   “Big coincidence,” Vye said.
 
   “And he tries to woo her…”
 
   “Again,” Vye commented while grabbing an apple.
 
   “...And when things don’t go according to his plans, he grabs Lady Endior and drags her back to his Manor.”
 
   “I don’t like where this is going,” Michael said.
 
   “Halfway home, Rutherford has to take a piss, so he dismounts, and Marisa turns the horse around and returns home. Her father declares Lord Rutherford a menace…”
 
   “He is a menace,” Vye said.
 
   “And the rest you know,” Landos said, finally grabbing a bite of food.
 
   “This is not the last time he will get you into trouble,” Gabriel said.
 
   “His trouble comes too often for my taste,” Landos said.
 
   “Can’t you lock him up for being an idiot?” Vye asked.
 
   “The Barons would eat me alive if I try to remove his title,” Michael pointed out.
 
   “We have a naval outpost on the Island of Delinampora,” Landos said. “It could use a new Admiral.”
 
   “I can’t afford to lose the trade routes from Delinampora,” Michael said, “Which is the most likely outcome of putting Rutherford in charge of the naval base there.”
 
   “Just let me spend an hour in a room with him,” Vye said. “I think I know how to put an end to his untamed nature.”
 
   “I think you may be onto something, Lady Vye,” the Count said. Landos looked sideways at Michael. As High Lieutenant, he was essentially the executive officer of the entire County. If Michael were to lose his mind, it would be up to Landos to fix it.
 
   “Your Grace,” Landos said, “I don’t know how diplomatic it would be to let Lady Vye remove Rutherford’s balls.”
 
   “Never mind that,” Michael said, “But I’ve been inspired. I think I have a way to put a stop to our troublesome little baron.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5: The Demographically Challenged
 
    
 
   Four people ascended, like moonlit shadows, to the summit of Lunapera Mountain, the Crest of the Moon. The peak was a lonely gray island of stone amidst the pine green sea of the forest. On the sheer cliffside, at a particular outcropping, you could look up and feel as though you were communing alone with the Moon himself. You could sell tickets to this view.
 
   The Lunapera is not within the borders of the Kingdom of Rone, nor would the four people ascending it consider themselves citizens of that Kingdom. They were Turin. Naturalists from the Towers of Seneca had long ago declared that they were not technically a different race of people, not in the same way that a horse is a different race from a chicken. They just had a different language. And different customs. And different skin. But the thing that stuck out in everyone’s mind is that they were different.
 
   Ask any citizen of Rone, and they’ll tell you that the Turin are primitive barbarians. Ask a Turin, and you’ll hear about the conquering, destructive Rone. The truth lies somewhere in the middle. See, the Turin were here first. They used to wander freely throughout the continent. The Rone are, by comparison, the newcomers.
 
   So, how is it that these Ronish upstarts control more than three fourths of the continent now? Well, it basically comes down to stone walls. The Turin have a more communal, tribal way of life. They like to share. It takes a village to raise a child, and all that. The Rone like to draw maps. And declare certain plots of land as belonging to certain citizens. Specifically, certain noble citizens.
 
   First children inherit the stone walls of the father. But there are always those pesky second and third and fourth children. And there was all this land on the continent without stone walls. At first, the Rone and the Turin found ways to barter and sell land between them. But some of the nobles decided that the land was theirs, and didn’t think these simple people were worth the silver. They lived in little idyllic villages, with no stone walls around them. Savages. How dare they?
 
   And that was the beginning of the Undeclared War. The Lords of the southerners marched in with superior numbers, superior weapons and armor, and an unearned sense of superiority. Most of the history books fail to mention the rape and murder that the more “civilized” Rone participated in. But they felt that burning villages to the ground was an acceptable way of making sure your third son had a plot of land of his own.
 
   But, hey, let’s be fair. The Turin weren’t saints either. They figured that the way to stop the northern advance was to reduce the number of nobles. Simple math, it seemed. So, they put a bounty on noble sons and pregnant noblewomen. There, the Turin said, dusting their hands off, that ought to make those nobles stop bothering us for a while.
 
   Alas, the Turin never understood how the nobility worked amongst the southerners. See, the Turin understood vengeance, but they didn’t understand noble vengeance. They expected that, at worst, the husband of the dead, pregnant noblewoman or child would come looking for them. As it turned out, these nobles could summon vast numbers to their banners.
 
   So the Turin were relegated to the heavily wooded, much colder northern lands. And despite the occasional raid on the Rone farms, an uneasy peace has stood for the last few centuries. But that was about to change.
 
   Which brings us back to these four people who were climbing, incrementally, to the precipice of the Lunapera. They were an elite unit of soldiers called the Turin-Sen, which loosely translates to, “Best of the Turin.” They didn’t give themselves this name. But they earned it. You don’t believe me? Pick a fight with one of them. I dare you.
 
   There is one other way in which the Turin and the Rone differ: The Turin know magic. And we’re not talking about pulling bunnies out of hats. This is primal shit. Storms of lightning. Crumbling mountains. Elemental. Vicious. It’s not easy to learn. And it’s even harder to control. But these four soldiers, the Turin-Sen, were the ones who could do it. They were the elite warriors of the sword and the spell. The most dangerous operatives in the continent.
 
   Their chief instructor in these matters was a man named Argos. Argos had no official rank or title in the Turin Government or Military. It hardly mattered. The Regent, the highest political office, did not inspire fear or unquestioning loyalty like Argos. Add to that his physical and magical prowess, and there was nothing left to argue. Argos was a rank unto himself.
 
   When the four Turin-Sen reached the summit, Argos stood silhouetted against the crescent moon, his silver-white hair blowing in the mountain breeze.
 
   “Welcome, my Turin-Sen, my children of the Mountains,” Argos said, his usual greeting. His baritone voice resonated across the cliff face like a cello bowing through an adagio. Even the Moon was jealous of Argos’ ability to enthrall.
 
   “Were that I could spend the rest of time with you, teaching you all that I know. But time has finally run out, and we must put aside instruction in favor of fealty.
 
   “The Regent has informed me that the armies are ready, and the supply chains prepared, and the battle plans laid out. The war is about to begin. And to that end, we must serve our country, and be examples for our fellow countrymen.”
 
   “What part shall we play in the coming conflict?” asked Halmir, the youngest member of the Turin-Sen.
 
   “You will be my instruments of victory, of course,” Argos replied. “But the details will come later. For our last lesson, we are going to talk about shadows...”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6: Sarah
 
    
 
   The most confused person at the wedding of Lady Caroline and Lord Rutherford was Lord Rutherford.
 
   Harold Rutherford was sure he should have remembered that he was going to be married, but it seemed everyone in court already knew it, and they were smart folks, by golly. Surely, if Michael, Landos, Vye, and Gabriel all thought he was getting married, they must be right.
 
   Lady Caroline was the niece of Count Ralsean, Deliem’s neighbor to the east. Nieces of Counts, as a general rule, are lucky to marry a Baron or Knight, if they can find one. More often, they end up married to someone with equally tenuous ties to nobility.
 
   Michael had said in previous breakfast meetings that he thought they should try to develop stronger ties with Count Ralsean. He seemed to be a benevolent ruler of his people. Michael held many meetings with Landos about ways in which they could bolster the alliance.
 
   When it became clear that Lord Rutherford was out of control and needed to be domesticated, Michael thought this might be the perfect opportunity. Yes, the poor girl would have to live with Harold, but Michael guessed she would end up running the place within a month. And in the meantime, they will have done Count Ralsean a favor and gotten one of his female wards off his hands. And to a Baron, no less.
 
   Only Lady Vye saw the problem with the wedding. It was not a problem with Lady Caroline; She seemed capable of putting a leash on Rutherford. It was not with Lord Rutherford, although Vye questioned the idea of promoting his propagation in any way. The problem was with Sarah Ralsean.
 
   Count Ralsean arrived with his entourage. His wife, the Countess Ralsean. His own High Lieutenant. Personal guards, a footman, two servants, and his Great Dane Claudius. His two sons also marched into town with personal staff. But Lady Caroline rode in a carriage at the rear of the procession with her maid of honor, Count Ralsean’s only daughter, Sarah. And Sarah was the problem.
 
   She was one of those girls, Vye thought. She was the sort of girl that men convinced themselves must be a great person simply because she looked that good. Long, straight blond hair, bright blue eyes, a warm smile, pretty nose, and petite figure. And she had those perky breasts that, while they weren’t very large, always let you know they were there no matter how modestly she dressed. She came across as demure and pleasant. And maybe she was all of those things. But certainly she was given credit for them before she opened her mouth.
 
   Vye and Landos were waiting in the courtyard, welcoming the guests to Hartstone Castle. It was Landos’ job to make the first greetings, then escort everyone to the Great Hall, where Michael would be waiting with Rutherford. But what it meant was that Landos first saw Sarah by the light of the setting sun.
 
   “That’s not…” Landos started. “That’s not Lady Caroline, is it?”
 
   Vye watched the young, blonde waif emerge from the carriage.
 
   “No,” she said. “Lady Caroline has darker hair. That must be Sarah Ralsean.”
 
   “I thought…” Landos said. “I visited Ralsean, just recently. Sarah is his youngest, right?”
 
   “Yes,” Vye said.
 
   “She was twelve years old when I was there.”
 
   “Landos, you haven’t been to Ralsean since you were twelve yourself. You went with my father.”
 
   “Hmm,” Landos said, as though learning math during that very sentence. “It’s just… I just remember Sarah as this awkward twelve year-old. She’s really grown up well.”
 
   That was when Vye first suspected there might be trouble. Her fears were heightened by the events of dinner.
 
   After formal introductions, Michael asked Vye to step aside for a moment. Usually, this would be to confer with Vye on some military matter. It wasn’t.
 
   “Vye,” Michael said in a whisper, “Is that really Sarah Ralsean?”
 
   “No, it’s Flopson the Jester in a dress,” Vye said, mocking him.
 
   “I just mean that I thought she was his youngest. I thought she was twelve.”
 
   “She was, a decade ago.”
 
   “Oh,” Michael said. “She’s really grown up well.”
 
   The wedding went off fine. It was at the banquet hall that Vye felt that creeping sense of dread. That knot on her shoulder that told her something was wrong. That tension. She had never imagined that laughter could make her feel this way. Sarah had this cute, girlish chuckle. Vye knew that it was the sort of laugh that made men victims. She suspected that Sarah knew this too.
 
   They might as well have been jousting. Fencing. Competing in an archery competition. Michael makes a joke that gets Sarah to laugh. A strike for Michael. Landos switches to the main gauche. He turns on his heel and tells a counter to Michael’s joke. Sarah laughs again. Mark one for Landos. Vye sighs in her mind about the arrogant competitiveness of men.
 
   Finally, the pastries were finished and the port emptied. It was time for all parties to retire.
 
   “Well,” Landos said, standing and offering a hand to Sarah. “May I escort you to your room?”
 
   “I’d be delighted,” Sarah said.
 
   “Wait,” Michael said, “Landos, why don’t I take her up?”
 
   As the High Lieutenant, it was customary for Landos to do the escorting. Certainly it was thought to be below the Count to bring guests to their bedchambers.
 
   “I thought,” Landos said, without hesitation, “That you were going to speak to Lord Rutherford.”
 
   Michael and Landos, earlier in the day, before either of them had laid eyes on Sarah Ralsean, had agreed that one of them must talk to Rutherford. It seemed they must point out to him that he will be married, that he must behave himself, and that it will be a great embarrassment to everybody if he continues to lust after other women. Michael, at the time convinced that he would want to get away from the dinner, had pulled rank and chosen himself to drive these points into Rutherford’s mind.
 
   But Vye could feel the tension in the room when Landos reminded Michael of this fact. It was how they had arranged it. Landos would escort Sarah to her room and Michael would have a man-to-immature-man chat about marriage with Harold.
 
   “Yes,” Michael said, as though just remembering, “You’re right. A good night to you, Lady Sarah.”
 
   Landos waved Sarah out into the main hall. Vye lingered at the Count’s table.
 
   “Do you need anything?” She asked Michael.
 
   “No,” Michael said, staring out the door from which the dinner company had left. “I’m just going to speak to Harold here for a minute.”
 
   “You sure you’re alright?” Vye asked. “You look…distracted.” It was the closest she could come without asking the question she couldn’t ask.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Michael said, snapping himself back to task. “Thank you.”
 
   “Good night, Your Grace,” Vye said.
 
   As Vye headed to her room, her mind swimming with the early thoughts of trouble, she was vaguely aware of laughter coming down the stairwell.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7: The Trade Commission of Taverns and Inns 
 
    
 
   In the corner of the common room of the Spicy Kangaroo Tavern, Jareld and Thor sat awake well past sundown. Jareld was contemplating a riddle. The inscription they had found in the cave was a poem that had been written in the first century of Rone. In Atinlay, it had a certain grace and meter to it, but in Cirilian it lost its flavor. When translated, it went something like this:
 
    
 
   I like meadows of green grass,
 
   And listening to the birds chirping,
 
   While I look upon your bright eyes,
 
   And think of times of happiness,
 
   Won’t you please stay with me,
 
   Upon this meadow of grass,
 
   Through the winter and the spring?
 
    
 
   For the life of him, Jareld could not imagine why Sir Dorn had gone through the trouble of inscribing this on the wall. It wouldn’t have been easy, either. Jareld estimated that to get the calligraphy right, it would have taken him a week. And in the end, it wasn’t a very interesting poem. It was sort of commonplace. It was not worthy of the time it would have taken the last of the League of the Owl to write.
 
   Jareld decided that the choice of poems must have been a clue in itself. He studied bird migration patterns. He cross-referenced star maps with meadows and fields. He tried to see if a bird could find a meadow by the stars. But the clues were too vague. He could have found a hundred such places, and still had no idea where to start.
 
   Jareld also concentrated on the word “terrasas,” the Atinlay word for green. Despite the care Sir Dorn had taken to inscribe the poem, he had misspelled the word as, “terassea,” the Atinlay word for the color of blood. But even if this was an intentional error (and not the result of, as Jareld assumed, Sir Dorn being inferior in his study of languages,) it was once again too vague to provide a meaningful clue.
 
   So Jareld decided there was only one thing he could do: find help. Though he hadn’t graduated yet, he knew the Oath of the Towers, which every graduate must make before commencement. It says a lot of things, but the one thing Jareld was thinking of was that it said a Graduate was obligated to help other Graduates and even current Students.
 
   And so, Jareld and Thor made their way toward Castle Hartstone, in Deliem. There, Jareld hoped to get in touch with the Towers’ most prestigious graduate, Michael Deliem.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8: Triangles
 
    
 
   Vye found it difficult to relax in the week following the wedding. Sure, Harold and Caroline traipsed off to Rutherford Manor, where everyone hoped that they would eventually become friends, besides being married. And yes, the Castle was restored to its daily functionality. Even the leftover pheasant was surprisingly good when reheated.
 
   But what started in Vye’s shoulder as an overhand knot quickly progressed to a granny knot, then upgraded to a tiller’s hitch. By the end of the week, Vye was dealing with a full-fledged cat’s cradle. If it went any further, Vye was worried she would have to hide out in a Cathedral bell tower, mumbling about sanctuaries.
 
   You see, Count Ralsean agreed with Count Deliem. They should have a formal alliance. And who should stay behind to negotiate such a thing. Why, it was Lady Sarah, of course. Sarah, with her pretty smile and her ridiculous body. Vye wondered which came first: the hourglass or Sarah’s figure.
 
   It made perfect sense to use Sarah as a diplomat. People were inclined to agree with her. Especially men, but also women. She was just so fucking pleasant, Vye couldn’t stand it. Of course, her skill-set, that is, flashing a smile and negotiating great terms, overlapped somewhat with Deliem’s own chief ambassador. Which is why Sarah spent so much time with Landos.
 
   Sure, during the day, she would spend time at court, with Michael. But in the evenings, after the formal dinner, she would spend a considerable amount of time with Landos. He would give her a tour of the castle. He would take her on a moonlit walk in the garden. He would speak to her in whispered tones to elicit a giggle.
 
   Since it would have been improper for Vye to ask for a massage from, well, anyone, and since psychotherapy hadn’t been invented yet, Vye decided to run her thoughts past the smartest man she could find in the castle.
 
   “Enter,” Gabriel called, a moment after Vye knocked.
 
   Gabriel slept in a loft above the training room, in the basement, just off the forge. As such, his room was blissfully warm during the winter, and unbearably hot during the summer. The walls were lined with sparring weapons, dummies, and storage for a lot of the jousting equipment. There was a musty smell to the room. Sweat and iron.
 
   Gabriel was never idle, and even as Vye entered, she found him repairing the shoulder clasp on a leather sparring jerkin. He didn’t even look up, but after a moment, he spoke.
 
   “Good evening, Julia,” he said. Vye never went by her first name, and most people didn’t know what it was. But Gabriel had been training Vye since before she came of age, and he never got out of the habit of calling her by her familiar name. If others were present, he respected her position. But when it was just the two of them, he never gave her a rank.
 
   “Good evening, Master Gabriel.” She, too, had maintained his title as though they were still student and mentor.
 
   “How are you?” Gabriel said, feeling that it must be his turn to speak.
 
   “I’m fine. I wanted to talk to you about Sarah Ralsean.”
 
   “Oh,” Gabriel said. “Do you also want to marry her?”
 
   “No, I-- Wait, who wants to marry her?”
 
   “Your Count, Michael Deliem, has expressed his desire to me.”
 
   “Oh, God. What are you going to do about it?”
 
   “Do? What am I going to do about it? I’m going to do nothing about it. Do you think I should send a letter to Count Ralsean? Do you think I should warn him that his daughter is in danger of losing her virginity here in Hartstone?”
 
   He had become quite animated, waving his hand around for emphasis.
 
   “I suspect she’s in danger of losing it wherever she goes,” Vye rejoined.
 
   “You know too well the hearts of men.”
 
   “It’s not the hearts I’m worried about.”
 
   “Yes,” Gabriel smirked with the corner of his mouth, “Indeed.”
 
   “But seriously, we have to do something.”
 
   “There you go again, insisting we have to do something. Why would we interfere? The Count is at a good age for marriage. He’s in love, or so he believes. And this will certainly seal the alliance with Ralsean. Why do you want to do anything?”
 
   “Landos.”
 
   “What about Landos?”
 
   “He’s in love with Sarah!”
 
   “Oh! That’s a different story altogether. Quick: Sound the alarms! Light the beacons! Call the King!”
 
   “Master--”
 
   “It doesn’t matter, Julia,” Gabriel interrupted, “Landos isn’t nobility, so he cannot marry Sarah anyway. He is a servant to Michael. He is a high-ranking servant, and certainly he has authority over many other servants, but at the end of the day, he is a servant. If Michael so chooses, he can have Landos clean the stables. There is no emergency here.”
 
   “I don’t see it that way,” Vye said. “Landos is young and in love.”
 
   “They’re both young,” Gabriel said, “And I’m not getting any younger during this conversation. There is no problem. Michael will ask Ralsean for his daughter’s hand, Ralsean will say yes, and Landos will have to accept loving Sarah from afar.”
 
   Gabriel redoubled his efforts on the stubborn clasp, seeming to end the conversation. Vye wandered to the door, but she had one more question.
 
   “Have you ever been in love?”
 
   Gabriel took a breath, calming himself. And he smiled. There was an epic story to be told in that smile, but all he said was, “In my youth.”
 
   “I never have.”
 
   “You’re still in your youth.”
 
   “The one thing I’ve noticed though, even in my youth, is that people can do some crazy things when they’re in love.”
 
   She exited the room. To calm her nerves, she took a walk on the catwalk. It had a good view of the shore, and the sun would be setting over the west wall. But that knot in her shoulder only got worse when she saw Sarah and Landos on a lower parapet. Landos had probably taken her out to look at the same sunset, but now, they were kissing.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9: A Noble in Name Only
 
    
 
   It took four days for King Vincent to hear of the marriage. It took him seven minutes to decide not to attend.
 
   As there were only ten Counts and two Dukes in the Kingdom, one of them getting married would usually be a big enough event to warrant the King’s attendance. But Michael and Sarah had arranged for their marriage to be on the first day of summer. Apparently, they hadn’t received the latest Jousting Schedule. The season opened with a grand affair at the Royal Court, and King Vincent was terribly excited about his Champion of the Joust, Sir Noble.
 
   Sir Noble had a troubled childhood. As a commoner, having the name David Noble always led to problems, especially in a society that placed such importance on nobility. He was beat up often, especially by the children of noblemen, for trying to impersonate a nobleman. He would try to explain, between kidney punches, that it was just his name, and it didn’t mean anything.
 
   But kids, being the cruel things that they are, insisted that he had named himself that on purpose. So, David Noble got angry. Very angry. He decided that if he was going to have a name like Noble, he was going to have to become a nobleman.
 
   There was only one path to nobility for the commoner. He was going to have to be knighted by the King. Counts and Dukes could knight people who were of the proper lineage, but only a King could confer it upon commoners.
 
   So, David figured he was going to have to do something extraordinary. Or as many extraordinary things as it took to get the King’s attention. He single-handedly hunted down the Wild Boar of Dirga. He saved a village from bandits. He fought off the Pirates of Piccirillo using only a rowboat and a slingshot. Finally, he had enough advocates to get an audience with the King. He was a shoo-in for Knighthood.
 
   But Vincent didn’t see it the same way, “Well, that’s very impressive, no doubt, but in order to be knighted, you would have to do something extraordinary.”
 
   “Your Majesty, I implore you. Those things weren’t easy to do. They were, by the measure of all others, extraordinary accomplishments.”
 
   At that moment, a servant entered the King’s chamber and approached the throne.
 
   “Yes?” the King said.
 
   “Your Majesty, Sir Elliot says his toe still hurts.”
 
   Sir Elliot had been, at the time, the King’s Champion at the Jousts. It was coming up on the final joust of the season, and to date, Elliot had won only once, and that was because his opponent had faulted on the final run.
 
   In a great night of partying that had followed, Sir Elliot had imbibed a considerable amount of ale, and since he had never had anything to drink before, it had a profound effect on him. While stumbling back to his tent, he stubbed his toe on a pebble. Since that date, he had failed to practice any jousting, and had complained, daily, about his inability to appear in the season-closing joust.
 
   “Well, tell him,” King Vincent had said, “That if he can’t joust tomorrow, I will have to find a replacement. And if I find a replacement, it will be permanent.”
 
   “Begging your pardon, Your Majesty,” the servant said, “But Sir Elliot anticipated your response, and said that he had decided to quit jousting anyway, and was going to further explore the art of drinking ale.”
 
   “Very well,” the King said, waving his hand, “You’re dismissed.”
 
   The servant scurried out while the King rose from his throne and paced to and fro on his pedestal.
 
   “Damn! Where am I going to find a new Jousting Champion at this late hour?”
 
   “Your Majesty?” David Noble said, timidly holding up his hand.
 
   “Oh, you’re still here. What do you want?”
 
   “Your Majesty, I could be your new Jousting Champion.”
 
   “But you’re not even a knight.”
 
   And so it went. David Noble became Sir David Noble, and won the season closer by the splinter of a lance, as the saying went. He had trained vigorously during the off-season, and was gearing up for the big opener. King Vincent was giddy with excitement.
 
   So when he heard about the wedding, he could think of only one solution.
 
   “Bring in Nathaniel,” Vincent said. “And bring me my scribe.”
 
   Prince Nathaniel was the King’s oldest son. Nathaniel had failed to develop an interest in jousting, and was much more interested in fencing. He wouldn’t mind missing the tournament.
 
   The King also had a personal scribe, Eric. Eric was a very timid little man who had started working for the King about five years ago. He had a nervous quality, and often mumbled, but his calligraphy was perfect, and so he had earned a place in the King’s vast ranks of servants.
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty,” Eric said, shuffling into the throne room.
 
   “Eric, brilliant. Take this message, ‘Michael, congratulations. Will be sending Prince Nathaniel to oversee the union between you and Lady Sarah. I do hope to see you at future jousts. Yours, King Vincent Rone.’”
 
   “Got it,” Eric said. “Would you like me to read it back to you?”
 
   “No, I can never hear you when you speak, anyway. Dismissed.”
 
   Eric scurried away. He needed to find an empty room. He needed to send a message. But not in the traditional sense, as a Royal Scribe might. Because Eric was secretly a Turin. With the right makeup and enough practice on the accent, he had infiltrated the King’s staff five years ago. But he was once a member of the Turin-Sen, and he had to get a message to his true Master, Argos.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10: Alumnus
 
    
 
   Landos found Michael in the Dining Hall, going over wedding preparations with the stewards. The Castle had been a nonstop bustle of activity since Michael had announced the upcoming nuptials. Sure, they had just gotten through the Rutherford wedding, but this was a Count, and the Crown Prince was coming. Things had to look awesome.
 
   “Excuse me,” Landos called to Michael, “There’s someone here to see you. A young man named Jareld.”
 
   “Well, I’m sure you can handle whatever it is they want.”
 
   “He said he would only speak to you.” Landos said.
 
   “Are you sure he’s not an assassin or something?”
 
   “He said to show you this, and you’d know what it’s about.”
 
   Landos tossed Michael a Jareld’s Signet Ring. Michael recognized it at once. He sent one of the Stewards to bring the visitors to the Great Hall, where he and Landos would await them. They walked for a few paces before Landos broke the not-so-comfortable-silence.
 
   “So, what’s the deal with this guy?” Landos asked.
 
   “He’s a student of the Towers of Seneca,” Michael said. “So I’m obligated to try to help him. This will be my first opportunity in more than ten years to fulfill my Oath of the Towers.”
 
   “How’re plans with the wedding coming along?” Landos asked. He tried to be all casual and friendly. Like they used to be. Before her. But he knew he stepped in it as soon as he said it. Michael thought long before responding.
 
   “Landos, I’ve been hearing some things as I go about the castle.”
 
   “What sorts of things?” Landos asked, while swallowing.
 
   “I don’t think I need to repeat them between us,” Michael said. “But it would disturb me greatly if they were true.”
 
   “Michael, I would never--”
 
   “I certainly hope not. Just, please, don’t embarrass me, or our court. You’re young. You have a way with people. You can easily find another girl. Leave this one alone.” 
 
   “Of course, Your Grace.”
 
   “I just wanted to make sure we understood one another.”
 
   “As always, your faithful servant.”
 
   “You don’t have to bullshit me, Landos. Just tell me we understand one another.”
 
   “We do.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   They had arrived at the Main Hall. Michael took his seat at the Audience Platform, and Landos stood below him. They had only just gotten settled when Jareld and Thor entered.
 
   “Your Grace,” Jareld bowed. “I am Jareld and this is my associate Thor.”
 
   “A pleasure to meet you both,” Michael said, tossing the Ring back to Jareld. “You’ve come a long way from Seneca.”
 
   “Longer than you think. We’ve since been to Anuen, Arwall, and across most of Ralsean.”
 
   “And at the Spicy Kangaroo,” Thor added, for good measure.
 
   “How’s Gallar?” Michael asked. “I haven’t seen him in years.”
 
   “He’s well,” Jareld said. “If he had known we were coming this way, I’m sure he would have sent his regards.”
 
   “What can I help you with, gentlemen?” Michael asked.
 
   “We’ve come across a little bit of a problem,” Jareld said. “We have gathered clues pertaining to the whereabouts of the Saintskeep, and--”
 
   “Pardon me,” Landos said. “Did you say the Saintskeep?”
 
   “Yes,” Jareld said. “We think we know where it is.”
 
   “So do we,” Michael said. “It’s buried with King James in the Caves of Drentar.”
 
   “We have reason to believe it isn’t,” Jareld said. “And I was hoping to do some research.”
 
   “The library? Is that all you need?” Landos asked.
 
   “I need an outhouse,” Thor said, simply because it was true at the moment.
 
   “Well,” Jareld said, “There’s also a small matter of funds. We were only supposed to be on the road for a month. It’s been three, and we’re not done yet.”
 
   “We can certainly furnish you both with a little traveling money. But, in the meantime, I insist that you stay as guests in our castle. Landos will show you to some rooms, you can clean up, refresh yourselves, and you’ll have full access to the library.”
 
   “Thank you, Your Grace,” Jareld said.
 
   “And good luck finding the Sword of Kings,” Landos remarked as he headed for the door, “I’m sure you’re just the man for the job.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11: Love Letters
 
    
 
   Vye stood in the middle of her room naked. She had to choose what to wear.
 
   Many women, across continents and eras, had to make such a choice. But perhaps very few had to make the same kind of choice as Vye. She wasn’t choosing between different frilly outfits. She wasn’t deciding what shoes to match with what blouse. She was deciding who she was going to be that day.
 
   On her dresser, the girl had laid out Vye’s usual courtly regalia. A powder blue gown with matching corset. Optional arm-scarf. Egg-white slippers. She looked good in the corset, though she wished it didn’t push her boobs up to her neck.
 
   But on the old wood trunk, Vye had left her other clothes. Tan trousers, stained-white tunic, chainmail, black boots, and her scabbard. Nothing matched. But they were clothes befitting a Military Advisor.
 
   And this was the choice Vye faced every morning. Who was she going to be that day? Was she going to be Lady Vye, a demure woman in Michael’s Court? Or was she going to be Lady Vye, Michael’s Military Advisor? She would wear the chain of office either way, she would do the same things during the day, but it did affect the way she thought of herself. And the way others thought of her.
 
   She took a deep breath, deciding--
 
   Knock! Knock! Knock!
 
   Vye jumped at the booming at the door.
 
   “Who’s there?” Vye called, scrambling for her bed robe.
 
   “It’s me,” came Landos’ voice through the door. Vye got herself covered and unlocked the chamber door.
 
   “Well, Landos,” Vye said, “It is certainly early for you to come calling.”
 
   Landos came in and immediately started pacing a circle in the middle of Vye’s room.
 
   “Is there something I can help you with?” Vye said, hugging herself against the chilly morning.
 
   “Look, I...” Landos began. “No.”
 
   “Then why are you in my chambers?”
 
   “Did I come at a bad time?”
 
   “No, just tell me what’s going on.”
 
   “Umm…” Landos began. “I think I have a problem.”
 
   “You’re going to have to be more specific.”
 
   “It’s about Sarah,” Landos said.
 
   “You mean Lady Sarah, don’t you? The Count’s fiancée?”
 
   “Yes, I mean that one. I think I’m in love with her.”
 
   Vye glared at Landos. Her face was unreadable, but she instinctively started massaging her shoulder.
 
   “And,” Landos continued, “I think she’s in love with me. You should have heard what she said--”
 
   “Landos!” Vye interrupted, “You have to stop, right now. You have to put her out of your mind.”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   “You must.”
 
   “But she’s so--”
 
   “Engaged! She’s so engaged, Landos. There’s no room for you in this equation. Even if she were not engaged, she would still be a noblewoman. I would stand a better chance of marrying her than you.”
 
   “She sent me a letter,” Landos said, pulling a letter out of his pocket. “Let me just tell you what she--”
 
   Vye grabbed the letter from him.
 
   “Are you insane?” Vye said. “You have a love letter from the Count’s fiancée? Do you know what this is?”
 
   “Beautiful?”
 
   “It’s treason.”
 
   Vye shredded the letter in her hands, tossing the offending parchment into the fireplace.
 
   “I can’t believe you did that,” Landos objected.
 
   “I’m guessing you have it memorized anyway.”
 
   “I do. And it said--”
 
   “I don’t want to hear it. Just please tell me you didn’t send a letter back to her.” Landos paused just long enough to answer Vye’s accusation with silence. “I don’t believe it. Landos, what’s gotten into you? What are you doing exchanging correspondence with Sarah Ralsean?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Landos said. “I just… don’t know what to do.”
 
   Vye let out a sigh, flexing her shoulder and pacing the room. The poor boy was shaking. He needed a friend, and Vye was pretty much his only option.
 
   “Alright. Okay. We can fix this. No damage done. Yet. Have you told anyone else about this?”
 
   “Who else could I tell?”
 
   “I’m glad you feel that way. Okay, so, the only people who know about that letter are Sarah, you, and myself?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good. And the letter you sent her…?”
 
   “I sent it addressed to her personal servant.”
 
   “Well, at least you’re being the smart kind of dumb. Now, listen to me carefully: That’s it. No more letters. Say it.”
 
   “No more letters.”
 
   “Good. And, this is also important: Once Sarah is here, and living with us, you have to promise me something.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You will not be in a room alone with her under any circumstances.”
 
   Landos brushed his hand through his hair and looked over to the window. He wanted to be an honorable man. But more than that, he wanted to be known as an honorable man. He had secretly hoped, in his darkest dreams, that he would end up alone with Sarah when she was living at Hartstone. He had hoped they would often be alone together, and that their love would grow stronger. And that maybe, one day, they would run off together.
 
   But he knew Vye was right. He had come to her for guidance because he knew she wouldn’t abide any secret dreams. If he was serious about being an honorable man, he would have to avoid Sarah.
 
   “Right,” Landos said. “I will not be alone with her for any reason.”
 
   “Good,” Vye said. “I’m proud of you.”
 
   “I’m terrified.”
 
   “Of what?”
 
   “Of having to live up to that promise.”
 
   “Don’t worry,” Vye said. “I know you. You keep promises.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12: Bad Poetry
 
    
 
   “Look at this,” Thor said, handing a book to Jareld. He and Thor had spent almost every waking hour for the past three days in the library of Hartstone.
 
   “What is it?” Jareld said, looking over the volume Thor had just handed him. “Look at how they write the, ‘R.’ Looks like an ‘F.’” Thor commented.
 
   Jareld was only mildly amused by this revelation. Calligraphy had changed drastically in the centuries of written text. Certainly, the evolution of the current, “R” was not very exciting. The journal that Thor had been leafing through was the account of a minor noble in Avonshire, the largest Duchy in the Kingdom. On this particular page, he described the events of King James II’s wedding.
 
   For his wedding, King James II commissioned his flagship, the Saint Alexander to sail at dusk. When they were the requisite distance, the Captain of the ship performed the ceremony, and everyone rejoiced. Then, the boat sailed to the Island of Milos. Everyone disembarked and danced on the beach.
 
   When the night really wore on, there was the giving of gifts. The King had a special gift for his new wife. It was an embroidered poem, the poem that he had read when they first met, that had made them fall in love. It was their favorite poem, written in Atinlay, and--
 
   “Quick,” Jareld called to Thor, “Let me see the inscription!”
 
   “It’s all the way in Arwall,” Thor replied, stunned at the incongruous request. 
 
   “I mean,” Jareld said, narrowing his eyes at Thor, “Our transcription of it.”
 
   Thor shuffled through his bag until he produced the small book in which Jareld had copied Dorn’s inscription. Jareld was amazed to find, in the journal of the minor noble, a detailed reproduction of the embroidered poem. Jareld matched the poem in the journal with the inscription from Sir Dorn.
 
   “Look at this,” Jareld said, “It’s the same poem.”
 
   “It’s not that rare a poem,” Thor said.
 
   “But look at the spelling of the word, ‘terrases.’”
 
   Indeed, as it was written, it seemed that James II had misspelled the word in much the same way that Dorn miswrote it.
 
   "You think Sir Dorn hoped we, or someone, would find this clue?” Thor asked. Jareld decided, at that moment, to keep track of the times that Thor had a good point. One.
 
   “Well,” Jareld said. “Wait a minute. This is an embroidering. It says here the Queen left it on the Island of Milos, and everybody knew about it. She hung it on a tree, and insisted that the King would bring her to it on each of their anniversaries. This is only an obscure clue to us, a hundred years later. If someone had found Sir Dorn’s inscription sooner after the death of King James, this wouldn’t be an issue.”
 
   “It still sounds like a long shot,” Thor said. “That Sir Dorn left a trail of breadcrumbs so fragile.”
 
   “Well, I know one way to find out,” Jareld said, not realizing what he had just gotten them both into.
 
   ---
 
   The four Turin-Sen met Argos at the Lunapera once more.
 
   “My pupils,” Argos intoned, “It is joyous to see you again. You three...” he indicated Gerard, Sandora, and Selikk, the three senior members of the Turin-Sen, “...will continue with the plan as we discussed.”
 
   The three upperclassmen bowed and stepped aside as Argos paced over to Halmir. The youngest recruit of the group stood tall as his Master placed a hand on his shoulder.
 
   “Halmir, it is time to test your mettle. I have faith that, when tested, you will prove as true as any member of our company, past or present.”
 
   “You do me honor, Master Argos.”
 
   “I have received news from one of my spies. The Crown Prince will not be in Anuen on the first of summer. So, I have to split the group. The majority of the work will still be in the capital, so I am sending you three there as planned. But you, Halmir,” Halmir got a chill when his name was spoken. Two parts pride, one part anxiety, “You will be charged with the Crown Prince, Nathaniel Rone.”
 
   “Of course, Master,” Halmir bowed.
 
   “Good,” Argos nodded. “I do hope that we will meet again, but if we don’t, I know that you will all honor me, in life and in death.”
 
   “What’s the name of the place where I’m going?” Halmir asked.
 
   “It’s the Castle Hartstone, in a place called Deliem,” Argos responded. “The dawn approaches fast. Ready yourselves for battle.”
 
   ---
 
   On the first day of summer, Prince Nathaniel arrived at Castle Hartstone to oversee the marriage of Count Michael Deliem and Lady Sarah Ralsean.
 
   On the first day of summer, Jareld and Thor left Hartstone before sunrise. They had an exciting new lead, and they wanted to avoid the crowd of the wedding.
 
   On the first day of summer, Sir David Noble donned his armor, ready to defend his title in the opening ceremonies of the Jousting Season.
 
   On the first day of summer, the Prince stood before a courtyard full of people and gave a speech about love, nobility, and marriage. The people cheered, Michael and Sarah smiled.
 
   On the morning of the wedding, Lady Vye debated with her dresser about her sword.
 
   Vye had agreed to wear her formal wear. To be that version of Lady Vye. But as the Military Advisor, she should also be decorated with a sword. It just made sense. But the dresser was only interested in putting Vye “in the spirit of things,” and she felt that Vye’s sword, just the size of the damn thing, wasn’t in that spirit.
 
   On the morning of the wedding, several hours later, Lady Vye regretted that decision. The moment she regretted it was the moment right after she saw Michael die.
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Chapter 13: Attack of the Turin-Sen
 
    
 
   The jousting tournament was going well, King Vincent thought. At least, except for the jousting.
 
   The crowd was having a good time, taking advantage of the available meats and ales, and watching the tournament with cheers and jeers. But King Vincent wasn’t just interested in the social aspect of the affair. He enjoyed a good jousting tournament, and this one failed in that department. The problem was Sir Noble. He was too good.
 
   Through an incredible display of raw skill and practiced technique, Sir Noble was winning each joust squarely, and without incident. He played well to the crowd, controlling their cheers with a wave of a hand as a conductor might tell the orchestra to crescendo.
 
   Unfortunately, the competition left something to be desired. In a standard playoff system, the thirty-two contestants had battled down to sixteen, eight, four, and now two. But the two that were left were terribly mismatched.
 
   Sir Noble, who was very good, and Sir John, who wasn’t. Sir John had won by a series of flukes: two faults, one broken lance, and an opponent who had broken four ribs in the previous round. The final run would be a rout. But Sir Noble took it as seriously as anything. While he was getting help from his squire, Sam, to put on his chest plate, a small boy approached him on the lane.
 
   “Prince Anthony,” Noble said, seeing the boy, “What are you doing out here?”
 
   “I want to ride with you,” Anthony said, in a very excitable way.
 
   “I’m sorry, Little Prince, but your father would never allow it,” Noble said, looking at the clumsy horseman across the track. “That man over there is going to try and hurt me.”
 
   “But you won’t let him, will you?!”
 
   “No, of course not,” Noble leaned in and whispered, “I’m going to hurt him first.”
 
   Anthony giggled at this secret.
 
   “I’ll tell you what,” Noble said, after a moment, “As soon as I’m done with this gentleman, I’m going to do a victory lap. Do you want to join me for a victory lap?”
 
   “Yes, yes, yes!” Anthony said, jumping up and down like a little boy, which he was.
 
   “Good. Now, get out of the--”
 
   Sir Noble stopped mid-sentence. A bit of smoke was rising from the ground, only ten paces from the jousting track. The bit of smoke became more smoke, then even more. It didn’t rise up to the sky. It dissipated about three meters off the ground. And it didn’t expand, nor did anything catch fire. It just stood there, always billowing in the wind, but never moving. Like a smoke-shaped door.
 
   It actually was a door. A magical door. The creator of this spell was a firm believer in the idea that a door should always look like a door. He just didn’t take to the idea that one side of the door and the other had to be in the same building, or even in the same country.
 
   And to drive that rather alien thought home to Sir Noble, the smoke wavered as a man stepped out. Clad all in black, except for a red belt, a sword at his side. Maybe some would have noticed the mundane details about this man: his height, weight, eye color, the cut of his square jaw. But if you asked anyone, the only thing they would have told you is that he was a Turin.
 
   He held his sword in the air, shouting something that sounded like, “Ten Potter Inside!” It was actually, “Tempo Turin Sai!” which meant, roughly, “Now is the time of the Turin!” A moment later, a woman, also Turin, emerged. Similarly dressed, similarly armed. Once she was clear of the smoky door, it dissipated, whisked away in the wind.
 
   The two soldiers charged at the King’s Canopy. Noble should have laughed. He should have been cracking up. Two soldiers, with only swords, charging the King’s Canopy? It was worthy of a circus act. But he wasn’t laughing. He herded Prince Anthony and Sam behind him, backing them away from the jousting track.
 
   Somehow, he knew something was wrong. These weren’t any ordinary soldiers. He didn’t know their names. But they were Gerard and Sandora, the eldest of the Turin-Sen. Between them, they had more than forty years of training with swords. And that’s not counting the magic. They had arrived by means of a mystical door. The sort of thing Noble hadn’t heard about except in fairy tales.
 
   “Who’s that?” Anthony asked, pointing at Gerard and Sandora.
 
   “Never mind, Prince Anthony,” Noble said, “Just stay behind me,”
 
   The Royal Guards were no slackers. Half a dozen of them were already surrounding the King’s body, while another dozen notched arrows. These guys were crack shots. They could hit a target at two hundred yards, but they would wait. If the Turin attackers closed within a hundred and fifty yards, the archers would hit them with kill shots...
 
   Gerard and Sandora didn’t seem to notice or care about the archers. They were still racing to the King’s Canopy. Noble heard the reassuring twang of the bows singing over the field. The shots were hitting dead center. Gerard and Sandora would be pin cushions...
 
   But that’s not how it happened. And somehow, Noble knew it wouldn’t. The arrows were deflecting away from the Turin. Just before impact, they would fly wide, or wobble off course. The arrows never made it to within arm’s reach of the assailants.
 
   The Royal Guards grabbed the King and shoved him out the back of the canopy, heading for the Keep. Those who remained behind prepared to engage the assailants. By the time Gerard and Sandora reached the canopy, the King and his Guards were almost at the moat. It was only then that it occurred to anyone that the King might not be the target.
 
   Noble turned to Anthony. “Anthony, listen to me: I need you to go with my squire here. Sam, take him to the East Tower.”
 
   “Where are you going?” Sam asked, taking the boy’s hand.
 
   “Into the thick of things,” Noble answered, mounting his horse and grabbing a lance.
 
   Noble kicked his steed into action, charging across the distance to the King’s canopy. He had hesitated too long, he knew, but he could still do some good when he got there.
 
   The assailants reached the canopy. They cut through the Guards like so much warm butter. Noble never would have imagined members of the Royal Guard could be so easily bested. Once the guards were down, a few Nobles drew their ceremonial swords, but the Turin were making quick work of them.
 
   Noble was still another ten seconds away when he saw the Queen being pulled out of the canopy. Unfortunately, she would be dead in eight. Gerard grabbed her under the arms and held her. She struggled something fierce, but there was little she could do against such a well-trained man. Gerard held her still while Sandora stabbed her. She didn’t die when the sword went in. She died when Sandora pulled the sword back out.
 
   Noble lowered his lance and charged. That woman would pay for killing the Queen. But Gerard saw him just in time. The Turin swept his hand across his body, as though swatting a very slow fly. As his hand moved, so did the horse. It was as though his mount had been the subject of a very strong, but unfelt wind.
 
   Noble was tossed from his saddle and rolled across the ground, bashing his arms and legs on every bump in the grass. He lifted himself, one limb at a time, to his feet. Gerard and Sandora were abandoning the Canopy in pursuit of the King. But before she left, Sandora left Noble with a parting gift.
 
   She slashed her heavy sword against the support beam of the canopy. The wood cracked, folding under the weight of the tent. It was about to crash down.
 
   Noble leapt to the Canopy, shouting, “Everybody out!” He sidestepped chairs and dead bodies, reaching the ailing support beam just in time. He dropped his sword, holding the beam up with his own two arms, giving the survivors time to drag themselves to safety.
 
   But he couldn’t hold on forever. The support beam creaked and splintered, giving way.  Noble tried to get clear of the falling structure, but he tripped on a dead body and, once again, his body slammed to the floor.
 
   The body belonged to Princess Helena, the King’s second child. She was hugging the body of her husband, Caerwil, also very much dead. Noble’s face cringed. The Royal Family was getting smaller and smaller.
 
   Noble rolled onto his back, pawing at the ground, trying to find his sword. There it was. He stabbed up, tearing a hole in the canopy. He forced his way out of the silky womb, standing and taking in the scene.
 
   The Royal Guards were shoving the King over the drawbridge, crossing the moat. Behind them, but catching up fast, Gerard and Sandora kept running. Tireless. Intimidating. Deadly. Noble took a couple of deep breaths. His horse was rearing, back on its feet, ready to go. Noble staggered to his horse, but then he heard something, and his heart almost stopped.
 
   It was a scream. But unlike any scream Noble had heard before. It was complicated. It was made of two parts pain, two parts terror, five parts despair, and one part death. It chilled Noble to the bones. He turned to the bridge, from where the scream had emanated.
 
   At the bridge, one of the Royal Guards, the owner of the scream, was lit up. Glowing. Incandescent. It would have been beautiful if it weren’t so obviously painful.
 
   It was like being struck by lightning. But if the lightning lingered. Stayed on you. Held you in its electric fingers, draining every ounce of life from your sorry corpse. Shocking you down to the soul, until there was nothing left of you to resist. The Guard’s gray-white body toppled over the side of the drawbridge, splashing into the moat below.
 
   Noble mounted up, his eyes fierce with rage, ready to charge into the fray. But then he saw it happen again. It wasn’t a bolt of lightning. It was a spell. Sandora held her hand out, shouting words in the Turin language. From her hand, a small light shot out, with the speed of an arrow, looking like a candleless flame. It struck another Guard in the heart. The Guard screamed for the remaining seconds of his life, as the light crackled all over his body. He collapsed forward.
 
   Noble was too far away. Even on horse, there would be nobody left by the time he got to the fray. And what would stop Gerard or Sandora from using that witchcraft on him?
 
   He spun his horse around and went directly for the East Tower. The enemies seemed too powerful, and the Kingdom was unprepared for them. King Vincent would shortly be dead, he knew. The Queen was already dead. So were Princess Helena and her husband. Prince Nathaniel was in Hartstone, performing a wedding, and Princess Emily lived in the Duchy of Brimford. There was only one person left to defend in Anuen.
 
   “Sam!” he yelled, as he arrived at the East Tower, “Where’s the Prince?”
 
   Sam emerged from a second story balcony with Anthony in hand.
 
   “Get in here, before they come for us,” Sam called down.
 
   “No!” Noble said, “Give me the boy, quickly.”
 
   Sam lowered the reluctant Prince, as gently as possible, into Noble’s arms. He seated the young heir in front of him.
 
   Sam said, “Where are you going?”
 
   “As far from here as I can manage,” Noble said. “Try to give me some time to get to the woods.”
 
   “Yes, Sir,” Sam said, and he ducked back into the Tower, heading for the stairs.
 
   Noble turned the horse and headed for the woods, just beyond the fields of the tournament. The remaining soldiers were heading for the Keep, but it was too late. King Vincent, bereft of guards, had fled to the North Tower, there to make his own last stand against the invading assassins. And waiting for him in the North Tower was Selikk, a third member of the Turin-Sen.
 
   Selikk murdered the King, defenestrating him, the Royal Body splattering on the ground.
 
    Sam and the remaining Guards tried to exact retribution against the Turin-Sen, but the foreigners slaughtered them all.
 
   Noble tried not to think about the terror in his heart as he led his horse into the first steps of the murky woods. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14: An Uninvited Guest at the Wedding
 
    
 
   Michael had never written a book on how to staff a castle. Some have argued that he should have. He was particularly good at it.
 
   Your best diplomat should be your High Lieutenant. Sounds obvious, perhaps, but most Counts didn’t follow this rule. Most appointed a close friend or a cousin that you couldn’t let down but didn’t know what else to do with. Michael chose Landos on merit, because he knew that the level-headed negotiator would be just the person to outsmart and out-charm those people who you never wanted to meet.
 
   Always find a really good chef to be your main chef. A well-cooked meal could be the key to avoiding an international incident. And it makes people content. A good sommelier wasn’t a bad idea, either.
 
   It is important that your Castellan knows which way is South. This had been a problem in several castles in recent history. Michael took the time to test his Castellan on direction sense. He did not want to find out in the middle of a siege, as some had, that his catapults were facing the North Wing when they should have been facing the enemy force.
 
   Make sure your Military Advisor did not rip the testicles from bothersome nobles, at least not without permission. She was allowed to think about it, and even ask frequently, just so long as she didn’t do it on her own.
 
   Finally, when and if you can manage to find a fanatically loyal (if somewhat insane) jester as a servant, do so.
 
   ---
 
   The events that transpired only moments after Michael and Sarah’s marriage were something as follows:
 
   Nathaniel finished a rousing speech by announcing Michael and Sarah as husband and wife. The newlyweds released the doves and kissed, earning a resounding cheer from the crowd. A flurry of rose petals precipitated over the procession.
 
   Michael, Sarah, and Prince Nathaniel were on the East Balcony, which was half a story above the courtyard. Just high enough to be seen from anywhere in the crowd, not so high as to seem like an arrogant ass.
 
   Vye and the other honored guests sat along the front of the crowd, just under the balcony. Vye was stuck next to Rutherford and Lady Caroline, relieved that Caroline showed no signs of being pregnant. Behind them, crowded in tighter than a nun’s legs on a Sunday, were the commoners. Nothing like free food to assure a good turnout.
 
   Michael stepped forward to make his speech, “Lords and Ladies, Citizens, and Guests,” he began, and then continued in some well-worded but ultimately empty expression of thanks. Vye was not paying attention. She was distracted by the smoke.
 
   Not like a raging fire kind of smoke. Just a little wisp of smoke, rising from the ground right in front of the East Balcony. Where was the smoke coming from? Vye looked left and right, to see if anyone else had noticed, but everyone was fixated on Michael’s speech. He must have said something funny, because the crowd chuckled.
 
   Then the smoke got wider. It became a thin veil of smoke, about the size of a door. Vye nudged the only person next to her, Lord Rutherford. Rutherford, however, was trying to clap extra loud to impress Michael. Vye turned around, looking to the back of the crowd. She wanted to find Gabriel.
 
   Her distraction must have been noticed, because Michael stopped his speech.
 
   “Lady Vye,” Michael said, “Am I boring you?”
 
   There was another light chuckle from the crowd. Vye turned back to the Count, embarrassed. She blushed.
 
   “I’m sorry, Your Grace,” she said, “There’s just something…strange over here.”
 
   “Well,” Michael said, more to the crowd more than Vye, “Don’t keep us in suspense. What is it?”
 
   “It’s… Oh, Shit!!” was what Vye said.
 
   The reason she said this was that when she looked back to the smoky doorway, there was a Turin man there, sword drawn, and charging at the crowd.
 
   The man was Halmir, and while his charge seemed panicked to some, Vye could tell that his movements were precise, and his footing certain. He knew what he was doing.
 
   The Turin soldier came right at Lady Vye’s section, but because Lady Vye was looking fluffier than usual, he ignored her and impaled Lord Rutherford first. 
 
   And then, all hell broke loose. Calvin, the Castellan with direction sense, started barking orders. The Royal Guards pulled the Prince into the Castle before anyone could tell what was happening.
 
   Vye reached for her sword, but ended up grabbing her own pannier. She tried to kick Halmir, but her dress was too frilly. Halmir, in the meantime, had killed four other men, each as they drew arms and attacked him.
 
   Then, Halmir waved his hand across the entire crowd. There was a silent thud, a sort of empty popping sound, as everyone in the courtyard was stunned. Vye recoiled, her equilibrium shot to hell. She couldn’t hear a thing. And her vision blurred.
 
   Halmir leapt up onto the East Balcony, clearing the ten-foot wall. This wasn’t a question of jumping. He made it look effortless. He knelt down and pounced, but Vye had never seen a human get that much lift.
 
   Michael was still up there. Damnit, Vye thought. Why did he have to be such a brave fool? Any other Count or Duke in the Kingdom would have fled in terror. But of course Michael wasn’t that kind of leader. There he was, shielding Lady Sarah behind him. And, of course, that’s why Vye respected him.
 
   Still, although Vye considered Michael a competent swordsman, she didn’t feel comfortable leaving him up there on his own. Especially not with a Turin warrior who could appear out of a wisp of smoke, leap over walls, and stun a courtyard full of people.
 
   But whereas the rest of the crowd kept reeling and stumbling, Vye found her hearing coming back to her. The sense of balance returned to her feet. She shook it off. Plenty of time to be dizzy later. She had to take action now.
 
   Michael and Halmir were dueling it out on the balcony. Vye grabbed Rutherford’s sword, and ran to the nearest entrance. Two turns, one flight of steps, and one intervening curtain later, and she burst out onto the balcony--
 
   --Just in time to see Michael fall to his knees. He had been impaled just under the left shoulder, somewhere very close to where Vye imagined his heart was.
 
   Vye raised her sword and engaged Halmir. And finally she met her match.
 
   It had been years since her training with Tallatos. She had returned with a sense of humility. Always training hard. Always prepared to lose. But after defeating Sheldon and every other combatant she had faced, she had grown confident. Not cocky, mind you. She had no concept of swagger. But she appreciated the fact that she was good.
 
   So was Halmir. It only took Vye three swings and four seconds to figure out that he wasn’t just another arrogant swordsman. What was worse, he didn’t seem to care she was a woman. In the past, Vye always gained a little extra advantage. Fair or not, men always assumed she couldn’t fight, or didn’t want to hurt her. Halmir had no such reservations. He was fighting to kill.
 
   Halmir figured out the same thing at about the same time. The Turin-Sen, as a group, were arrogant. They had trained so much longer, and so much more intensely, that they expected to win outright. There shouldn’t have been anyone in Rone capable of holding his own against a Turin-Sen Warrior. But Halmir hadn’t belonged to the group for that long. He hadn’t drunk quite enough Kool-Aid to believe he was invincible.
 
   They were matching stroke for stroke, block for block. Immediately recognizing patterns and counter-striking. Adjusting. Footwork, stance, technique all changing in a blur that only these two could have understood. Tallatos himself would have asked them to slow down so he could figure out what was going on.
 
   But Halmir knew the stalemate favored Vye. The crowd hadn’t recovered as quickly as her, but they would recover. And who knows what other guards and soldiers were on their way. They could have parried each other all day, until the winner was finally decided by some minor advantage pressed at precisely the right time. But that would take too long. Halmir had to cheat.
 
   He swung his free arm around, like he was swatting a very slow fly. And Vye went airborne, sailing backwards, and smashing into the wall. She managed to land on one foot and one knee, and keep her sword in front of her, but it was all for show. If Halmir had taken three seconds, he could have charged in, disarmed her, and killed her.
 
   But Halmir was in a rush, and Vye wasn’t part of his agenda. He fled through the curtains and into the halls of the castle.
 
   Vye coughed up a little blood, pressing her clammy hands against the cold stone walls, hefting herself to her feet. That was a hard hit. But as long as she still had breath, she was not giving up the fight.
 
   She charged through the curtains, following the sounds of clashing steel to the base of the stairs. Vye figured the Royal Guard would try to get the Prince to the third floor. Because Hartstone was built on a hill, the third floor was also a ground floor. They could use the sally port to get to the reserve stables.
 
   From the looks of it, they wouldn’t make it quite that far. Two Royal Guards were already dead. Halmir was stabbing a third one. A fourth charged at Halmir. The other half dozen Guards had dragged the Prince a whole flight ahead of the Turin soldier.
 
   Halmir had recovered from his Shadow Door Spell enough now to use his most powerful magic. He opened his palm at the incoming Guard. From his hand, a small light shot out, with the speed of an arrow, looking like a candleless flame, striking the Guard mid-charge. The electricity danced over the Royal Soldier, crackling, smoking, burning his life force from his body. And eliciting a scream that would freeze your heart.
 
   Vye charged in behind Halmir, hoping to catch him off guard. But he was prepared, turning to counter. And they were at it again, like they had never stopped. Neither surprised by the other’s skill level this time, pulling out all the stops. A blur of limbs and steel. The steps made it interesting, but it was almost academic. It changed their tactics. Their options. But not how well matched they were.
 
   Halmir didn’t have time for this again. It seemed unsportsmanlike, to kill such a fine fighter with magic. He would have to destroy her. He opened his palm and faced Vye. The light enveloped Vye, crackling, lighting her up.
 
   But that’s all it did.
 
   Halmir and Vye froze for a second. A long, contemplative second. Vye was sure she was dead, despite all the evidence to the contrary. Halmir agreed, despite the fact Vye had apparently forgotten to fall down.
 
   Or scream.
 
   Halmir struck first, trying to seize the advantage in Vye’s hesitation. But her instincts kicked in and she parried him off. What the hell had just happened?
 
   Halmir was sure there must have been some kind of mistake. A cosmic miscalculation. He pressed in, an aggressive stance, forcing Vye to back up a few steps. Again, he opened his palm, shooting an amped up version of the death spell. Again, the light struck Vye, surging over every inch of her body. She was glowing, radiant, like an Angel of Fury.
 
   But as far as Vye was concerned, it was just a fun light show. It didn’t even tickle.
 
   This time, Vye attacked first, catching Halmir while he was still thinking about the spell. Halmir fought her off well enough, but he didn’t have any answers. The spell should have worked. The spell always worked. What the fuck was wrong with this woman? Why wouldn’t she just die, like she was supposed to?
 
   The Royal Guards had reached the third floor and were racing to the front gates. Halmir couldn’t waste more time here. He charged in again, having learned how to get Vye to back up a few steps. Once he had just enough room, he turned and leapt.
 
   Again, when Halmir leaps, it’s not just a really good jump. He reached the first floor landing in one hop, then the second floor landing on the next. A full flight ahead of Vye, he took off on foot, conserving his remaining energy for the fight ahead.
 
   Vye charged up the stairs... And that’s when she finally tripped on her dress.
 
   “Oh, that just about does it!” she said, standing.
 
   ---
 
   The Royal Guards burst through the sally port and dragged the Prince across the courtyard. They scurried for the stables at top speed.
 
   They were halfway there when Halmir emerged from the sally port. While his prey was running, he just walked. He didn’t need to run. He just needed to open his palm.
 
   Vye, making a compromise between modesty and practicality, had torn the skirt of the dress, ripping it from seam to waist. It was certainly a fashion statement, but more importantly, it gave her mobility.
 
   She charged up the three flights of stairs and straight across the third floor main corridor, and out the sally port. By the time she emerged onto the courtyard, the third Royal Guard was dying a horrible death.
 
   Vye scanned the area. Halmir was walking, with an eerie calm, toward the Prince and the three remaining Guards. The Guards were almost at the stables.
 
   Halmir fired another candle spell. The next Guard went down shielding the Prince’s body with his own. Vye saw that Halmir’s focus was fully committed to the Prince. She started to sneak up on Halmir, letting her feet rest on the soft grass of the summer.
 
   She stepped closer and closer as Halmir fired yet another Candle, killing yet another Guard. Only one Royal Guard remained, but they were only a few paces from the stables. Vye, likewise, was only a few paces from Halmir. Tip-toe, tip-toe, tip-toe, Swing!
 
   But Halmir showed himself to be more aware of his surroundings than he let on. He turned and parried the attack, just in the nick of time. Or was it planned that way? He was too good for Vye to be sure one way or another. Vye and Halmir once again started dueling, allowing the Prince and his Guard to get into the stables. 
 
   The masters matched swords. Left undercut, right feint, left foot shift, right cross swing. Up, down, and around. Halmir could see that, if nothing else, Vye would save the Prince’s life just by using up time. He had to do something drastic. He swung his free hand out to the side, as though conducting the violins to crescendo.
 
   The ground shook. The soil crumbling upwards, like the ground had failed to keep down a very bad meal. The dirt rose, in a way dirt was certainly not supposed to, and formed into the shape of a large, stone hand. The key word being large. It was easily six feet across the palm.
 
   Vye swung at the monstrosity, but the dirt she cut away was quickly replenished. The hand grappled Vye, closing its fist around both of her arms, restricting her.
 
   And then it started squeezing.
 
   Halmir turned and dashed off at a sprint. The Prince and his last Guard were mounted now, but he could still get a clear line of sight if he could make it around the gate before they cleared the courtyard.
 
   But Vye wasn’t aware of any of this. The very ground was tightening around her, crushing her lungs. Her arms were pinned. Breathing was out of the question. Her vision was going red...
 
   Halmir caught a glimpse of Prince Nathaniel as he turned the corner. But a glimpse was all he needed. He fired one more Candle Spell at the Prince. The Heir to the Throne was enveloped in the white hot, crackling energy of the spell. He screamed.
 
   And he died.
 
   Vye didn’t know the fight was over. She was wriggling, twisting, gasping, trying to get loose. But she was out of breath, and she was almost out of fight. She would have passed out if it weren’t for that painful snap. Most likely one of her ribs, she figured. A second later, two similar snaps.
 
   It didn’t seem fair to her, to die in the hands of… well, a stone hand. This stupid, stupid, stone hand. Crushing her. She thought about the fact that it was just a bunch of dirt and pebbles. She thought it shouldn’t be causing this much trouble. She imagined it all falling back to the earth, inert and lifeless as it was supposed to be.
 
   And then it did. It crumbled around her. She collapsed, gasping for air and panting heavily. Every breath was a shock of pain from her ribcage. Now she was going to hyperventilate. She felt like a loose collection of bones and skin, with a layer of dry dirt coating her. She felt like half a person.
 
   Her eyes tried to find focus. When they did, they could only see one person moving. It was the Turin man, walking casually back to middle of the south courtyard. He just needed some clear space.
 
   Vye lifted herself to her knees. How much longer could she keep up the fight? The pain of breathing alone was going to knock her out in a minute. To say nothing of bruises, internal bleeding, external bleeding, a broken rotator cuff, and utter exhaustion.
 
   And then she saw Flopson, the jester, ambling across the courtyard in his comic waddle, juggling three acrylic balls.  Flopson was in his late thirties, though if you had a conversation with him, you would insist her was just an older-looking child of eight. You would also insist that he was mildly insane, and you would probably be right. His bag was missing a few marbles.
 
   But those who had been around him and had paid attention, knew that he wasn’t an idiot. He knew what was going on. His wit was razor sharp, his tongue wicked, and his sense of humor layered. Vye had never seen him wearing anything other than his patched clown outfit, with the felt crown and the large collar, a mish-mash of very loud colors. He had some eccentricities, to be sure. But overall, he was the perfect fool for the castle.
 
   And he was Michael’s fanatically loyal servant. Vye didn’t know the full story, but sometime in the past, Michael had saved Flopson’s life. And since then, the jester had protected the Count’s interests wherever and whenever he could. 
 
   Halmir stopped in the very center of the courtyard, where he began chanting and waving his hands around. As he did this, a small wisp of smoke started rising from the grass. In moments, the pathway back to the Turinheld would open before him, and he would be safely at home.
 
   Flopson straddled up to the concentrating Turin, handling his balls with expert care.  A casual observer would assume it took all his concentration to play with his balls, but a careful observer would have noticed that he stepped over a dead Royal Guard without looking down.
 
   Halmir noticed the jester, but he didn’t care. Nobody else was on the field except Lady Vye, and she was just getting to her knees. He didn’t really know how to process the presence of the jester. There was a clown juggling in this field of death.
 
   “Hey there Stinky,” Flopson said. “Hope you enjoyed the wedding.”
 
   Halmir ignored Flopson, continuing his chant. The smoke was growing, expanding. He only needed to focus for a few more--
 
   “I said, hey there, Stinky,” Flopson said, getting much closer to Halmir.
 
   “Leave me alone,” Halmir said in his best Cirilian. Argos had taught them the language of the enemy, of course.
 
   “How rude,” Flopson said, still keeping the three balls in the air. “Perhaps I didn’t introduce myself properly. My name is Flopson.”
 
   Flopson kept the three balls in the air with one hand while extending the other. Halmir didn’t shake it. Vye, in the meantime, had managed to lift herself to her feet. She was leaning on the sword like a cane, but she was up. Halmir was a good thirty paces, but she would make all of those paces.
 
   Twenty-nine, Twenty-eight…
 
   “Someone,” Flopson said, “Is going to have to teach you some manners.”
 
   “I certainly won’t take lessons from you,” Halmir said in his own language.
 
   “Well, you certainly didn’t take lessons from your momma,” Flopson responded, in the Rone tongue.
 
   Halmir snapped a look at the fool. He hadn’t expected the insane man to understand him. There was a look in Flopson’s eyes that Halmir couldn’t read. Was he just jesting, as was his profession? Or was he insane, and actually challenging Halmir to a fight?
 
   Twenty-two, twenty-one…
 
   “Be gone before I tire of you,” Halmir said. 
 
   “I can’t run that fast,” Flopson said, leaning to the side and juggling every other ball behind his back. Showing off. Clearly, he could manage his balls in any position.
 
   Eighteen, seventeen…
 
   Halmir turned back to his wisp of smoke. The portal wouldn’t open if he continued to exchange banter with a fool. He needed to concentrate on the task at hand.
 
   “Are you just going to ignore me now?” Flopson said. “What if I said your mother was uglier than the wart on a donkey’s ass?”
 
   Thirteen, twelve…
 
   Halmir continued to chant.
 
   “Fine, you leave me no choice!” Flopson said, hurling the acrylics at Halmir’s head.
 
   Halmir turned in an instant, raising his hands in defense. Like Gerard and Sandora, he could deflect arrows (or, in this case, juggling accouterments) if he had enough warning. But Gerard and Sandora had been charging across a field, with the archers in plain sight. Flopson was right beside Halmir.
 
   He deflected the first two projectiles within a heartbeat. But Flopson’s aim was too good to be random. He had fired the three balls at three different angles, using both hands and a quick dance step. Halmir couldn’t bring his arm around fast enough for the third one.
 
   It impacted against Halmir’s head, sending the towering Turin Warrior staggering to the side. Flopson started laughing, as though he had just seen the most hysterical thing in his life. He grabbed his stomach, as though it hurt. He was rolling on the ground.
 
   Nine, eight…
 
   Halmir was holding the side of his head. He was reeling in pain, and his vision was doubled. He just had to get through the Shadow-Gate, and he could fall unconscious all he wanted. All he had to do was keep the Gate...
 
   Five, four…
 
   Halmir spun back around to refocus on the Gate. But as he turned, he lost his balance. Somehow, his boots had become tied together. He fell, hard, to the floor, completely off balance. He didn’t even get his hands up in time, so his torso took the brunt of the hit.
 
   Two, one…
 
   Vye arrived. She was too tired to lift her sword and swing it, but she could easily fall on top of Halmir. Halmir tried to roll over, but Vye gathered up a final bit of strength and slammed the back of her elbow into Halmir’s cerebellum. Halmir fell promptly asleep.
 
   Then, out of sheer exhaustion, Vye collapsed into a deep sleep of her own. The wisp of smoke dissipated, carried away in the wind.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15: A Pirate in Name Only
 
    
 
   Corthos was a pirate.
 
   At least, that’s what he told people. Usually, pirates tried to pretend they weren’t pirates, to avoid trouble with the local constables. But for Corthos, his case was exactly the opposite. He hoped, dearly, that people would think he was a pirate. He wore an eye patch over his perfectly healthy left eye. He spoke with that particular brand of poor grammar that delineated his profession. For a short time, he even had a stuffed parrot strapped to his shoulder.
 
   Corthos’ only regret was that he had never lost any limbs, and didn’t have any peg-legs or hook-hands to show off to the ladies at the pub.
 
   And for most of his life, he was also lacking in one other respect: He didn’t have a boat. He worked as a dockhand, loading and unloading cargo. But he had never sailed anywhere. And he kept scaring the other dockhands with stories about kidnapping, raiding, pillaging, and buried gold, none of which was true.
 
   Nobody knew where Corthos’ obsession with pirates began. Certainly, his parents didn’t encourage him.
 
   “Corthos, come here,” his Father would say. “Now, I just spoke to Miller, and he said that you tried to kidnap his daughter for a ransom.”
 
   “Aye,” Corthos said, mostly because he knew it pissed off his Father.
 
   “And Smith said you led his kids on a raid of the wood shop, and stole three planks of wood.”
 
   “Aye, it were a good pillaging.”
 
   “Now, listen here, son,” his Father said, “You have to learn to play nice with other kids. You can’t keep pretending to be a pirate. And it’s high time we got you an apprenticeship. What do you want to be when you grow up?”
 
   “A pirate, matey.”
 
   “Why can’t you be more like your brother and be a stone mason?”
 
   “Nay, not a stone-cutter’s life for me.”
 
   “Then, how about a woodsman?”
 
   “Nay, I dunnot want to be a woodsm’n.”
 
   “You could be a butcher. A baker. A candlestick maker.”
 
   “There be only one life for me, and it’s on the high seas!” Corthos declared, as he drew his wooden sword and held it to the air.
 
   “Fine,” Father said, “You can join the Count’s Navy.”
 
   “Thems be weaklings with white uniforms and too many rules. Methinks I should be a pirate instead.”
 
   “Corthos, my boy, you can’t become a pirate. People don’t choose to become pirates. They are born out of economic necessity, bad neighborhoods, that sort of thing. They are seaborne street gangs. You are a healthy young boy, and you have a loving family. I will not let you be a pirate.”
 
   “You cannot stop me, Father! I will be a pirate no matter what it takes!”
 
   And so he ran off. He went straight to the south shore, at the docks just east of Hartstone Castle, and lived there from the age of ten.
 
   He picked up what work he could from the less picky foremen. He had pure brawn, so if you were willing to put up with the garb and the accent, he was excellent at moving heavy things.
 
   He saved every farthing he got his hands on. He lived in what some would call abject poverty, but he had his dreams to keep him warm at nights. Finally, he had enough to buy a boat of his own. It wasn’t pretty, but it was his, and he loved it.
 
   The shoddy craft didn’t attract the kind of clientele most people sought, but since Corthos prided himself on being a pirate, it suited him nicely. He was happy to deliver small loads of cargo, especially the sort that you didn’t want customs agents knowing about. And the same went for people. If they needed to get out of Deliem, he wouldn’t ask any questions.
 
   But, to keep up appearances, he had a sign up by the boat, painted in black, which read: “Tour the Kingdom, starting at only ten Ducats.” Nobody was fooled into thinking Corthos was any kind of tour guide.  You would have to be really clueless to fall for his cover story.
 
   “Jareld,” Thor said, “Look: A boat that will take us to the Island of Milos.”
 
   Jareld whispered back, “I don’t think we want to take this boat.”
 
   “But, for only ten Ducats…” Thor said, his voice anything but quiet.
 
   Suddenly, a pirate popped out from below decks.
 
   “Top o’ the mornin’ to ya!” Corthos bellowed. Jareld and Thor recoiled in unison.
 
   “Umm… Hello,” was all Jareld could manage.
 
   “What is it ya’ need?”
 
   “Actually,” Thor said, “We need to get to the Island of Milos.”
 
   “Then welcome aboard the Leaking Tub!”
 
   True enough, the boat had its name painted on the side. The Leaking Tub was built forty-three years ago as a minor supply ship for the Count’s Navy. It had been decommissioned some twelve years ago, which is why Corthos had managed to get it at a bargain price. The rudder was broken, the sails ripped, the steering wheel warped, and the hull rotted. Corthos admitted to himself that it was a fixer-upper, but a few more jobs and he’d have enough coins to give her a nice overhaul.
 
   “I think we’re going to check with the Galleon over there, to see where it’s heading.”
 
   “Wait a minute, matey,” Corthos said, leaping off the ship and onto the pier beside Jareld. “That there Galleon is a fine ship. The Stormbearer it is called. And she has a prime crew, to be sure. But...” Corthos said with a finger of warning, “It will not go where you wish. It be the Count’s ship, so e’en if it sail West, it likely won’t stray past Avonshire.”
 
   “I see your point, but--”
 
   “Now, the Leaking Tub ain’t much to look at, I’ll grant you that. And she may not ‘ave technically passed inspection in the last three years. And ya may have to share some of our rations with the mice from time to time. But I am bound by no law, by no man, and by no border, and for the right price, I can take ya’ anywhere in this great land, or beyond, if that be your wish.”
 
   “How much to get us to Milos?” Jareld asked, taking out a small bag of coins and shaking it around. It seemed to Corthos that something could be worked out.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16: Knowledgeable Birds
 
    
 
   Two carrier pigeons flew in the silent night over the Avonshire-Deliem border. One was headed west, to Anuen, to inform the King that Prince Nathaniel was dead. The other was headed east, to Hartstone, to inform Prince Nathaniel that the King was dead.
 
   Had those two pigeons stopped for a quick drink at the same fountain, and had they gotten into a quick conversation, they would have been the most informed beings in the Kingdom on the first night of summer.
 
   But full comprehension of the assassinations would have to wait until the following day. In the meantime, Landos had quite a mess to clean up.
 
   The first thing Landos did was send runners to Rutherford Manor, Bridgeport, and Fort Lockmey. These three strongholds stood at the west, north, and eastern-most parts of the County, and if Deliem were under attack, they would know first.
 
   Next, the most time consuming thing that Landos had to do, was get rid of the wedding guests. He had to clear the commoners out of the courtyard, which was hard, after all the excitement. Certainly, this would be talked about for months, all the way to the Spicy Kangaroo. Even the nobles didn’t want to leave. Some legitimately wanted to help, but most just wanted gossip to share at the next joust. Of all the foreign dignitaries, only Count Ralsean was allowed to stay to comfort his daughter.
 
   Next, there were the dead and injured. Rutherford and four other minor nobles had died in the courtyard. Of the ten Royal Guards that had come with Nathaniel, nine were dead. And, of course, so was the Prince. It would take some effort to make his body presentable for burial.
 
   There was only one injured. Lady Vye had taken more punishment than Landos would have thought anyone could endure. She was in the infirmary, but nobody could tell if she would make it. She should have been dead already. So either she was really close to dying, or nothing was going to stop her.
 
   And finally, there was the assassin himself. It took two Guards to drag him to the dungeon. Gabriel saw to it that he was restrained in every way they could imagine. He also gagged the prisoner. Nobody knew how to stop someone who could use magic, but from what Gabriel was able to piece together, he needed to speak in order to do anything.
 
   Landos watched the entire process. In his young life, he had never seen a Turin. But he knew they existed. He believed they were out there. But magic... He had also been taught, as was the common wisdom, that magic didn’t exist. Nobody could cross a continent through a shadow, immobilize a courtyard full of people, or kill with just incantations.
 
   But now Landos was staring at this man, aware in some small way that the world was changing around him. Or rather, the way he looked at the world was going to have to change. And if it didn’t change fast enough, he wasn’t sure he would survive the turn in the road.
 
   It was almost midnight when a guard informed Landos that Lady Vye was awake. He ran to the infirmary.
 
   “Good morning,” Landos said, coming up to the side of her bed.
 
   “Is it morning already,” Vye said, still coming to.
 
   “Actually, it’s about midnight,” Landos said, “But I’ll take any time of day if you’re not hurt too badly.”
 
   “I’m-HOLY SHIT THAT HURTS!!!” Vye said, as she tried to straighten up and rediscovered that a few of her ribs were broken. She collapsed onto her back and exhaled, wincing and holding her side.
 
   “Umm… they said you shouldn’t move too much.”
 
   “Thanks for the warning.”
 
   “Listen, Vye, I’m glad to see you’re… mostly OK. But I need you to tell me what happened.”
 
   “Where’s the guy?”
 
   “What guy?”
 
   “The guy? The guy with- The Turin. The assassin. Where is he?”
 
   “He’s downstairs, in the dungeon.”
 
   “You can’t leave him alone. You have to watch out for him.”
 
   “We’re watching out.”
 
   “He’s very dangerous.”
 
   “We know. Gabriel has taken some special measures to make sure he can’t, you know, kill us with his mind.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “But you need to tell us how you defeated him.”
 
   “Oh, Landos, let me tell you, it was a hell of a fight.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “He’s good. I mean, I’m good, but he’s goooood. You know what I mean?”
 
   “I think you need some more rest.”
 
   “Let me just tell you how I finally got him.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “You see, he was using this crushing stone thing, and then I got out of that, and then…”
 
   Vye trailed off. Her memory stopped there. She was sure there was more, but at the moment, she was drawing a blank.
 
   “You got out of that, and then…what?” Landos prompted.
 
   “Hold on, I’m thinking.”
 
   “Did you kick him?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Hit him with the handle of the sword?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Because there are no sword wounds, so we--”
 
   “Flopson!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It was Flopson. I didn’t beat him. Well, I did at the very end, but it was really Flopson.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   There was a moment of silence. Landos was thinking about what this meant. He knew something about Flopson, and knew that he was a jester not to be crossed. Lady Vye was swimming in a place between splitting headache and apathetic euphoria. She closed her eyes. Landos saw this, turning to leave the infirmary.
 
   Before he stepped away from her bed, though, Vye grabbed his wrist.
 
   “Landos?”
 
   “Yes, My Lady?”
 
   “Michael…he’s dead, isn’t he.” Vye asked, never opening her eyes.
 
   “We’re not sure.”
 
   Vye opened her eyes. “What do you mean, you’re not sure? Poke the body with a stick.”
 
   “No, that’s the thing. We don’t know where his body is.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17: Alone
 
    
 
   Landos paced the halls of Hartstone. He was exhausted in a way he never imagined he could be, and yet he knew he wouldn’t sleep. Not for many hours to come. There was still too much to do. And finding the Count’s body was one of those things.
 
   Landos may not have known where the body was, but he had a good idea about who moved it. He suspected that it was with Flopson, the jester. Who was also missing. He knew Flopson intended no harm to the Count, so that was some comfort, at least. But even with the world turning faster than anyone could handle, it wouldn’t do to have Deliem without a clear leader. Without Michael, or an appropriate heir.
 
   “Landos,” a soft voice tugged him out of his reverie. It was a voice he loved, but also a voice he dreaded.
 
   “Sarah,” he turned to her. And Landos didn’t care if the Gods struck him down for thinking it, but she looked more beautiful than ever. Still in full wedding regalia, a violet in her blonde hair. A coral necklace to match her eyes. If he could be granted one wish, it would have been to stand there forever, beholding her in all her splendor.
 
   But there were no wishes to be granted that night.
 
   “Are you alright?” she asked, a hand on his arm.
 
   “Me? I’m... fine. Of course. Are you...?” He didn’t bother finishing the sentence. She didn’t bother answering it.
 
   “Umm…Sarah,” he said again, after he realized they’d both been silent for too long. “We should move over there.”
 
   He was pointing to the stairwell, where a couple of guards were standing.
 
   “What’s wrong with right here?”
 
   “We should just move over there.” He didn’t say the real answer, “Because I can’t be alone with you.”
 
   “I need to talk to you,” Sarah said.
 
   “Well, talk to me,” Landos said.
 
   “I need to talk to you alone.”
 
   Landos’ mind raced with all the possibilities. But his convictions were stronger. For now.
 
   “I’m sorry, I have to go,” Landos said, then scurried down the stairs. Sarah watched him go, her heart a volatile concoction of sorrow and guilt.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18: A Man Of Habit
 
    
 
   Sir Bucklander was one of the most useless people ever to exist. You know the type. No passions, no opinions, no skills, and no instincts. He just sort of was. As though the Gods had determined they needed one more person out there, and just jumbled him together with whatever leftover clay was around. He was a cosmic afterthought.
 
   Unfortunately, Sir Bucklander was a nobleman. As such, he was allowed to rule a castle. Now, Count Maethran wasn’t an idiot. And Sir Bucklander’s father wasn’t proud. They both agreed that Sir Bucklander would best be suited serving where he could do the least harm. And so, he was appointed to Fort North.
 
   Fort North was also kind of an afterthought. Even the name was a placeholder. It was so named because it was the northernmost fortification in Rone. Maethran was a large, land-locked County in the center-top of the Kingdom. The Fort was built to discourage Turin attacks. But it was kind of a joke. The Turin never attacked with siege equipment and ordered ranks. As far as the Rone were concerned, they were savages. Fort North was more of a statement than anything. “Hey, you guys. Turin-folk. We’re here. See our big, stone walls? Don’t fuck with us.”
 
   Count Maethran felt comfortable giving the useless Fort to the useless Knight. What could go wrong?
 
   So it was that on the first night of summer, Sir Bucklander sat down in the mess hall. He did this not because he was hungry, but because his to-do list was done and it was time to eat. The steward brought in a stew. Bucklander ate.
 
   “How do you like the food?” the Steward asked.
 
   “It’s OK,” Bucklander said, noncommittally.
 
   “Do you want more salt?”
 
   “Eh,” Bucklander shrugged.
 
   Then, a soldier came running in, stood beside Sir Bucklander, and yelled, “Sir, we’re under attack!”
 
   Sir Bucklander furrowed his brow and looked up at the man.
 
   “Oh,” Bucklander responded. “Perhaps we should...hmm...” He sighed. This commanding a fort thing was exhausting.
 
   “Sir,” the soldier said, “Perhaps you didn’t hear me. We are under attack. An army of almost thirty thousand Turin soldiers is marching over the north hill, and they are heading right for us. We are under siege.”
 
   “Just hold on a minute,” Bucklander said, “Let me think.”
 
   Another soldier came running in.
 
   “Sir,” the second soldier said, “Our food stores have been sabotaged.”
 
   “Sir,” the first soldier said, “I recommend we send runners now, before we are closed in.”
 
   “No, no, just wait. I don’t want to do anything rash. Maybe I should finish dinner first?”
 
   Another soldier came running in. He stood beside the first two soldiers and yelled, “Sir, we’ve just received word that King Vincent, Prince Nathaniel, Princess Helena, and Prince Anthony are dead!”
 
   Everyone in the room, already shocked at the news from the first two messengers, collectively gasped at this message. Bucklander nodded.
 
   “Well,” he said, “That is news.”
 
   And so it was that Fort North was summarily defeated. Everyone was slain. The structure was burned to the ground. And the Turin suffered almost no casualties. When they were done with the Fort, they marched south, toward the heart of the Kingdom.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19: The Regicide
 
    
 
   Vye sat up.
 
   It was an incredibly painful maneuver. There was no part of it that didn’t hurt, severely. But she had to get on her feet.
 
   Currently, Calvin, the Castellan with direction sense, was in the room with her. The reason Vye was sitting up was that Calvin had just given her some very disturbing news. The Royal Family was dead.
 
   “Calvin,” Vye said, “What do you mean?”
 
   “The King is dead,” he said, shuffling his feet, “Also all his heirs.”
 
   “All of them!?”
 
   “Well, we haven’t heard from Princess Emily in Brimford, but everyone else, at least.”
 
   Vye discovered it hurt a lot just to take a deep breath. She put her hand on her ribs, as though to support them.
 
   “Oh, my, that hurts,” she announced. She squinted. She tried to think about something else. She tried to pretend there wasn’t any pain.
 
   “Lady Vye,” Calvin said. “We should probably put the army on ready alert, and--”
 
   Vye looked to Calvin, to see why Calvin had stopped mid-sentence. Calvin was looking at Vye’s chest. Typical, she thought. Looking down her blouse while she was...
 
   Vye looked down at her chest. Nope. He wasn’t checking her out. Turns out her hand was glowing. It wasn’t lighting up the room, but clearly, under her palm, it looked like there was a blue flame burning.
 
   Funny, Vye thought, it does feel a bit warm. Not hot, but soothing. She thought, in her rational mind, that she should remove her hand quickly, but the sensation was so relaxing she couldn’t help but keep her hand there.
 
   And then the glow just subsided and went away.
 
   “Umm…” Calvin said. Vye looked up to him. “Umm…” he repeated.
 
   Vye rotated her shoulder. There was no pain. There was mild stiffness, but there was no pain in her ribs.
 
   “What, exactly, just happened?” Calvin asked.
 
   “I don’t...” Vye said, “My ribs are better now.”
 
   “How?”
 
   Vye paused for a few seconds, thinking this over.
 
   “Magic?”
 
   Vye didn’t like that answer. There had to be another explanation.
 
   “Well, I know it was magic,” Calvin said, “But…how?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Vye said. “I didn’t think it was possible.”
 
   “It isn’t, as far as I know.”
 
   Vye’s mind twisted and turned. She was experiencing one of the universal facets of humanity. She had encountered an event, a series of events, that didn’t fit into her worldview. And her brain was working overtime to make it fit. She had trained with Tallatos in the Hilwera Mountains. If she forgot everything else she ever learned in all her life, she would always remember one thing: There is nothing but steel. 
 
   And magic wasn’t steel. So there had to be a mistake.
 
   “You’re right,” Vye admitted. “It’s not. I think my ribs were never broken in the first place.”
 
   “You were in a lot of pain before,” Calvin pressed.
 
   “Must have pulled some muscles in that fight. Good night’s rest was all I needed.”
 
   “Your hand...”
 
   Vye’s brain hadn’t yet accounted for the glowing hand. That one was a doozy. But in typical form for someone clinging desperately to a belief, she was going to make it fit rather than consider what it truly meant.
 
   “I must have had some... you know, they doused me with perfume for the wedding. I bet it just caught fire for a second.”
 
   Calvin looked skeptical. Vye felt skeptical. But her brain had set things right. She could go back to being the best sword-fighter in the County, and the world would keep turning, as it always had. Vye gave Calvin some orders, setting the standing army on ready alert and calling up some of the reserves. Then she headed for the basement.
 
   “Julia!” Gabriel exclaimed when Vye burst into his room, “What are you doing up? Your ribs are broken.”
 
   “Actually, I don’t think...”
 
   Gabriel approached Vye to within a very uncomfortable distance. If Vye had any reasons to suspect him of ungentlemanly behavior, he would have been dead four feet earlier.
 
   “Even if they were set by an expert, you couldn’t… What happened?”
 
   Gabriel was pressing his hands against her ribs, feeling the ones he remembered to be broken.
 
   “Stop it, that tickles.”
 
   “Julia, your ribs aren’t broken.”
 
   “I know. I think it was all a mistake.”
 
   “Julia, I was with the healer when she was caring for you. It wasn’t a mistake.”
 
   “You know what’s funny, is Calvin thought that I somehow healed them magically.”
 
   Gabriel paced in a circle. He was like Vye in many ways. His brain, too, had tried to make all the facts fit into his neat little world view. The one where magic wasn’t a real thing. But he was too smart for his brain.
 
   “Did you?”
 
   Vye was flustered.
 
   “Master, I... I don’t even know... I wouldn’t know how...”
 
   “You were the only one who survived the fight with the Turin. He arrived in Deliem using magic. He almost defeated our entire Castle with spells. And, according to your own account of events, he killed the Prince with a flash of light.”
 
   “Yeah, but that was... Look, I’m sorry to bother you.”
 
   Vye spun around, striding for the door as fast as she could go and still technically be walking. Just before she could leave, though, Gabriel spoke again.
 
   “It’s dangerous, Julia,” Gabriel said, very calmly. “Obviously this magic comes from some dark source.”
 
   “How can you be sure?”
 
   “Nothing that powerful comes without a price.”
 
   Vye left, letting Gabriel have the last words. Those words clattered around in her head, her mind in a fog, racing with thoughts and dreams and half-understood riddles. Before she knew where she was going, she stood in the darkest corner of the dungeon, facing the Turin soldier. The assassin. The wizard.
 
   Halmir was a brute of a man, by the standards of the Rone. He was tall and muscular, and his broad shoulders looked capable of holding the world upon them. Even restrained and gagged, Vye flinched when he stared at her. It wasn’t a spell, but Halmir was able to transmit pure hatred from his eyes to hers.
 
   She motioned to the guard to open the cell. The guard, on another day and in another situation, may have been inclined to say something silly like, “Nobody’s supposed to see the prisoner,” or, “I’m under orders.” But Vye’s expression forced him to swallow his objections.
 
   Vye stepped into the cell, standing over the Turin agent. She waited for the cell door to close behind her. Then, she let the silence sink in.
 
   “I’m going to remove your gag. You know you can’t hurt me, right? Nod if you understand what I’m saying.”
 
   Halmir narrowed his gaze, his piercing eyes boring into Vye’s. He nodded, but he wasn’t happy about the situation. Vye pulled the gag from his mouth. He spat and coughed, flexing his jaw. Vye backed away. Not a time to take any chances.
 
   “What’s your name?” Vye said.
 
   Halmir responded, but not with his name. He spit out a string of curses, insulting Vye’s questionable heritage, and her definitively incestuous heritage. He spoke in Turin, so Vye didn’t know the words, but she got the general gist.
 
   “I’ll ask again,” Vye said, stepping closer, “What’s your name?”
 
   Halmir said some other things in his own language, none of which was the proper thing to say to a Lady. Vye waited out his rant.
 
   “I’m just asking for your name,” Vye said. “Or do you prefer I gag you again?”
 
   After a moment, he answered, “Halmir.”
 
   “Wasn’t that easy? Let’s keep it that way, Halmir. Now, moving onto the next question: What’s the rest of your plan?”
 
   Halmir started cursing Vye again. Vye introduced him to the back of her hand. Her right hand, to be precise.
 
   “Typical Ronish brutality,” Halmir spat.
 
   “Ronish brutality? You just assassinated the Royal Family.”
 
   “So kill me. Get it over with.”
 
   “Don’t worry, we’ll get to it eventually.”
 
   “So, do it now, I’m ready,” Halmir lowered his head, exposing his neck, as though he expected Vye to decapitate him on the spot.
 
   “Stop it,” Vye said. “I’m not going to kill you here.”
 
   Halmir looked up, confused. “Why not?”
 
   “Because that’s not up to me,” Vye said. “Even us brutes have laws. I just hope you get the worst barrister in the history of our Kingdom.”
 
   “Vye!” Landos charged into the dungeon, breaking Vye’s concentration. She gagged the prisoner and waved to the Guard to let her out. Yeah, she knew she shouldn’t have been down there. She walked alongside Landos as he began his scolding.
 
   “Lady Vye, what are you doing?”
 
   “I’m asking him some questions.”
 
   “He killed the Prince. He’s a prisoner of the Kingdom. We just keep him locked up and keep him alive. Wait!”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Your ribs…”
 
   “They’re better now.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   “Landos, we need answers from him. And we may not have time to wait.”
 
   “What do you--”
 
   “I mean I don’t think these assassinations were the endgame. Do you think the Turin organized this whole attack just to make us angry? There must be a next step, and if there is, then we have to assume they’re already at least that step ahead of us.”
 
   “I do wish Michael were here. At the end of the day, he was always the guy with the plan. Do you think he’s alive?”
 
   “I always assumed he would live forever. But for now, we have to make do with what we’ve got. And we’ve got your smarts and my sword. And if we ask nicely, we have Gabriel’s sage wisdom.”
 
   Landos and Vye shared a small laugh. Just a little one, amidst the chaos that had so suddenly overtaken their young lives. They were charged with deciding the fates of the people and the Kingdom, yet they had not fifty years between them.
 
   Landos sighed, “Well, let’s find out if what we have is enough.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20: A Match Made In A Match Factory
 
    
 
   Timothy Brimford and his wife, Emily, traveled south for the funeral of the Royal Family. For Timothy, it was a formality. People died, so you have to bury them. But for Emily, this was a devastating trip. The Royal Family was also her family. As far as she knew, she was the last surviving member of that same Royal Family.
 
   Timothy was the second son of Duke Brimford. This had given him many reasons to pout as a child. While is brother Eric was destined to earn the title Duke, Timothy would forever remain a Lord. In other words, he wouldn’t get to rule over a lot of people and carry a nifty scepter.
 
   But his father, being the political strategist that he was, didn’t like to let a child go to waste. If Timothy couldn’t rule something, the least he could do was enhance the Brimford influence through marriage. So, Duke Brimford arranged for Timothy to marry Princess Emily Rone, the third child of the recently deceased King Vincent.
 
   The arrangement was a bit unorthodox. Timothy had just turned twenty when Emily Rone was born. But as long as the couple was biologically capable of having children, it was considered a smart match. The happiness of the couple, at this level of politics, wasn’t really a factor.
 
   So, it was a strained relationship from the beginning. Timothy continued to live in Brimford, in the north, while Emily Rone grew up in Anuen, on the southern shore. It was kind of bizarre, meeting her for the first time as an infant. And as he wiled his twenties away, she was still only ten. They didn’t have a lot to talk about.
 
   It was even weirder from Emily’s perspective. When she was a toddler, Timothy was just this awkward guy who would show up once in a while in her life. Whenever the Brimfords were in town, there he was. And he always talked to her as though he cared what a five, six, or seven year-old had to say. Why couldn’t he be like the other adults? Why couldn’t he just say hello and then go off and talk to adults about adult things?
 
   When she turned eight, her sister Helena broke the news to her. And so ended all her dreams of meeting a Prince and living happily ever after. She loved her father, and wanted to please him, so she held her tongue. She didn’t complain, not once, about the arrangement. But she dreaded becoming this man’s wife. The best that could be said of Timothy was that he was well dressed. Other than that, he was a Dork, as far as she was concerned. A social misfit, powerless, passionless, and probably, she mused, impotent.
 
   Unfortunately for her, he wasn’t. And while the official story was he was saving himself for his wife, he was a man, after all. And he had money. He became a regular fixture at the local brothels. At least the working girls acted happy to see him, though they were really just happy to see his coin purse. If he didn’t look too closely, he could pretend it was the same thing. 
 
   When Emily turned fifteen, she was wed to the thirty-five year old Timothy. She had kept her matrimonial promise, and was a virgin entering the marriage. She lost her virginity the same night she gained half a dozen sexually transmitted diseases.
 
   For a short while, Timothy enjoyed the novelty of a woman living in the bedroom, where she couldn’t really do anything but obey him. He was older, he had home-court advantage, and he was certainly more practiced in what they were doing. But never had sex been less impassioned. Never had it involved less emotion, less love. Timothy was sure he had experienced more meaningful encounters at the houses of sin.
 
   Eventually, Timothy tired of the convenience of his live-in lover. Emily was relieved when he started spending nights out. She didn’t care that he came home smelling of other women. She didn’t even mind when he started having an affair with his brother’s wife. The only thing worse than not having sex was having sex with her husband.
 
   When news of the assassinations reached Brimford, Timothy was little comfort. He had no idea how to deal with Emily. They had been living as husband and wife for almost a year, but they still had no common ground. She was sixteen, he was thirty-six. He wasn’t a comrade or a peer, and he was only a lover in the technical sense.
 
   It was a long carriage ride from Cliffhaven to Anuen. Over the six days it would take, Timothy and Emily would say very little to one another. Perfunctory comments about whether they should stop for the night or keep going until the next town. Timothy offered to switch seats with her, a couple of times, so that the sun wouldn’t be in her eyes.
 
   The only time he actively said anything was when he thought ahead to the coming days.
 
   “If things go according to plan,” Timothy said, “I’m going to need an heir. Won’t that be nice? You can have a little baby.”
 
   Emily didn’t even respond. The thought of bearing a child to Timothy was repugnant, and it wasn’t what she wanted to think about on the way to burying her entire family.
 
   But all Timothy was thinking about was what would happen after the funeral. Once the King and his male heirs were buried, there would have to be a coronation. The Chief Magistrate would be charged with crowning someone. And Timothy was certain he would be the next King.
 
   It wasn’t a clear-cut law. The King James Standard had numerous pages detailing the line of succession. But it had never anticipated this kind of catastrophe. King James never would have imagined that, in one day, the King AND his two male heirs would all die. The convoluted language in the Standard talked about sons of sons, brothers of fathers of sons, and eventually uncles and nephews and cousins.
 
   But Timothy figured he would cut through all the garble. He was married to the only living descendent of King Vincent. If Emily had been a boy, she would get the crown. Since she couldn’t, clearly it would go to him. Who was going to argue with that logic?
 
   Castor Rone. That’s who.
 
   Castor was King Vincent’s younger brother. He had been serving as the Minister of the Treasury under his brother’s reign, so he was already in Anuen, and he was already familiar with the ins and outs of Rone politics. He was mourning his brother’s death, but of course it crossed his mind: If Vincent AND his male heirs are all dead, surely the crown would default to him. He was already practicing his coronation speech.
 
   And the King James Standard was silent on the matter.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21: The World Crumbles
 
    
 
   A knock on the door startled Landos from his nap. He had fallen asleep at his desk, writing orders for troops and supplies. He tried to recall the last time he had slept in a bed. But he was too sleep-deprived to remember.
 
   There was the knock again. It wasn’t insistent. It was quiet. An apology of a knock. He expected it to be Vye, asking to question the prisoner again. Or perhaps Gabriel, with news of Flopson. He even imagined it could have been Calvin, there to explain that they needed more supplies, incase of a siege. He imagined they would be under siege at any moment, ever since Vye’s warning.
 
   What he wasn’t expecting when he opened the door was the Countess Sarah Deliem.
 
   “Oh dear!” Landos said.
 
   “What? What’s wrong,” she said.
 
   “Nothing,” he said. “We just… We have to go somewhere, right now.”
 
   He tried to go around her, but Sarah blocked his way.
 
   “Landos, what’s wrong?”
 
   “You must go.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because,” Landos said, “Because I made a promise.”
 
   Sarah lifted her left hand, which sported a jade ring, a smaller version of Michael’s signet ring. “So did I.”
 
   “Sarah…”
 
   “Landos, do you remember standing on the catwalk?”
 
   “Of course I do.”
 
   “And do you remember what you felt then?”
 
   Landos would remember those feelings until he died, and possibly longer.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you feel differently now?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “My husband-- The Man I was married to for...minutes-- Michael is dead. I know you hold onto hope, but Lady Vye told me about the fight. About his wounds. He’s dead. You’re being loyal to a man who isn’t there anymore.”
 
   “He is there,” Landos said, “Not necessarily alive, but-- I can’t. I made a promise.”
 
   Sarah stepped right up to Landos, their faces inches away.
 
   “We both did.”
 
   She kissed him. If someone had been there timing them, they only kissed for a few seconds. But Landos would later describe it as the longest, sweetest kiss he had ever known.
 
   In part it was because it was an emotional release that he had not allowed himself in the week since the wedding. He had been walking in a trance; always tense, trying to hold an entire County together while dealing with the loss of a close friend and the fact that the Prince had died on their turf.
 
   But mostly because it was Sarah, and he wanted to kiss her so badly, and he had been afraid that if he did, the walls would collapse and the world would be thrown into chaos. Once he started kissing her, though, he realized that the world had already been thrown into chaos, and that perhaps this was a small way to make it right again.
 
   ---
 
   When Landos woke again, it was to a booming knock. Not apologetic at all. Perhaps now they were really under siege. Landos stumbled out of his bed, grabbing his robe and jogging to the door.
 
   “Landos!” Gabriel’s voice echoed from the hall.
 
   “Sorry,” Landos said, swinging the door open. “Door was stuck.”
 
   “I have news about Flopson. I know where he is.”
 
   Landos was still waking up. It took him a second to process what this meant.
 
   “Great. Great. I’ll... umm... Go prepare the horses. I’ll be down in five minutes.”
 
   “Very well,” Gabriel grumbled. “I’ll inform the Countess.”
 
   “Don’t bother!” Landos snapped, a little too quickly, he realized, “That is, I need you to get the horses ready. I’ll collect the Countess on my way down.”
 
   “Have it your way,” Gabriel shrugged, making for the stairs.
 
   Landos slammed the door and locked it. He ran back to the bed. Sarah was sitting up, the blankets wrapped around her naked body.
 
   “Who was that?” she asked.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22: The Gathering Tide
 
    
 
   The Leaking Tub sailed for four days before it rounded the southwest corner of the continent. Because they were trying to fly under the radar, Corthos had not docked since their departure. So it was that Jareld and Thor were still unaware of the all the news of the Kingdom. As far as they knew, Michael and Sarah were on their honeymoon.
 
   Jareld had been dreading the ocean voyage, but now that he had gotten used to the sense of motion, he was enjoying it. He had been on boats before, but never for more than a couple of hours. Life at sea was a whole new experience. It was... liberating.
 
   He spent the first couple of days shadowing Corthos, learning the names of the ropes, the nautical terms, the sterns and starboards. At night, he would record star charts. The charts already existed, many times over. But Jareld found it serene, to lie on the deck at night, far from anyone or anything, and map the heavens.
 
   Even the rodents didn’t bother him. Every morning, Herbert would rouse Jareld from his slumber. Herbert was one of the mice on the Leaking Tub, but for whatever reason, he had a pleasant disposition, so Jareld had adopted him as a pet. Jareld would share a cracker with the personable pest before climbing up to the deck. 
 
   Corthos would always be there, scanning the horizon. That morning, he was peering through his spyglass.
 
   “Top o’ the mornin’ to you,” Corthos said, his usual greeting.
 
   “Good morning,” Jareld said.
 
   “Yer little island be close by,” Corthos reported, “Methinks it will appear o’er there.”
 
   Corthos waved his arm off to the northwest. Jareld borrowed the spyglass and took a peek. Just flat water as far as he could tell.
 
   He turned right, sweeping his gaze along the shore of the continent.
 
   “Lot of ships over there,” Jareld said.
 
   “That be the Port at Anuen,” Corthos said.
 
   “I’ve never seen it from this side.” His eye lingered on the Port, “Still, looks like a lot of ships. And all of them are Royal Navy. No merchant vessels.”
 
   “Lemme take a glance,” Corthos said, stepping up and taking the spyglass. “They be flying the yellow banners on the dock.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Jareld asked.
 
   “Civy ships are to steer clear,” Corthos said.
 
   “Civilian ships?”
 
   “Aye. ‘Cept for emergencies.”
 
   What Corthos did not notice was that all the vessels were flying two banners. Of course they flew the Royal Banner, the red silhouette of a lion over black. But they also flew the Banner of Avonshire. Avonshire was the largest territory in the Kingdom. The Avonshires were the most powerful family in the Kingdom. And most importantly, the oldest daughter of Duke Avonshire was married to Castor Rone. So, the Avonshires had decided to back his claim to the throne. And the second most powerful family, the Brimfords, were naturally backing Timothy Brimford.
 
   To say that the Avonshires and the Brimfords had enjoyed a troubled history would be an exercise in understatement. To say that there had never been blood spilt would be an exercise in flagrant lying. In the six centuries of the Kingdom’s existence, these two families found a way to get at each other’s throats at least once a generation.
 
   This was going to be this generation’s fight. A fight for the crown.
 
   If Corthos had been paying close enough attention, maybe he would have noticed that the Avonshires were fortifying the capital. And maybe Jareld and Thor could have pieced together that something major was going on in the Kingdom.
 
   But Corthos had already turned his spyglass back to the north. So instead, all he shouted was, “Land Ho!”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23: Magic
 
    
 
   “How did you do it?” Lady Vye demanded, once again removing the gag from Halmir’s mouth. She was not supposed to be there. But Landos, Gabriel, and Sarah had all left, and Landos had put her in charge. She couldn’t resist the opportunity to get some answers.
 
   “Please, tell me,” Vye pleaded. When it was clear Halmir wasn’t going to respond, she stepped closer and continued, “Listen. Listen to me. I’m not supposed to be here. I’m supposed to stay away. But I’m here. Not the Lieutenant. Not the Countess. Just me.”
 
   “Why aren’t you in command?”
 
   “I am.”
 
   “Not now, I mean. Why aren’t you always in command?”
 
   “Because I am a Lady, and this is the court of the Count.”
 
   “You are the better warrior. Why have you not been promoted?”
 
   “Well, I couldn’t anyway,” Vye said.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I’m a woman.”
 
   “You’re a warrior.”
 
   Vye couldn’t tell if he was legitimately praising her or trying to distract her.
 
   “Why couldn’t you kill me?”
 
   “Because you are more powerful than I am.”
 
   “But you’re taller, stronger--”
 
   “No. Not taller. Not stronger. More powerful. You are better at magic than I am.”
 
   “That’s not true. I cannot use magic.”
 
   “Do not mock me!” Halmir said, commanding the conversation as though he weren’t tied up. “You are a powerful sorceress. Only a handful of people in the continent could have withstood my attack.”
 
   “I am not mocking you,” Vye said, “But I don’t understand.”
 
   “That is the way of your people,” Halmir said. “To not understand.”
 
   “We’ve been taught,” Vye said, “That there is no magic in the world. Our people think that it’s impossible.”
 
   “Impossible?” Halmir said, forcing the accent to stay on the right syllable. “Why should it be impossible just because you don’t know how to do it?”
 
   “We can learn.”
 
   “You won’t have time.”
 
   “Why not?” she asked.
 
   “Because we’re coming for you now,” Halmir said. “And He has planned for too long to be stopped.”
 
   “Who has?”
 
   Halmir took glee in teasing her. Perhaps he would be executed for his part in the assassinations, but they would rue the day they incited the Turin to war.
 
   “You will know is name soon enough,” Halmir gloated. “You will hear it whispered, in tales of terror and destruction. His named will be dreaded across your insignificant Kingdom. Perhaps a warrior like you might be lucky enough to face him. And you would have the honor to die at his hands.”
 
   “What makes you think I’ll die? I’m powerful, remember?”
 
   Halmir laughed. Vye was caught off guard by the laugh. A week ago, she had no opinions on the Turin. They lived too far north and had too little to do with her life. But Halmir had made such an effort to be distant. Unapproachable. She had sort of imagined he wasn’t capable of laughter.
 
   “You were more powerful than me,” Halmir said, “You will never be as powerful as Him. You will all die as frightened animals. And then some small measure of justice will have been done.”
 
   Vye was sure that she should have been able to intimidate the prisoner. Vye was sure she should have been able to strike fear in him, because his fate was most likely execution. But, it seemed that he was unafraid, and it seemed that even from the dungeon of their castle, deep in their territory, he was still able to strike fear back at her.
 
   Vye wandered back up the stairs, giving the Warden a stern look to ensure that her visit would remain a secret from Landos. Then, she started pacing up and down the corridor, trying to work off a nervous energy that she didn’t know how to handle.
 
   “Lady Vye,” Calvin called, running in and spotting Vye in the main corridor of the ground level, “Lady Vye, come quickly!”
 
   Vye followed Calvin back out to the north courtyard, where the main gates were opening. A single horse was entering, but from this far, Vye could not make out who was riding on it. Actually, there were two people riding on it: Sir David Noble and Prince Anthony Rone, rightful heir to the Kingdom.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24: Under the Old Oak Tree
 
    
 
   The Island of Milos wasn’t very large. With a tall enough mast, you could have seen over the whole thing. But searching it tree by tree was still a daunting task. Jareld had hoped that there would be a clearing, a space that would seem to say to them, “This is where the King would have danced with his bride.”
 
   But that party had happened a hundred years ago. A lot can change in a hundred years. Old trees would have died. New trees would have sprouted. An inconvenient lightning storm could have wiped out a whole patch. If it had happened early enough, they wouldn’t even know it now.
 
   Jareld had decided to take Herbert, the mouse, along with him to shore. He didn’t want the rodent to get lonely on the Leaking Tub. But as much as Herbert appreciated his caretaker, he would have preferred a peaceful day on the boat, rather than jostling around in Jareld’s overstuffed satchel.
 
   So, when Jareld put his bag down to rest his shoulders, Herbert nibbled his way out and fled across the sand.
 
   “Herbert!” Jareld said. Thor and Corthos looked around in alarm. Jareld had never told either of them the name he had given his pet, so “Herbert” didn’t mean anything to them. They watched Jareld dive to the ground, crawling and scrounging around the trees. Thor had never seen him so animated.
 
   “The sun!” Corthos yelled, running up, “He’s gotten a fever!”
 
   “I’ll get the water!” Thor yelled.
 
   Corthos wrestled Jareld to the ground.
 
   “Calm yerself, matey!”
 
   “But Herbert. He’s under that tree.”
 
   “Aye, I’m sure he be. Per’aps me Uncle Les be behind that there dune.”
 
   “That’s ridiculous,” Jareld yelled, thrashing against Corthos’ restraining arms, “Why would your Uncle be living on this island?”
 
   It took a while to sort everything out. After Jareld caught his breath and drank some water, he explained that Herbert was a mouse who had burrowed under a tree.
 
   “Which tree?” Thor asked.
 
   “That one,” Jareld pointed.
 
   They looked at the tree. It was clearly the oldest tree on the island, thick and sturdy. It could easily be two hundred years old. But just to drive the point home, there it was, posted on the tree with a single, rusted nail. The poem in written in Atlinay.
 
   “So, do you think Sir Dorn meant for us to open the trunk of the tree?” Jareld wondered.
 
   Herbert popped his head out of under one of the roots. He had found a hollow space. Jareld and Thor exchanged looks.
 
   “I’ll get the shovels,” Corthos said.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25: The Wanderer
 
    
 
   Landos insisted they take no guards. The information Gabriel had, that an old acquaintance of his had sent a message regarding Count Michael, was vague enough. He didn’t want soldiers or servants or drivers, anybody that could spread gossip, or divulge sensitive information. Landos didn’t trust anyone at the moment.
 
   Truthfully, he would have preferred to go with just Gabriel, but he couldn’t avoid bringing Sarah along. He could face Michael alone. He would feel guilty, but he could get through it. Encountering Michael while Sarah was there... He didn’t know how to deal with that.
 
   Gabriel’s acquaintance, the man who had contacted him, was named Alderthorn the Wanderer. Alderthorn did not look like an old man, but he was older than anyone realized. If you lined up ten people and asked them how old they thought Alderthorn was, they would all guess somewhere in his forties or fifties.
 
   Alderthorn lived deep in the Eliowode, a forest that covered the north end of Deliem and then leaked a little into Ralsean, Glastonshire, and Trentford. He was an apothecary by trade, a healer by practice. He lived in a small cave, deep in the woods, and rarely interacted with the outside world. Despite his title, he was not nomadic. He just didn’t like standing still.
 
   It was therefore appropriate that Landos, Gabriel, and Sarah first saw Alderthorn wandering up the road to meet them. The three of them halted their horses, as Gabriel and Landos took flank around Sarah.
 
   “Ah, welcome to the Eliowode, Gentlemen,” he said as he stopped. Then he bowed to Sarah, “Your Grace.”
 
   “Alderthorn,” Gabriel said, “Have you seen our jester?”
 
   “Your jester indeed,” Alderthorn said, gently laughing, “I do not know that any person, man or beast, peasant or king, could claim domain over such a one as the jester. He seems to go about as he pleases.”
 
   “Nonetheless,” Landos continued, “We need to see him, and quickly.”
 
   “I do apologize,” Alderthorn said, “Both for my long speech and what I must now say. The jester has asked that only the Countess come forward. I realize it is not in his place, nor mine, to command such Nobles as yourselves, but as the Countess outranks you both, I do suppose we will all listen to her wish.”
 
   “Well, Your Grace?” Landos said.
 
   “I’ll go,” Sarah said, “Alone.”
 
   She and Landos shared a glance. His was trying to say, “Please don’t go.” Hers was trying to say, “Don’t let me go.” But this would be the last moment they would share as unburdened lovers.
 
   “Very well,” Alderthorn said, “Please come. You can trot the horse down the path or walk, if you like. I will be on foot, so we can go no faster than my weary legs anyway.”
 
   “I’ll walk,” Sarah said, dismounting and taking up a step alongside the old man. Landos wondered what Sarah would find, deep in the shadow of the Eliowode.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26: The Line of Kings…
 
    
 
   Prince Anthony ate very well. Like a Prince he ate. But also like a hungry boy who hadn’t had a satisfying meal in several days. More than a week, in fact.
 
   Sir Noble gave Vye a full account of the events in Anuen over dinner. Of course, she had already heard bits and pieces, but now she was getting the details. Now she was hearing an account very much like her own. A tale of magic, swordplay, and death.
 
   Noble briefly described their journey to Hartstone. They stayed off the roads. Dressed down. Ate very little. Anthony, who had been silent when Noble was describing the events at the capital, jumped in with occasional details about the trip. At the age of six, his stories were still haphazard, and cared little for chronology. Noble had to keep interjecting, so that Vye knew what part of the journey Anthony was talking about.
 
   After Prince Anthony ate well, he was escorted upstairs, where he slept well.
 
   “I haven’t told him yet,” Noble confessed to Vye, as soon as they were the only ones in the room. “I tried, the first night out of Anuen, but I don’t think he understood. Then, I just couldn’t. I had to make it a sport for him. I had to pretend it was a game.”
 
   “Were you followed?” Vye asked.
 
   “I don’t think so. I don’t know.”
 
   “Well, you made it here,” Vye said. “That’s something, at least.”
 
   “It was terrible,” Noble said. “They all died. I couldn’t save anyone.”
 
   “You saved him.”
 
   “As soon as I was out of Anuen, I thought I should get to Nathaniel. Of course, I heard on the road that he was killed on the same day. But I still wanted to keep moving. I figured Hartstone would be a haven, if nothing else.”
 
   “I guess it’s as safe as anywhere these days.”
 
   “It was all too well planned. Somebody wants to destroy our Kingdom.”
 
   “I keep waiting for the other boot to fall,” Vye confessed. “I have the assassin in the dungeon, but he--”
 
   “You have the assassin?!”
 
   “Yes, but Landos wants to wait for the Royal Council to interrogate him.”
 
   “The Royal Council? Half of them died under the canopy, with the Queen. And besides, you don’t need the council. You have the de facto King.”
 
   “He’s six.”
 
   “He’s all we have. If we don’t present the country with a single person to stand behind, there will be chaos.”
 
   “I agree,” Vye said. “And if it were any other circumstances-- If the King had died from sickness, for example, then I could imagine crowning a boy that young. But he will be coming to power in days like these. I wouldn’t wish that upon any man, let alone any six-year-old.”
 
   “I agree that it’s not ideal,” Noble said, “But I am weary, and cannot think of any other way. In these desperate times... We need to crown him, even if it’s only to use him as a banner. As someone to rally behind. He won’t truly comprehend what’s happening, but he may have no choice.”
 
   “I hope you’re wrong. But I suspect you’re right.”
 
   ---
 
   Time was indeed shorter than either of them imagined. In Vye’s mind, having studied her Kingdom’s past, she thought of wars taking years, sometimes decades. If the Turin had their way, this one would not last a full, calendar year.
 
   The army that swept so effortlessly through Fort North had made short work of all the outposts in the Country of Maethran. Count Maethran himself had abandoned the territory, and left his armies there to die. It was cowardice, but it made little difference. He was not a good enough general to defeat such a concentrated and well-trained force. He didn’t have enough warning, enough soldiers, or enough time. His defeat had already been calculated.
 
   Civilians fled as fast as they could, but the Turin were ruthless. They slaughtered every refugee they could find. The Turin didn’t think of women as innocents, and they only thought of children as threats waiting to grow up. It took nine days for the Turin army to raze Maethran, destroying every fortification, killing every citizen.
 
   Once Maethran was undone, the Turin army struck east, to Cornwile. Perhaps someone would have argued that they should have gone south, to Anuen. The Kingdom of Rone was amassing a large, standing army near the capital. A preemptive strike there might be a better move, a strategist would argue.
 
   But the Turin had been too thorough in their preparation. They understood the Rone way of thinking. It wasn’t one, massive army waiting near Anuen. It was two smaller armies. Duke Avonshire’s soldiers rallying around Castor Rone. Duke Brimford’s armies showing their support for Lord Timothy. As the Turin had predicted, diplomacy had failed. After the funeral for the previous King, both men declared themselves the new King. Insults were thrown. Nasty insults about people’s mothers, fathers, and similarity to or affinity for certain farm animals. It got ugly. It ended in a declaration of war.
 
   So, while Avonshire and Brimford should have been helping their neighboring lands, they would instead be occupied with fighting one another. Just as the Turin had hoped.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27: …Is Dead
 
    
 
   Jareld found a wooden box.
 
   It was a plain, wooden box. No bigger than a knight’s shield across the top. No deeper than a hand. A small man’s hand. The engraving on the box, “RD” for Richard Dorn, was encouraging. Sir Dorn’s insignia badge for the League of the Owl was tucked away inside. This was it. This was what Jareld had set out to find. 
 
   Besides the badge, inside the box was a collection of parchment papers, wrapped in a sheep skin that had been treated with oils. If Jareld and Thor had arrived seventy-five to one hundred years earlier, the oils would have waterproofed the papers. Unfortunately, that proverbial ship had already sailed.
 
   Jareld would not open the papers on the beach. They were too delicate; the wind would destroy them. When they were satisfied that there was nothing else to find, they packed up and went back to the boat. But the boat wasn’t much better. On deck the wind was as bad as it was on the island. Below deck, there wasn’t any room. Jareld needed a real workspace.
 
   “We’ll head fer Palima,” Corthos said. “It be only three klicks from here, and we can resupply.”
 
   “Sounds good,” Jareld said. Corthos went up to the wheel to turn the boat a bit eastward. They would head even further out into the ocean, where they would find the Island of Palima. It was a small island, mostly a good place for trade, and also served some really good seafood.
 
   “Do you think,” Thor asked, once Corthos was above deck, “Do you think we ought to just open the top page?”
 
   “I really don’t want to damage the papers.”
 
   “What if the top page tells us where to go?”
 
   “We’re only going a few kilos east,” Jareld said, “We’ll just turn around if we have to.”
 
   “What if the top page says something very important?”
 
   Jareld narrowed his eyes at Thor. Jareld had been exercising a very mature amount of restraint. Obviously he wanted to rip through the pages, but he had been trained as a Master Historian. He would be patient. He would be wise. But Thor had given voice to his Id. He couldn’t resist looking at the first page. Just the first page, mind you.
 
   He opened the sheep skin cover. He strained his eyes in the low light, but he would not allow Thor to bring the candle closer. He leaned in. He was able to make out the first line.
 
   He blinked. He read it again. He gasped. He looked up. He looked back. He read it a third time. The reason he was so thorough was because the first line read like so:
 
   “The line of Kings is dead.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Book 3
 
    
 
   Dreams Deferred
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28: Heart Beats
 
    
 
   Sarah couldn’t help but laugh.
 
   She had followed Alderthorn, the Wanderer, down the winding dirt path in the woods. They did not speak. Sarah’s white gown caught the waning sunlight in every gap in the dense trees. They came to a clearing just as the day ended. The clearing seemed both natural and artificial, as though Alderthorn had coaxed Mother Nature into landscaping a perfect little nook for him in her abode.
 
   What made Sarah laugh was the sight of Flopson. He was hanging upside down from a limb of a tree and juggling three balls. He threw them up, which was down for him, and kept them moving like a regular juggling trick. The sight was a little mind-bending, but to Sarah it was funny, because it was the last thing she expected to see in the middle of the woods: An upside-down jester juggling right-side-up.
 
   “Good evening, Your Grace,” Flopson said, neatly doing a backflip off the branch, and keeping the balls in the air.
 
   “Flopson,” Sarah said. “What’s going on?”
 
   “Just hanging around,” Flopson said, “Sorry, bad joke.”
 
   Sarah leaned in to Flopson. This was a serious moment:
 
   “Do you have… the body?”
 
   Flopson leaned in, too.
 
   “If you’ve got the time, baby.”
 
   Sarah glared at Flopson with as much disapproval as she could manage, considering she almost laughed again.
 
   “We have no bodies here,” Alderthorn said, “Except the ones we each posses as our own. But I believe you will find what you are looking for just over there.”
 
   Alderthorn directed Sarah’s attention to a log cabin. Calling it a log cabin was a generous turn of phrase. It was more like a loose association of logs. It was a log canopy. A glorified log pile with a pocket of air under it. Sarah moved to it, her instincts taking over her feet. What was this place? What awaited her there?
 
   When she got to the doorway, she found Michael: Sleeping, breathing, and alive.
 
   She fell to his side, her hand landing on his bare chest. Right on his heart, though she hadn’t planned it that way. Sporadic beeswax candles shed an eerie light around the room, but there was also a pleasant incense.
 
   “Michael…” she whispered, but that was all. She was experiencing something she wasn’t expecting. She was elated to see him. She thought she would feel relief. Even happiness. But she had not planned to feel such unrelenting joy.
 
   “Michael…” she murmured again, but could think of nothing to add. She rested her head on his chest and listened to his breathing, and his heart beat.
 
   “Michael…” she sighed...
 
   ---
 
   “Michael,” a voice said, carried on the wind. A sweet voice. A comforting call.
 
   Michael turned, but could not find the voice.
 
   It occurred to him that he was walking. It was a jarring sensation, because walking isn’t something we’re used to occurring to us. Before we walk, we tend to plan to walk. After we walk, we tend to remember having walked. But few of us ever experience the disorientation of realizing, suddenly, that he was already walking.
 
   Where was he walking from? Where was he walking to? He was in a dry, flat desert. The ground cracked from the heat, though there was no sun. Just a haze of light. A gray, featureless, cold light. It was unlike any place he could remember.
 
   Had he been walking for days? For months? Had he died and risen again? He could not remember the last time he ate or slept, though he was neither hungry nor tired. He couldn’t remember much of anything...
 
   “Wasn’t I supposed to be somewhere?” he said aloud, though he was the only one who could hear. “Wasn’t I supposed to be with someone?”
 
   “Michael…”
 
   There it was again: that sweet voice, calling his name in a whisper. It sounded like home.
 
   And now he wasn’t in a desert. He was at the edge of the woods. The stark, forbidding trees stood close together, as though they meant to deny him access. But he could still see, flitting through the shadows, a beautiful young woman. Her dress glimmered in the light, even though it seemed no light could penetrate the forest.
 
   “Sarah,” Michael called, the name occurring to him as he said it. She turned and smiled at him, though she kept strolling until she vanished into the deep foliage. But that smile would be enough to keep any man alive for weeks without food, shelter, or air.
 
   “Sarah!” he called, this time in desperation. But she was gone.
 
   “Don’t worry, my friend,” said a man, standing just behind Michael.
 
   Michael turned to face the man, but was not startled by his presence. The man was just there, in much the same way he wasn’t there a moment ago.
 
   “Why won’t she answer me?”
 
   The vague man shook his head with a smirk. “The reason she cannot answer you is she is not all the way in this place. But she is doing better than most.”
 
   “What is this place?”
 
   “I think you know, or you have an idea. What I tell you won’t help much anyway.”
 
   “But where do I go? I think I’m supposed to be somewhere.”
 
   “You are. And that place is a long way off. You were running from a danger so terrible that Death followed it. But while you were running, you forgot to drop the breadcrumbs along the way. Now you cannot find your way out.”
 
   “Where was I supposed to be?”
 
   “I could describe it to you, I suppose, but it wouldn’t do much good. I could tell you about the sights and the sounds and the smells. But you’d only remember it as a dream anyway. You’re a big step ahead of the crowd, though. At least you know you have to go somewhere.”
 
   “How do I find my way back?”
 
   The man waved his hand to the woods. The trees warped and shifted, opening a narrow path in the green. A tunnel through the intertwining branches.
 
   “This is the way,” the man said. “There are many pitfalls, and many wrong turns. But I will guide you. And, now that she knows you’re here, she’ll guide you when she can.”
 
   “When is that?”
 
   “When she dreams.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 29: Nobles, Ancestors, and Loyalties
 
    
 
   “You’ve lost!” Vye said, descending the last steps to the dungeon. Halmir turned to face her again. He could not speak, but his expression seemed to say, “Pardon me?” She demanded entrance into the cell and removed his gag.
 
   “You’ve lost,” Vye repeated, “You came to destroy us, but you only wounded us. We’ve won. You wanted to wipe out the Royal Family, but you missed one, and one is all we need.”
 
   Vye could see Halmir wasn’t impressed. But she wanted to gloat. She couldn’t torture or kill her prisoner, so she wanted to make him hurt.
 
   “Upstairs, right now,” she continued, “I have the heir to the throne. Alive and well. I don’t know what you hoped to accomplish, but if you wanted to get rid of the Royal Family, you failed.”
 
   “It is through your Nobles that you are weak.”
 
   “It is through our loyalties that we are strong.”
 
   “It is through your loyalties that you are destructive. Our people learned that the hard way.”
 
   “Your people? That happened more than five hundred years ago. Those aren’t your people.”
 
   “It’s easy to forget when you grow up on the side of the victors.”
 
   “I didn’t grow up-- I’m not the victor. We’re not the victors. My friends, my brothers, my Nobles: They’re not the victors. The victors lived five centuries ago. We’re just people who grew up here.”
 
   “You still drink at the table of that victory. You still live off the suffering of my ancestors.”
 
   “The key word here is ancestors.”
 
   “The key word is suffering. And now the key word is vengeance. And we haven’t lost. I doubt you have even slowed us down. You have just clung desperately to something you can understand.”
 
   “We have a Prince. We only need one. He can be made a King, and quickly. And then we will be ready for anything.”
 
   “You think you can defeat us?”
 
   “I know we can.”
 
   “Then I will tell you something. Something my betters don’t want you to know. The County of Maethran has been destroyed. All of their armies have been defeated. The County of Cornwile is currently under attack. After that, Eastmore, then Arwall, then Trentford, then Deliem. We march across your land unchecked.”
 
   “Why are you telling me this?”
 
   “Because, I relish at the idea that you are helpless to stop us.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 30: Really Good Salmon
 
    
 
   Within an hour of arriving at Palima, Jareld had paid for the largest room at the inn, had cleared away all the furniture to one side of the room, and had spread the papers over the entire surface of the floor.
 
   He had used some tweezers, and a couple of the barkeep’s more delicate kitchen tools to manipulate the papers, and made sure not to handle them overmuch. It had taken some time, but once he was set, he and Thor were silent for an hour, reading.
 
   The tale told on the papers was amazing. It started with the kidnapping of the Queen, an event Jareld, Thor, and anyone who knew anything about history already knew. Sir Dorn described the King’s summoning of the League, and briefly told of their journey out to the Caves of Drentar:
 
    
 
   And let me tell you, any stories you’ve heard of the Caves of Drentar do not do them justice. They are dank, dark, and dreary. You never quite get used to the foul smell, and your eyes never quite adjust to the complete darkness.
 
    
 
   But Jareld would only allow himself to scan these passages. What he wanted to get to was the bit about the line of Kings. Dorn went on for a while about their descent to the darkest part of the caves. Several of the Knights died along the way, at the hands of various creatures.
 
   Finally, Dorn got to the encounter with the Great Wyrm, Devesant:
 
    
 
   The serpent was waiting for us, or else had heard us long before we got there. There was no introduction, nor any parley for the release of the Queen. He simply ambushed us, and from the start, we lost seven men.
 
    
 
   Jareld read the account of Sir Dorn, and compared it to the account he gave to Prince John upon returning to Anuen. The stories were pretty close. The written version had more details than the dictation, confirming that this was probably written before he returned to Anuen.
 
   The League of the Owl dwindled quickly, until only Sir Dorn, Sir Martin and the King remained. But at this point, King James emerged from the Dragon’s deeper lair, and was carrying the Queen with him.
 
   This is when Sir Dorn lost his sword, embedding it in the Dragon’s hide. Having secured the Queen, however, they made good their escape.
 
   Jareld sat back and took a deep breath. The Queen survived. This was something he had to digest. This was something he had to take in, slowly. He was so sure of his history. He was one assignment short of being called a Master Historian. And yet, here in his hands was a record of history that no living man knew of. The Queen lived. She had escaped from the Dragon’s lair.
 
   Sir Dorn led the way back toward the surface. The first night, the King and Queen took camp around a corner, to allow themselves some privacy. Sir Dorn recalls, as tastefully as possible, what they did together that first night of their reunion.
 
   The second day, they traveled along a narrow path that sloped gently uphill. It was very dark, and they were running low on torches, but Sir Dorn had very good direction sense (from his years as a navigator) and was, in fact, leading them the right way.
 
   That night, however, Sir Dorn recalls that the King and Queen found no comfort in their marital bliss. He recalls that for the entire night, they spoke to one another. Soft whispers, but not gentle. Sir Dorn could not hear their words, but could feel their bitter tone.
 
   In the morning (or what passed for morning two miles underground) the King confided in Sir Dorn what had happened the previous night. The Queen, riddled with guilt, had confessed that she had had an affair early in their marriage. She knew, when she got pregnant with Prince John, that it wasn’t the King’s child.
 
   This was yet another blow to Jareld’s historical ego. King James II, the greatest King in the history of the Kingdom, was succeeded by an illegitimate child. King James should have announced this upon his return, and arranged for his second son, Andrew, to be named as his heir. He should have had the Queen executed and Prince John banished. But he loved Prince John despite his parentage, and he loved the Queen despite her disloyalty. 
 
   So he chose mercy over truth. He explained to Sir Dorn that, when he returned home, he would forget what had happened, and allow John to continue the line of Kings. The alternative would have been too hurtful.
 
   But then fate stuck its ugly head in. That night, Sir Martin was on watch. He woke Dorn suddenly, very panicked. He was wounded. Weak. Poisoned. Dorn grabbed his sword and saw that there was a large scorpion, stinging at the King and Queen.
 
   Dorn engaged the scorpion, which measured three feet from claw to stinger. Dorn killed it quickly, but not before suffering one quick sting in the leg. He had been poisoned, but only a very little. He didn’t know it at the time, but the poison was in such a small dose that it would take months for him to die. But there was no antidote.
 
   He checked on the Queen. She was dead. He checked on the King. The King was still breathing, but only barely. Dorn could see that the King’s neck, which was exposed, had been hit several times by the stinger.
 
   The King snapped awake, but he knew his death was close. His last request was that Sir Dorn not divulge the bastardly nature of Prince John. Sir Dorn swore an oath that, while John lived, none would know the secret. But Dorn himself declared that the truth was too important. The reason he had joined the League of the Owl was to enforce the law, and lying about the ascension of Kings was against the law. He made a second oath to the League of the Owl that the truth would come out, someday.
 
   Over the next two days, he and Sir Martin devised a series of clues. Clues that they knew wouldn’t be solved too quickly. They knew it would take some time for the right person to come along and decipher them. And then Sir Martin, who had been injected with a higher dose of the venom, died. Sir Dorn buried him before returning to the mainland.
 
   Sir Dorn finally died in Anuen, telling the untrue story of the King’s death. It was in the final pages of the document that Jareld found the answers he was originally seeking:
 
    
 
   I confess that my actions are disproportionate to my rank. I have made decisions that I am not qualified to make. But the situation required that someone make these decisions, and I was the only one left. I have decided that the Saintskeep, the weapon reserved for the bloodline of the Kings, shall not be kept by a man if he is not the rightful heir. John and his heirs will not possess the Sword of Kings.
 
    
 
   He described how he hid the weapon, before he ever left the Caves of Drentar, and guarded it with clever devices so that only with the truth could one find the weapon. It was not in the Dragon’s lair, as many believed. He enclosed a map to find it. It was right there, on the last sheet of paper: A clear map, with measurements, that would lead to the Saintskeep. All Jareld had to do was follow it.
 
   Corthos burst into the room, drunk. It took both Jareld and Thor to make sure he didn’t trample over the papers.
 
   “Maties, there be good ale in this here island!” he cried out, lying prostrate on the bed.
 
   “What about the salmon?” Thor asked.
 
   “Not quite as strong as the ale.”
 
   “We’ve found what we need. We’ve found where we have to go.”
 
   “Tonight, we shant be going anywhere. I’d sail me boat off the edge of the world.”
 
   “Very well, tomorrow morning...” Jareld looked at the inebriated Corthos once more, “Very late tomorrow morning, we shall set sails for the Caves of Drentar.”
 
   Corthos’ body straightened up like a spring, looking cock-eyed at the two scholars.
 
   “It does not matter when you wake me. We shant be going to the Caves of Drentar under any circumstances. There is naught enough ale nor salmon to make me do it.”
 
   “But that’s where we have to go,” Jareld said.
 
   “Only the desperate and foolish go there,” Corthos said.
 
   “But,” Jareld said, “We have a map.”
 
   “Lemme see,” Corthos said, grasping the chart. “Why didn’t you just say you had a treasure map? I be a pirate. There is no place I won’t go if there be a treasure map.”
 
   And with that, he flopped back on the mattress, sound asleep. Jareld and Thor retired to their own rooms, though neither got much sleep. The Line of Kings was dead...
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 31: The Road to Recovery
 
    
 
   Michael walked through the darkened woods. A few steps behind him walked a man.
 
   “How long have I been walking?” Michael asked the man. He was not surprised when the man didn’t answer, nor was he disappointed. “My legs are tired, as though I have been walking for days. But I do not remember stopping to rest. I don’t even remember when I started. Where was I before this?”
 
   “You’re probably better off not remembering,” the man said.
 
   The woods were becoming dense with foliage. Michael felt he was just treading greenery, barely staying afloat. He felt directionless. He felt as though his legs were just moving for the sake of it.
 
   “I think I want to stop.”
 
   “That’s not a good idea,” the vague man responded.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because if you stop now, I don’t know what will get you to go on again.”
 
   “But I don’t even know where I’m going. I don’t even know where I came from. Wasn’t I supposed to be somewhere?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And do you know where?”
 
   “Yes, I do.”
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   “I don’t know if I can.”
 
   “But I have nothing to work with right now. I have no destination.”
 
   “I can give you the answers, but it’s better if you find them yourself. You’ll be stronger for it.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “I wouldn’t expect you to.”
 
   “Can you at least give me a hint?”
 
   “I shouldn’t.”
 
   “Wasn’t Sarah here somewhere?”
 
   “She might have been. It’s hard to say. Maybe she was here earlier. Maybe she’ll be here later. Time is transient in this place. Has almost no meaning at all.”
 
   Michael felt a drop of rain his him. How the rain was getting through the canopy was a mystery that did not even occur to him. All that mattered was that, after a moment, it began to rain.
 
   He might have found it curious, if he had known, that a tear from Sarah’s eye had fallen right onto his bare chest at that moment.
 
   “I’m getting cold,” Michael said.
 
   “Then you’d best find your path, quickly. The darkness is coming, and we’re not out of the woods yet.”
 
   Michael racked his brain, but his life was absent from his memory. Who or what he was didn’t carry any weight. He could only remember Sarah, and his love for her. And that apparently didn’t answer the riddle.
 
   At that moment, half awake and full of mourning, Sarah whispered to the wind, “Come home.”
 
   Home. That thought bore into Michael’s head with an alarming persistence. Home. He was born and raised in the same place all his life. He had forgotten, somehow, the place that held all his memories and friends. If he couldn’t remember who he was, the Castle of Hartstone would.
 
   “Hartstone,” Michael said to the vague man behind him.
 
   “What about Hartstone?” the man said.
 
   “That’s where I’m supposed to be going. That’s where I’m supposed to be.”
 
   Michael turned away from the man and to the trees before him, only to discover that a path had opened in the foliage, and the sun broke through the clouds. The dark canopy opened to invite in the warmth. 
 
   “Very good,” said the man, “You may make it yet.”
 
   Michael started down the path.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 32: Things You Can’t Unsay
 
    
 
   Dawn crept into the woods with the slanted rays of the sun and the song of the birds. Sarah returned to Landos and Gabriel as they packed their camp. In the gray light of morning, Landos couldn’t help but think of Sarah as sad. But when he saw her face, he knew she wasn’t.
 
   “He’s alive,” she said. “He’s alive, and with some luck, he’ll be fine.”
 
   Landos was not sure what he should say, but since it was clear that Gabriel wouldn’t say anything, he figured he’d better say something.
 
   “That’s great,” Landos said, but he didn’t sound convincing. “That’s-- That’s quite a relief.”
 
   “I’m going to get the horses,” Gabriel said, finding an excuse to leave the two alone.
 
   “Really, Sarah, that’s terrific,” Landos said. “I mean it.”
 
   “Of course you mean it,” Sarah said, “He’s your friend.”
 
   “And my liege Lord.”
 
   “I always thought of you two as friends first.”
 
   “Sarah, of course I don’t wish any ill toward Michael, but--”
 
   “Then don’t say anything more.”
 
   “Last night… I’ve never felt…”
 
   “Please, Landos, there are some things that cannot be unsaid.”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “Like that.”
 
   “I mean it.”
 
   “I know you do. And I love you, too. But there’s nothing we can do about it.”
 
   “Come with me,” Landos said, moving up to her, taking her hand.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Away. Only these laws, these rings,” he lifted her left hand, to demonstrate the ring on her hand, “Only these things keep us apart. Come with me. Somewhere. Anywhere.”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Please, Landos.”
 
   “No. This is ridiculous. We’re in love. What law of nature would say we should not be happy together?”
 
   “It is not the law of nature that concerns me.”
 
   “What? You suddenly care about your marital vows?”
 
   “It’s not that simple. Landos.”
 
   “We’ll talk about this back at the castle.”
 
   Landos turned, striding towards the horses. But Sarah didn’t budge.
 
   “I’m staying,” she said.
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “I’m staying with Michael until he recovers.”
 
   “No, you’re returning to the castle.”
 
   “I think I should be here when he wakes.”
 
   “Bad enough the Prince died on our turf, and Michael was seriously wounded. There’s no chance I’m leaving the Countess alone in the woods.”
 
   “I wouldn’t be alone.” Of course, she meant Alderthorn and Flopson. Of course she meant that the woodsman and the jester could keep her safe. But even as she said it, she realized she could have meant Michael. That maybe she did, a little bit. And Landos thought the same.
 
   “We are in a de facto state of war. Until the dust settles, I’m in charge. And I say you’re coming home.”
 
   “You’re going to pull rank? Landos, this isn’t fair.”
 
   “Gabriel will stay behind and watch Michael until I send some guards.”
 
   Gabriel led the horses into the clearing at that moment, catching only the end of the conversation. Gabriel was much older than Landos, and he knew what he was seeing. Landos was very good at what he did, which was get people to agree with him. But he was also twenty-one, and like all men who are twenty-one, he thought he was in love.
 
   “Landos, you’re angry, and this isn’t fair, and--”
 
   “Get on your horse,” Landos said, as he got on his own.
 
   Landos and Sarah rode back to Hartstone in complete silence. Sarah thought about saying something seven times, and Landos thought about saying something nine times, but that was only because he was feeling more guilty.
 
   ---
 
   But they had to put their feelings aside when they returned to the castle. Vye briefed Landos on the arrival of Sir Noble and the young Prince. Landos assembled everyone in the Count’s audience chamber. Himself, Sir Calvin, Sir Noble, Lady Vye, and sitting on the platform, in her rightful seat, the Countess Sarah. Watching over them all.
 
   “Sir Calvin, you go first,” Landos said.
 
   “I received word from Lord Grenwitt, a friend of mine in Dalton,” Calvin said. “He says that Avonshire and Brimford are going to war.”
 
   “Because of the succession?” Landos asked.
 
   “Yes,” Calvin answered. “Timothy Brimford and Castor Rone both feel they have legitimate claims to the throne.”
 
   “What does the Standard say?” Landos asked.
 
   “Not enough,” Sir Noble said.
 
   “Why wasn’t Emily Rone killed that day?” Landos asked.
 
   “I have a theory,” Lady Vye said. “I think this confusion is intentional. I think the Turin wanted us to be unsure; to fight one another instead of fighting them.”
 
   “Fight them?” Calvin said. “If we ever decided to fight them, they would be destroyed. It is our mercy that has kept them alive these past centuries.”
 
   “That and an impenetrable and easily defended forest,” Sarah said, startling everyone. Even Landos had expected her to be mostly ornamental.
 
   “Let’s not get too involved in the rights and wrongs of the past, we don’t have time,” Landos said.
 
   “It seems our time has come indeed,” Sarah retorted.
 
   “I’d prefer,” Landos said, “Your Grace, to concentrate on the matters at hand. Let the historians deal with the cause of it all.”
 
   “I’d prefer we didn’t take an attitude,” Sarah said, “That we are blameless in this mess.”
 
   Vye cleared her throat. Clearly something had happened over the last night, and the truth was she wanted nothing to do with it. But for the moment, Landos was right, and they couldn’t waste time bickering.
 
   “I think,” Vye said, once the quiet had settled in, “That a fight with the Turin is not so far fetched. We received two pigeons this morning. From Maethran and Cornwile.”
 
   She handed the papers off to Landos. As he read, Calvin commented:
 
   “By pigeon? They would have to be urgent to warrant that. What could be happening in Maethran that would be so urgent?”
 
   “We’re under attack,” Landos answered. “The Turin have put together an army. A rather large army, it would seem. They’ve defeated Maethran, and Cornwile is under attack.”
 
   “They’ve defeated Maethran?” Calvin said, grabbing the missives. “How fast did it happen?”
 
   “The attack started on the day the King was killed,” Vye said.
 
   “Eight days ago!” Calvin commented. “It took them eight days to defeat all of Maethran?!”
 
   “In all fairness,” Vye stammered, “Maethran wasn’t expecting an attack. Caught off guard by that large of a standing army…”
 
   “Still,” Calvin said, “They would have had to destroy Fort North, the capital, Fort Meyers, Allisondra…”
 
   “Lengley Keep…” Landos added.
 
   “Right, Lengley Keep, and probably the standing army at New Vinton.”
 
   Vye shrugged. She had hoped to convince herself it wasn’t that bad. But Calvin made it sound worse.
 
   “Well,” Landos said, “Clearly we need better intelligence than the pieces of paper brought to us by birds, but I think we can agree that we have a serious problem.”
 
   “But not that serious,” Sir Noble said. “We have the boy.”
 
   “Yes,” Landos said, “The boy. Sir Noble was good enough to bring young Prince Anthony to us from the chaos of Anuen.”
 
   “Then there isn’t an issue,” Calvin said. “Brimford and Avonshire are angry people, but they won’t deny the Prince. We present them with the Prince, they stop fighting, we raise an army, and we get rid of the Turin.”
 
   “Let’s send them a message immediately,” Vye said.
 
   “I’m afraid it’s more complicated than that,” Calvin said. “Castor and Timothy won’t believe a letter. They’ve become very paranoid.”
 
   “So, what’s the alternative?” Landos asked.
 
   “We march the boy back,” Vye answered.
 
   “Yes,” Landos said, “We present them with a living heir, right in front of them. Then we thank them for mustering so many soldiers, and we advise His Young Majesty to send them east.”
 
   “When do we leave?” Vye asked.
 
   “How soon can you be ready?” Landos answered.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 33: Learning to Teach
 
    
 
   Gabriel stood watch over the recuperating Michael. Even as the morning wore on, and he became restless, he stood perfectly still, watching. He was an old man, but he fought the weariness in his legs to perform his duty.
 
   Just when he started to look around, to see if there was some place to sit for a moment, Flopson approached. Flopson was doing some contact juggling with one of his glass juggling balls. Gabriel tried to think if there was ever a time that Flopson wasn’t juggling something.
 
   “Good morning, stinky,” Flopson said.
 
   “Good morning,” Gabriel said.
 
   “Put you on a little chase there, didn’t I?”
 
   “Yes,” Gabriel said, “It wouldn’t have hurt for you to send word.”
 
   “It was more fun this way.”
 
   “The point isn’t to have fun.”
 
   “Says you.”
 
   “The point--”
 
   “--is the sharp end of the sword?”
 
   “Flopson, be serious.”
 
   “I can’t. I’m Flopson.”
 
   “We were worried sick. We had assumed the worst.”
 
   “You assumed that I was going to start singing again?”
 
   “No, we assumed that Michael was dead.”
 
   “Because, man! I cannot sing to save my life.”
 
   “I’ve heard.”
 
   “No, you haven’t; That’s why you’ve never killed yourself. Come to think of it, why have you never killed yourself?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m just saying, if I were, you know, all old and cantankerous and smelly like you are, I would have performed a coup de grace on myself a long time ago.”
 
   “Why don’t we just stand quietly for a moment, huh?”
 
   “Sorry, I don’t take requests.”
 
   But Flopson did stand quietly for a moment. He let the crystal ball roll across his chest and to his other hand, where he continued the trick. He was good at juggling, and actually was also good at singing. It was a little thing he had kept a secret for a long time. He had spread rumors, very carefully, through unsuspecting strangers, that he was the worst singer in the Kingdom. The truth was he was very good, as he was with all things performance-related, and he wanted to surprise someone someday with it. Just one person, once. But he was saving his jest for the right moment, and it hadn’t come yet.
 
   “You know, stinky, if you need to take a break, I can keep an eye on our lazy friend.”
 
   “Flopson! Is this an act of generosity?”
 
   “No, I just don’t think you’re doing a very good job of watching. I’ve already taken your coin purse.”
 
   Gabriel felt his belt and noted that, indeed, his coin purse was gone. He opened his palm and Flopson returned it.
 
   “Oh,” Flopson said, reaching into his other pocket, “You probably want these, too.”
 
   Flopson palmed a fistful of bootlaces into Gabriel’s hand. Gabriel held his foot out, and noted that his boots were sans laces. He rolled his eyes, sighed, and walked over to a tree stump. A moment later, Alderthorn the Wanderer came up to the tent, looked in on Michael, then came back to Gabriel.
 
   “Good morning, my friend,” Alderthorn said. “How are you feeling?”
 
   “I’m tired,” Gabriel said. “It’s been a while since I’ve had to spend nights outdoors, camping, keeping watch, that sort of thing. And, I’m not getting any younger.”
 
   “None of us are,” Alderthorn said, sitting across from Gabriel and crossing his legs. “But your weariness comes from something else, I suspect.”
 
   “Are you a mind reader, too?”
 
   “No,” Alderthorn said, “But some people wear their minds on their sleeves.”
 
   “I’m just an old man, trying to still be useful.”
 
   “But you’re not?”
 
   “Have you ever had a pupil?”
 
   “I’ve taught a few people here and there, but I’ve never been much of a mentor to anyone.”
 
   “Well,” Gabriel said, “I wouldn’t recommend it. Students are very frustrating.”
 
   “Undisciplined? Eager? Disobedient?”
 
   “Yes, they are usually all those things,” Gabriel said, sighing, “But sometimes they’re also smarter than you, and you have nothing to offer them.”
 
   “You always have something to offer anyone who is willing to take it,” Alderthorn said, “It’s just not always what you’re used to giving.”
 
   “I’ve been so sure,” Gabriel said, but then stopped. “My entire life, I’ve known that magic wasn’t real. That my study of swordplay, and my teaching of it, was all someone needed to know. But now I see, there was a whole other world, one I’m not prepared for. And my best student... She’s better than me at everything. But I’ve left her completely underprepared...”
 
   “You did the best you could,” Alderthorn said, “With what you had.”
 
   “But now it seems that everyone would have been better off with someone more open-minded.”
 
   Alderthorn rubbed his chin. He seemed the sort of man who wasn’t surprised by anything, but he was clearly digesting something new here.
 
   “Then don’t try to understand it,” Alderthorn said, “I know I’m too old to learn any new tricks. Don’t try to understand what she’s doing, just try to understand her.”
 
   “I’ve never really understood people,” Gabriel said, smirking. “I just always sort of assumed it was easier to be angry all the time. People bothered you less.”
 
   Alderthorn smiled, “Indeed. But you can also be bothered less by living in the woods.”
 
   “I’m going to have to go back,” Gabriel said, “And I’m going to have to face her. And I’m going to have to do something I never wanted to do.”
 
   “Learn a new trick?”
 
   “Apologize.”
 
   A quiet moment passed between them, as Gabriel closed his eyes and yawned. It was idyllic, peaceful. There were birds chirping, and in the background, a creak was running. He felt easy.
 
   “I wonder,” Gabriel said, “What she’s doing right now.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 34: Over the Years
 
    
 
   Vye faced off with Halmir once again. In his cell. His gag removed. Each answer she got only led to more questions, and she was running out of time.
 
   “Why do you hate me?” she began.
 
   “I hate all people of Rone.”
 
   “Because of what happened five hundred years ago?”
 
   “Because you don’t believe you are to blame. Because you are ignorant. Because you are evil.”
 
   “Evil?! I’ve been living here, in the south, nowhere near you or your ancestors. You’re the one who came down here and killed the Royal family.”
 
   “You couldn’t possibly understand.”
 
   “Why, because I’m a woman?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You don’t think we can understand? Women, I mean?”
 
   “No, not that. You are an ignorant fool, that’s why.”
 
   “Then teach me.”
 
   “I wouldn’t want to waste my time.”
 
   “You’re not doing anything else down here.”
 
   “I wouldn’t want to waste your time.”
 
   “I can learn. I can listen. Look, we’re going to put your little rebellion to shame. You’re already defeated. The only thing left is to help me understand why you did it, so we can fix it.”
 
   “You can’t fix it.”
 
   “We can try.”
 
   “Just kill me and get it over with.”
 
   “You will be killed,” Vye said, frustrated. “There’ll be a trial, and you’ll have an advocate, and your case will be heard. But when that day comes, I’m going to testify, and you’re going to be executed.”
 
   “Will you also be the one to torture me?”
 
   “No, we’re not going to torture you.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Do you want to be tortured? We have no reason to torture you.”
 
   “If you had come into my Country, and killed my Master, you can be sure we would torture you for as long as your body would hold out.”
 
   “Well,” Vye said, “There was a time when that was true here, too. But we’ve changed. We’re different now.”
 
   Halmir locked eyes with Lady Vye. His gaze was demanding. Enervating. Draining.
 
   “What are you doing?” Vye asked, her voice trembling.
 
   “I’m trying to see if you’re lying.”
 
   “Are you using magic?”
 
   “I don’t need to. When I look into someone’s eyes, I can tell.”
 
   “And, what do you see now?”
 
   “You’re telling the truth, or you’re the best liar I’ve ever met.”
 
   “I’m not known for holding in my thoughts.”
 
   “Why did you come down here?”
 
   “I don’t remember.”
 
   “Why--”
 
   “We’re leaving in the morning,” Vye said. “You’re coming to Anuen, to stand trial for murdering the Prince.”
 
   “But why did you come down here to tell me that?” Halmir said. “You could have gotten me in the morning.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Vye said. “I just did.”
 
   They stood, face to face, for another minute. Then, Vye turned on her heel and left. Halmir, for the very first time since his captivity, was afraid. But of what, he didn’t know.
 
   ---
 
   What he was feeling was the fear of uncertainty. Not uncertainty of the future; There was no consequence for which he wasn’t prepared. He had expected torture, and it seemed he could look forward to death, no matter what. But what really scared him was that he wasn’t sure what he wanted to happen.
 
   He knew the following:
 
   Argos was not standing idly by. Argos knew that Prince Anthony had survived, and no doubt had plans to that end. And usually he would be hoping that Argos would succeed. But suddenly, he wasn’t sure.
 
   What he was really worried about was his part in it all. Not how others would judge him, he never cared much about that. He wondered how he would judge himself. He had learned, his entire life, about the cruelty of the people of Rone. What if he had learned wrong? What if Lady Vye, in her innocent simplicity, was right?
 
   Halmir shook it off. Nonsense. Argos is a wise man. He’s an older, more experienced man. He would not have done any of this if the punishment weren’t deserved. He would never arrange for the death of thousands of people without just cause.
 
   And suddenly, the number hit him. Thousands of people. Not just the King, or the Prince, or a few soldiers here and there. Argos had arranged for the death of thousands of people. He had arranged to wipe out the people of Rone. Except for whatever people he could turn to slaves, he meant to eradicate the entire population.
 
   Thousands…
 
   Hundreds of thousands…
 
   And then something else hit him. It was the same thing that hit him every night. He was a soldier, and a pupil of Argos. He had long ago surrendered to the will of the Turin-Sen. The magical oath he had made allowed for his mentor to do something that very few others could: Argos could tap into his mind.
 
   Halmir was thankful that Argos couldn’t read his thoughts or intentions. That would require him to be much closer in proximity, and try a much harder spell. But Argos could draw up memories. It was something that Halmir had given up so willingly. And since his captivity, Argos had come, every night, to Halmir’s mind. He had come every night, and stolen Halmir’s memories. Not in the sense that Halmir lost the memories, but in the sense that Argos had them now, too.
 
   And in Halmir’s mind, that was more dangerous than anything. Because Lady Vye had insisted on telling Halmir so often what was happening. And for the first time since his captivity, Halmir wondered if he wanted Argos to know the truth. If Argos knew Vye’s plans for him, he would definitely plan an attack on the road, while they were vulnerable.
 
   If Halmir had not been magically incapacitated, he could have resisted the memory-read. If he had some special equipment, he could have even blocked it entirely. If he had wanted to, he could even have read Argos’ mind back, although Argos, as his Master, had the option to give only those thoughts he wanted to share. Still, he would have found out something.
 
   But he couldn’t. Argos was reading his memories. Halmir could feel each moment of the past day move through him. It was too late now. Argos knew what they were planning, and for the first time, he was afraid. For the first time, he didn’t know who he wanted to win.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 35: The Lair of the Beast
 
    
 
   “What’s that?” Michael asked.
 
   “It’s the second most dangerous thing you will find here,” said the man who stood beside him.
 
   “Why is it here?”
 
   “Because it has to be somewhere. Might as well be here as anywhere.”
 
   Michael assessed the creature before him. If asked later to describe it, he would only be able to say that it was a frightening thing. It was a monster of some type. It was the thing of childhood’s nightmares. But how many legs and how many arms it had, what color its hair was, and how sharp its teeth were was a thing of mystery. Only the fact that it was there was important enough to be real.
 
   “How do I get by it?”
 
   “You’ll have to slay it.”
 
   “It is a terrible beast. I am just a man.”
 
   “You are more than just a man. You are a friend to some, a leader of others. You are the husband of one in particular.”
 
   “But all of these things are parts of me. When you add them together, you just end up with me. I am not fit to engage such a monstrosity.”
 
   “Let me tell you a secret,” the vague man said, getting vaguely closer and speaking in hushed tones, “There are many things of evil out in the great world. And there are many things older and wiser than you. But you are more than a man. Remember that. You have it in you to do great things. You are young by the measure of mountains, but you have been invested with a power that could crumble those mountains. You can defeat this thing. You can defeat anyone or anything in your path, with the right tools.”
 
   “I need a sword.”
 
   “She has one for you.”
 
   Michael turned to see Sarah. Despite the thrashing and growling of the Beast, Sarah seemed calm, and she smiled. Michael felt more helpless against her smile than any number of claws or fangs.
 
   Sarah held across her palms a sword in a bejeweled scabbard. Michael took the weapon and unsheathed it. It was the most beautiful weapon he had ever seen.
 
   “I’ll see you soon,” he said to Sarah. He then approached the Beast.
 
   Of the tall tales of great battles, and the epic poems of glorious fights between two creatures, none would do justice to the sheer intensity of the battle that took place between Michael and the Beast. For while the outside world only aged a few minutes, in Michael’s world, he battled the Beast for a full five years of his mind. It was at this time that he came closest to death since his initial injuries. For despite Alderthorn’s expert skills, and the love of those that loved him, there was always the cold and the dark. And against these, he had only his own will to sustain him.
 
   Finally, Michael destroyed the creature utterly, though he could remember no specific move of his sword that did the trick. Finally, the darkness subsided a little, and again, the path was clear to him.
 
   “Wonderful,” the man said. Michael turned to see that Sarah was gone, and only the man was there. His sword was likewise gone. “That’s it now. We’re almost home. Only one more thing to take care of.”
 
   Michael turned back to the road, and weary though he was, and though his beard had grown twelve inches, he trudged on.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 36: The End of the Lesson
 
    
 
   “Did you wait up for me?” Gabriel asked as he entered his chambers.
 
   “Not much of a chance I was going to sleep,” Vye said, sitting on a chair by the stairs, in the path of the chill draft. The sun would be up in a few hours, but Vye had given up on the idea of sleeping hours ago. Too many things running through her mind.
 
   “I’ve heard the Prince is leaving for Anuen in the morning,” Gabriel said.
 
   “Yes,” Vye said. “I’m going with him.”
 
   “I suspect I will be left behind,” Gabriel said.
 
   “How’s Michael?” Vye said.
 
   “He’ll wake up sometime tomorrow,” Gabriel said.
 
   “That’s amazing,” Vye said.
 
   Gabriel collapsed into a seat at his workstation. He was at the end of his physical endurance for a waking day.
 
   “It is amazing,” Gabriel said. “But only slightly more amazing than your recovery.”
 
   “I just took a nasty beating,” Vye said.
 
   “Julia, your ribs were broken,” Gabriel said.
 
   “Master, I don’t want to discuss it.”
 
   “No, listen,” Gabriel said. “Listen. Something extraordinary is going on. And you’re at the center of it, whether you want to be or not. And I can’t help you with it. And even if Tallatos himself traveled all the way here from Khiransi, he would not be able to help you with it. You’re going to need to figure it out. On your own. I think it’s time you and I moved on. I am no longer your Master, Lady Vye.”
 
   It was the first time he had used her title in private. He was speaking to her as a peer, an equal. This was a new chapter for them. Vye did not know what came over her. Probably sleep depravation. She stood, walked over to Gabriel, she kissed him on the cheek. Then, she left the room.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 37: The Edge of the World
 
    
 
   “It’s the end of the road,” Michael said.
 
   “Indeed,” said the man.
 
   Michael approached the cliff that waited before him. It was a very sudden, very shear drop. He did not see the ground below him, however. Instead, when he peered over the cliff, he saw a bright, glimmering light.
 
   “What now?” Michael asked.
 
   “You jump.”
 
   “But I will die.”
 
   “You don’t believe that, really, do you? Have you learned nothing?”
 
   “But then where will I end up?”
 
   “You said it yourself: You thought you should be somewhere.”
 
   “In Hartstone Castle.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “But how will this get me there?”
 
   “The method of your departure couldn’t be less important. What matters is it is time for you to go home.”
 
   “I’m not going to remember this place, am I?”
 
   “No, I don’t think so. But you will remember many other things.”
 
   “Things like Sarah.”
 
   “Let me see if I can’t help you a little here. You’ve come far enough, I think.”
 
   The man waved his rather obscure hand. Michael stumbled from the mental images he saw. He felt the weight of a lifetime pass over him then vanish.
 
   “That was someone’s life!” Michael said.
 
   “Every second of it, remembered for an instant.”
 
   “Whose life?”
 
   “Yours.”
 
   “I have to get back there.”
 
   “Then you must jump.”
 
   “A leap of faith, is it?”
 
   “If it helps for you to think of it that way. But this cliff is meaningless to you. Remember, you are more than a man. You are a man of greatness. This cliff cannot destroy you. Great deeds await your doing them. This world has nothing left to offer you.”
 
   Michael nodded in perfect agreement. His dream was starting to fade out. He turned to the cliff.
 
   And jumped.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 38: Doctor’s Orders
 
    
 
   Michael’s ears started working for the first time in more than a week. He heard birds chirping, a creek running. He vaguely remembered having a conversation with someone, but he couldn’t remember with whom. And in the wake of the real sounds of birds and wind and water, the voice of his dreams seemed false by comparison.
 
   Then he heard another voice:
 
   “Good morning, stinky,” Flopson said.
 
   “You call everybody that,” Michael said, very groggily. His eyes were debating about whether or not it was worth opening at all. They settled on a squint.
 
   “Everybody is stinky,” Flopson said.
 
   “Yes,” Michael said, “But I’m a Count. Give me some authority, if you please.”
 
   “Good morning, Your Stinkyness,” Flopson said, bowing.
 
   “Why aren’t you juggling?”
 
   “Nobody was watching.”
 
   “Where are we?”
 
   “Middle of nowhere.”
 
   “Are we safe?”
 
   “Well,” Flopson said, peeking out of Michael’s shack, “There are a whole bunch of guards outside.”
 
   “Are they mine?”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   Alderthorn wandered into the room.
 
   “Ah, I see your friend has recovered,” Alderthorn said.
 
   “No, Flopson is still insane,” Michael said. “How long have I been out?”
 
   “It has been about nine days since you suffered your wounds,” Alderthorn said. “You’re lucky your funny little friend thought to bring you here. Your people would have probably have tried to bandage you up.”
 
   “Well, we’ve had a good track record with bandages,” Michael said. “Listen, I don’t remember much of what happened before. I thought I was going to be married.”
 
   “You were married,” Alderthorn said. “Her Grace, your wife, was here two nights ago.”
 
   “What happened?” Michael said.
 
   “You got into a sword fight,” Flopson said, “And boy did you get your ass--”
 
   “I think I’m going to need to hear it from someone else. Where’s Landos?”
 
   “He went back to the castle.”
 
   “I need to get back,” Michael said, trying to sit up.
 
   “I will not allow it,” Alderthorn said.
 
   “I hate to put it this way,” Michael said, fighting the stiffness in his limbs, “But I’m the Count. You want to order a Count around?”
 
   “I have worked very hard, all my life, to not order anyone around,” Alderthorn said, “But for the sake of your own health, I will not let you go for another day.”
 
   “I appreciate your candor, but those are my guards out there,” Michael said.
 
   “Wouldn’t it be a shame,” Alderthorn said, “For you to survive such would-be mortal wounds, only to die of exhaustion on the way home?”
 
   Michael sighed. His eyes were finally coming to terms with the fact that they were going back to work. After eight days of inactivity, it was like the worst of Mondays.
 
   “Very well,” Michael said. “We stay one more day. But tomorrow, first thing in the morning, we go. Flopson, can I put you in charge of something?”
 
   “At your own risk,” Flopson said, taking out some juggling balls.
 
   “Can you see to it that I have a nice, comfortable carriage ride back to the castle?”
 
   “Yes, Count Stinky-Pants,” Flopson said, juggling his way from the tent.
 
   “Well,” Alderthorn said, looking down at his boots, “Where did my laces go?”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 39: The Send-Off
 
    
 
   By the time Vye arrived on the field, everyone else was waiting.
 
   Prince Anthony was there, in full regal gown, which had been sewn the previous night by Deliem’s Court Herald to reflect the Royal line. Usually, such an act of knitting would be considered treason, but Landos actually managed to coax permission out of the Prince.
 
   At the Prince’s side, Sir Noble, clean, refreshed, and rested. Forty Guards marched in a cocoon around the Royal Heir. In the back of the procession, a large wagon, reinforced by steel, carried the prisoner, Halmir. Five guards were assigned to the carriage alone.
 
   Lady Vye had been put in charge of the procession. Landos was there with Sarah when Vye rode her horse to the front.
 
   “Well,” Landos said, “Good luck, My Lady.”
 
   “I hear the Count will be back tomorrow,” Vye said.
 
   “We have heard,” Sarah said. “We hope so.”
 
   Vye noticed that Landos and Sarah were not looking at one another. She decided to put that in the far recesses of her mind, where it wouldn’t bother her for now. Some other day, when fewer things were happening to her life.
 
   “It should take us the better part of four days,” Vye said. “We’re taking the Highway to Rutherford Manor. We’ll resupply, then cross the Ulio River to Anuen.”
 
   “Send word,” Landos said, “As soon as you’ve safely arrived.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “Send our best wishes to the Royal Court,” Sarah added.
 
   “I will.”
 
   “Be on your way,” Landos said.
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   Vye turned her horse to the front. She lifted her hand to get everyone’s attention. Then she chopped it forward to start the march, and the Heir to the Throne headed back home.
 
   ---
 
   Landos and Sarah walked back to the carriage. When they had rode out in the early morning to see the procession off, they went the entire ride in complete silence. They were silent because they each had too much on his or her respective mind.
 
   But once the procession was gone, and they were back in the carriage, they were mostly occupied with each other. Landos spoke first:
 
   “Well,” was what he said.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “This…”
 
   “This what?”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “That’s rather selfish, isn’t it?”
 
   “Landos--”
 
   “No, really, isn’t it? You were the one who convinced me that it was hopeless to wait.”
 
   “Only before I knew there was hope.”
 
   “Whether or not he’s alive has nothing to do with how we feel.”
 
   “But it does affect what we can do.”
 
   “Kiss me once and then say that.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You’re afraid you’ll like it.”
 
   “I know I’ll like it.”
 
   “Then why--”
 
   “Because it’s not allowed anymore. When I thought he was dead, it was a comfort. Now, it’s a sin.”
 
   “He ordered me to stay away from you, you know.”
 
   “That doesn’t matter.”
 
   “He told me he wanted to marry you for diplomatic reasons.”
 
   “Of course he did.”
 
   “He doesn’t love you as much as I do.”
 
   Sarah was silent. Before the wedding, she would have agreed with that in a proverbial heartbeat. But recently, her dreams…
 
   “Just…please. Please, don’t temp me. I’m not that strong, and you’re a constant reminder of that.”
 
   For a moment, Landos decided to kiss her. But that moment lasted only as long as her eyes met his. She turned away too quickly, and he realized she was still stronger than she thought she was.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 40: Threats Abroad
 
    
 
   “You wanted to see me, Master?” Gerard said.
 
   Gerard was at the Lunapera, the Crest of the Moon, the meeting place of the Turin-Sen. He was there alone. Alone with Argos, that was. It was always something dangerous when Argos called one of them to the Lunapera alone.
 
   “Welcome, Gerard,” he said. “I have a task for you.”
 
   “You want me to find a new recruit?”
 
   “No,” Argos said, “We are not recruiting yet. Halmir is yet alive, and I think we can bring him home.”
 
   “Then you have some other task for me?”
 
   “Yes,” Argos said. “I have found that there is a threat that moves against us yet. One that I didn’t know about before. One that poses a serious danger.”
 
   “What could be a threat to you, here, Master?”
 
   “I am strong, young Gerard, but not impervious. There are things in this world greater than I am.”
 
   “Send me forth, Master, and I will vanquish this unseen foe.”
 
   “You will be going out to sea. Choose twelve soldiers of acceptable fortitude, and go to these coordinates.”
 
   Argos handed Gerard a parchment. Gerard looked over the parchment for a moment, and ran it against his memory of longitudes and latitudes.
 
   “But Master,” Gerard said, “This will bring me to the Caves of Drentar.”
 
   “Then that is where you must go.”
 
   “Can I bring one of the others?”
 
   “No,” Argos said, “Sandora and Selikk already have another assignment.”
 
   “What is this threat? What will I be up against?”
 
   “Nothing you can’t handle. Just obey. Do not question my will, Gerard. You never have before.”
 
   “And I do not now,” Gerard said, “I just worry overmuch.”
 
   “Do not worry,” Argos said, “Our tasks amount to cleaning up the mess. We are acting as the stable boys to the war we fight. Loose ends.”
 
   Gerard bowed low. He looked at the paper again. Three people to kill. One pirate and two scholars. Couldn’t be that hard.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 41: The March
 
    
 
   Halmir was confused, but only for a moment.
 
   Argos had made regular checks of his memories. He had come every night, to retrieve Halmir’s recollections of the day’s events. But now it was the afternoon, the very heart of daylight, and Halmir was collapsing in a severe headache. Argos was reading his memories.
 
   Why?
 
   Halmir figured it out all too soon. He realized it as soon as his mind cleared. He realized it as soon as he could open his eyes and see straight. He banged his body against the cage.
 
   “Silence!” yelled the nearest guard.
 
   But Halmir only increased his ruckus. Screaming through his gag, clattering against the bars. Kicking and jumping like a petulant child.
 
   “You’re going to hurt yourself,” the guard jested.
 
   Halmir caught the gag on the bar, tugging it down. He wouldn’t have been able to give the Saint Crispin’s Day Speech, but he could yell, “Lady Vye!!”
 
   “Be silent,” the guard said. “I will not get in trouble for the likes of you.”
 
   But it was too late, the guard saw. Lady Vye had turned her horse and was heading to the rearguard.
 
   “I’m sorry, My Lady,” the guard said, “He wouldn’t be silent.”
 
   “That’s alright,” Vye said, looking at Halmir. Halmir rolled his eyes for Vye. “You tried your best. Please, everyone, give me a moment here to teach this scum a lesson.”
 
   “Yes, My Lady,” the guard said. He and the others trotted ahead. Vye moved her horse up alongside the carriage. Halmir came to the side of his cage, where Vye loosened his gag.
 
   “Listen,” Halmir said, “And Listen carefully. My Master, the great Argos, has been reading my memories. He has done so ever since I was captured. I could not tell you, because if I did, he would realize I had the next time he checked, and then he would know I intended to betray him.”
 
   “Why are you telling me now?” Vye said, having too many questions, and choosing this one to start with.
 
   “Because he just read my mind again, moments ago,” Halmir said.
 
   “And…?”
 
   “And that means he intends to ambush us, very soon. In moments.”
 
   “I don’t…”
 
   “He read my memories to count the guards and check the terrain. He is going to tell someone what he has found, and then he is going to attack.”
 
   “Why are you telling me this? Why are you…? How do I know this isn’t a trap?”
 
   “The irony of it now if you don’t believe me,” Halmir said. “The next time he decides to read my memories, he is going to discover that I have betrayed him. Please. Hurry. Do something. Change the direction of the procession. Head north when you should head south. But do it soon.”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I want to believe you. I actually do. And it doesn’t make any sense. You killed the Prince, and nearly killed a good friend of mine. But still, every bone in my body tells me to trust you.”
 
   “Listen to those bones.”
 
   “I can’t. I can’t listen to you. You’re--”
 
   And then it was too late. The procession had stopped, all on its own, and Vye could see why. There was a woman standing on the road, and she wasn’t moving.
 
   Halmir moved to the front of his cage to peek out.
 
   “Sandora!” he said.
 
   “What’s a Sandora?” Vye said.
 
   “She is one of my order,” Halmir said.
 
   “Can she do all the wonderful things you can do?”
 
   “She’s better than me.”
 
   Vye looked up at Halmir. She looked into his eyes, and could see he wasn’t lying. Then she kicked her horse and galloped forward.
 
   “Stop!” she called. “Everyone back away!”
 
   But by the time she was moving forward, it was definitely too late. There was a fiery explosion, and the forward guard was enveloped. Twelve men died in the flames.
 
   Vye drew her sword and charged her horse around the edge of the flames, hoping to attack the assailant. But by the time she got there, Sandora had vanished.
 
   And then there was another explosion, from the back of the procession, and the rearguard was immolated.
 
   “Damn mages and their…magic!”
 
   Sir Noble called out, “Protect the Prince!” A dozen of the guards rushed to the Prince’s side. Sir Noble dismounted and took the Prince down with him. They ran off the road, across a field that had been to the north. The Eliowode was only fifty meters away. They could make it.
 
   There was a whistling sound. An arrow was coming down in the middle of the remaining guards. It struck one of them in the chest, but that wasn’t its purpose. Upon impact, it exploded, taking four others with it.
 
   Vye kicked her horse to its fastest speed. She imagined that Sir Noble would be able to protect the Prince. She wanted to get to Halmir.
 
   When she arrived at the carriage, the remaining guards were engaging with a Turin, in the uniform of the Turin-Sen. At first, Vye assumed it was Sandora, the one who had initially ambushed the procession. But then she saw it was a man, Selikk, yet another member of Halmir’s order. There were two of them.
 
   Vye rode past the sword fight and straight to the cage. She swung her sword, fast and hard, onto the lock. It split open. Halmir pushed out and landed hard on the ground.
 
   “Get me out of these!” Halmir said, meaning his restraints.
 
   “No!”
 
   “It doesn’t do you any good to release me if you would leave me helpless.”
 
   “I don’t trust you.”
 
   There was a terrible scream as the last of the guards died, engulfed in lightning. Selikk had unleashed his full, deadly power. And now he was coming for Vye.
 
   “In a moment,” Halmir insisted,  “You won’t have a choice but to trust me.”
 
   ---
 
   Another arrow landed, and another three soldiers died. Noble didn’t want to take a head count, but it was going to be close. They were almost to the woods, but the guards bringing up the rear kept dying at a pretty even pace. Noble wasn’t sure they could make it to cover.
 
   And then a branch of a tree brushed his shoulder. The woods. He had survived in the woods for a week. Just his cunning and the Prince. He could evade the evil men again. He would do it for as long as--
 
   There was an explosion, right by his head. An arrow had hit the trunk of a young tree. The explosion had splintered out all around him, and for a moment, he couldn’t hear out his right ear.
 
   He landed hard. His neck and shoulders were bleeding. The flesh on the side of his face was burned off.
 
   Prince Anthony had been thrown clear. He had landed very awkwardly on his ankle, and had broken it, badly. He was crying, only five paces from Sir Noble.
 
   Noble rolled himself over, and supported himself against a nearby tree. To do this, he had used muscles he’d never heard of. He couldn’t lift his arms or move his legs. He was sure he was about to die.
 
   He saw the last two guards engaging with Sandora, the Turin woman who had attacked them originally. And Noble remembered. Sandora was the one who had killed the Queen.
 
   ---
 
   Vye grabbed the keys off a nearby guard. She fiddled with them as Selikk stalked forward.
 
   “There’s no time!” Halmir said, “Do it yourself.”
 
   “I am going to do it myself!”
 
   “I mean, use magic.”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   “You can. You’ve already done harder things, just think about it. Just concentrate.”
 
   Vye looked at the restraints. She concentrated. She remembered that there was a highly trained assassin approaching. She lost her concentration.
 
   “Oh, this is hopeless.”
 
   “No, it isn’t. You defeated me, remember? You can undo these stupid things.”
 
   Vye concentrated again. She heard the approaching footsteps, but she decided not to care. She imagined the restraints coming undone.
 
   CLINK.
 
   She looked up, seeing the lock shatter on Halmir’s restraints. The chains crumbled around him, leaving him free.
 
   “Much better,” he said. Then he turned to face Selikk. Vye turned as well.
 
   “Halmir” Selikk said, “What is this?”
 
   He spoke in Turin, so that Vye could not understand.
 
   “Leave us,” Halmir said, also in Turin. “I am not done with my work here.”
 
   “Who is this woman?” Selikk asked, gazing at Vye.
 
   “She is of no consequence,” Halmir said. “Leave us, and I will report to Argos shortly.”
 
   “I am here to retrieve you,” Selikk said. “You must come immediately.”
 
   “I cannot and will not,” Halmir said.
 
   “I do not wish to continue this conversation in front of the snake,” he tilted his head toward Vye again.
 
   “Leave her to me,” Halmir said.
 
   Selikk raised his palm toward Vye, “I think not.”
 
   He shot the candleless flame at Vye. The death spell. The charge of negative energy. He expected to hear Vye scream as she died. Instead, she just absorbed the energy.
 
   “Well then,” Vye said, “I’ve had just about enough of that.”
 
   She leapt forward and swung her sword, and engaged Selikk in a clash of blades.
 
   ---
 
   Sandora dispatched one of the guards with her sword. Then she opened her palm and shot the candleless flame at the last one. Sir Noble could hear the scream of agony in his mind, even though he couldn’t hear it with his ears. Then, blood dripped into his right eye, and he couldn’t see through it any more.
 
   Sandora moved into the woods, right to the Prince. Anthony was just crying, as any boy his age should do. Noble knew it was up to him. It was all up to him to save the Prince.
 
   And the terror came again as he realized he couldn’t move. He could twitch a limb here and there. He could turn his eye. But he couldn’t lift his sword. Or his arm. He couldn’t speak. He could barely breath. Sandora didn’t even bother to kill him. She thought he was already dead.
 
   She just stepped closer and closer to the Prince.
 
   “Please,” Anthony said between sobs, “Mommy! Please…Mommy!!”
 
   Sandora didn’t need to waste a spell on this Prince. He was just a boy. She lifted her sword and brought it down.
 
   Sir Noble could hear the sickening thud of the metal on flesh. He could hear it in his mind, even if he couldn’t hear it with his ears.
 
   ---
 
   Halmir and Vye fought fiercely with Selikk, swords clanging on swords and swishing through the air. Twice more, Selikk tried to snuff Vye’s flame, but the spell just didn’t work on her. He knew better than to try it on Halmir.
 
   But he had other tricks up his sleeves. He wrapped the carriage in his magical influence, lifting it into the air. He flung it at Lady Vye. It crashed hard right in front of her, and she went flying back some twenty feet. She felt several familiar cracks as many of her ribs broke. Also, her pelvic bone, her femur and tibia on her right leg. Her elbow bone was exposed through her skin.
 
   “Halmir, this is madness,” Selikk said while he and Halmir circled one another. “The Turin-Sen do not fight one another.”
 
   “Then don’t think of me as Turin-Sen.”
 
   Vye couldn’t think through all the pain. She could see red, and think red, and say the word red, but she couldn’t get her mind together.
 
   Just one second, she thought. She just needed one second. She fought the pain, and earned one second of concentration. With it, she applied her palm to her broken bones, and her hand started to glow.
 
   “What has the witch done to turn you?” Selikk asked. “You were so eager to become one with our group.”
 
   “She has not seduced me. She has done nothing but open my eyes.”
 
   Selikk charged, and the two exchanged another flurry of sword blows. Then, they locked swords and pressed against one another. Selikk looked into Halmir’s eyes, and saw something in their reflection. He saw Vye sneaking up on him.
 
   Immediately, Selikk backed away and flung his hand out. A plank of wood, recently a part of the carriage, went spinning toward Lady Vye.
 
   Vye didn’t have time to think, but her reflexes did better than her brain could have managed. She held her hand out and swung it around, as though swatting a very slow fly. The plank of wood circled around her, orbiting like the moon to her body, and then shot back at Selikk.
 
   It sliced him across the face, severing one of his ears.
 
   Halmir took that moment to chop at Selikk’s arm, slicing off his right hand. His fist fell to the ground, still holding his sword.
 
   Selikk unleashed his magical will against Halmir with his left hand. It wasn’t much, given his current state. And it wasn’t refined or organized. It was just his rage, channeled into magic, and shot forward at his Turn brother. Halmir braced himself, but still, the impact shot him sliding along the ground ten paces before he stopped.
 
   But now Selikk was defenseless. And that’s when Vye charged in. 
 
   Vye thrust her sword through his heart. Selikk fell to his knees. Vye put her boot on his shoulder and leveraged her sword out. He was dead, but Vye didn’t like to take chances. She grabbed a clump of his hair, holding his head up, and sliced his neck wide open.
 
   Selikk fell lifeless to the ground.
 
   Halmir returned to the fight, sword drawn and ready, and looked at his fallen comrade. For half a minute, Halmir and Vye just stood there, panting, spent, exhausted. Then, something occurred to Vye.
 
   “The Prince!”
 
   “It is too late for the Prince,” Halmir said. “We must go.”
 
   “Go where?”
 
   “Into cover,” Halmir said, then grabbed Vye’s hand and ran north, into the woods.
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Chapter 42: Memory of Betrayal
 
    
 
   “Quickly, come with me!” Halmir called. Vye followed him deeper into the Eliowode, about half a mile east of where Prince Anthony had just died.
 
   “What’s going on?” Vye called, keeping in step with Halmir. “Where are we going?”
 
   “Listen, it’s going to happen very soon,” Halmir said. “Argos is going to discover that Selikk is dead, and then he’s going to check everyone. He’s going to check my memory.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Vye said.
 
   “Listen, it’s what I was saying before. He can read my memories. Not my thoughts, but just as though he had been watching and listening to everything I did all day. He will begin as soon as he knows that Selikk is dead.”
 
   “So... What happens then?”
 
   “So, if I betrayed him, he’s going to consider me a threat. And then he’s going to find me. I have to keep him out of my mind tonight.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I resist, with my own magic.”
 
   “Can you do that?”
 
   “No. Yes. Not tonight. I’m too tired. Our ability to do magic, it comes from life energy. Trees, animals... I replenish my strength fastest in the woods. But I’ve been in your stone prison for more than a week. You’re going to have to help me.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “You can use our magic. Or at least resist it. And you have proven to have a vast reserve. Your mind is very strong. I need you to fight him off, until I can gain my strength.”
 
   “Won’t he know you’ve betrayed him if you resist?”
 
   “Not if I make it look like you’re blocking him. We’re going to have you cast the spell.”
 
   “Let’s just let him come. We’re not defenseless.”
 
   “We can’t fight him. He’s too good. You’re not ready.”
 
   “But--”
 
   “No, listen! We have to--”
 
   Halmir seized up, grabbing his head with both hands, falling to his knees.
 
   “AAHHGG!! It’s starting! Quickly, grab my hands!”
 
   “What do I do?”
 
   “Just grab my hands!”
 
   Vye knelt beside him and grabbed his hands. Halmir opened his eyes, but his brows betrayed his pain.
 
   “Put your hands on my temples!”
 
   “I don’t--”
 
   “Do it!”
 
   She did. And her heart jumped. She couldn’t breath. It was as though she had contracted a fever in mere seconds. She yanked her hands away like she had touched a hot stove.
 
   “What the hell was that?”
 
   “That’s him. That’s Argos.” Halmir murmured through blinding pain. He grabbed her wrists and put them back on his temple.
 
   “Listen to my voice!” Halmir said. “Listen to me talking. Vye, Vye, breathe, quickly, take a breath.”
 
   Vye inhaled. The tension eased, but she couldn’t relax. Her body shook, the fever burning through her head, torso, arms...
 
   She could see a pair of eyes. Not Halmir’s eyes. She wasn’t looking at Halmir. Her eyes were shut. But she could see the piercing gaze coming from across the continent. Pupils of blue fire, searing through Halmir’s mind, searching...
 
   Searching...
 
   “Breathe, Vye, breathe.”
 
   Vye took another breath. She managed to keep her hands on Halmir temple, even though her fingers were begging her to pull them back.
 
   Through her closed eyes, a memory came into focus. It was the road, just south of the Eliowode. It was the march. The one that had just ended. But it wasn’t Vye’s memory. It was Halmir’s. She was watching the march from his point of view.
 
   She shook her head, as though that would disrupt the image. It did, but only because her adversary wasn’t expecting any opposition. The vision, the memory of the march faded. The sounds faded to silence. Her mind was a blank.
 
   Except she could see the eyes again. Argos’ eyes. The blue flame of his second sight.
 
   “Vye, take a breath and…could you please loosen your hands a little.”
 
   “Sorry,” Vye said, realizing she had externalized her fear onto Halmir’s temples, “This is very difficult.”
 
   “You’re doing fine.”
 
   “Good, because I don’t know how much more--”
 
   Then Argos was back, stronger than before. He was sending jolts of pure energy through her hands and down her arms. Her heart tightened. Her eyes snapped open.
 
   “Breathe!”
 
   Vye hadn’t realized she was holding her breath. She inhaled, letting the cool air remind her of what cool was. She closed her eyes again and furrowed her brow. She concentrated. The energy was vast, and strong, but it was far away, and it was trying to do something very difficult. Vye couldn’t compete with this power, but she could interfere with its hold on Halmir’s mind.
 
   Again came the image of the march, of where Halmir had been moments after the last time Argos had read his memories. But the image was clearer to Vye, and she could feel the wind on her face as though she was there.
 
   “Don’t just tag along,” she heard Halmir say. “If you let yourself go, you’ll just watch the memory with him. You’ve got to fight it!”
 
   She screamed. Not with her body, but inside Halmir’s memory. Her scream echoed not only in her mind’s ear, but also seemed to cause waves within the image itself. A great mist came over the march, and eventually, the scene was blurred out in white.
 
   Vye felt hands on her wrists, and then realized that those were her wrists, and that they were Halmir’s hands. He pulled her hands off his temples as she opened her eyes.
 
   “Ok, very good, very good, we’re almost there,” Halmir said. “He’s going to try one more thing before he gives up. Now, this one is going to be tough, so I need AAGGHH!!!!”
 
   Vye immediately put her hands on his temples. She knew what to do. She went straight for the memory, but while she was holding Halmir’s temples, she felt energy firing across her arms, right to her heart and lungs.
 
   “What’s he doing?”
 
   “He knows you’re here,” Halmir said. “Breathe!”
 
   Vye took a breath, but there was no relief this time. Her body was feeling limp.
 
   She saw the carriage, the march, and this time she was there, in it. It wasn’t a painting of the march, nor a memory. Every sense and instinct told her she was there, in Halmir’s place, on the march. She could feel his restraints on her limbs. The wind on her neck. The jostling of the carriage over the uneven cobble roads.
 
   Then she felt a sharp stabbing pain in her heart, but the image didn’t get any weaker. It just kept getting more painful.
 
   “He’s attacking you directly now!” Halmir yelled. “Fight him off. He’s too far away, you can do it!”
 
   Vye mustered her concentration and her energy and blasted forward with her mind. She attacked the image with all the pain she was feeling, and it blurred out quickly and died.
 
   But the pain stayed there. She felt her real body, as it collapsed and fell sideways. Halmir grabbed her, hugged her, and fell sideways with her. She became fetal.
 
   “Just a little longer, Vye!”
 
   Halmir put his forehead to her forehead. Vye’s body was both too hot and shivering. She saw the image come up again. She yelled. She cried. It stopped, then came back again, her heart getting shocked at the same time. It was almost too much.
 
   “Listen to my voice,” Halmir said, “We’re still both right here. Don’t believe where you are. Believe my voice.”
 
   Vye was going into convulsions, but the image was staying blurred, and the sounds were like echoes in a deep mountain range.
 
   Then Vye felt a hand on her bosom, right on her clavicle. And her heart started beating normally, and she screamed, not in agony this time, but in fierce determination. The image of the march blanked out and suddenly, everything was quiet.
 
   “Vye,” she heard Halmir say, from only inches away, “Breathe, please.”
 
   Vye took in a breath. The air was soothing. Cool. Her head spun.
 
   “Did we make it?” she said.
 
   “Yes,” Halmir said, “Mostly.”
 
   “Good,” she said, before passing out. This magic shit was tiring.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 43: A History of Drentar
 
    
 
   The Leaking Tub landed on the shore of the Island of Drentar. The only extant above-sea-level entrance into the Caves of Drentar.
 
   It is hard to explain the Caves of Drentar. Simply mentioning that it is the deadliest subterranean geological structure in the world doesn’t really do it justice. The Caves have a rich and complicated history, geography, geology, ecology, petrology, and political structure. Inasmuch as Caves have political structures. Well, anyway, it’s really hard to wrap your head around them.
 
   At the most basic level, the Caves are an interconnecting series of cylindrical tunnels that swoop around below the Island of Drentar. They move about in an unpredictable pattern, intersecting at odd angles and changing depth seemingly at random. It was as though fifty-foot-long worms had dug a series of caves for themselves, having a whimsical sense of direction and no appreciation for the difficulties of cartography.
 
   This was, in fact, what had happened. A race of super-intelligent, fifty-foot worms had evolved in this part of the world. And, being worms, they dug themselves some tunnels. They were called the Platonic Worms, and though they eventually became extinct, their legacy lived on in the Caves of Drentar.
 
   Their extinction can be traced to the intrepid explorer, Harry Nibwinder. He bravely led his expedition into the Platonic’s tunnels and was unceremoniously devoured. This was unfortunate for two reasons: First, it gave the Worm indigestion because Harry had not enjoyed a high fiber diet. Second, Harry Nibwinder was the younger brother of King Nibwinder, who ruled a small island Kingdom in the Khiransi Sea.
 
   King Nibwinder, hearing of the untimely and malnutritious end of his brother, declared that the Platonic Worms were evil, and offered a bounty of fifty Nibwins to anyone who brought a carcass of a Platonic Worm back to the Kingdom. So now there were a lot of explorers in the Caves of Drentar.
 
   One of those explorers came across a valuable amethyst gem. He didn’t know that Harry Nibwinder had dropped it shortly before his last lunchtime. This explorer theorized, for no good reason, really, that the Platonics excreted these precious gems. So began the great Amethyst Rush of Drentar.
 
   So there was a lot of traffic at the Caves. Nibwin hunters, Khiransi miners, naturalists from the Towers of Seneca. A diverse, impromptu township sprung up, the people trading and learning the art of subterranean farming. They even incorporated the village, naming it after its first Mayor, Drentar. They created a Charter, not dissimilar to the King James Standard. Supply routes formed, making the Village of Drentar a regular stop.
 
   At about the same time, a group of pirates under the command of Scratchy the Nine-Fingered Pirate Captain came into prominence. Hearing that Drentar was becoming quite the hub of supplies, Scratchy raided the Island on a regular schedule. Drentar, not having unearthed a treasure of valuable gems, had to borrow money from some very shady merchants at a very unreasonable rate, just to hire mercenaries to protect their semi-subterranean village.
 
   But Scratchy proved to be the superior tactician, defeating the mercenaries with ease. So Drentar was now broke and defenseless. The citizens fled deeper into the caves than they had ever gone before. Far from the comforts of their town. Past the dark corners where the Platonics used to live. Deep, deep into the strange world below...
 
   And that’s when they found the other caves.
 
   As it turned out, there had been an archeological dig in the area to find the thirty-seven pieces of the Idol of Kalik, an artifact that had shattered during an ancient battle on the very same island. This archeologist, a student from the Towers of Seneca, knew the pieces of the Idol were somewhere on the Island of Drentar. He had brought more than fifty diggers to the site to excavate the relic.
 
   The excavation went on for years, creating another set of tunnels that moved in unpredictable patterns through the rocks and shale of Drentar Island. The excavation had set up living quarters, supply posts, even tracks, as they dug up thirty-four pieces of the Idol. The Scholar used clay to fake the rest and returned home victorious.
 
   Although the Scholar and his diggers were gone, a nest of poisonous vipers had taken up residence in the tunnels. So when the citizens of Drentar village, fleeing from the Pirates, ran into these caves, many were killed by the venomous critters.
 
   It turned out they were running for nothing. Scratchy and his pirates, finding the Village of Drentar abandoned, decided to settle in. They had been at sea for quite some time, making a name for themselves. This comfortable little hamlet was a nice place to rest. And since supply ships kept showing up, and since the pirates had a lot of looted gold on their hands, they took up residence in Drentar.
 
   But, the unsavory merchants who had lent Drentar the money to fight Scratchy didn’t like that they hadn’t been paid back. So they sent a massive army to collect the debt, and mistook Scratchy and his band for the overdue miners.
 
   So now Scratchy and his band of pirates were the ones fleeing underground. The merchant army chased them for a short while, but eventually settled for all of their unattended gold, ale, and prostitutes as payment enough, and left. The pirates, unaware of this development, delved deeper.
 
   It was then that the pirates found the other caves.
 
   No, they didn’t find the caves of the excavation of the Idol of Kalik; they found an entirely new set of tunnels. These tunnels were the halls of the Castle Zenith. It had been designed to rest atop the highest peak in the tallest mountain range in the world, but some geological shifts in the region had sunk the entire structure to the bottom of the ocean.
 
   After that, things get much more complicated.
 
   “I’ve heard a lot of stories about this place,” Thor said, standing before the circular opening in the stone.
 
   “Half of them are true,” Jareld said.
 
   “Which half?” Thor said.
 
   “The less believable half.”
 
   “Shall we go in?” Thor asked.
 
   “Aye,” Corthos said, “The map be clear on that at least.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 44: Homecoming
 
    
 
   Michael received a hero’s welcome upon his return to Hartstone. A lot of things had gone wrong since the first day of summer, but the Count’s miraculous survival gave everyone a reason to be grateful.
 
   Just inside the gate, dozens of Lords and Nobles waited, cheering as Michael stepped out of his carriage and waved to them. Sarah stepped forward to greet him.
 
   “Michael,” she said, “It’s good to see you on your feet.”
 
   “It’s good to be on my feet.”
 
   “Come in, come in,” Sarah said, “Landos and I have a small feast waiting for you.”
 
   “Good, because I haven’t eaten for a week.”
 
   Michael took her hand, waving the procession into the Castle. Once the chatter of the crowd was loud enough, he leaned in close to Sarah, to whisper to her.
 
   “Sarah,” he said, “Did you come out to the woods? Did you come and see me?”
 
   Sarah blushed, “Yes.”
 
   “I remember you being there.”
 
   “Oh, you couldn’t possibly,” Sarah said. “You didn’t wake up for another two days.”
 
   “No,” Michael said, “I remember you being there, but like from a dream. I remember hearing your voice.” Then he said, even more quietly, “I think I remember you crying.”
 
   Sarah avoided Michael’s eyes.
 
   “I was there. And, yes, I cried. You would have, too, if someone you loved were so badly hurt. I wasn’t sure you were alive until I heard your heartbeat.”
 
   Michael pulled her close.
 
   “I remember you, when I was out there. I was cold and alone, and I heard your voice. And I’m telling you, I wouldn’t have made it out alive without you at my side.”
 
   Sarah shied away, but Michael lifted her chin with his hand, leaning in for a kiss. Their first kiss since the wedding, ten days earlier. They lingered there, in the hall, for a private moment before proceeding into the Great Hall.
 
   As they entered, hand in hand, Landos stood and raised a glass.
 
   “His Grace, Count Michael Deliem!”
 
   “Hoorah!” chorused the company. Glasses were raised and everyone took a drink.
 
   “And Her Grace, Countess Sarah Deliem!”
 
   Landos held his glass up high, staring right into Sarah’s eyes from across the banquet. Two hundred people in the room, but only the two of them understood what he was saying at that moment with his eyes.
 
   “Hoorah!” the room echoed. Sarah didn’t know she was doing it, but her grip on Michael’s hand tightened. Like a vice. But the toast ended and the feast began, and she thought nothing more of it. For now.
 
   Michael ended up digesting more news than food, as his system wasn’t prepared for mountains of salted meats and rich wines after a diet of Alderthorn’s herbs and roots. Landos and Calvin recalled everything that had happened since the Wedding, from the attack at the capital to the invading Turin. Gabriel was mostly silent, though he interjected when he thought Landos wasn’t making things sound bleak enough.
 
   And then the messenger arrived.
 
   “Can I help you?” Michael said.
 
   “Yes, Your Grace, I have a message from Lord Endior.”
 
   “Someone probably tried to sleep with his daughter again,” Gabriel grumbled.
 
   “Well,” Michael said, “Let’s see it.”
 
   The messenger handed the page to Calvin, who read it for the others:
 
   “‘Your Grace, Count Michael Deliem, please be advised that the march from Hartstone to Anuen has been ambushed six miles south of Raingrove. All the men are dead. We will be returning the bodies of Prince Anthony and Prince Nathaniel to Hartstone, as it is closer. Please advise on further actions. Yours, Lord Endior.’”
 
   The table sat in shock. The return of Count Michael couldn’t undo this bad news.
 
   “Alright,” Michael said, “Dinner’s over. We have work to do.”
 
   “They killed everyone?” Calvin said, more amazed than inquiring.
 
   “It says, ‘All the men are dead,’” Michael said. “But there was no mention of Lady Vye.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 45: Unforgotten Memories
 
    
 
   It was an overcast afternoon when Vye woke. She was nauseous and dizzy, a feeling that reminded her of some weekends in her ill-advised youth. But, more importantly, she didn’t know where she was, how she had gotten there, and was only vaguely aware of who she was. 
 
   She hefted herself to her feet and stretched her muscles. She didn’t have much with her. She was wearing her armor, her sword was on the ground beside her, and there was a wool blanket covering her.
 
   Wool blanket?
 
   The words “wool” and “blanket” rang around her head in a desperate game of ping-pong. She didn’t own a wool blanket. Even if she did, it wouldn’t be the third item she would have in the woods if she were only allowed to have three items.
 
   Clues, thought Vye. She needed clues. So, she was in the woods. The Eliowode, from the looks of it. She wasn’t good enough at tracking to get any meaningful information from the ground. She lifted her sword up for a closer look. It was stained in blood. That felt like a clue to her. But she wasn’t sure what it meant.
 
   There were footsteps behind her. Footsteps, she thought, might be clues, but in her state, clues weren’t allowed to have footsteps. Footsteps were too dangerous.
 
   “Who goes there?” she called.
 
   “It’s me,” said an accented voice.
 
   “A little more specific, please,” Vye said.
 
   “It’s Halmir.”
 
   “Friend or Foe?”
 
   “Vye, it’s me.”
 
   “We’ve covered this already.”
 
   “Vye,” Halmir said, stepping into the clearing, “Don’t you remember what happened last night?”
 
   Vye got the wrong impression.
 
   “Look,” Vye said, “Clearly I was drunk, because I usually don’t just... Wait a minute, you’re a Turin.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Something else important dawned on Vye, “And we never slept together.”
 
   “It’s coming back to you.”
 
   “Why couldn’t I remember anything just now?”
 
   “We’re dealing with memory spells. You got confused. The fog in your mind will clear.”
 
   “Is that going to keep happening?”
 
   “It’ll get better, with practice.”
 
   Vye slumped against a tree, catching her emotional breath.
 
   “I can’t believe I broke you out. What possessed me?”
 
   “Are you doubting your decision?”
 
   Vye didn’t answer. Halmir knew he was walking on eggshells. But he had to get where he was going...
 
   “Let me put it this way,” Halmir continued, “If you had not freed me, then most likely you and I would both be dead right now.”
 
   “Well,” Vye shrugged, “When you put it that way...”
 
   “We had no choice.”
 
   “‘We?’” Vye snapped.
 
   “You broke me out of my cage. I betrayed my Master--” Vye shuddered at the thought of those fiery blue eyes-- “and killed one of my kin.”
 
   “Why did you do it? Betray your Master?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “I need a better answer than that.”
 
   “I don’t have one to give you.”
 
   “Give me something.”
 
   “Your laws...”
 
   “Our laws? That’s why you betrayed your Master?”
 
   “It is difficult to explain. I am thirty years old. For all of those thirty years, I have learned to hate the people of Rone. My Master taught us that you are all cruel and uncaring people. That you eat your young. That you boil people alive for sport. The tales of your barbarism are ingrained in us from an early age.”
 
   Vye flushed with anger at the thought of these lies. But then something occurred to her.
 
   “They tell us the same things about you,” she confessed.
 
   “Once I was your prisoner... Of course you restrained me. Of course you jailed me. But you still allowed me some... dignity. I was not expecting that. I wasn’t prepared for you to have laws. To follow rules that said I couldn’t be tortured. I was amazed to learn you were going to have a trial. I didn’t think barbarians did such things.”
 
   “We don’t,” Vye smirked, but Halmir wasn’t smirking back. He was dead serious about this confession. Turning his back on three decades of indoctrination wasn’t easy.
 
   “It seemed so easy, when I departed my homeland on the first day of summer, it seemed like nothing to be a part of the Redemption of the Turin. I was prepared to decimate the Kingdom of Rone. To kill or enslave your entire population. But when I met you...”
 
   And now Halmir finally blushed. Vye never imagined a Turin could blush through their dark skin. But there it was.
 
   “What do we do now?” Vye asked.
 
   “I am a traitor. I cannot go home,” Halmir muttered, perhaps realizing it for the first time himself. “What of your people? Would they take you back?”
 
   “I hope so,” Vye said. “If I get a chance to explain everything. Will you come with me?”
 
   “I don’t want to die,” Halmir admitted.
 
   Vye paced about the clearing. They were playing with borrowed money at this point. The situation was desperate. Dire. But somehow, what she wanted more than anything was to make sure Halmir wasn’t killed.
 
   “I wish I could promise you that you wouldn’t be killed,” Vye said. “But you murdered a dozen people, including the Prince.”
 
   “I can help you,” Halmir pleaded. “You don’t know what you’re up against. My Master is more dangerous than anything you’ve faced before.”
 
   “I can only promise you this,” Vye said, “Come back to Hartstone with me. I will advocate for you. I will explain to my Liege Lord that you intend to help. That I... trust you. And maybe that will be enough to stay your execution.”
 
   “Maybe?”
 
   “It’s all I can promise. That as long as I’m alive, you will not be alone.”
 
   “In that case,” Halmir said, “I accept.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 46: A Moot Point
 
    
 
   Michael marched his senior staff off to Gabriel’s chambers. While there were many places to meet and discuss things in the Castle, Gabriel’s room had two advantages. One, it was far from the crowd. And two, there was so much noise from the furnace that eavesdropping was that much more difficult.
 
   “It just never ends...” Landos lamented as he shut the door.
 
   “At least Vye’s alive,” Michael commented.
 
   “Very presumptuous,” Gabriel retorted.
 
   “Lord Endior chooses his words carefully. He made a point of saying, ‘All the men.’ I think he was trying to indicate that Vye’s body wasn’t there. And yet, if the missive had been intercepted, the enemy wouldn’t know.”
 
   “So, she’s alive,” Landos said. “We need to find her.”
 
   “No,” Michael said. “She’s not a priority.”
 
   “Michael,” Sarah said, “If she was there, she may know what happened.”
 
   “She almost definitely knows what happened,” Michael said. “But we have bigger problems.”
 
   “Your Grace--” Landos objected, but didn’t get further.
 
   “He’s right,” Gabriel said, “With Prince Anthony dead, we now have no way of securing leadership of the Kingdom.”
 
   “Brimford and Avonshire will tear each other to shreds,” Michael continued, “Unless...”
 
   He was lost in a thought. It was a crazy thought. A thought that would cock a lot of brows. But maybe, just maybe...
 
   “Is something wrong with the furnace?” Calvin asked.
 
   “I don’t think so,” Gabriel grumbled. “Why do you ask?”
 
   “It’s just there’s smoke coming out of the floor,” Calvin answered. 
 
   Everyone stared at the smoke. It was rising out of the floor, but not as though there was a fire. Just as though that particular stone had a candle hiding in it. It was also odd that the smoke dispersed very suddenly six feet into the air. It didn’t waver and disperse slowly, it formed the shape of a door...
 
   A door of smoke...
 
   “Guards!” Michael yelled, “Guards, in here now!”
 
   Landos pulled Sarah behind him as Calvin and Gabriel drew arms. The Guards stormed in, surrounding the door of smoke.
 
   “Is that--” Michael said.
 
   “Yes.” Landos replied. “Calvin, take the Count and Countess to the carriages. Ride to Ralsean immediately. No delays, no questions. Go!”
 
   “Landos!” Michael shouted, “I need to be here to handle this.”
 
   “It’s too dangerous,” Landos said. “Without Vye here, we can’t handle the Turin.”
 
   A Turin man ambled through the smoke. He was unarmed, but Gabriel held his sword to the man’s throat anyway.
 
   “Go-go-go!” Landos shouted to Calvin.
 
   But then Lady Vye stepped through the smoke and the door evaporated.
 
   “Lady Vye?” Michael said.
 
   “Your Grace,” Lady Vye answered. There were a lot of questions and answers, but Vye decided that even this situation called for common courtesy, “You’re feeling better?”
 
   “No, Yes, well, physically. Who the hell is this?”
 
   “Oh,” Vye said, looking over at her companion, “This is Halmir. He’s the one who assassinated Prince Nathaniel and stabbed you in the heart.”
 
   Michael thought about this for a moment.
 
   “Oh.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 47: Planning Ahead
 
    
 
   Jareld hated fieldwork.
 
   He had avoided it feverishly for the seven years of study he had spent at the Towers of Seneca, and all of his teachers knew how to avoid Jareld by climbing a few flights of stairs. He hated the fifteen kinds of mud in Arwall, he hated the eighteen kinds of snow in Aceley, and he hated not having a comfortable bed to sleep in.
 
   He also hated things that crawled in the dark, just out of sight, and waited for you to fall asleep so they could inject you with poison.
 
   And so, he could not sleep his first night in the Caves of Drentar. But if you took away the dank caves, the mud, the snow, and the poisonous critters, he still wouldn’t have been able to sleep. Because it was something else that was keeping him up.
 
   “Thor, are you awake?”
 
   “How would I know if I was dreaming?”
 
   “Good point.” After a moment, Jareld continued, “How would I know if I was dreaming?”
 
   “Your dreams wouldn’t include me, I hope.”
 
   “Also a good point.”
 
   Jareld turned to his other side to see Corthos snoring away. Jareld felt it was unfair that he could sleep so comfortably. He must have gotten the good spot.
 
   “Thor, what do we do about the papers?”
 
   “We left them in the boat.”
 
   “No, I don’t mean the papers themselves. I mean, what do we do about what they said? What do we tell people?”
 
   “What do you think we should tell them?”
 
   “The truth.”
 
   “So, we tell them the truth.”
 
   “Of course we do.”
 
   Jareld rolled back over to his first side. He heard something scurry away on the far wall, but didn’t care at the moment.
 
   Tell the truth. Jareld had never been obsessed with the truth. He had only obsessed with historical fact. A very subtle distinction. He wanted the record to be correct. Factual. And he always figured people would be better off knowing the true version of history.
 
   But this time he had doubts. The most dangerous thing Jareld could imagine would be to announce that the King wasn’t the King. There were consequences to the truth, and for the first time, they seemed worse than the consequences of lying.
 
   “Thor?” Jareld said after a few minutes. “Are you still awake?”
 
   “No, I’m having a nightmare. Someone keeps talking to me.”
 
   “What if we didn’t tell anybody? Like Dorn. What if we just keep it to ourselves?”
 
   Thor rolled over and sat up, leaning against the wall in thought. It was rare that Thor put much thought into what he was going to say, and so Jareld assumed he was about to say something very profound.
 
   “My back hurts,” is what he said, reminding Jareld that he should have known better.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Here’s something that should put your mind at ease,” Thor said, “Based on my latest estimates, only one out of every twelve people who go into the Caves of Drentar come out alive or at all. Of those that come out, only one in five still have their full mental faculties. We, by comparison to almost every other expedition that has entered the Caves, are less prepared, weaker, have fewer supplies, and have no ability to engage in meaningful combat. Of the three of us, Corthos is most likely to live, and he doesn’t know about the truth, not that he’d care very much. So, I think we shouldn’t worry about what we’re going to say to people if we survive, because we most likely won’t.”
 
   Thor, satisfied with his answer, yawned, stretched, and rolled back up into his blanket.
 
   “And you thought that was going to cheer me up, did you?”
 
   “I actually only hoped that it would stop you from asking me questions. I want to get some sleep.”
 
   “Well, get some sleep. I’m going to stand watch.”
 
   And within minutes, Thor’s snoring joined Corthos’ snoring in a sort of nasal duet. Jareld, not worried so much about dying as living, stayed up through the night, wondering about the strange turn his life and the world’s history had taken in the last couple of weeks.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 48: The Reasons
 
    
 
   Against Lady Vye’s protestations, Halmir was immediately locked up and bound. Halmir went peacefully, even helpfully. His faith in Vye was complete.
 
   Vye and Michael had a long, uncomfortable conversation. Vye confessed her part in Halmir’s escape, and her failure to save Prince Anthony. She pleaded, not for herself, but for Halmir, insisting that he had changed. That he was not the same man who had attacked them on the first day of summer.
 
   As dusk settled over Hartstone Castle, Michael and Vye descended into the dungeon. Vye opened the cell and released Halmir’s restraints.
 
   “Stand up,” Michael said. Halmir did so. “Lady Vye is convinced that you are reformed. I don’t believe her. Not yet. But if you want to curry any favor with me, start talking, and don’t stop until I tell you to.”
 
   “What do you want me to talk about?”
 
   “Vye kept referring to your Master. Who is he?”
 
   “His name is Argos.”
 
   “How have we never heard of him? We have spies in the Turin Mountains. Not many, and the truth is they report to the King, not me. But if there is a man as powerful as you say, how has he been kept a secret?”
 
   “It is his way. He commands from the shadows. He has influence over many, but contact with very few.”
 
   “And you are one of those few?”
 
   Halmir nodded. Michael glanced at Vye. She gave him a look. It was a look that could only be understood between two good friends who had known one another for more than a decade. It was a look of reassurance, that he was on the right path, that she still trusted Halmir, despite all the evidence telling them not to. Michael sighed.
 
   “Tell me about Argos.”
 
   Halmir took a deep breath and began. It was a long story, but he would tell every part he knew, and guess at any part he didn’t. Argos was older than anyone else in the Turinheld. Nobody knew how old he was. Nobody could speak of his childhood, nor did anyone know of his parents or other relations.
 
   By contrast, though, he seemed young. Yes, his hair was silver white, but it was still rich and full, and his skin was the sort of thing women wished they could buy in bottles. Only his eyes seemed ancient. Not the wrinkles around his eyes, for he had none. Just the depth of his eyes, which seemed sometimes to glow with a blue fire. 
 
   And his voice was a thing unto itself. Deeper than oceans, older than stars, it dug into your mind and coiled around you. His command was absolute, and Halmir was certain he wouldn’t have been able to betray Argos so easily if he hadn’t been away for so long.
 
   Halmir was convinced Argos had spent some time in the Kingdom of Rone. He spoke of specific locations, describing them in exquisite detail. He knew far more of the terrain, the landmarks, the foliage, the seasons, than someone could get by scrying. Argos was also the best historian amongst the Turin, inasmuch as the Turin have historians.
 
   And he seemed to take the insult of the Rone personally. It was here that Halmir had the hardest time describing his former Master, for he had learned the lessons so well.
 
   “Forgive me,” Halmir paused. “He believes that the Rone are evil. That they must pay for the brutal attacks of the past. The pillaging, the slaughtering. He hates the people of Rone. He swore he would undo their reign over the continent. I’m sorry to speak so plainly about the past. I’m trying to describe my Master.”
 
   “You do not need to apologize for describing the past,” Michael assured him. “It is our past as well as yours. And I happen to know you speak the truth.”
 
   Halmir was certain Argos was the one who started the war. The Regent, the man who was technically in charge of the politics of the Turin, would never have been so impractical. He knew that, at best, the Turin would only have been able to muster thirty thousand soldiers. That would represent every able-bodied man and woman they could muster.
 
   By contrast, the Rone had almost a one hundred thousand citizens of the appropriate age. That wasn’t counting the 245 Dukes, Counts, Barons, Bannorets, and unlanded Knights, each wearing better armor than anyone in the Turinheld could hope to afford. 
 
   But Argos knew something about the people of Rone. They were not a unified people. Not the way the Turin were. They had their Duchies, their Baronies, their noble families. Each was in a constant struggle for stature and position. They played a constant game of marrying nobles to other nobles. They had different flags and different customs. They were unified by their law, but not in their hearts.
 
   All he had to do was create confusion about the line of succession, and the Kingdom would crumble. So, Halmir concluded, he must have convinced the Regent to raise that army. To put at risk every age-appropriate, able-bodied man and woman. To arm them. To train them. And to send them forth with orders to raze the Kingdom to the ground.
 
   It was working. Avonshire and Brimford, the two largest territories of the Kingdom were, even now, obliterating one another. And with each soldier killed in that conflict, the Rone had one less soldier with which to fight the Turin.
 
   “Well,” Michael said, “Then there’s only one thing to do?”
 
   “What’s that?” Vye said.
 
   “We’ll have to get Avonshire and Brimford to like each other.”
 
   “Oh,” Vye said, “Is that all?”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 49: Darkness
 
    
 
   The map was incredibly accurate. Even at those times when it seemed the passage would be too confusing, the map was very precise about where they were meant to go. Jareld, Thor, and Corthos made good progress, inasmuch as progress can be accurately measured by going further into the darkest, deadliest caves in the world.
 
   It wasn’t until the third night that they encountered their first major obstacle. While the map clearly dictated the direction they were supposed to go, it didn’t explain how they were supposed to get around the cave-in that blocked the passage.
 
   “Well,” said Thor, “I hope the map doesn’t want us to go that way.”
 
   “You mean forward?” Jareld said.
 
   “Methinks we must find another way around,” Corthos said.
 
   “Not likely,” Jareld said. “If we didn’t have this map giving us such precise directions, we’d be in Khiransi by now. Or dead.”
 
   “Or both” Thor said.
 
   “We do not have a choice,” Corthos said. “We cannot move the rocks alone.”
 
   “Give me a minute to think,” Jareld said.
 
   He looked back. It was dark, pitch black, just beyond the range of the torch. The cylindrical tunnels, created by the Platonic Worms, curved where the light died; leaving a darkness unlike any Jareld had seen before. In these Caves, with their legendary deadliness, he did not dare veer off the path. There was no hope in that direction.
 
   But there was something in that direction. Something moving. Another venomous creature with claws and fangs and whatever? Probably. But his eyes weren’t good enough to see much in this darkness.
 
   “Corthos, what’s that?” he asked.
 
   Before Corthos could even look, an arrow flew overhead, just missing Jareld’s left ear. Corthos tossed Jareld to the ground before taking cover himself. Thor, hearing the arrow clatter against the rocks threw the torch down the hall. He missed the assailant, but his actions helped anyway. Now it was Jareld, Thor, and Corthos in the cover of darkness, and the assailant who was well lit.
 
   And he was Turin. And he wasn’t a he. He was a they. Jareld could only see silhouettes against the torch, but there were at least half a dozen, and they were closing in.
 
   “Corthos,” Jareld whispered, “We have to get out of here.”
 
   “There be a turn off the main tunnel, only ten paces back,” Corthos said.
 
   The archer was notching another arrow. The others drew swords and inched into the darkness. The Turin were staring into the darkness, trying to spot their quarry.
 
   “OK,” Jareld said, “We crawl for the turn.”
 
   “Quietly,” Corthos whispered.
 
   The three of them crawled at an excruciatingly slow pace. Foot by foot, they approached the turn in the tunnels. Meanwhile, the Turin were also moving down the hall, step by cautious step. They were on a molasses-speed collision course.
 
   Suddenly, a shadow passed in front of the dormant torchlight. Jareld looked up and saw that one of the Turin swordsmen was only a few feet from him, listening out in front of him. Jareld stopped moving. The swordsman stopped. Jareld tried to move again. The swordsman snapped in his direction.
 
   Jareld turned his head back to Corthos, who was right behind him. Whatever expression or mouthed order Corthos was giving, Jareld couldn’t see.
 
   The swordsman took another step. He was right on top of Jareld. If Jareld had been made of fine leather, he could have been the man’s boots.
 
   The man swept out with his sword. Fanning the air above Jareld. Jareld didn’t have time to think. He hooked his arm around the man’s legs, and pulled out. The man stumbled back, wheeling his arms to keep his balance. Before he could recover his footing, Corthos was up, swung his sword, and impaled the man in the chest.
 
   Jareld and Thor got up and scampered down the turn in the tunnel and into complete darkness. Jareld could hear Corthos match swords with someone behind him, he heard a scream, and then he heard more footsteps behind him.
 
   Jareld turned his head to see who or how many were following him, but he couldn’t see anything. He turned his head forward again, but it didn’t make much of a difference.
 
   Thor, meanwhile, was leading the way by feeling along the walls. The two of them kept stumbling along, but they kept hearing footsteps behind them.
 
   Finally, Thor tripped on something, Jareld tripped on Thor, the floor gave way, and the two of them were spilled down a level.
 
   Jareld tried to get himself up. He could smell the dust of the collapsed rock, and he could feel the bruises, but he could only think of how to keep moving.
 
   Unfortunately, in trying to stand up, Jareld got extremely dizzy, wobbled around for a moment, and then passed out.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 50: Bedroom Politics
 
    
 
   “You’re going to Avonshire, aren’t you?” said Sarah, when Michael entered the bedchambers. It was, notably, the first time the two of them had been in the bedchambers together, as their wedding had been so rudely interrupted.
 
   “Yes,” Michael said, “I have to.”
 
   “You really don’t,” Sarah said. “Others can go in your place.”
 
   “They could,” Michael said, “But I’m going.”
 
   “When are you leaving?”
 
   “Tonight.”
 
   “Tonight? Not even in the morning?”
 
   “I’m sorry. This cannot wait.”
 
   Sarah sighed.
 
   “Don’t sigh at me,” Michael said, removing his noble regalia in favor of more durable travel gear.
 
   “I wasn’t sighing at you, I was just sighing.”
 
   “It sounded like--”
 
   “It’s not your fight, Michael.”
 
   “It’s not mine alone, if that’s what you mean. It’s everyone’s.”
 
   “So let someone else go. You just recovered from death.”
 
   “I was never dead.”
 
   “You were to me, for a short while.”
 
   Sarah was trying to confess something. And on an ordinary day, maybe Michael would have picked up on the subtle hints and clues. But his mind was racing with wars and Kings and history and he didn’t have room in his brain for subtlety.
 
   “I don’t trust anyone else to do this.”
 
   “You think you’re the smartest man in the world?”
 
   “Of course not,” Michael said, “I could leave it alone. Hope someone else goes in and fixes everything. And maybe we would get lucky and somebody will. But if nobody does, then we will both die here. And I’m not taking that chance. I’m growing old, with you.”
 
   “Not one man in a million would take it upon himself to save the Kingdom.”
 
   “Then you must be a very lucky wife.”
 
   Michael, realizing his voice had gotten a little louder, turned away and sighed as well.
 
   “Now who’s sighing at whom?”
 
   “I was sighing at myself.”
 
   “Don’t go.”
 
   “I have to.”
 
   “Please.”
 
   “I’m sorry. We’ll be together. Soon. But not tonight.”
 
   Michael opened the door...
 
   “Wait,” she said. “Just, please, wait for a moment.”
 
   “What?” Michael said.
 
   “Things are very… uncertain, right now. You almost died. Please, don’t go. Not tonight.”
 
   “Sarah, I don’t want to go. But I feel I must. But here’s how you’ll know I’m coming back for you.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   “Men cannot keep such promises.”
 
   “I can.”
 
   “Not in these times.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “I don’t believe you.”
 
   Michael kissed her.
 
   “Believe me.”
 
   He turned and left the room, not allowing anything more to delay him. Sarah didn’t know why, but she did believe him.
 
   ---
 
   Michael proceeded to the stables, where she found Lady Vye waiting for him.
 
   “Where do you think you’re going?” Michael asked, seeing that Vye was all geared up.
 
   “With you, of course,” Vye said. “But we’re not taking horses.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I know a better way.”
 
   Michael stood for only a moment before he understood what she meant.
 
   “No,” he said, sternly. “I’m not walking through that… thing.”
 
   “Come on, Your Grace,” she said. “We don’t have time. By our best estimates, Avonshire and Brimford have been warring for almost a week. If we travel by horse, the fighting will be over, someone will have the throne, and about twenty-two soldiers will be alive.”
 
   “Can you do the smoky… thing?”
 
   “No,” Vye said, “But I know someone who can.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 51: Another Path
 
    
 
   Michael, Landos, Vye, and Gabriel went to the dungeon together. They walked in silence, only acknowledging each other with uncomfortable nods and rolled eyes. They stood outside Halmir’s cell while Vye unbound the prisoner and walked him to the others.
 
   “Don’t speak,” Vye said. “Just listen.”
 
   Halmir nodded. Vye backed off, and Michael stepped forward.
 
   “Lady Vye says she trusts you,” Michael said. “Time was I would trust you too, just because she said so.”
 
   Michael paused, but Halmir did not appear to have anything to say.
 
   “Still,” Michael continued, “I can’t forget there is a large scar where my torso used to be, and you’re the one who put it there.”
 
   Again, nothing.
 
   “We’re in an odd situation,” Michael went on. “A few hours ago, you told me about a plan that Argos set in motion. I think I know how to stop him from succeeding, but the hour is getting late, and I can’t do it without your help. I don’t know why you’ve changed your mind. And maybe that’s something you’re still working out in your head, but I don’t have time for second-guessing, and I need to know that you can help us. I don’t want to kill. I don’t want to conquer. I just want to stop all of this. Can you help me?”
 
   “I can help,” Halmir said, “And I will. And if you need a reason to trust me, know this: Last night, I killed a member of my group, one of the Turin-Sen. Your Lady Vye can testify to that. As soon as my Master learns of this, I will be marked for death. I do want to help you, I really do. But if you don’t believe me, at least understand that I can’t go back, and I fear for my life.”
 
   Michael nodded.
 
   “Please wait here for a moment,” Michael said. He huddled together with the others, just out of earshot.
 
   “He seems sincere,” Michael said.
 
   “I’ve known some very good liars in my life,” Landos said.
 
   “He’s not lying,” Vye said, “He killed a man of his last tonight.”
 
   “Could have been staged,” Landos said.
 
   “It wasn’t,” Vye said. “I’m the one who gave the final blow.”
 
   “I don’t want to have matching scars,” Michael said. “And I think it’s ridiculous to bring him along.”
 
   “So why are you even thinking about it?” Landos said.
 
   “We need him,” Michael answered.
 
   “I’ll vouch for him,” Vye said. “I’ve been in his mind. He’s not lying.”
 
   There was a brief pause while the three men looked up at Vye. Gabriel seemed surprised, an emotion he rarely felt and almost never showed.
 
   “I hope you’re right,” Michael said.
 
   “Don’t take any chances,” Gabriel said. “I mean, any more than you have to. I mean, any more than you already are. Oh, never mind.”
 
   “Right,” Michael said. He left the group and went to Halmir to talk further. Landos followed him.
 
   “I hope you know what you’re doing, Julia,” Gabriel said, quietly. “I think there’s something you’re not telling us.”
 
   “There is,” Vye said. “And I’m not going to.”
 
   “That’s fine. Just remember what we talked about.”
 
   “We talked about a lot of things.”
 
   “People can do crazy things...”
 
   ---
 
   They escorted Halmir up to the northern courtyard, very close to where Halmir and Vye had finished their first fight. Someone was waiting for them.
 
   “Flopson, what are you doing here?” Michael asked.
 
   “I’m trying to keep him out of trouble,” Flopson said, pointing to Gabriel.
 
   “Well, that’s very kind of you,” Michael said, “But Landos is keeping a sharp eye out.”
 
   “Where are you going?” Flopson asked.
 
   “Avonshire.”
 
   “Smelly place.”
 
   “Wait ‘till we get done with it.”
 
   “I want to come too,” Flopson said, doing his best impersonation of a three-year old.
 
   “I thought you said it was smelly,” Michael said.
 
   “It is. But not nearly as smelly as this place.”
 
   “Very well,” Michael said. “Come along if you must. But we’re going to be in the company of some very important people, and I don’t want you to get us all in trouble.”
 
   “I can’t make any promises.”
 
   “Close enough,” Michael said, shrugging. “Landos, you and Gabriel will stay here and keep an eye on things.”
 
   “Shouldn’t I come with you?” Gabriel said. “It’s going to be dangerous.”
 
   “There are greater dangers than politics,” Michael said. “Though not many. The Prince was attacked while surrounded by dozens of guards and a couple of our better warriors. I want the Castle to be safe tonight.”
 
   “I understand,” Gabriel said.
 
   Michael and Vye stood beside Halmir as he began waving his arms about and chanting. Flopson edged up to the Turin warrior.
 
   “I don’t know if we’ve been properly introduced,” Flopson said. “Flopson the Jester.”
 
   “I remember,” Halmir mumbled. “You left quite an impression.”
 
   “On the side of your head, am I right?” Flopson raised a hand for a high-five, but Halmir finished opening the gate instead.
 
   Smoke rose from the grass, forming into the shape of a door. Vye stepped through first, to demonstrate her trust. Then Halmir, then Flopson. Michael followed. The smoke billowed and wavered, and then vanished.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 52: Off The Map
 
    
 
   Jareld woke up and immediately regretted it.
 
   He was bruised and winded, but nothing was broken. He peeled himself off the floor, opening his eyes to a small surprise: He could see things. There was a fire going, and Thor and Corthos were having a quiet discussion.
 
   “Ah, you’re awake,” Thor said.
 
   “Technically,” Jareld answered. He found that his muscles were stiff, but he was able to drag himself to the fire.
 
   “What happened?” Jareld said.
 
   “You fell,” Corthos said, not seeing the need to add further details.
 
   “And you’re alive?” Jareld said.
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “I thought I heard you scream,” Jareld continued.
 
   “That was me opponent, a right rough fellow. Turin, if I’m not mistaken.”
 
   “You killed him?”
 
   “Aye, and one of his friends. But there were too many, so I fled.”
 
   “He got to the same hole in the floor,” Thor continued, “But by that time, I had lit a torch. He saw the hole and climbed down.”
 
   “You weren’t knocked out by the fall?” Jareld said.
 
   “No, I fell on you.”
 
   “Oh,” Jareld said, feeling a bruise in his ribs.
 
   Jareld discovered that if Thor had to guess, he’d been out for almost a full day, but since there was no sun, moon, stars, or hourglasses in the Caves of Drentar, he had no way of knowing. Then, of course, came the ugly question:
 
   “Do we know where we are?” Jareld said, timidly.
 
   “In the Caves of Drentar,” Thor said.
 
   “Yeah, I got that part,” Jareld said.
 
   “Also,” Corthos added, “We’ve moved a bit since you were out.”
 
   “Aye,” said Thor. “I mean, yeah. The Turin started shooting arrows at us through the floor. Or ceiling. Depending on how you look at it.”
 
   “And when we tried to rest, we found we were near a scorpion pit. Nasty buggers.”
 
   “After that it got more confusing,” Thor concluded.
 
   “So, neither of you happened to keep a map of his own, did you? A simple record of number of paces and direction.”
 
   Thor and Corthos shook their heads.
 
   “So, what hope do we have of finding the Saintskeep?”
 
   “Look at it this way,” Thor said. “We have only marginally less hope than we did when we started.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 53: Men of the Kingdom
 
    
 
   Traveling through the smoking door was not nearly as exciting as Michael had hoped. You see a door in front of you, suggested by smoke, and you step through. You’re immediately on the other side of the door, as though you had only stepped through smoke, except the world is completely different. Also, you feel mildly dizzy, as though you had crossed your eyes for about a minute.
 
   The dizziness is the result of a repositioning problem. Inevitably, your altitude and orientation are changed slightly by moving through the door, so the world makes you pay in the form of discombobulation. In this case, there was also a change of time zones, and it was now two hours earlier. There would be some smoke-lag.
 
   “Well,” Michael said, “Here we are.”
 
   By “here,” Michael meant several miles outside Anuen. They were at the limits of a city of tents, in which an army was scurrying about. Almost as soon as the four of them were through the gate, a small patrol came up to them.
 
   “Stop there and declare yourselves,” said the oldest and most senior member of the patrol.
 
   “My name is Count Michael Deliem,” Michael said, “And it is urgent that I speak to…” he looked at the patrol uniforms… “Lord Timothy, of Brimford.”
 
   “There is a Turin man amongst you,” the patrolman said, “What business does he have in your company and in our land?”
 
   “He is with me, and as you see fit, he can be bound for your safety,” Michael said. Halmir rolled his eyes and held out his wrists, for cuffing.
 
   “You don’t seem too concerned about him,” the guard said.
 
   “I’ve chosen to be worried about other things.”
 
   The patrol did cuff Halmir, unaware that he could use magic, and that these restraints would be meaningless. They blindfolded him, and led him in front of the company, as Michael, Flopson, and Vye followed behind.
 
   They were led into the center tent, where Timothy Brimford waited at a war table. On the table were maps, little figures representing armies, and little model ships representing the navies.
 
   Behind Timothy, sitting in the corner in the only comfortable chair in the tent, was Emily Rone, the last of the royal family. She was dressed all in black, still in mourning for the loss of her family.
 
   The patrolman approached Timothy and leaned across the table to whisper to him. Timothy looked over the table to Michael, sizing him up. Finally, he returned some whispers to the patrolman and stood.
 
   “His Majesty, King Timothy, will see you now,” the patrolman said.
 
   The patrolman left the tent. Timothy walked out in front of the war table and stood before Michael.
 
   “Your Majesty,” Michael said, and bowed. Vye, more out of surprise, also bowed. Flopson did not.
 
   “Why will your fool not bow?” Timothy said.
 
   “One man’s fool is another man’s foil,” Flopson said.
 
   “Is this your way of showing insolence?” Timothy said to Michael. “You bow, but you mock me with your jester? Have the clown removed.”
 
   Guards dragged Flopson from under his armpits. He smirked all the way out of the tent.
 
   “It is the fool’s prerogative,” Michael said, “To show us humility. But while I don’t share his level of insult, I do share his sense of purpose.”
 
   “You are Count Michael, of Deliem,” Timothy said. “I don’t think we’ve even met before. Have you come to pay your respects to the new King?”
 
   “No,” Michael said, “At least, not inasmuch as I don’t think there is a new King.”
 
   “I could have you executed for treason.”
 
   “With all due respect, Sir Timothy, so could I.”
 
   “I am the King.”
 
   “You’ve named yourself the King,” Michael said. “So has Castor Rone. Neither of you has earned that title.”
 
   “You do not earn that title.”
 
   “Neither should you take it by force.”
 
   “There is no authority higher than the divine ascension.”
 
   “There is the King James Standard.”
 
   “Which is silent in the matter. I am the husband of the only living child of our previous King. Emily gives me the right to the throne.”
 
   Michael paced around Timothy, coming to the side of the table, where he could face Emily. She looked up at Michael. Through her veil, he could see her eyes narrow.
 
   “Your Majesty,” Michael said, bowing to Emily.
 
   Emily stood. She was not used to being addressed. “Your Grace,” she said, curtsying back.
 
   “I am sorry about your loss,” Michael said. “I knew your father, of course, and your brother. Both honorable men.”
 
   “Thank you,” Emily said.
 
   “You, I have heard, are an honorable woman.”
 
   “I like to think so,” Emily said. “But flattery will get you nowhere.”
 
   “What are you doing?” Timothy said. “Why are you speaking to her?”
 
   “If you are going to use her to claim the throne, I think I’d like to hear what she has to say,” Michael responded.
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Timothy said. “I am the King. My word is law.”
 
   “Your carriage is a bit ahead of your horse. You can’t claim the Kingship by rule of your own law as King.”
 
   “There is no legal argument for the Kingdom. There is only the force of might. I am going to destroy Anuen, if I must, to defeat Castor Rone. Once I am unopposed, no one can deny me.”
 
   “You’re right,” Michael said. “There is no legal argument. But neither do I believe that it was the intention of Rone the Great, nor King James after him, to allow the throne to go to the victor of a pitched battle. We are all men of the Kingdom, except of course, for those of us who are women of the Kingdom.”
 
   Vye couldn’t help but smile. Emily, too, turned her attention to Vye, then back to Michael.
 
   “We are men and women of the Kingdom, and we must fight. But not for command of the Kingdom. We must fight for the Kingdom itself. Lady Vye, if you please.”
 
   Vye approached the table with the armies. She had led enough troops in her life to organize her demonstration quickly.
 
   “You see what you have here? Your army in Dalton is going to be crushed by Castor’s cavalry, coming from the south. Yes, you can batter down Anuen, but both you and Castor will lose three or four full units. Your archers will be depleted.”
 
   Vye grabbed several dozen spare unit markers. She started placing them, one at a time, in Trentford, the heart of the Kingdom. She finally placed ten of them, all facing Avonshire and Brimford. 
 
   “This is the invading Turin army,” Vye said. “Thirty thousand strong, or so I’ve been told.”
 
   Timothy and Emily couldn’t help but look at Halmir, who, though blindfolded, was clearly a Turin.
 
   “If you and Castor Rone continue this fight for the next two days, you’ll come down to less than two thousand men. And those men will be weary.”
 
   “This is some trick,” Timothy proclaimed. “Castor sent you. To get me to lower my guard. What has he promised you? I can make you a Duke.”
 
   “As I’ve said before,” Michael continued, “You can’t. I’m not here for glory or titles. I just married a beautiful woman and I want to live in peace with her. I want this war to end. And I want us to win.”
 
   “What do you propose?” Timothy asked, though his tone was still full of trepidation.
 
   “We must be men of the Kingdom, you and I. We must do what is best for the Kingdom, not ourselves.”
 
   “If we stop fighting this instant, I mean, if the orders went out within the hour, I think Avonshire and I have a combined force of twenty thousand, give or take.”
 
   “With supplements coming from Ralsean, Arwall, and my own County,” Michael said, “We might be able to pull through this.”
 
   “Even if I agree to stop fighting, what of Castor? He will not surrender.”
 
   “I won’t ask him to,” Michael said. “I will tell him the same thing I’ve told you.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “We must be men of the Kingdom.”
 
   “But someone must lead,” Timothy said. “Who will bring us victory?”
 
   “If we are going to be men of the Kingdom,” Michael said, turning to Emily, “Then some of us must be Women of the Kingdom.”
 
   “Who? Me?” Emily said.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 54: Problem Number One
 
    
 
   Jareld started counting problems in his head.
 
   One, they were running out of food. They had packed a fare amount of dry goods to chew on, but Thor had lost his pack in the fall, and they no longer had a timetable for the completion of their quest.
 
   Two, they no longer had a timetable for the completion of their quest. Jareld had calculated, based on average human walking speed over uneven terrain, that they would be underground for approximately five days. He packed food and water accordingly.
 
   Three, they were running out of water. See problem one.
 
   Four, there were many things under the earth that wanted to kill them. Some of them, like the troop of Turin soldiers, wanted to kill them specifically. Some of them, like the deadly scorpions and the Great Wyrm, just wanted to kill them indiscriminately.
 
   Five, they were lost, with no hope of regaining the trail. This might seem to be another way of restating problem number two, but Jareld counted it as entirely different. There was a good chance, now, that not only would they fail, but also there was no longer the option of aborting the mission to try again later. Everything they had learned would die with them in the dark and lonely caves.
 
   “Why the long face?” Corthos said, making out Jareld’s face in their one remaining torch. Six.
 
   “I’m running out of fingers,” Jareld said.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 55: The Worth of a Man
 
    
 
   It occurred to Gabriel that he hadn’t slept in three days. He had gone to bed several times, and he had rested his body by sitting, but he had not slept. His mind had been occupied with so many problems, it was a miracle he could focus on any one at a time.
 
   But at this particular sleep-deprived moment, he was standing out on the catwalk, contemplating himself. He was not accustomed to being on the balcony. He preferred the depths of the castle. The armory. The furnace. His quarters. The height of the catwalk made him dizzy. The wind whipped through his scraggly hair.
 
   Gabriel was trying to judge his own worth. He had lived a long life, and he had met a lot of people, and whether he wanted to or not, he judged those people. He rated them, in his mind, according to how useful they were. They didn’t have to be important, so to speak. They just had to engage in the world around them. Count themselves as part of a society.
 
   A farmer, for example, could be of great use. He planted the crops for people to eat. If he had a family, and was kind to his neighbors, he could be counted amongst the useful people of the world.
 
   A Lord, for example, could be of no use. He could have a lot of money, a large army, and a lot of influence. But if he never raised a finger to help anyone, what good was he?
 
   Gabriel had always been very conscientious of how useful he was being. He never went out to win any personality contests, but he always tried to help his friends along. But he felt age creeping up on him. Father Time was a relentless asshole. Was he still helpful to his friends? Was he still useful?
 
   Ten years ago, Michael would have taken Gabriel with him on this mission. Sure, Michael had charged him with the protection of the Castle. Of the Countess. But he knew it was because where Michael was going, Gabriel wouldn’t be much help.
 
   Vye had long ago surpassed him as a superior warrior and tactician, but now she had tapped into something he couldn’t even begin to help her with. When the Count was near death, it was the lightning fast thinking of a deranged jester that saved his life. Had he run out of worth?
 
   And why, oh why, did his knee ache? It was cold out, but there was no connection between it being cold and him having a knee. It was just that bastard, Father Time, reminding Gabriel that he was there. Never a dull moment.
 
   Asshole.
 
   And that’s when Gabriel heard a scream carried on the wind. A man was crying in agony. He was clearly in a lot of pain, and he was clearly dead when the screaming was done.
 
   “Not now,” Gabriel lamented.
 
   He raced as fast as his aching bones could carry him back to the parapet. He scanned over the courtyard, but couldn’t see anything. He gathered the nearest Guards and led them down the spiral stairs into the Castle.
 
   Not now, he kept thinking. Last time one of those Turin assassins attacked, they were helpless. Vye and Flopson had saved the day, and they were both out at the moment. He made a quick calculation in his mind, and decided that there simply wasn’t enough resistance in the castle, at that moment, to stop an invader.
 
   That didn’t mean he wasn’t going to try.
 
   Two more screams of death echoed through the halls. The noises were coming from the Audience Chamber. He charged forward, drawing his trusty blade, running toward the cacophony of death. He barreled through the doors, and so he encountered Argos, the Master of the Turin-Sen.
 
   He was the most terrifying warrior Gabriel had ever seen. Clad in pine green armor, with long, silver hair, he swung a gigantic claymore that seemed too large to be practical. He stood amidst a pack of dead Guards, fighting his way towards the Count’s pedestal. On the pedestal, Landos held Sarah behind his body. Gabriel briefly thought of Vye’s warning when he noticed they were both dressed for bed.
 
   Argos cast his death spell again, eliminating the closest Guard in a tortured howl. And every time he cast the spell, the other Guards were that much slower. That much heavier in their motions. That much more dispirited. These were their friends and peers, men they had served with for years, and they were being dispatched with such violent ease and reckless pain that they had no choice but to lose faith.
 
   But Gabriel wasn’t going to let Argos win this battle without a proper fight. If Argos was going to invade their home, he was going to remember the day.
 
   “Hartstone!” he cried, charging in with his compliment of Guards. Argos was now fighting on both sides. He didn’t seem phased. If anything, he became more efficient. His gargantuan bade swept through two Guards at once, slicing one neck on the way to decapitating the second.
 
   The room was painted in blood, littered with arms, legs, and guts. Gabriel ignored the pain in his limbs. Ignored the soreness in his muscles. Told the ache in his knee to fuck off. He wasn’t going to wait around for Father Time, who was probably always running late. He was going to determine his own fate.
 
   They circled him. They flanked and feinted and flailed. But Argos was so much better than anyone they had ever seen or heard of. They fought to the last man. After the twenty-six Guards in the room were dead, that last man was Gabriel.
 
   He knew it was coming, but it didn’t lesson the shock. When Argos’ sword sliced through his shoulder, nearly separating his arm, all the fight left his body at once. He folded and collapsed against the wall, dropping his sword and almost breaking his back with his fall.
 
   Argos turned to Landos and Sarah, still atop the pedestal.
 
   “Out of the way,” Argos said, “You cannot stop me.”
 
   Landos knew it was true. He didn’t need to see Gabriel and the twenty-six guards lying dead on the floor. He only needed to hear Argos’ voice. His command was so pure; his voice came from such depths of time that it couldn’t be wrong. Could it?
 
   Argos ascended the steps and grabbed Landos by the arm. He wanted a witness. One person who could attest to the devastation he had caused. One person who could carry the seed of fear to his other enemies. So instead of killing Landos, he heaved the Lieutenant across the room, slamming him into a wall.
 
   Then, he grabbed Sarah. She screamed. She flailed. She kicked. But Argos was too good to be slowed down at all by her. He whispered something quickly, and a smoking door appeared in the middle of the room. He stepped through, carrying Sarah with him.
 
   Gabriel pulled himself up to his feet. His vision was blurred. His left arm had buckled, and his back was hurting. He couldn’t stand up straight. He limped forward, stumbling through to the portal...
 
   ---
 
   He fell through the smoking door, watching as Argos vanished down a long, stone corridor. Gabriel knew that wherever he was, it was a far way from home. The tapestry was completely foreign to him.
 
   The smoke door began to dissipate. He had seen it, that day at the Wedding. He knew he didn’t have long. He grabbed the nearest tapestry, tore a corner off, and lurched his way back through the smoking door.
 
   He collapsed to the stone floor among the Guards, back in Hartstone Castle. His hand clutched the fabric from the faraway place. He couldn’t feel the pain in his knee...
 
   And so, Gabriel proved himself to be useful, even as he died.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Book 5
 
    
 
   Sights Unseen
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 56: Insectus Jareld
 
    
 
   “Let’s go over the plan again,” Jareld said.
 
   “Aye,” Corthos said. “You run into the hole in the wall…”
 
   “I got that part.”
 
   “You make a lot of noise…” Corthos continued.
 
   “Sounds simple enough.”
 
   “And as soon as you think the creature is about to strike, you run out of the hole.”
 
   “OK, you see, that’s the part I’m not comfortable with.”
 
   “It be safer than trying to hunt the thing in its own hole.”
 
   “Do we even know what it is?”
 
   “No,” Thor chimed in.
 
   “But we think it’s deadly?”
 
   “We saw it eat one of the scorpions,” Corthos said, reassuringly. “One o’ the bigger scorpions.”
 
   “And we think it’s edible?”
 
   “Aye,” Corthos said. “Methinks.”
 
   “It’s more edible than rock,” Thor added, “Which is what our diet will consist of in about twelve hours.”
 
   “Alright, fine,” Jareld said. He took a couple of steps toward the dark hole in the wall of the cave. What manner of beast rested within, only--
 
   “OK, just one thing,” Jareld said, turning back to his friends, “Why am I the one going in?”
 
   “I be the best with the sword,” Corthos said. “I need to be out here, so I can strike the thing down.”
 
   “Fine,” Jareld said, then turned to Thor, “And you?”
 
   “I don’t like confined spaces,” Thor answered. He really didn’t.
 
   “Very well,” Jareld said, “I’ll go lure out dinner.”
 
   “Wait!” Corthos shouted.
 
   “Well, do you want me to go or--”
 
   “Mister Jareld,” Corthos said, “It be right behind you.”
 
   “Yeah, I know,” Jareld said, “The hole--”
 
   “No!” Thor said in a shouted whisper, “The thing is right behind you.”
 
   Jareld went stiff. Only his eyes moved, darting from left to right. His breathing altogether stopped.
 
   “What is it?” he asked in a soft voice.
 
   “I cannot tell,” Corthos said, “You be blocking the torchlight.”
 
   “Are those antennae?” Thor asked Corthos.
 
   “The things by Jareld’s foot?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Nay, I think they be legs.”
 
   “I thought the other seven things were legs,” Thor said.
 
   “Some of them ought to be arms,” Corthos commented.
 
   “But, if those are arms, then what’s the big thing on its back?”
 
   “The thing with the stinger at the end?”
 
   “Guys!” Jareld said in a very stressed whisper, “Can we discuss its anatomy after we kill it, please?”
 
   “Aye, a right smart chap you are,” Corthos said, lifting his sword. “When I say ‘Go!’ you jump forward.”
 
   “Is this like the plan where I run in the hole?”
 
   “The fundamentals be the same.”
 
   “When are you--”
 
   “Go!”
 
   Jareld dove forward. The creature, startled by this movement, jabbed with its stinger, but the stinger met Corthos’ blade and was lobbed off. Corthos kicked the creature onto its back exposing its softer underside, then impaled it.
 
   Jareld lay motionless on the ground for another moment. He was curled up into a ball, his arms helmeting his head.
 
   “Is it over?” he said, muffled, from his ball.
 
   “Aye,” Corthos said. “Dinner be served.”
 
   ---
 
   The three of them used their remaining flint and tinder to start a small fire. For fuel, they used the creature’s legs, which were tough and unsavory. Despite the hard shell, the inside of the beast was meaty, and the three companions enjoyed as much of a meal as they could from it.
 
   They spent a considerable amount of the meal discussing the official rules of entomology and biological classification. Thor declared that since this was a new species, they had the right to name it. Jareld declared that it would make little difference if nobody ever knew about it. Thor insisted that as scholars at the Towers of Seneca, it was their immediate responsibility to name the thing.
 
   “We don’t want to live through this, and recount our story to Gallar, and when we get to this part, we don’t want Gallar to say, ‘So, you ran into a new species, what did you name it?’ and for us to say, ‘Well, Master Gallar, to be honest, in all the chaos, we didn’t get a chance to name it,’ and for him to say, ‘I thought I taught you better than that,’ and for--”
 
   “Look, if that’s the worst thing that happens to us, I mean, really, if that’s the lowest moment of our adventure, when we’re home, and warm, and safe, and full, and the worst thing that happens is--”
 
   “Why don’t we call it Jareld?” Thor said.
 
   Jareld lowered his eyebrows.
 
   “You want to call this thing Jareld?”
 
   “Not this one in particular,” Thor said. “It’s not like it’s a pet, and we’re naming it as we eat it. I mean the entire species.”
 
   “Aye,” Corthos said, “That be a great name.”
 
   “Then it’s settled,” Thor said, “Insectus Jareld.”
 
   Jareld was about to respond when they heard a noise. It was a footsteppy kind of noise. Not just one set of footsteps, but a multiple footstepsy noise. The three of them rose together.
 
   “The Turin?” Jareld said.
 
   “Aye, methinks so.”
 
   Corthos handed the torch to Thor. Jareld picked up a rock. He looked left, then right, then behind him.
 
   “Which way is the sound coming from?” Jareld asked.
 
   “I can’t tell,” Thor said.
 
   “I can,” Corthos said. “It be coming from all around us.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 57: A Volunteer
 
    
 
   “I will not trust in this sorcery,” Timothy Brimford said, once he was standing outside the tent. “This is the same magic that brought us all of these problems in the first place.”
 
   “It’s not the magic but the application that you had a problem with,” Michael argued. “This is the fastest and best way to help our cause.”
 
   “He is Turin,” Timothy objected. “I will not follow him.”
 
   “He has agreed to help us,” Michael said. “He has helped us along so far.”
 
   “Of course he has,” Timothy said. “The alternative being locked up in your dungeons. What would you do, if you could offer such a gift and your enemy was as foolish as you?”
 
   “Your Grace,” Michael said, “We must be men of the Kingdom.”
 
   “He is not a man of the Kingdom. He is the enemy, as plain as the shade of his skin. As plain as the language on his tongue. As plain as the murder in his heart.”
 
   “We are not all evil,” Halmir said. “We do not all think alike. I was taught to hate, and so I hated. But now that I see that, now that I can understand it, outside myself, I am choosing to try and fix the problem.”
 
   “I understand what you say,” Timothy said. “I understand that you could be speaking the truth. But it is still, in my mind, too easy. It is still more likely that you are up to something else. Something more sinister.”
 
   “Well, then we are at an impasse,” Michael said. “How will we proceed?”
 
   “What if…” Vye started.
 
   “I’m sorry, what?” Timothy said, turning to her. The others also turned.
 
   “I was just wondering,” Vye said, “What if it wasn’t the Turin that did the magic?”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 58: Language Barrier
 
    
 
   “Move away from the fire,” Corthos said, “It makes us easier to see.”
 
   “Which way do we go?”
 
   “Southeast.”
 
   “Which was is that?”
 
   Corthos pointed. They stepped away from the fire.
 
   “What about the torch?” Thor said.
 
   “The torch is almost dead,” Corthos said. “Throw it on the fire.”
 
   “We’ll be in the dark,” Jareld objected.
 
   “That be an understatement.”
 
   Thor tossed the torch onto the fire, as the trio flattened themselves against the wall. The footsteps, which began as a sort of hint, had grown into a definitive approaching sound. It was accompanied by a low murmuring sound that might be described as conspiratorial.
 
   “What language are they speaking?” Thor whispered.
 
   “It sounds familiar,” Jareld said.
 
   “Not to me,” Corthos commented.
 
   “No, I’ve definitely studied it,” Jareld said.
 
   Within seconds, they were surrounded. Twenty men emerged from every direction, bearing swords and clubs. One of them, presumably the leader, yelled something demanding at Corthos.
 
   “I think he wants you to drop your sword,” Jareld whispered.
 
   “Aye, I got the impression,” Corthos said, dropping his sword.
 
   The leader said something to his companions. They all laughed.
 
   “I think that joke was at my expense,” Thor said.
 
   “No,” Jareld said, “It was at mine.”
 
   “You understood them?” Corthos said.
 
   “Maybe,” Jareld said.
 
   “Try to tell them that we mean them no harm,” Corthos said.
 
   “And that we don’t think they’re ugly,” Thor added. Indeed, the twenty men who had joined the party were not the sorts you’d bring home to your parents.
 
   “Hello,” Jareld said, in Kahlerian, a language from the continent of Khiransi, which Jareld had taken an introductory course on five years previous, before he realized nobody in the Kingdom of Rone spoke it.
 
   Again, the group laughed, and again, it was at Jareld’s expense.
 
   “We are guests,” Jareld said. “On trip.”
 
   More laughter. Now there was pointing. The leader leaned in a bit, and said something very quickly in his language. Jareld could only guess what it was that he said, but he was sure that it made some reference to Jareld’s mother.
 
   “We are friend,” Jareld continued, trying to translate quickly in his mind.
 
   “We are not friends,” the man said. He leaned in even closer. Jareld noticed, even in the dim light, that he had an eye patch. “We are going to feed you to a friend of ours.”
 
   “Thank you, we are hungry,” he replied.
 
   “No, we’re not going to feed you as though you were our friend,” Eye Patch said. “We’re going to feed you to a friend.”
 
   Jareld just smiled and nodded.
 
   “What’s he saying?” Corthos asked.
 
   “He’s going to have us fed to some pet of theirs,” Jareld said, maintaining a jovial facade. “Just smile and nod.”
 
   “Alright,” said Thor, smiling and nodding, “But this doesn’t mean I like the idea.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 59: Farsight
 
    
 
   “What made you promise them this option?” Halmir asked of Vye when they had stepped away.
 
   “We needed to get things moving,” Vye answered, “And you said I was powerful.”
 
   “Yes, with training, I think you could become amongst the most powerful wizards in the continent. But the Gate Spell is not a beginner exercise. You should have thought about that before you spoke.”
 
   “Well, they’re all watching now,” Vye said, looking over Halmir’s shoulder to the company. “Teach me quickly.”
 
   “Fine, we will try this. But do not become frustrated or disappointed. It took me almost a month to learn the Gate.”
 
   “Maybe you didn’t have a good enough instructor.”
 
   Halmir gave Vye a stern look. Vye cleared her throat.
 
   “Never mind then,” Vye said.
 
   “Alright, first of all,” Halmir said, “Have you ever been where we’re going?”
 
   “Yes,” Vye said. “Once. When I was twelve.”
 
   “And that was…”
 
   “About ten years ago.”
 
   “Do you remember it well?”
 
   “It was memorable, I suppose. It was my only visit to the capital.”
 
   “Alright. Close your eyes.”
 
   Vye did so.
 
   “Think carefully of the location. Picture it in your mind.”
 
   “OK, I have it.”
 
   “Good, now recite these words:”
 
   Halmir started chanting words in a low voice. The words tied together, forming a string of syllables that went on for almost a minute. Vye tried to keep up, but Halmir had to say it twice more before she got it right.
 
   “I can see it,” Vye said, opening her eyes. “I can see it!”
 
   Indeed, she could see it, whether her eyes were opened or closed. It wasn’t as clear as if she were there, but she could see the fields outside the Castle Anuen in a sort of foggy haze. And she could see people moving about, though she couldn’t make out faces clearly, and the sky seemed dark, even though it must still have been day.
 
   “What can you see?” Halmir asked.
 
   “I can see the Castle Anuen. It is much as I remember it, but some things have changed.”
 
   “Then you are seeing it as it is right now. That is indeed impressive.”
 
   “See, I’ve already done it.”
 
   “Not at all. This is a different spell. This will allow you to pick out a place for us to go. You have yet to open a Gate.”
 
   “Well, it’s a start.”
 
   “Indeed it is. Now, move about within the vision.”
 
   Instinctively, Vye started to step forward, but the vision remained unchanged. Halmir put his hands on her shoulders.
 
   “No,” he said, “Do not move about here. Keep your feet planted. Move about in your mind.”
 
   “How do I?”
 
   “I can’t explain it. There are some who have never--”
 
   “I got it.”
 
   Vye had forced the image forward with her mind. She managed to turn the image, so that she was facing a different direction.
 
   “OK, I got it. I’m moving.”
 
   “Alright, now, find a place that is out of the way of people.”
 
   Vye moved to a group of trees away from the castle walls. They were relatively secluded, and none of the people in the area seemed to be going in that direction.
 
   “Got it.”
 
   “Alright, now, find something in the area. Something simple. Something that is not moving.”
 
   “There’s a tree stump here.”
 
   “Perfect. Go to it.”
 
   “Alright.”
 
   “Concentrate on it. See it clearly. Focus all your thought on it. Memorize it.”
 
   Vye focused on the tree stump. It had been chopped down recently, the surface smooth and even. She realized that as her mind looked at it longer and longer, it became clearer and clearer. The world around it seemed to fade. Only the bark of the fallen tree, the pale wood, the concentric circles of its many winters, only these things remained.
 
   “Do you have it? Locked in your mind?” Halmir asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Now close your eyes. And shut the vision out. Clear your mind completely.”
 
   Vye opened her eyes. She was nauseous. Stumbling. Her eyes were dilating, trying to process full colors and lights again.
 
   “I’m feeling a bit... uneasy,” Vye announced, grabbing Halmir’s shoulder for stability.
 
   “You have anchored yourself,” Halmir said. “A part of your mind is now many miles from here, with the tree stump that you chose.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound healthy.”
 
   “It’s not. By a long shot. I’d say you have only about six minutes to make a Gate before you pass out.”
 
   “We should get started then,” Vye said.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 60: Injury Report
 
    
 
   Landos woke in the infirmary. He turned his head as much as he could. It wasn’t much, but he was able to see that four other beds were occupied. All by guards.
 
   “Nurse,” Landos said in a hoarse whisper. “Nurse.”
 
   “Yes, Lieutenant,” said the nearest nurse.
 
   “How bad is it?” he asked.
 
   “Oh, well…” she murmured.
 
   “Don’t hesitate. Tell me the worst.”
 
   “You’ll be up on your feet,” she said, cheerily, “In about a month.”
 
   “How many…”
 
   “Sir Calvin is on his way down,” she said. “Perhaps he can tell you the details.”
 
   “How many did we lose?”
 
   “I didn’t count,” she said. “Many. Master Gabriel...”
 
   One of the guards coughed, hacking up a lung. She ran to his side as Sir Calvin entered the infirmary.
 
   “Where were you during all of this?” Landos asked.
 
   “It was my turn to lead the watch on the North Tower,” he said. “By the time I made it down to the castle, it was over.”
 
   “How many…”
 
   “Landos, Gabriel is dead. Another thirty-three guards are also dead. Four more are here with you, but it doesn’t look good for them.”
 
   “And for me?”
 
   “The physicians have assured me that you’ll live, albeit you’ll be lame for several weeks.”
 
   “Why didn’t he kill me?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Calvin said. He knew Landos had one more question, but he waited. He was going to make him ask it.
 
   “What about Sarah?” he said.
 
   “She’s…missing,” Calvin said.
 
   “Missing? Where did she go?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “How can you not…”
 
   “This castle has one hundred, fifty guards. Thirty-seven of them are now dead or dying as a result of this attack. That’s not counting the forty we lost two days ago on the march. I don’t know which gate he left through. Too many guards are dead, and nobody saw anything.”
 
   Landos sighed. He wanted to get up and work, but he felt weary. He felt defeated. The thought of Sarah in the hands of that monstrosity was unbearable.
 
   “It’s alright,” Landos said, “I doubt he left through any of the castle gates.”
 
   “What do you want me to do?” Calvin asked.
 
   “Continue raising the army,” Landos said. “Have someone report to me in a few hours. I’m going to sleep.”
 
   Calvin nodded and left. But Landos did not sleep. Not easily. Not until all the weariness and hurt of his body yelled against him. But until it did, he lay awake, vowing in his mind, over and over, that he would bring Sarah back from the evil that had taken her.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 61: The Gate
 
    
 
   “You’re not concentrating!” Halmir said.
 
   “That’s only because you keep yelling at me!” Vye retorted.
 
   They had been trying to open a Gate for nearly five minutes, but so far, Vye could only produce a small wisp of smoke. Halmir assured her that this was a good beginning, but that from the time he had produced his first wisp of smoke to the time he had first opened a Gate was several days. And that had been after years of honing his general magic skills.
 
   “You have to concentrate,” Halmir said. “I didn’t think it could be done, Vye, I didn’t think anyone could make this happen so quickly. But if anyone can, it’s you. All you need to do is concentrate. Just focus.”
 
   Vye couldn’t help but be reminded of Tallatos. “All you need...” was a phrase he liked all too much. And for all his years of teaching, his renown, his expertise... And for all of Vye’s success and martial prowess, Tallatos had finally failed her. There is nothing but steel. Yeah. That and this crazy magic shit that nobody told her about.
 
   Tallatos had accounted for everything. He had an answer for every objection. He had heard most of those objections already before Vye had started training with him. But she had never had a chance to ask about this.
 
   If there is nothing but steel, where does this fit in? She imagined a conversation with Tallatos. As she concentrated, trying to open that Gate, she imagined what he would say, if he were right there with her.
 
   “There is nothing but steel,” she imagined him saying.
 
   “Yeah, I got that,” Vye thought, “What about farsight and portals?”
 
   “You are being distracted by the fabric of the steel. There is nothing but steel.”
 
   “Steel isn’t made of fabric.”
 
   “Vye, did we or did we not practice what to do if you were disarmed?”
 
   “I’m not disarmed right now.”
 
   “Being an imaginary voice in your mind, I noticed.”
 
   “So what’s your point?”
 
   “We practiced with tree branches, stones, blacksmith tools, riding crops, and even a cape. We practiced with all manner of things, and not all of them were steel.”
 
   Vye was starting to see his point. Which was really her own point. Well, it made sense to her. She imagined that Tallatos continued his lecture...
 
   “You can dress it up any way you want, but even this ‘magic shit’ that you’re complaining about is just another way to change the battlefield. It’s another point of steel. But unless you use it correctly, it won’t help or harm you. It’s an unsharpened blade. Now, hurry up. You’re looking woozy and your instructor is growing impatient. He is a dashing fellow. Do you know if he’s single?”
 
   “Not now,” Vye complained in her mind.
 
   “Right you are,” Tallatos agreed. “Good luck.”
 
   “Vye!” Halmir shouted, bringing her back to her present situation. “If you don’t open the Gate in the next few moments, you will exhaust yourself. You will most likely fall unconscious. Then I will have to revive you and we will have to start from scratch.”
 
   “I know, I know,” Vye objected, “Wait! Of course! Why didn’t I think of it before?”
 
   “Think of what?” Halmir said.
 
   Vye drew her sword.
 
   “This is no time--”
 
   Vye closed her eyes and swung the sword in a downward sweep.
 
   “One!” she shouted.
 
   She lifted it and swept from left to right.
 
   “Two!” she continued.
 
   And then it came naturally. A breath with each swing. Down. Right. Down. Left. Up. Right. Up. Left. It fell into a routine. A meditation. A centering. And she cleared away all other thoughts, all pressures, all concerns. The magic needed to open the Gate just required concentration. The same kind of concentration she used when training with her sword. There was, after all, nothing but steel.
 
   “You did it!” she heard Halmir shout, from what seemed like a long way out. Vye opened her eyes. She was standing before a billowing door of smoke. Perhaps it wasn’t as refined as Halmir’s had been, but she knew in her mind that it would take them to Anuen. To that batch of trees beyond the castle walls, to that tree stump.
 
   “Wow,” Vye said, “I did it.”
 
   Michael, Flopson, Emily, and Timothy approached the Gate.
 
   “Well, good work, Lady Vye,” Michael said.
 
   “Are we sure it works?” Timothy wondered.
 
   “There’s only one way to find out,” Halmir said.
 
   “I’ll go first,” Michael said.
 
   Michael stepped up to the smoking door, took a deep breath, and went through. Flopson followed with no hesitation. Timothy took Emily’s hand, and they stepped through together. Finally, Halmir and Vye stood beside the portal.
 
   “Thank you,” Vye said.
 
   “I did nothing,” Halmir frowned. “And you have done something... extraordinary.”
 
   Halmir marched through the Gate. Vye admired her handiwork for one more moment before she stepped through...
 
   It had worked better than she had hoped. Her feet were squarely in the middle of the tree stump. Halmir had only stepped off a moment before she had arrived, and the others were scanning their surroundings.
 
   “Hey stinky.”
 
   “Yes, Flopson,” Michael responded.
 
   “A bunch of heavily armored soldiers are riding this way.”
 
   “Thanks,” Michael said. “Alright, everyone: Stay calm. Palms open, no sudden moves.”
 
   A dozen dragoons were approaching. They had split from the road, from their normal patrol route, to investigate the sudden arrival of four Noblemen, a Foreigner, and a Jester.
 
   “Who goes there!” the riders demanded.
 
   “We are Men of the Kingdom,” Timothy said, before Michael could speak.
 
   “Why do you wear the colors of the enemy?” the chief rider demanded.
 
   “Allow me to introduce myself,” Timothy said, “I am Lord Timothy Brimford, of the County of Brimford, and I am here to seek an audience with His Grace, Castor Rone, and to offer my surrender.”
 
   Timothy turned to Michael, “There,” he said, “That ought to shut them up.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 62: Descendants
 
    
 
   Jareld, Thor, and Corthos were taken deeper into the tunnels. They changed direction and altitude so many times that they lost track of everything. They were now lost in terms of already having been lost. They had been relieved of their possessions, but they were not bound. It would do them little good to run with no supplies, lost in the dark caves.
 
   “What be the plan?” Corthos whispered.
 
   “Was I supposed to be thinking of the plan?” Jareld asked.
 
   “Aye, you be the brains of this operation.”
 
   “Any thoughts Thor?”
 
   “Yes,” Thor said, “But actually none about our current predicament. I had assumed you were devising a plan.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   They walked in silence for a few minutes, trying not to trip on anything in the dark. The group that had captured them did not use many torches, and the ones they did use were very dim. Jareld guessed, rightly, that their eyes were adapted to the dark.
 
   There was something else about this company of rogues that had captured them. Something Jareld couldn’t place in his mind. Something he had learned, a long time ago.
 
   Clearly none of these people had gotten lost in these caves. They had been down here from birth. Jareld surmised as much from their abnormal pupil dilation and the fact that none of them seemed to care very much for cosmetic appearance. They were not used to using vision for communication. And they were all barefoot, even in the unfriendly floor of the Caves of Drentar. Their feet had developed intense calluses. 
 
   And yet, they had certain tendencies that suggested they knew what surface civilization was like. They wore clothes, for starters. Not just a cloak or a blanket wrapped around them, but tunics and britches. The clothes had been re-stitched many times, and some were supplemented with animal furs and hides. But still reminiscent of a certain style.
 
   It wasn’t until they stopped for a moment that Jareld found the missing clue. Having time to look around, he realized that Eye Patch was missing his left pinky. He checked each of their captors. None of the men had a left pinky.
 
   It was then that Jareld realized he was a prisoner of the descendants of Scratchy, the Nine-Fingered Pirate.
 
   Eventually, they were led past a guard, and into a makeshift, subterranean village. Small alcoves had been carved out of the walls, forming housing or even supply rooms. Some passages were draped off, like a nomad’s tent. One room even had a tavern of sorts, serving ale out of barrels and sitting around tables (which were just empty crates.)
 
   The Pirates of Scratchy, as they now called themselves, had developed a little society, deep within the Caves. Jareld saw that there were children roaming around, and even women, though they had ten fingers. From the tattered remnants of clothing that they draped over themselves to present some concept of modesty, Jareld guessed that they were descended from the prostitutes that the original crew had imported many years ago.
 
   Jareld, Thor, and Corthos were tied up and placed against a wall under guard. They were given water and left under the guard of Eye-Patch. It was then that Jareld had the opportunity to explain to the others who had captured them.
 
   “You’re kidding,” Thor said.
 
   “I don’t think I am.”
 
   “Aye, ya sure they be pirates, matey? They dunnot sound like pirates.”
 
   “Well, they’re foreign. But look, even our guard has an eye-patch.”
 
   “It take more than an eye-patch,” Corthos said, “It be a way of thinking.”
 
   “Well, I’m still a little sloppy at the language, but they definitely liked the map.”
 
   “Aye, that’s a fact?” Corthos said. “A true pirate will go fer the map, in any language.”
 
   “Well,” Jareld said, “You’re a pirate. Can’t you tell them to be nice to us?”
 
   “Nay, it dunnot work like that. First off, a pirate of another crew is nary a welcome sight. Second, water-faring pirates look down upon subterranean pirates and land-locked pirates.”
 
   “What about airborne pirates?” Thor asked.
 
   “Argh, those stuffy shirt pansies, I dunnot like to talk about them.”
 
   “Well,” Jareld said, “Surely you know some universal rule of pirating that we can use to barter our way out of this.”
 
   “If they thought we would fetch a good ransom of gold, jewels, or women.”
 
   “My family has some gold, but not much,” Thor said.
 
   “My uncle is a jeweler, but he’s in Aceley at the moment,” Jareld said.
 
   “And neither of us has had a lot of success with women,” Thor added.
 
   “Well,” Corthos said, “That be a problem for another day. Me, I was on my way to making me fortune, but I ‘ave nothin’ to offer.”
 
   A guard entered the alcove and whispered to Eye-Patch. Eye-Patch chuckled and turned to his prisoners.
 
   “Aye, maties, which one o’ ya could speak our language again?” he said.
 
   “I can,” Jareld said.
 
   “The Captain wants to speak to you,” Eye-Patch said.
 
   The guard undid Jareld’s chains and lifted him to his feet. Jareld looked back at his friends apprehensively.
 
   “What about them?” Jareld said, in his best Kahlerian, nodding his head towards his friends.
 
   “They’ll be here when you get back,” Eye-Patch said, “Unless you do or say something stupid.”
 
   “What did he say?” Thor called after Jareld.
 
   “That I should keep my mouth shut,” Jareld answered over his shoulder before being whisked away by Eye-Patch.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 63: Practice
 
    
 
   Michael and his company were disarmed and marched across the field. It would be almost a half hour of walking up to the Castle Anuen, but it was a brisk day, and the patrol didn’t want to wait for a carriage.
 
   Michael, Timothy, and Emily walked ahead of the mounted escorts. In the middle, Flopson went prancing along, seemingly happy with his current predicament. Further back in the procession, Halmir and Vye walked side-by-side.
 
   “I feel like I haven’t slept in a week,” Vye said.
 
   “The Gate spell is exhausting,” Halmir said. “You will get used to it, the more you practice.”
 
   “I wish I could practice right now,” Vye said, looking sideways at the mounted guards. Her first thoughts were, as they almost always were, about her escape. She understood this was all part of Michael’s plan, and that they were on a mission of peace. But Vye’s brain was just hardwired that way. Show her a scenario, she’ll tell you how to escape it.
 
   A month ago, she would have talked about grabbing the nearest guard’s extra sword, dismounting the rear guard, wheeling his horse in a circle by the reigns while flanking the entire left file. She would have talked about it in terms of swords, horses, and shields.
 
   But now there was a whole new set of possibilities growing in her mind. Could she just throw one of the guards from his horse by thinking it? Could she make the sword fly, handle first, into her hand? Could she just open another Gate and get her allies to safety?
 
   “You could practice,” Halmir suggested.
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure they’d be thrilled.”
 
   “Not the Gate spell, but the Farsight. You could scan places with your mind. See what you can lock onto.”
 
   “I’d have to close my eyes,” Vye said. “If I trip, I’m going to look like a dunce.”
 
   “I’ll make sure your feet stay true,” Halmir said, slipping his arm over her shoulder. Vye felt the shudder of discomfort. Her ingrained response to arrogant men making bold moves towards her. The sort of thing that had sent her fleeing the continent when she wanted to train.
 
   But Halmir was so confident and stern in his movement, and so focused on their mission, she found she couldn’t complain. In fact, though she might never admit it, she found it kind of comforting.
 
   “Close your eyes. Forget where we are now,” Halmir said. “Your feet know how to carry you. Let your mind search for a faraway place.”
 
   “Where should I go?” Vye asked.
 
   “Try a place you know intimately well,” Halmir suggested. “Perhaps a place from your youth.”
 
   Vye knew just the place. A canopy of trees outside the House of Vye, where she and her brothers used to practice for sport. It was always by the tree with the rope ladder, though the rope ladder had long since frayed and torn. She thought of this place, concentrated...
 
   “I have it,” Vye said.
 
   “Good,” Halmir said. “Move about in your mind, as you did before.”
 
   It was a surreal experience, being at her childhood home, moving around it, seeing the familiar knots on the tree trunk, the tangle of roots that she and her brothers had used as a marker for all manner of contests, from racing to throwing.
 
   “OK,” Halmir said, “Now I want you to find a different location. Another place you’re familiar with. The trick is to release this anchor without having to actually make a Gate and travel there.”
 
   It sounded easy, but Vye found that her brain was now locked in its remote location. Her physical body was in Anuen, and her mind was near the House of Vye. She didn’t have a third part of herself to put somewhere else.
 
   Halmir talked her through it, easing her mind out of one place, and focusing on another: The Audience Chamber in Hartstone. It was the one room in the Castle she went to almost every day.
 
   She immediately knew something was wrong. The pedestal was empty. It was mid-morning. Somebody should have been there. Landos, Sarah, Gabriel, or even Calvin, in a pinch, would usually be taking an audience on behalf of Michael. But instead, there were two peasants in the room...
 
   And they were mopping the floor.
 
   Vye was still seeing things through a veil of fog, and the colors were muted, but the red cut through the haziness. The cold, stone, gray floor was bathed in the red of blood. A lot of blood. 
 
   Vye stumbled, her knees giving out from under her. Halmir caught her and kept her moving, before Michael noticed or the guards thought twice.
 
   “You’re crying,” Halmir said, seeing her tears, “What is the matter?”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 64: Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   Jareld was led at sword point down many corridors within the Pirates’ corner of the Caves, until at last he reached a tall and expansive room. A few candles shed some sparse light over the area, not so much illuminating the room as giving it a sense of dimension.
 
   At the end of the cavernous room was what Jareld would call, for lack of a better word, a throne. It was on a small dais of stone that had been cut directly out of the wall of the Caves, and it had clearly seen better days. The wood had been repaired with spare parts of a steering wheel, and the felt had been covered over with the leather skin of some creature, possibly Insectus Jareld.
 
   Eye-Patch led Jareld up to the dais, then told him to kneel. A man came out of a chamber room behind the dais and blew a penny-whistle.
 
   “All hail, His Majesty, Captain Scratchy, the Nine-Fingered Pirate, the Twenty-Seventh, Sovereign Ruler of the Kingdom of Scratchy!”
 
   He stepped aside, snapping his heels, as a man emerged from the recessed chamber. The new man did not make eye contact with anyone as he flowed up the dais and sat at the throne.
 
   “All may rise,” he said.
 
   “Good morning, Your Majesty,” Eye-Patch said.
 
   “What’s so good about it? Is this the daylight walker that you found last night?”
 
   “It is, your majesty,” Eye-Patch reported, “He is the only of the three that can understand our language.”
 
   “Is that right?” Scratchy, the Twenty-Seventh, said. “You can understand what I’m saying?”
 
   “Mostly, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Do you mean that I don’t speak with a commanding and resonating voice?”
 
   “Not at all, Your Majesty,” Jareld said. “It is merely that I no speak good Kahlerian.”
 
   Scratchy, the Twenty-Seventh, gave a hearty laugh.
 
   “I see,” the King said, with a sigh, “Now, tell me about this treasure map.”
 
   “Why should I?” Jareld said, swallowing.
 
   “Excuse me?” the Twenty-Seventh said. “You should because I said so. You should, because if you don’t, I’ll have you torn into seventeen pieces.”
 
   “If I tell you, how do I know you won’t anyway?”
 
   “Oh, I probably will anyway. But if you don’t cooperate, you’ll probably be alive while we do it.”
 
   “Fair point.”
 
   “So, the map…”
 
   “What is it you want to know?”
 
   “What’s buried at the end of it?”
 
   “A sword.”
 
   “That’s it? Just a sword?”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   The Twenty-Seventh reclined in his throne, sighing. It had been a while since the Kingdom of Scratchy had been on a good treasure hunt, and he had hoped that this new map would give them a worthy chase. However, pirates aren’t generally into historical artifacts, nor ancient weapons, nor treasures that consisted of only one item.
 
   “It is just a sword?” the King asked again.
 
   “Well,” Jareld said, thinking quickly, “I mean, the sword is buried under all the rubies, of course.”
 
   “Rubies?”
 
   “Well, of course, I mean, all the ancient swords were buried under rubies. I thought everyone knew that.”
 
   “Buried in rubies, you say? Anything else we should know about the sword.”
 
   “Wait, did you say, ‘sword?’ I’m sorry, my Kahlerian is a little sloppy. I meant treasure chest.”
 
   Now the King stood.
 
   “Great! A treasure chest, buried under a pile o’ rubies! We ain’t been on a good treasure hunt since my granddaddy, the Twenty-Fifth, ruled this great land.”
 
   “Shall I gather a crew, Captain, Your Highness?”
 
   “Indeed, go forth, gather a great crew for me to command. And return the prisoner to our dungeon. We shall have them walk the plank before we leave port, to bring us good luck on our journey!”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 65: A Silence of Choice
 
    
 
   Michael and company waited, under heavy guard, in a chamber room just inside the Castle Anuen. It was a rather luxurious space for them, with plush chairs and footrests. They were even offered tea.
 
   Michael, Timothy, and Emily sat in one corner, strategizing. Flopson had done his best, but was eventually kicked out of the room after insulting Timothy and stealing his bootlaces. Vye, however, was sitting in the far corner, with Halmir, as they spoke in hushed tones.
 
   “You should tell him,” Halmir said.
 
   “I can’t,” Vye whispered back.
 
   Vye had spent the last hour using her farsight to check around Hartstone Castle. It was an exhausting exercise, even while sitting, but she wanted to get all the information she could. And so far, the information wasn’t good.
 
   She could see Landos in the infirmary. It was too blurry to tell how he was faring. But at least he was there. Because Vye’s next check was the morgue.
 
   She saw all the guards, of course. Dozens of them. But she identified Gabriel right away. His long mane of gray hair, his wrinkled forehead. Even in death, he seemed stern.
 
   Vye was able to check another half dozen places in the castle before she wore herself out. But no matter where she checked, she couldn’t find Sarah.
 
   “He would want to know.”
 
   “Of course he would, but I can’t tell him.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because your friends are coming for us, and we don’t have much time to put together a defensive plan. And right now, I think Michael is the best chance we have to put all the pieces together.”
 
   There was a beat, a moment, during which neither of them said anything.
 
   “They are not my friends,” Halmir said, at last.
 
   “Well, they were.”
 
   “Do not blame me for what is happening. I am here to help, now.”
 
   “Well, a lot of good it’s going to do!” Vye said, raising her whisper as loud as it would go. Michael looked up at her, but she didn’t make eye contact and looked back at Halmir. She spoke more softly, “You’ve killed a lot of people, Halmir. I’ve forgotten that these last couple of days.”
 
   “I am trying to redeem myself for those actions,” Halmir said, “I am hoping I have recognized my errors in time to make them right. But, in the meantime, don’t you think Count Deliem should know that something has happened at his Castle? That his wife could be in peril?”
 
   “I will tell him,” Vye said. “Eventually. But I know the men who were cleaning up the chamber. They work at the Castle. That means somebody survived. That means we still control Hartstone. Even if everybody I know is dead... I will tell him, when the armies of the Kingdom are unified, as I believe only Michael will be able to unify them.”
 
   “I hope your news doesn’t come too late.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 66: The Plank
 
    
 
   “How did it go?” Thor asked Jareld when he was returned to their corner of the Caves.
 
   “The good news is they’re probably going to find the sword,” Jareld responded, “The bad news is they’re going to make us walk the plank.”
 
   “The plank?” Corthos said, “But there be no water here.”
 
   “Then it should be very interesting.”
 
   Eventually, they were roused from their thoughts by rude pirates with scimitars and rapiers. They were led down many corridors, each darker and nastier than the last. It became clear that the maid hadn’t been down this way. This was the road less traveled, and either by happenstance or design, it had an ickier feeling for the trio of prisoners.
 
   Finally, they came to a large room. It had been artificially dug out, supported with wood and metal beams across the “ceiling” and “doorway.” There was light in this room, more light than there had been anywhere else in the caves. The light was caused by the ring of fire that outlined the huge pit in the middle of the room, and was also the only thing that kept the scorpions from escaping said pit and killing the pirates.
 
   The room also had a convenient bleacher section, where the population of pirates was currently residing, cheering and jeering at the upcoming spectacle. Jareld now understood the mystery of the plank: It jutted out over the scorpion pit, in front of the entire crew of pirates, so that everyone could watch the prisoners die.
 
   There was a brief fanfare played on a sad excuse for a trumpet.
 
   “And now, His Royal Majesty, King Scratchy, the Nine-Fingered Pirate, the Twenty-Seventh,” the herald said.
 
   The pirates cheered as, from another entrance, The Twenty-Seventh entered and took his “throne” in the midst of the bleachers.
 
   “Bring out the prisoners!” the King said.
 
   There was a cheer of approval.
 
   “Your Majesty,” Eye-Patch said, “The prisoners have already been brought.”
 
   “Very well then,” the King said, “Do the prisoners have any final words to say, except, of course, for the words of panic and pleading that you will say when you are stung many times over by a pit full of scorpions?”
 
   “I can start pleading now,” Jareld said.
 
   There was a little murmur of laughter.
 
   “Listen, Corthos,” Jareld said, “You’re a pirate. Or at least, you’re more of a pirate than I am. And since you’ve been on a boat in your life, you’re more of a pirate than these scallywags. You have to think of something, quickly, that will save us.”
 
   “Me apologies,” Corthos said, “I be terrified beyond tha’ capacity fer rational thought.”
 
   “Let the first prisoner be brought forth!” the King declared.
 
   Because of the position in which they were standing, that turned out to be Jareld.
 
   “You always had to go first,” Thor said, as Jareld was dragged to the edge of the plank.
 
   Jareld peeked over the side of the pit. His eyes took a second to adjust, but he could eventually make out the nest of foot-long scorpions. Foot-long scorpions. No big deal. He was five feet and change. They were one foot. He could survive this. He just had to kick a few of them, scare them into their corners, and then stay in the pit, indefinitely, without food, water, or sleep, for as long as it took for the other two to formulate an escape plan.
 
   “Into the Pit!!” the King cried. Eye-Patch kicked the beam from his end, the safe-end, as Jareld called it in his mind, and Jareld tumbled fifteen feet to the bottom of the pit.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 67: The Sacrifice
 
    
 
   After a pleasant wait, Michael, Timothy, Vye, Halmir, Flopson, and Emily were brought before Castor Rone, or King Castor, as he called himself. They were invited into the Throne Room, the very seat of the Kingdom. Pristine ivory pillars surrounded the long walkway down to the dais, a semi-circular pedestal upon which Castor sat. Behind him, the flag of Rone, a large red lion over black. Ornate stone carvings detailed the six-century history of the Kingdom. The heroes and legends. The original King James Standard lay open on a podium near the dais.
 
   Michael and Timothy did most of the speaking, mentioning the Men of the Kingdom and the Women of the Kingdom a few times here and there. After much debate, Castor Rone stood from his throne, and stepped down the pedestal.
 
   “You are willing to forgo your claim to the throne?” Castor asked of Timothy.
 
   “For the good of the Kingdom, yes,” Timothy said.
 
   “And what is your angle in all this?” Castor asked Michael.
 
   “A desire to live in peace” Michael said, “I do not think that is the fate the Turin would have for us.”
 
   At the mention of the Turin, all eyes flashed to Halmir, but then tried to flash somewhere else before he could notice. He noticed all the more.
 
   “Indeed,” Castor said. “You have brought an interesting proposition, but I cannot believe it is serious.”
 
   “It is deadly serious,” Timothy said.
 
   “Not so long as you and Emily are married. I will not accept her rule as a decoy for your ascension to the throne.”
 
   “Then we will have the marriage annulled,” Emily offered. Timothy looked sideways at Emily.
 
   “Annulment?” Castor said. “You would do that, Your Grace?”
 
   Emily cleared her throat, put on a sad face, and turned to Castor, “For the good of the Kingdom, yes.”
 
   Castor nodded, mildly surprised but nonetheless pleased. Vye was the only one who saw the corner of Emily’s lip curl into a smile.
 
   “Well then,” Castor said, “For the good of the Kingdom.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 68: The Words You Learn First
 
    
 
   Jareld fell fifteen feet, landed awkwardly on his right ankle, sprained it, collapsed into a ball, then immediately got up on his good leg while the scorpions surrounded him.
 
   It was time to initiate his plan, the one in which he tried to stay alive long enough for the other two prisoners to come up with a rescue plan.
 
   Then he remembered who the other prisoners were and panicked.
 
   “I’ve got it!” Corthos said.
 
   “What?” Jareld said, kicking one of the scorpions, then reeling in pain from his ankle.
 
   “I’ve got it!” Corthos repeated, “I know what to do.”
 
   “Speak quickly!” Jareld called, turning wildly from left to right, spinning around, and shaking his foot to get the scorpion off it.
 
   “Insult the King!” Corthos called.
 
   “What?” Jareld said.
 
   “Insult the King! It’s your only hope!”
 
   Jareld stomped his right foot down on one of the critters, making a crunching sound, and once again spraining his ankle. He switched gears to speak the pirates’ language.
 
   “Your Majesty!” Jareld called out, suddenly feeling a scorpion crawling up the back of his leg. He shuddered. The scorpion poised its stinger.
 
   “Ah,” the King called, “You wish to start pleading for mercy?”
 
   “No,” Jareld said, “I wanted to tell you that your mother…”
 
   Jareld realized at this moment that the scorpion’s stinger had struck, but hadn’t managed to penetrate his cloak. He tried to reach behind him to sweep it off, but another scorpion clung to his sleeve, and started to crawl up his arm.
 
   “Yes, my mother?” the King asked.
 
   “Oh, yes,” Jareld said, eyeing the scorpion’s stinger, “Your mother is a pile of cow droppings.”
 
   “What kind of droppings?” the King said.
 
   “Cow droppings,” Jareld said.
 
   The King leaned over to his herald, and the two of them whispered to one another. The scorpion on Jareld’s arm was feeling along his elbow for a tender place to strike. Jareld was reaching his other hand slowly behind the scorpion, trying to grab it by the stinger.
 
   “What is this ‘cow’ which you speak of?” the King said, finally.
 
   “Never mind!” Jareld called.
 
   “Are you ready to start begging now?” the King asked. The impatience in his voice was clear.
 
   “No!” Jareld said, “Or at least, not before I tell you that your mother is…”
 
   Jareld realized he didn’t know the Kahlerian word for whore. He grabbed the scorpion by the stinger just as it was about to strike his neck, and was dangling it away from him at the same time that he felt a couple more crawl onto each of his boots. He tried to sweep them off with his heels, but they were getting too high on his legs.
 
   Jareld’s mind raced. He didn’t know the Kahlerian words for donkey, ass, hairy, cunt, retarded, or monkey. These words required a certain amount of finesse with the language, and weren’t in the quick intro course that Jareld had taken.
 
   “What did he say?” a woman’s voice called from the crowd above.
 
   “Sit down Mom,” the King called back, “Listen, inferior prisoner from the sun lands, what is it you have to say about my mother.”
 
   “She is…” Jareld said, feeling a scorpion climbing up his back, “Very, very bad.”
 
   The cheering and jeering went dead.
 
   “What did you--”
 
   “I said she was very bad!” Jareld reiterated. He was sweeping his hands around his back, trying to kick the scorpions off his thighs, and feeling a couple of stingers strike his cloak, but fortunately not breaking through.
 
   “How dare you!” the King said, standing and approaching the edge of the pit and looking down. “That insult is unforgivable. Bring him up!”
 
   A rope was lowered to Jareld, which he took gratefully. A couple of other pirates took burning irons and pressed them against the invading crawlers. By the time Jareld was out of the pit, he was clear of the bugs.
 
   Corthos and Thor approached him.
 
   “The challenge has been made!” The King declared to the hall. There was a cheer. “The fight will be tomorrow at dawn.”
 
   “What?” Jareld said.
 
   “He said the fight will be tomorrow at dawn,” Eye-Patch repeated, binding Jareld’s hands again, “Which is in about an hour.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 69: Eternity
 
    
 
   The laws surrounding marriage were very simple. If two people wanted to spend the rest of their lives together, they got married.
 
   Laws surrounding divorce were more complicated.
 
   When married, you made certain vows regarding eternity, which really, no mortal is in a position to make. You would swear up and down that there was no limit to the amount of time you would spend with your new mate.
 
   Fortunately, Michael knew the King James Standard just well enough to circumvent the problem. You needed three Counts or Dukes to make a declaration that annulled the marriage. Basically, you were vetoing the couple’s capacity to make declarations that involved eternity.
 
   So, Duke Avonshire was summoned to Anuen. Michael had the appropriate rank already. And then there was Timothy.
 
   “I can act in lieu of my father,” Timothy said.
 
   “Can he?” Castor Rone asked, “I mean, we’re annulling his marriage. How can he vote on that?”
 
   “I’m voting in your favor,” Timothy objected.
 
   “Even if he wasn’t,” Michael interjected, “Who better to say he couldn’t make declarations about eternity than the man who made the original declaration?”
 
   Vye heard it in his tone of voice. Michael was the voice of reason. He was of lower rank and noble standing than Duke Avonshire, Castor Rone, Timothy, and Emily. But each of them was looking to him to solve the problem. They wouldn’t act without him.
 
   “Even so, he’s not technically the Duke of Brimford,” Castor pressed on. He resented being overruled by his nemesis, and he wasn’t going to make this easy. “He’s not even next in line to be the Duke, his brother is.”
 
   “According to the James Standard,” Duke Avonshire said, “He can speak for Brimford, in dire circumstances, if his father and brother are not available.”
 
   “Are these dire circumstances?” Timothy asked.
 
   “How does the Standard define a dire circumstance?” Castor asked.
 
   “It’s close enough if we all agree, yes?” Michael said. “We’re meant to be able to interpret certain laws, correct? We are all acting on good faith. We are all trying to do what is best for the Kingdom. Let’s not get weighed down by petty objections.”
 
   He was speaking to the room, but he ended his thought facing Castor, who nodded.
 
   “Good,” Michael said, “Now, where’s the scribe?”
 
   The Royal Scribe entered the west door, mumbling to everyone.
 
   “I’m sorry, what did he say?” Michael said.
 
   “Oh, you’ve never met our Royal Scribe, Eric,” Castor said, “Great penmanship, but he never speaks louder than a whisper.”
 
   Eric scanned the room. Castor, Avonshire, Timothy, Emily, and Michael. All of his targets in one place...
 
   But also...
 
   He spotted Halmir in the corner. Halmir? What was he doing here? What was he doing alive? And unbound? Was he helping the Rone scum? Why was he comforting a Rone woman? Was that...her?
 
   Eric considered himself fortunate. Halmir had never met him, and Eric wouldn’t have known who he was if he wasn’t the only Turin in a hundred miles and wearing the colors of the Turin-Sen.
 
   “Pardon me,” Eric murmured. “...need...parchment...”
 
   He shuffled out of the room. He needed to contact Argos.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 70: The Duel
 
    
 
   “I don’t understand,” Jareld said. “I thought you said we wouldn’t be killed.”
 
   “Nay,” Corthos corrected, “It were only a way to delay our deaths.”
 
   Jareld, Corthos, and Thor had been returned to their little corner of the dungeon, under the singular but watchful eye of Eye-Patch. Corthos explained, once the jeering and insults had died down, that Jareld was supposed to have challenged the King to a duel by insulting him. If he had done it correctly, he could have chosen the time, the place, and the stakes. He could even have chosen a champion.
 
   Unfortunately, Jareld had insulted the King’s mother. In pirate code, that meant he had to fight the King, himself, and on the King’s terms. Jareld felt foolish, of course, since he was only trying to show off that he knew the Kahlerian word for “mother.”
 
   “Well,” Eye-Patch said, “The time has come. Up ya’ go, maggots.”
 
   The trio was led down a series of corridors, entirely new to them. Finally, they arrived in a large room, similar in size to the scorpion pit. It was a theatre in the round, with a raised platform, a stage, upon which the duel would happen. Already, the Twenty-Seventh stood waiting with a rapier.
 
   “Welcome, insulting sun-walker!” the King bellowed at Jareld. A woman yelled from the crowd, to which the King turned and said, “Mom, I’ll handle this.
 
   “Now, you seem to think that my mother is very, very bad. I am going to prove you wrong.”
 
   “By killing me in a duel? What does that really prove?”
 
   “Yes, yes, you’re right. Fighting doesn’t really prove anything. For all we know, my mother is everything you say, and I could still win the fight. In fact, I probably will win, since I am a strong fighter, and you look like a puny runt. So, really, it’s only going to prove that I’m better than you at swordplay. But that’s good enough for me!”
 
   That last line got a resounding cheer from the crowd, even from the Twenty-Seventh’s mother, who for a brief moment was reminded of her dear, late husband, the Twenty-Sixth.
 
   “Jareld,” Thor said, “I’m going to suggest something to you that I would never have suggested. Not ever. Not even during our 2nd Century Art History exam.”
 
   “What’s that?” Jareld said, as his hands were unbound.
 
   “Cheat,” Thor said.
 
   Jareld was handed a rapier and shoved up the stairs to the raised platform.
 
   “Now,” the King said, “We must set the stakes. If I win, well, you know, you’ll be dead. Also, I will kill your friends.”
 
   “And if I win?” Jareld said. Immediately, the entire auditorium laughed. Even Thor, who didn’t understand the language.
 
   “Alright, fine,” the King said, “If you win, you and your friends can go free. Pfft, if you win…”
 
   The crowd giggled again in unison. Jareld looked around the crowd. He could barely see how many there were; There wasn’t much light. There was one torch at each stair to the stage, and then only half a dozen torches, evenly spaced, all around the room. The smoke barely cleared the room.
 
   Which gave Jareld an idea.
 
   “Thor,” Jareld called, “Creosote.”
 
   “What?” Thor said.
 
   “You know, Creosote,” Jareld said, “Like in chimneys.”
 
   Thor turned his head from side to side, and saw the same thing Jareld did.
 
   “Enough of your sun-talk,” the King said. “Prepare to die.”
 
   The King launched forward in a display of bladed artistry. He would have been no match for Vye, or Halmir, or even for Corthos, if Corthos had been lucky enough to insult the King. However, against Jareld, he looked like an expert. Jareld stood, stiff, in the middle of the ring, barely fending off the King’s attacks. Finally, the King swiped his rapier against Jareld’s right arm.
 
   “Oww!” Jareld cried. The King took a step back and nodded for the approval of his crowd. “That really hurts!” Jareld continued. His arm was bleeding.
 
   “Thor,” Jareld said, “Do something…quickly.”
 
   Thor had not, in fact, been idle. He had strolled, very cautiously, closer to the stage. His guards had been too involved in the fight to pay close attention to him. Corthos had also moved closer, at Thor’s request. Thor whispered instructions to Corthos while Jareld was impaled in his right shoulder.
 
   The King backed off again, waving to the crowd. The crowd was going crazy, yelling, cheering, slinging insults like so much mud. Thor finally stood at the lantern, right next to the stage.
 
   “Come on,” Jareld said to the King, seeing that Thor was in place “What’s taking you so long? I’ve never held a sword before and yet you can’t seem to finish me.”
 
   This earned a long, ooooooooooooh, from the crowd. The King smirked.
 
   “Very well,” the King said, “Have it your way.”
 
   The King made a loud cry, held his sword up, and charged at Jareld. Jareld did what came naturally and curled up into a little ball. The King tripped over the ball and went tumbling head first off the stage and into the crowd.
 
   “Now!” Jareld called.
 
   As soon as Jareld had given the signal, three things happened over the next three seconds:
 
   First, Jareld swung his sword down into Corthos’ wrists, cutting his bonds.
 
   Second, Thor reached up to the lantern and grabbed the torch.
 
   Third, Corthos back-kicked the nearest pirate guard, and did a forward roll onto the stage.
 
   Thor handed Corthos the torch. Jareld waved his sword around like a crazy man, keeping the pirates from using the stairs to get onto the stage.
 
   “Throw it!” Jareld said to Corthos.
 
   Corthos wound up and pitched the torch as hard as he could. It spun, end over end, over all the heads of all the pirates in the auditorium, until it hit the far wall, only three or four meters above one of the torches.
 
   The torch broke up on impact, leaving only a couple of embers burning against the rocks.
 
   Then, the wall caught fire.
 
   Creosote, Jareld and Thor had learned in their Alchemy class, was the residue left by burning fuels over a long stretch of time on a sedimentary surface. This was why chimneys needed sweeping. It wasn’t to keep up appearances for persnickety squirrels. That build-up, the soot, was highly flammable. In a dungeon such as this one, with those torches burning for long stretches of time, and without ever cleaning the walls, the soot had saturated the walls.
 
   And while the pirates could handle torchlight to a limited capacity, they were useless once the wall caught fire. The flames spread around the walls, blinding all the locals.
 
   Of course, Jareld, Thor, and Corthos also suffered, but their eyes were prepared to adjust. They had seen much brighter lights in their lives. Smoke was filling up the room, but nobody could see the way out. Except for the surface folk.
 
   “Run for it!” Jareld yelled.
 
   Corthos led the way, sweeping the sword (which Jareld had let him borrow) left and right, clearing a path. Jareld and Thor followed, bracing themselves.
 
   It was a gauntlet of bodies. Jareld had never played rugby, but if he had, he would have been reminded of a game at this point. Even with Corthos trying to clear a path, Jareld and Thor still had to lower their shoulders into the onslaught of pirate bodies, all shouting and flailing in random directions.
 
   The air was thick with smoke. The door seemed impossibly far away. Jareld got spun around, and almost couldn’t reorient himself. But he could hear Corthos swinging matching rapiers, and he charged in that direction.
 
   Just as Jareld’s vision was going red, they burst through the crowd. Jareld opened the door while Corthos fended off a few of the more aware pirates.
 
   They got out of the room. Jareld and Thor slammed the double-doors. Corthos slipped one of the swords into the handles, locking the pirates in. Without a word, the trio turned back up the hall and ran to freedom.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 71: Attack on the Queen
 
    
 
   Vye recovered her strength, sitting quietly with Halmir as the other nobles traded stories of the recent attacks, the wedding, the jousting tournament, everything. Halmir smiled.
 
   “What is it?” Vye asked.
 
   “I wish my countrymen could see this moment,” he said. “I wish they could see how you truly are.”
 
   “We aren’t perfect.”
 
   “Nobody is. But if I tried to convince the Turin that you would spend so much time trying to make peace, nobody would have believed me. I wish...”
 
   He paused, lost in a thought. Vye let him come around.
 
   “I wish we had met in another time. Another place. Different circumstances.”
 
   Now Vye smiled, “Then you’d never know how good a duelist I am.”
 
   “You owe me a rematch.”
 
   “Anytime.”
 
   “Maybe when--”
 
   But then he grasped his head with both hands, collapsing into a fetal position on the floor.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Vye said, coming to his side.
 
   “He’s here,” Halmir said, his voice laced with terror.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Argos,” Halmir whispered. “He’s attacking me.”
 
   “He’s trying to read your memories?” Vye asked.
 
   “No,” Halmir said, “He’s just attacking…”
 
   Halmir’s face scrunched up, his hands covering his temples, trying to force Argos out. Vye looked around the room. Why was this happening now? What was going on?
 
   The others were so caught up in their own conversation, finalizing the details of the annulment.
 
   “Where has Eric gone?” Castor Rone said. “That scribe is never around when we need him.”
 
   “There he is,” Timothy Brimford said. “Wait a minute, I didn’t know he was a Turin!”
 
   In one motion, the entire room turned to Eric. He stood in the door, his true nature showing, and not the illusion he had maintained all these years. His sword was at his side, and his badge, the badge of the Turin-Sen, was pinned to his cloak.
 
   There was a familiar, deafening sound. Not actually a sound, but a lack of sound. A pop of silence. Everyone was knocked back, dizzy, disoriented, experiencing various stages of vertigo.
 
   Everyone except Vye.
 
   Eric either didn’t notice or didn’t care. He immediately swiped his sword across the throats of the nearest two guards, then impaled Castor Rone on the floor where he lay.
 
   Vye leaped into action. She drew her sword, put one foot on the arm of a chair, then launched herself over the furniture to the far side of the room. She landed on her feet and struck in the same motion, forcing Eric to engage her nose-to-nose.
 
   At first, Vye held the advantage. Eric had the same training as Halmir, so he was prone to the same attack patterns that Halmir had used.
 
   But he was also older and more experienced than Halmir. Vye was doing everything she could to keep up, and Eric knew that he just had to throw her one unexpected maneuver and she would lose her edge.
 
   He tried a little trick he knew, twisting his blade right after a parry. He lost almost all the leverage of the sword, the weight. But he sliced across her arm. He missed the arteries, but Vye had to recoil. He kicked her, center mass, sending her reeling across the room.
 
   That’s when he fired his death spell. The light embraced Vye, flickering shadows across the walls. But the energy dissipated, and Vye was still standing.
 
   “Yeah,” Vye said, “I can do that.”
 
   She leapt forward and struck hard again, attacking in a frenzy. Her arm was that much slower, but her hits were that much harder. Eric parried her off, breaking even in the fight, while he tried to figure out how she had survived his spell.
 
   Finally, he caught his footing and returned the attacks, putting Vye on her guard again. He lifted his hand and caused the plushy armchair to go flying across the room, barreling for Vye’s head.
 
   Vye shielded her body, raising her left hand up. To her surprise, the armchair stopped in midair, obeying the movement of her arm. Eric was using the distraction to slit Timothy Brimford’s throat. She wanted to fling the suspended furniture at Eric, but she had a higher priority.
 
   She swept her arm at the exit. The armchair blasted through the wooden door, crushing itself against the hallway’s far wall.
 
   Eric moved to Halmir. Halmir was either fighting the same vertigo that had hit everyone else, or he was still fending off Argos’ long-distance attack. Either way, he couldn’t stand, let alone put up a fight.
 
   Eric raised his sword, ready to chop down on Halmir’s neck. Vye bull rushed him, forcing him to abandon the easy kill for a fair fight. But Vye was done fighting fair. She reached out, with her mind, to the bookshelf, toppling it over her enemy.
 
   Eric had to deal with the distraction, which gave Vye enough time to jog over to Emily Brimford, hoist her over her shoulder, and dash to the door. Or where the door used to be. A few guards were just arriving, probably having noticed that an armchair had been forcefully ejected from the room.
 
   “Take her!” Vye said. “Don’t argue, just take her. Run, as fast as you can! Get out of here!”
 
   The guards gave her a confused stare.
 
   “There’s no time!” Vye said. “She’s your Queen. Protect her. Run!!!”
 
   They grabbed the disoriented Queen and carried her away. Vye turned around just in time to stop Eric from planting his sword in her heart.
 
   The vertigo was beginning to wear off. Michael was regaining control of his faculties. He was still dizzy, and couldn’t hear too well, but he was getting up to his knees. Vye noticed this out of the corner of her mind. If she could keep Eric busy for just long enough, maybe Michael or Duke Avonshire could enter the fray. And end this stalemate.
 
   It would have to happen soon, she thought. Vye had now swung her sword sixty times as the fight reached its third minute.
 
   Vye and Eric kept battling, matching stroke for stroke in a melody of armored percussion. Neither could land a solid hit, but Eric was in just enough control to dictate their footing. They were moving, step by step to Michael.
 
   Michael, still on his knees, grasped his sword, but he held it with the strength of a child. If someone in the room sneezed, he would drop it. Vye and Eric were moving inexorably closer and closer. Vye’s swing count raced past eighty.
 
   Eric swept wide, his sword ringing out against Michael’s. Michael dropped his weapon, the blade clattering to the ground, sliding across the room. He was defenseless. Even Vye’s relentless attacks couldn’t keep Eric from slashing Michael apart on his next swing.
 
   Vye held out her left hand, taking control of Michael’s sword. She lifted it, sweeping her arm across her body...
 
   Eric’s sword came down on Michael’s chest. But his stroke was parried by the airborne rapier. The weapon collapsed to the ground, but Eric was too stunned to try hitting Michael again.
 
   Instead, he just went berserk on Vye. She was feeling the burn, not only in her arm but also in her legs, her heart, and her mind. Just keeping her footing was a challenge as she raced past one hundred and ten swings. And then she noticed that Eric was mumbling again, quietly under the din of the chaos.
 
   “Oh, no you don’t,” Vye said.
 
   Vye didn’t plan it. She wouldn’t have been able to repeat it. But at that moment, she was so fatigued, so worn, so frustrated, that she shouted out with her mind. Yeah, she also shouted with her voice, but that’s not what made the difference.
 
   A charge of electricity ran up her arm and along her sword. As her sword came down for the one hundred, twenty-fifth time, the charge ran down his sword, and shocked Eric in his arm and torso.
 
   He staggered back five steps. Glaring at Vye with malice. The room was absolutely still and silent as the two faced off. Deadly, frustrated, worn-out mortal enemies.
 
   And then there was a single, clear sound. A sword had been drawn. Eric turned to see Halmir, standing tall, shoulders broad, eyes narrowed, and sword in hand.
 
   Vye charged in. Halmir charged in. Even Michael and Duke Avonshire, barely able to keep their feet, charged in. Eric fled through the doors, waving his hand behind him to block the doorway with crumbled stone. By the time Vye cleared the obstruction, they could see Eric’s Gate spell dissipating.
 
   “Where did he go?” Michael said, getting to the doorway.
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Halmir said. “No doubt he has already told Argos everything. The important thing is that the Queen is alive.”
 
   “Where is the Queen?” Duke Avonshire asked.
 
   “I sent her out, with some guards,” Vye said.
 
   “Guards!” Michael shouted into the hall. Flopson arrived at the door, holding a toy dagger as a prop.
 
   “Did I miss all the good fighting?” he said, before his dagger drooped forward. 
 
   “Go find the Queen and bring her back here,” Michael demanded.
 
   “Yes, Your Stinkyness,” and the jester was gone.
 
   Michael went to Vye, who was holding her right shoulder.
 
   “How’s the arm?” Michael asked.
 
   “It burns.”
 
   “That’s my favorite arm in the Kingdom,” Michael said.
 
   “You’ve saved our lives,” Duke Avonshire admitted.
 
   “I’m sorry I couldn’t save everyone,” Vye said, seeing the Duke cradling Castor, his brother, dead from Eric’s attack.
 
   Timothy Brimford had also died, a fact that hit Queen Emily harder than she had expected. She had never been happy with him. But she never would have wished for his death.
 
   But the annulment was complete, one way or another. Michael would return to Hartstone and muster as many soldiers as he could. Emily and Duke Avonshire sent out orders immediately to cease all fighting between their camps. They would unite those armies and send them to Hartstone, the next, best fortification to defend the Kingdom.
 
   Michael pulled aside Vye, Halmir, and Flopson.
 
   “Alright,” he said, “Let’s go home.”
 
   Vye was still. Well, almost still. She was shaking.
 
   “Lady Vye?” Michael said.
 
   “Michael,” Vye said, dropping rank for the first time between them, “My Lord, there’s something I have to tell you.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 72: Eye-Patch
 
    
 
   Corthos led Jareld and Thor down the tunnels of the Pirates of Scratchy.
 
   “Do you know where you’re going?” Jareld asked between panting breaths.
 
   “That way,” was Corthos’ only answer, pointing straight ahead. Perhaps he was meant to be a pirate after all. His direction sense was flawless.
 
   Finally, they took a sharp left, and they passed the first boundary of the Pirates’ domain. They sprinted around another turn—
 
   And ran straight into Eye-Patch. He held his sword at arm’s length, pointing it right at Corthos’ throat.
 
   “Nice little trick,” he said to Jareld. There was something different about him. He still didn’t have his left pinky finger, but that wasn’t all.
 
   “Your eye-patch is on the wrong eye,” Jareld said to him, then repeated it for the benefit of his friends.
 
   “No, my eye-patch is on my other eye,” he said. “Nothing was wrong with my eye. I always protect one eye, just in case. I won’t be seeing out of my left eye for a while now, thank you very much. But as soon as I escaped the inferno, I switched.”
 
   “What did he say?” Thor asked.
 
   “He said he can see,” Jareld said. Then, he spoke to Eye-Patch, “Listen, what do you want?”
 
   “I want to kill you,” Eye-Patch said.
 
   “No, seriously,” Jareld said, “We outnumber you three to one. And while I’m really just here for my good looks, Corthos can actually use a sword. So, what do you want?”
 
   “Revenge for my King?” Eye-Patch said, more of a question than a statement.
 
   “Look, do you have the map?” Jareld said.
 
   “I know where it is.”
 
   “And can you recognize any of the places on the map? Can you get us to a starting point?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then how about you help us. We only want the sword. You can keep all the gems and rubies and gold.”
 
   “I don’t trust you. Why would you let me keep the goodies?”
 
   “Did you see me fighting in there?” Jareld said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Did it seem pathetic to you?”
 
   “Very.”
 
   “That’s because I’ve never practiced. I’m a scholar. An historian. I study a lot of things in books. The sword I’m seeking is magical, they say, but I don’t believe it. It’s probably just a rusty sword. But to me, it would mean fame and fortune in the academic community. A relic. An artifact.”
 
   Eye-Patch stared at him in amazement. He lowered his blade.
 
   “You were able to say all that, and you couldn’t find a better insult than very, very bad?”
 
   “I had a prudent teacher.”
 
   “Fine. I’ll help.”
 
   “Great. Let’s go.”
 
   Eye-Patch struck off and Jareld followed. Corthos and Thor shuffled in place for a moment.
 
   “You think we’re supposed to go with them?” Thor asked.
 
   Corthos took off after Jareld, “I do wish you boys would keep me in the loop on these things.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Book 6
 
    
 
   Darkness Braved
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 73: The Numbers
 
    
 
   The Turin army kept moving south and west. They were unstoppable.
 
   It was an army thirty thousand strong when they had started. That would be considered a large army under any circumstances. Just by sheer volume, they could do a lot of damage.
 
   But it wasn’t the numbers, as the Rone armies were learning. After weeks of campaigning, after conquering six of the twelve Counties of Rone, only six hundred Turin warriors had died. Meanwhile, the Rone suffered complete losses. The brutal, attacking horde left no survivors, military or civilian. They hunted everyone down. They burned everything in their paths. They tore up the very cities of the Kingdom.
 
   Their intention was not to conquer. They were not interested in earning a tithe, or a tribute. They did not want new slaves or new castles from which to rule. They wanted to change the land itself. They wanted to remove the infestation of the Rone from the continent. They wanted to leave the land open so that they could live as they once had; a small population spread across a large, beautiful land. They wanted to feel free.
 
   And using that fanatic purpose, Argos had given them a sort of protection that cannot be bought. The magic that he taught his pupils, the magic that Vye was now discovering, was child’s play compared to his full potential. He had given his armies magical grace. An unholy, unnatural helping hand. His soldiers weren’t just better fighters. They were aided by forces unseen.
 
   So when one of the Turin soldiers was hit with an arrow, it deflected just off center. When a Rone footman landed a blow on a Turin fighter, the sword glanced to the side. The Turin suffered wounds where they should have had casualties. It wasn’t perfect. But it was a small edge played out a thousand times. Or, more accurately, thirty thousand times. The results were staggering. The Kingdom had lost more than 50,000 men, women, and children. The Turin, about 600.
 
   And now they were down to the final stage of their assault. Only Avonshire, Brimford, Deliem, Ralsean, Arwall, and Trentford remained free. Most of the population of the Kingdom had become refugees in that corner of the land. But neither the refugees nor the fresh armies of the south had any idea how to stop the invasion of the Turin, or even how to slow them down.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 74: Overhead
 
    
 
   Count Michael Deliem and Lady Vye found a private chamber in the Castle Anuen. Michael’s face was red. The Lady’s eyes were red.
 
   Michael closed the door once Vye stepped in. Even though he didn’t slam it, it was a heavy door, and it made a very assertive closing sound.
 
   “How dare you?” Michael said, finally, the first words he had uttered since Vye’s confession. “How could you keep this from me?”
 
   “I made a choice.”
 
   “It wasn’t yours to make.”
 
   “Your Grace, we’ve been lining up Kings and Queens. None of these are our decisions to make. None of these--”
 
   “I am making the hard choices that someone has to make, Lady Vye, and if you have a problem with my course of action, you can speak up whenever you’d like.”
 
   “I don’t have a problem with your course of action. I support your actions. I was desperate for you to finish the job. That’s why I didn’t want you distracted.”
 
   “You think I would have done something differently? You think I would have abandoned the Kingdom?”
 
   “Maybe. I don’t know. You and Landos, both of you, you become irrational, emotional fools where Sarah is involved. I couldn’t take that chance. I decided, for the good of the Kingdom--”
 
   “You’re playing with my life!”
 
   “You tell me, right now, that you would have kept going. You tell me, right now, that if I had told you that Sarah was missing, you would have finished the task. That you would have crowned Emily Brimford. If you can tell me that, I’ll back down.”
 
   Michael kept his face angry, but could find no words to say.
 
   “If you can’t, Your Grace, if you can’t say that, then I made the right call. I decided to keep you focused, and I may have sacrificed your wife in the process, but it’s a decision I can live with for the good of the Kingdom.”
 
   “I can’t live with it.”
 
   Vye took a deep breath and sighed. There was no magic that could help her now.
 
   “We’re in over our heads, Michael,” Vye said, “We’ve had the weight of the world thrown on our shoulders and we don’t know what to do, but we have to do something.
 
   “I don’t claim to know that I’m right. And it wasn’t an easy decision to make. But we need a leader. We need someone who can bring us through to the other side of this, and I swear to the Heavens I think it’s you. I don’t know anyone else who can gather the wills of Counts and Dukes and make them do his bidding. It’s just you, and we needed you. We needed a leader more than Sarah needs a husband.”
 
   “If she dies, then all of this is for nothing.”
 
   “That’s not--”
 
   “To me, that’s how it will seem! I’ve set up Emily Brimford-- Emily Rone-- as the Queen. We have a united front now. They’ll follow her. I have to find Sarah.”
 
   Vye walked up to Michael and drew her sword. She knelt down, putting the tip of the sword into the ground in front of Michael.
 
   “In that case, I beg your forgiveness, and ask to come with you.”
 
   “I may have no choice in the matter,” Michael said, and smiled. “I think you’re going to take me to her.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 75: Heart of a Noble
 
    
 
   At first, they thought he was a monster.
 
   The kids were playing out by the stables, where they darned well knew they shouldn’t be playing, when they spotted him at a distance. They reported a grizzly beast. A thing of nightmares. What was such a creature doing in the sleepy farm village of Raingrove?
 
   But when some of the town’s braver men gathered, pitchforks and scythes in hand, they could see he was no monster. He was a soldier. A Knight of the King, by his garb. A very injured Knight of the King. The right side of his face had been burned off, like someone had lit an oil lantern without closing the shutter. He trudged forward with a limp. And when he saw the others, he did not attack. He merely collapsed.
 
   After a few days of expert care by the town apothecary, he looked much more human. The side of his face was irreparable. But with some rest and some water, he came to, and was coherent.
 
   “What is your name, friend?” the healer asked of his patient.
 
   “Where am I?” the Knight asked.
 
   “Raingrove, in the County Deliem,” the healer answered, bringing water to the cot. “You must have been in the Prince’s escort, though that was days ago.”
 
   “Yes, I was. And I failed.”
 
   “I heard there was sorcery at work. What could you do against such villainy?”
 
   “Keep fighting,” the man said, sitting up.
 
   “Your Liege, please, you must rest.”
 
   “I have rested long enough. And the sorcery you heard about is real. And it was used to kill the Queen, and then Prince Anthony.”
 
   “What do you intend to do about it?”
 
   “Serve justice to the enemy.”
 
   “Are you sure you seek justice and not vengeance?”
 
   “What’s the difference?”
 
   “One leads to redemption. The other to damnation.”
 
   The Knight was on his feet now, stretching his weary muscles. But he turned to the healer.
 
   “I am so angry...”
 
   “I know. And I’m just a lowly farmer, so pay me no mind. But if you insist on returning to the battle, after I have taken all the trouble to heal you, I just wish you would do it with a clear mind. Seek justice. Not vengeance.”
 
   “You are right,” the Knight said. “And take it from me, there is nothing lowly about you.”
 
   The Knight saw his sword and tunic by the cupboard. He began dressing.
 
   “You never told me your name,” the healer said, retrieving his other belongings from the chest.
 
   “I am Sir David Noble,” the Knight replied, “And I must return to duty.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 76: Tapestries
 
    
 
   Landos couldn’t remember anything but pain.
 
   He’d been lying in the infirmary for more than a day. The words comfort and peace had left his vocabulary. He could only feel every single broken bone, every single bruised muscle, every single sharp breath.
 
   And his mind was uneasy. Gabriel was dead. Almost forty guards also dead. Sarah was missing. The world was falling apart.
 
   He couldn’t forget the pain with his eyes open. He couldn’t forget it with his eyes closed. He couldn’t take a deep breath. Another wave of unbearable pain came to him, and his eyes winced closed, and his breath was held, and he couldn’t remember his own name.
 
   And then a hand brushed through his hair. Even with his eyes closed, and even without hearing or seeing or smelling anything, he knew it was a woman’s hand.
 
   And then that woman kissed his forehead, and Landos was able to sigh a deep, full sigh.
 
   “Sarah,” he whispered at the end of his breath.
 
   “Lie still for a moment, Landos,” a woman’s voice said, but it wasn’t Sarah. It was Lady Vye.
 
   Vye put her hand on Landos’ chest, right over his sternum, over his heart. And there was a warm, wonderfully relieving sensation that ran through his body, like the first sip of hot cider when coming in from the cold. Landos was able to open his eyes, and he saw Vye standing there, concentrating, with her hand glowing on his chest. And he could breath. And he could move. And he could see.
 
   He saw Michael, Flopson, and Halmir standing at the entrance to the infirmary, watching Vye do her work. Landos smiled at them, but immediately turned to Vye.
 
   “Did they hear me just now?” he whispered to Vye.
 
   “No,” Vye whispered back, but her expression was stern.
 
   Michael stepped in and spoke to Landos.
 
   “Good to see you still breathing,” Michael said.
 
   “Same to you,” Landos responded, feeling out his stiff muscles.
 
   “Landos, I need to know what happened. Calvin filled me in on most of it, but I want to hear it from you.”
 
   Landos began his account of the attack. He didn’t explain how, but he explained that he was running through the corridors with Sarah. He explained how he was blocked in the audience chamber, and that’s when Gabriel and most of the guards died in their defense.
 
   “Describe the man who attacked you,” Halmir said, still waiting in the doorway.
 
   Landos described a man of unspeakable power, tall, white haired and cloaked in a dark green thread. Halmir knew the description right away.
 
   “That’s him,” he said. “You’re describing my Master, Argos. I am amazed that he left the protection of the Turinheld. He hasn’t done that since I’ve been his student.”
 
   “We’re honored,” Michael scoffed. “Why would he come here?”
 
   “According to your Lieutenant Landos,” Halmir continued, “to kidnap the Countess.”
 
   “It doesn’t make any sense,” Michael said. “Sarah couldn’t be that important to him.”
 
   “I think it’s that she’s important to you,” Landos said. Michael turned and looked at him. For the first time, Michael noticed that Landos was still in his nightclothes. In the same clothes he was wearing when the Castle was attacked.
 
   “Well,” Michael said, “I’m going to get her.”
 
   “No, wait,” Landos said, standing, stretching his muscles, “You can’t go.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “If Argos came for Sarah, then maybe it’s an attempt to get to you,” Landos said.
 
   “That’s ridiculous,” Michael said, “He could have attacked me directly.”
 
   “He did,” Vye said. “Or at least, one of his agents did.”
 
   “That was less than an hour ago,” Michael said. “Hartstone was attacked last night.”
 
   “Maybe they expected to find you here,” Landos said. “They don’t know that Halmir is helping us. They don’t know we can travel the way they can.”
 
   “This is all speculation,” Michael said. “Unless Halmir knows of some way to clear it up for us, it won’t do us any good. I’m going to find Sarah.”
 
   “I’ll go,” Landos said.
 
   “What?” Michael snapped. Landos almost recoiled at Michael’s sharp expression.
 
   “I just mean,” Landos said, “That you should keep working to unite the Kingdom.”
 
   “They’re united already,” Michael said.
 
   “Then you should lead them,” Landos continued.
 
   “I’ve installed worthy leadership,” Michael said.
 
   “You shouldn’t--”
 
   “Can everyone leave the room please,” Michael said, turning away from Landos, addressing Vye, Halmir, Flopson, and the other attendants. They shuffled out in an uncomfortable silence.
 
   “What am I going to do with you, Landos?” Michael’s voice was flat, bitter, with no volume but all the hate a man can have.
 
   “I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   “You want to go on a rescue mission, Landos? You want to go find Sarah?”
 
   “I just think that you shouldn’t go while there’s work to do. You shouldn’t abandon the Kingdom.”
 
   “I’ve done more for the Kingdom today than most people do in a lifetime. I’ve filled my personal quota. What have you done today?”
 
   “I almost died trying to keep her safe.”
 
   “And now you want a second shot, right? You want to storm the castle and be her knight in shining armor, and maybe she’ll kiss you for it, and maybe she’ll look into your eyes and maybe, just maybe, she’ll decide she likes you better than me.”
 
   “You never loved her.”
 
   Landos regretted it the moment he said it. Michael regretted it the moment he punched Landos in the face.
 
   “How dare you! Of course I love her.”
 
   “No you don’t,” Landos said, holding the cut on his lip. “You wanted an alliance. You wanted a politically convenient wife. You wanted to have a pretty girl standing beside you, to make your little kingdom complete. But you don’t love her.”
 
   “Just because I don’t wear my feelings on my sleeve doesn’t mean I don’t have them. I have to have some dignity if I’m going to be a Count.”
 
   “You want to pull rank on me?” Landos’ emotions were coming to the surface now, too, and it was equally unprofessional. “You want to hang me? You want to draw and quarter me? Go ahead. Then I can see you in hell.”
 
   “One more word out of your mouth… Landos, we’ve come a long way together, but you are trying my patience. I’ll forgive you for everything you’ve said here today, because you were hurt, and perhaps you weren’t thinking clearly.”
 
   “How generous of you,” Landos said, in a way that hurt them both.
 
   “In return, I ask you this,” Michael said, “If we all survive this, and are rewarded with the opportunity to live in peace, you will leave Deliem and never return.”
 
   “That’s not fair,” Landos said.
 
   “It’s more fair than you deserve. You shouldn’t have lusted after my wife. You have only yourself to blame.”
 
   Michael turned and stalked out, not looking back. There were other places to go, and that was all he felt, at the time, that he needed to say to Landos.
 
   ---
 
   Vye looked down at the corpse of Gabriel, embalmed and cleaned up on the stone slab of the morgue. She went over, in her mind, every conversation she had ever had with him. She thought of all the things she had said wrong. She thought of the right things she should have said, and she said them, in those conversations, as they replayed in her mind. It seemed that everything he had ever said was perfect, and everything she had ever said was stupid.
 
   It didn’t help. When the tears cleared her eyes, he was still dead.
 
   “I’m sorry, Master,” Vye whispered to his remains. She didn’t know what she was apologizing for, but she figured if someone had been keeping track, she owed him at least one, and she didn’t want to leave the debt unsettled.
 
   Michael descended the stairs and stood quietly beside Vye, paying his respects to Gabriel. He had known the man all his life, since he had been just a boy in the Castle.
 
   Michael noticed a bit of silk cloth in his pocket. That was new. Gabriel had never carried a handkerchief. He pulled it loose.
 
   “Excuse me,” he called to the mortician, “What’s this?”
 
   “Eh,” the mortician grumbled, still working on one of the dozens of dead guards, “Some piece of cloth he had in his hand when he died. Never seen it before. Figured it was his pocket napkin.”
 
   Vye frowned, studying the piece. Not only was it not Gabriel’s style, it wasn’t even a style of art she was familiar with.
 
   “What’s that?” she asked.
 
   “This is from a famous tapestry,” he said. “It’s... hanging in the Castle Zenith. In the Caves of Drentar.”
 
   “How did it get into Gabriel’s hands?”
 
   And Michael put it all together.
 
   “Because that’s where Argos took Sarah. Come on. We have to go.”
 
   They ran up the stairs, right to the dining hall, where Halmir, Calvin and Flopson were having a quick supper. Michael explained where he was going.
 
   “I’ll get some guards,” Vye said.
 
   “Don’t bother,” Michael said. “This is a vanity mission. I can’t bring guards with me.”
 
   “But we can’t go to the Caves without some protection,” Vye said.
 
   “I’m hoping you’re all the protection I need,” Michael said. “We’re still at war. We can’t leave the castle unguarded. It’s just you and me.”
 
   “I will also go,” Halmir said. “I feel somewhat responsible.”
 
   Michael and Halmir looked at one another for a moment. His hand went absentmindedly to his abdomen, where the scar still decorated his body.
 
   “Thank you,” Michael said, “Calvin, you should be expecting a large army to arrive within the week.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Flopson,” Michael said, “You’re with me.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 77: Battle of the Turin-Sen
 
    
 
   For almost a full day, Eye-Patch led Jareld, Thor, and Corthos through the dark caves. He knew his way around, and was able to take safer paths, and avoid certain critters that roamed the tunnels. Their pace was faster now that they had an expert guide.
 
   Finally, they reached a certain set of tunnels, and Eye-Patch showed them the landmarks on the map. Jareld was impressed. They were back on track.
 
   “Do you know where we are?” Jareld asked Thor. The new tunnels they had entered were built, not dug out. This was not a worm tunnel, nor an archeological dig. It was a castle, and historically, that could mean only one thing.
 
   “This is the Castle Zenith,” Thor said.
 
   “We must be in the East Corridor,” Jareld said. He had studied the castle’s designs as part of his third-year class called Famous Fortresses.
 
   “They built a castle,” Corthos said, “Under these here caves?”
 
   “No,” Jareld said. “They built it on the top of a mountain. Long story.”
 
   “If this is the East Corridor,” Thor said, “Then the Tapestry Room must be right around this corner.”
 
   Thor wandered off in that direction while Jareld looked at the map. Corthos and Eye-Patch looked at the walls, the carpeting, and all the other things that incongruously made this part of the Caves a Castle.
 
   “Jareld,” Thor called as he turned the corner, “I think it’s… Oh no!”
 
   And then Thor died.
 
   It was a quick death, according to temporal measurements. It took eight seconds for Thor to go from a healthy young man to a corpse. But subjectively, according to Thor, they were the longest eight seconds of his life. The level of pain would usually cause a person to pass out, but in this case the magic wouldn’t let you. The spell was sadistic. It kept you awake to experience the torture. And then it killed you.
 
   Gerard had found them again. He had lost the track when Corthos took out two of his men, but he found them when they were in the custody of the Pirates of Scratchy. He had been planning a full on assault, but when they broke out, he knew he could cut them off at the Castle Zenith.
 
   When Thor had turned the corner, he saw Gerard with his ten remaining soldiers, ready to strike. Thor was only able to stare in shock as the light of the spell hit him, and he screamed in agony that he had never known before.
 
   Jareld, Corthos, and Eye-Patch had never seen that magic used before. They had not been present at the wedding, nor the tournament, so it was a fresh hell for them.
 
   Jareld’s stomach sank. It took him entire thoughts to understand what had just happened, but he didn’t have time to process it. Just as it occurred to him that Thor was probably dead, four archers turned the corner and fired at him.
 
   Corthos grabbed him and tried to pull him to cover, but he wasn’t fast enough. An arrow caught him in the arm. Eye-Patch ducked the other way, trying to retreat back to his caves.
 
   Another volley of arrows came. One caught Eye-Patch in the leg, dropping him to the floor. Corthos used his good arm to swing Jareld into a recessed doorway. The Turin progressed down the hall.
 
   “Open the door!” Corthos demanded of Jareld, seeing that they couldn’t cross the hall without getting hit with an arrow. Or worse, with a spell.
 
   Eye-Patch tried to crawl his way back to Corthos, but he was already facing the wrong way, and he moved too slowly. Two more arrows landed in his chest before he could get to cover, and he never moved again.
 
   Jareld started fiddling with the door, but there were two problems. First, it was locked. Second, it was rusted. Whereas sometimes the two cancel each other out, this time they worked in harmony to create a very jammed door.
 
   “Can ya open it, matey?” Corthos called, drawing his sword. The soldiers were dropping into melee range, and had put away their bows. They would be upon them in seconds.
 
   “I can’t!” Jareld said, his voice cracking. Was Thor really dead, he thought? Wait, no, that didn’t just happen. Open this door. Now! We have to wait for Thor. His mind was a scramble of thoughts, but in the end, one thought came through loud and clear: Open this door or you’re going to die.
 
   Jareld grabbed a rusted bit of metal from the framework on the door. He started jimmying the lock, though he had no light, and wasn’t sure if this was a feasible solution.
 
   Two Turin soldiers stepped in the doorway, blocking them off. Corthos started swinging wildly, to keep them at bay, but he had no room to maneuver, and he didn’t want to trample Jareld.
 
   Jareld jammed the metal bit into the lock, but could only get a repetitive clicking sound from the mechanism. Also, there were a lot of clashing swords behind him, which was making it hard to concentrate.
 
   Corthos struck down one of the Turin soldiers, who fell into the crowded doorway with Jareld. Corthos stepped out, because otherwise he wouldn’t be able to swing his sword, and immediately took a gash on the side of his stomach.
 
   Jareld grabbed the fallen man’s sword. He may not have been able to use it in a fight, but he thought it would make a great improvisational tool.
 
   He thrust the sword forward, into the lock, then chopped down with it, tearing the frame away. Now he had open access to the locking mechanism. He dropped the sword, picked up the metal shard, and turned one last lever--
 
   Jareld stumbled into the room, going eight feet in before coming to a dead stop. When he straightened up, he was face-to-barrel-chest with another Turin.
 
   “Holy shit!” Jareld called.
 
   Then, he noticed that the Turin wasn’t alone. He was sharing the room with two men and a woman. A smoking door closed behind them. Jareld caught his breath, staring at the newcomers. Actually, one of them was Count Michael Deliem. Who he knew.
 
   “What the…?”
 
   “Jareld,” Michael called, “How in the name of all that is holy did you end up here?”
 
   “Quick!” Jareld said, “Corthos is in trouble. There’s another Turin out there. Help!”
 
   Halmir and Vye drew their swords and headed for the door. Michael also drew his sword and stepped forward.
 
   “You’re hurt,” Michael said, “You wait here with Flopson, we’ll take care of this.”
 
   “Be careful,” Jareld managed to say, before he collapsed into an old, rickety chair.
 
   ---
 
   Corthos was almost finished. He was losing consciousness, probably from a combination of loss of blood, lack of sleep, and extreme exertion. And it was a losing fight. Gerard was just waiting in the background, watching his soldiers do the work. Corthos had gotten one of them early, but the fight had turned against him fast, and now it was all he could do to keep his arm swinging.
 
   Then a miracle happened. Well, not really a miracle, but to Corthos, he may have thought divine intervention had been involved. From the door that Jareld had opened, three new warriors emerged and slew three of the Turin right away. Within seconds, the tenor of the fight changed.
 
   With renewed hope, Corthos and Michael fought side by side as they engaged the last of the Turin soldiers. Meanwhile, Halmir and Vye went to the end of the hall and challenged Gerard.
 
   ---
 
   Jareld’s breath was coming back to him. His mind was starting to process things. It didn’t like any of the things it was figuring out. Thor was dead. Thor was dead. And that man out there killed him.
 
   “Excuse me,” Jareld said to the jester in the room, “Are they still fighting out there?”
 
   “Indeed they are, stinky.”
 
   “I’m sorry, I haven’t had a decent wash in weeks.”
 
   “Just weeks, you say?”
 
   “If they’re still fighting, then some of the bad guys must be alive, right?”
 
   “Sounds about right.”
 
   Jareld took a deep breath and stood up. He leaned down and picked up the sword he had used as a lock pick, staggering for the door.
 
   ---
 
   Gerard could see he was losing the fight. He would have been able to handle Vye on her own, and he would have been able to deal with Halmir on his own.
 
   But together, he couldn’t keep up. They were experts, all three, and even if one of them slipped, the other would jump in and cover. Quickly.
 
   He needed time, and he didn’t have much. He called upon the stone of the earth to help him. The very walls of the Castle started to crack, and soon they erupted, firing slabs of concrete at Vye and Halmir.
 
   It was enough to slow them down. Neither took a hit, as they both used their own reserve of energy to turn the stone aside, but it let Gerard move away and make up some space.
 
   He started casting a spell. It was a spell of insidious design, meant for only the direst circumstances. He could run, he knew. He could escape through a portal of smoke, and return to his homeland. But he was not like Eric. He was a soldier, sent on a mission. There was an historian in the other room, and it was his job to kill him. He got one, but he needed both, and he couldn’t leave the job half done.
 
   The spell would give him increased strength. It would give him increased stamina. It would make him faster, more alert, more skilled. It was called The Beyond, when it was taught to him. It borrowed from your potential future in the magical equivalent of tampering with the space-time continuum.
 
   The downside of it, of course, was that it left you very weak when you were done. It would only last a few minutes, and then he would be vulnerable. But if he could die in the service of the Turin-Sen, he would find it worth it.
 
   And if he was victorious, and vanquished all his foes, and then had time to recover and return home, well, then he would be a hero. He could always hope.
 
   The stones stopped flying, and Vye and Halmir renewed their attack. Vye feinted left while Halmir struck right, but it didn’t work. Gerard didn’t even flinch at Vye’s movement, and parried off Halmir mid-swing. He then swung full around, faster than Vye would have thought it was possible, and caught Halmir hard in the torso.
 
   Vye attacked. Gerard countered, swinging twice for every one of Vye’s swings. Vye could barely keep her sword in front of her, making fast sweeps to keep from taking a hit.
 
   Halmir rebounded, though still bleeding, and flanked Gerard. He was slower than usual, and Gerard was moving like lightening, but with Vye as a spoil, they once again landed a stalemate.
 
   But it didn’t last. Vye was on swing one hundred, thirty. Her arm was going to give out soon, but in the meantime, it got slower. Gerard didn’t bother to use his sword. He swept his hand fast at her, and she went flying through an oak door behind her, breaking her left shoulder as she collapsed in the splintered wood.
 
   ---
 
   Jareld entered the hallway just in time to see this. Corthos and Michael had taken care of the riff-raff, and Michael was attending to the injured pirate.
 
   “Jareld, what are you doing?” Michael started.
 
   Jareld didn’t respond, but just kept moving toward Gerard and Halmir as they fought. He was limping. And slow. To Michael, it was like watching a tortoise crawl toward a volcanic eruption and declare that he was going to stop it.
 
   “Jareld, you have to stand back. You’ll be killed.”
 
   Flopson emerged, juggling as always.
 
   “Flopson,” Michael said, “Can you keep an eye on Corthos?”
 
   Flopson turned to Corthos.
 
   “Not without some serious mental scarring.”
 
   ---
 
   Halmir knew he had only one choice. Gerard was moving too quickly for Halmir to keep up. Soon, Gerard would kill him, and then he would easily destroy the others. He had to play the only card left to him.
 
   He, too, called on The Beyond. A last ditch effort. A last stand. Everything on the table for this game. No rematches. No tomorrows.
 
   And like lightning, Halmir was back in the fight. He was bleeding from three open wounds, and two of his ribs were broken, but he was moving like a cheetah, striking like a python, and taking damage like an elephant. He was unstoppable.
 
   Unfortunately, Gerard was still unhurt, and had learned the spell much better. Even with Halmir trying to match his ante, Gerard still had the upper hand. Halmir lasted exactly forty-five seconds longer than he would have otherwise. He bought forty-five seconds with his life.
 
   Gerard speared the end of his sword into the shoulder of Halmir’s sword arm, pinning him against the wall. He left it there, twisting it, turning it, tearing out the tendons and muscles and bones. Halmir screamed in such a way that even Jareld, walking mindlessly down the hall, had to pause.
 
   Then Gerard pulled the sword out. Halmir had only that second to do anything. He had bought forty-five seconds, but now he had only one, and it wasn’t enough. He tried to switch the sword to his other hand to continue the fight with Gerard, but he was too slow. He was fast, but Gerard was faster.
 
   Gerard plunged his sword all the way through Halmir’s torso. He went through the sternum, through the cartilage and tissue, and through the left ventricle of Halmir’s heart. Halmir didn’t scream. There was no air left in his lungs. He fell on his knees, then fell to the ground.
 
   Gerard pulled his sword out, now dripping with the blood of his brother-in-arms, and turned to Jareld. Michael was standing at the historian’s side, ready to give it his best shot. Behind them, Corthos was struggling to get to his feet. Flopson was juggling daggers.
 
   But Jareld walked forward as though he had the force of a god behind him. He kept walking forward as though nothing could harm him.
 
   Gerard knew his time was running out, but he had plenty of time to deal with the leftovers. They wouldn’t last long.
 
   He lifted his sword over his shoulder, and starting the chopping motion that would have gone through Jareld’s shoulder and ended somewhere in Jareld’s liver.
 
   Which is when a sword came flying out from a side door and chopped Gerard’s hand off at the wrist. It was a huge fucking sword. It was Vye’s sword.
 
   She charged into the hallway and tackled Gerard. She threw him hard into a wall. The look in her face would have turned a Medusa to stone.
 
   Gerard was down a hand, and without a sword, but he still had some fight in him. He tried the death spell, even though he had learned she could usually absorb it. He was hoping her magical reserves were depleted.
 
   They were, mostly. As Gerard tried to punch her with the death light in his hands, Vye caught the light, and they had what looked to outsiders like a bizarre, free form, arm-wrestling competition. The light stayed perfectly balanced between them as their hands forced one way and another. Vye took some cheap shots with her free hand. Gerard tried to stop her with his stump.
 
   “I hope your master, your precious Argos, reads your memories when you die,” Lady Vye said to Gerard’s face as they struggled. “I hope he knows that I killed you, and that he is going to die.”
 
   “Silence!” Gerard yelled, and used the full might of The Beyond to push the flame into Vye’s body. Vye was airborne for a moment, landing hard against the wall. The light from the death spell crackled over her body, but she did not move. When the energy subsided, she remained still.
 
   Gerard turned to Jareld again. The Turin-Sen soldier knelt down quickly and picked up his sword. One hand. One sword. One historian. No problem.
 
   He stepped forward to strike Jareld down, once and for all...
 
   That’s when he ran out of juice. That’s when he had to pay the debt of The Beyond. That’s when the space-time continuum realized that he had borrowed from his future self, and now sapped his life energy to pay his former self.
 
   Those that have used The Beyond have sometimes tried to explain to neophytes what it is like when the spell stops. They usually equate it to being in front of a Frost Giant when it sneezes, wiping out on a pair of skis, and suffering from a massive hangover all in the same seven seconds.
 
   Seven seconds, by the by, is the same amount of time it took Jareld to raise his sword, match it to Gerard’s neck, and sweep across his jugular.
 
   Gerard gargled and gurgled, flailed and staggered, and finally collapsed into a useless pile of dead Turin-Sen.
 
   Jareld spat on his body, then tossed his sword aside.
 
   Michael went running to Lady Vye. She was still lying against the wall, her head dangling on her shoulder like an abandoned puppet.
 
   “Vye!” he called, kneeling beside her and propping her up. “Vye, wake up!”
 
   She didn’t move. He couldn’t hear her breath.
 
   “Julia,” he whispered in her ear. She coughed.
 
   “Master,” she said, her eyes opening. “Oh, I’m sorry, Your Grace. I thought you were someone else.”
 
   “Are you alright?” Michael asked.
 
   Vye opened her hand, which had been holding the energy of death. It was necrotic, as though the hand had died. The skin was cracked and dry. Her palm was black, as though burned, but she felt no pain.
 
   “Mostly,” she said.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 78: The New Assignments
 
    
 
   At the Lunapera, the Crest of the Moon, Argos gathered his remaining soldiers. He had sensed the deaths of Halmir and Gerard hours ago, and it had taken him most of that day to get everyone in one place.
 
   Finally, he had Eric and Sandora there. Also present, for the first time at the Turin-Sen’s sacred place, was the Regent Filerane. Argos couldn’t help but think that Filerane was pleased with their current progress. The Regent had sent out an army of thirty thousand, and by their latest calculations, they had lost less than one thousand of their force. The Regent would soon have the entire continent under his control.
 
   But to Argos it was a different matter. To Argos, the losses were unacceptable. Three dead Turin-Sen. A betrayal. And the historian still lived. Gerard could not have comprehended the importance of his mission, but Argos knew it all too well. He was angry at the loss of three of his great warriors. But Gerard’s failure worried him even more.
 
   “Well,” Filerane said, “Let’s get to it, shall we. I have a meeting in an hour about supply routes.”
 
   “Your schedule has been noted,” Argos said. “Please, do not desecrate our meeting place by speaking out of turn.”
 
   If Argos were any other servant of the Turin government, the Regent would have voiced his offense at this remark. But talking back at Argos was something even the Regent would never consider. Argos’ voice put the Regent to shame.
 
   “My pupils, Your Highness,” Argos said, “Welcome. We have suffered heavy losses in our ranks, but our purpose remains unchanged, and our victory draws nearer.
 
   “However, our enemy has managed to keep their heads above water, so we cannot raise our flags of conquest yet. They have gathered a standing army large enough to give us pause, and in the bowels of the earth, another force moves against us that I have so far been unable to extinguish.”
 
   “Argos,” Filerane said, “I think you’re making things seem a little bleak. Sure you’ve lost a couple of good guys, but things are moving forward. And if the next battles go as well as the previous, we shouldn’t have a problem.”
 
   “Regent,” Argos said, “If I want to hear your voice, I will let you know what to say.”
 
   Filerane swallowed.
 
   “Now,” Argos continued, “I have done all I can, but we must expect the worst. I cannot give the Rone-scum time to put it all together. For that reason, I am going to join the battle. I am going to lead the army to a quick and decisive victory. The enemy must not have time to heal, to prepare, to fight.”
 
   “Master,” Eric said, “We cannot let you leave the Turin lands again. Gerard and Selikk were both killed out there. And Halmir was turned. It is this woman you spoke of. She has done more damage to us in a month than we have suffered in our centuries of union.”
 
   “Your fear is noted,” Argos said, more accusatory than accommodating, “She will not be a problem on the field. Gerard may have done us some good, even in his death.”
 
   “Still,” Sandora said, “You must recognize the danger. This Vye, I do not wish to face her.”
 
   “If we strike quickly, we will not have to,” Argos said. “Sandora, you will come with me. Eric, you will stay here and watch out for our interests. You will make sure that the Regent does what is required of him.”
 
   “Master Argos,” Filerane said, “I don’t mind saying that I find the idea of being watched like a child to be a little insulting.”
 
   “It took a lot of effort to convince you to join the Redemption,” Argos said. “I don’t trust your resolve.”
 
   Once again, Filerane regretted having spoken.
 
   “My children,” Argos said, “You have your orders. We must go.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 79: Memories and Dreams
 
    
 
   Jareld and Vye were inconsolable for many hours. Jareld finally came out of it, and spoke at length to Corthos and Michael about the death of his friend and colleague, but it was still hard to convince him to burn Thor’s body. In the depths of the Caves, they couldn’t realistically perform burials as needed, and so cremation was the only affordable solution.
 
   Michael performed the Final Rites for Thor and Halmir. Eye-Patch was also given a proper sendoff, though no words were spoken. The bodies of Gerard and the other Turin soldiers were piled together and burned with no thought.
 
   Their next problem was injuries. Corthos had taken a hard hit, but his resolve seemed commendable. He would recover, with time.
 
   Vye was in an ugly situation. She had taken a few whoppers, but even worse, she was unable to heal herself. The burn in her hand had done something to her, and for whatever reason, she couldn’t make anything work. She hoped, as did her companions, that she would recover with rest. In the meantime, she had some scrapes and bruises, and a bruised shoulder, and a gash in her torso.
 
   With only traditional methods available to them, Michael and Jareld had to bandage them as best they could. But it had been almost two days, and it didn’t look as though Vye was getting her healing back.
 
   Flopson turned out to be a great help. He would disappear for hours at a time, then return with some item that Michael and Jareld had just realized they needed. He had found roots growing into the walls of the Castle Zenith. He had found small tools, alcohol, and even fresh bed sheets that had been in an airtight linen closet since the construction of the castle.
 
   The five travelers had taken up residence in one of the abandoned rooms. For the most part, Michael and Jareld would check in on the injured, then take turns standing guard outside the room.
 
   It was the morning of the third day of their recovery when Michael relieved a weary Jareld from his watch.
 
   “We’re running out of water,” Michael said. “We didn’t bring much ourselves, and even with the waterskins from the Turin soldiers... What’s wrong?”
 
   Jareld’s expression had given him away. He had hoped not to burden anyone with his thoughts, but there was a feeling in the pit of his stomach. It was a combination of the time he had asked Olivia Watkins to the spring manuscript reading and the time he broke Gallar’s favorite walking stick.
 
   “I’ve never killed anyone,” Jareld said.
 
   Michael was silent for a moment. He was trying to remember the first time he had killed a man. He wasn’t responsible for a great change in the population, but he had led some battles, and in those battles, he had killed some people.
 
   “Did you enjoy it?” Michael said.
 
   “No,” Jareld said.
 
   “Good,” Michael said. “Then we’re OK.”
 
   “I should be getting to bed,” Jareld said. “But tired as I am, I don’t think I could sleep.”
 
   “You’ll sleep,” Michael said. “I can see it on your face. You’ll sleep.”
 
   “I’m going to have bad dreams,” Jareld said.
 
   “Welcome to the club,” Michael said.
 
   “Well, good night,” Jareld said.
 
   “Good night, stinky,” someone said.
 
   “Did you call me stinky?” Jareld asked.
 
   “No,” Michael said.
 
   “Yes,” Flopson said, emerging from the shadows, having just returned from another scouting mission into the Caves.
 
   “Flopson, where have you been?” Michael asked.
 
   “Turns out there’s a leak,” Flopson said, holding up two waterskins. “Freshwater.”
 
   “We’re about four hundred feet below sea level,” Jareld said. “There shouldn’t be any.”
 
   “That’s why I bring Flopson with me wherever I go.” Michael handed Jareld the skin. “You should take a sip and then get some rest.”
 
   Jareld went in the room and closed the door. He could smell the sick in the room. Sheets stained with sweat and blood. Vye and Corthos lying uneasily. But as soon as he was inside, and nobody was there to see him, he cried. He wasn’t sure if it was because his friend was dead, or because he kept seeing Gerard die, over and over, in his head.
 
   Michael was right. After changing the sheets for Corthos and Vye, Jareld slept. But Jareld was also right: He had a bad dream. In it, he was back at the Towers, but he couldn’t find Thor anywhere. He kept running from room to room, asking people where he was, but they all gave him a curt response. Finally, he found Gallar.
 
   “Please, Master Gallar,” Jareld said in his dream, “Where’s Thor?”
 
   “Last I know he was with you,” Gallar said in an accusatory tone, “I trusted you to make sure he came home safely.”
 
   But even this imaginary accusation couldn’t match the burning in Jareld’s heart at the thought that he was responsible for killing his friend. When he woke in a cold sweat, barely remembering the dream, that guilt felt so strong that he couldn’t imagine how it would ever go away.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 80: Incoming
 
    
 
   Landos was also having a dream.
 
   In it he was the Count, and he was married to Sarah, and they were in love with one another. And while they walked through Hartstone Castle, their domain, they encountered Gabriel, and Vye, and Michael. And everybody was getting along--
 
   Then there was a hard knock on the door.
 
   “Come in,” Landos said, groggily lifting himself from his cot.
 
   “Sir,” Calvin said, from the door, “You wanted me to wake you when the armies arrived from Avonshire and Brimford.”
 
   “They’re here?”
 
   “Our watch towers just spotted them coming over the western hills.”
 
   “Alright,” Landos said. “I’ll meet you at the West Gate.”
 
   “Sir,” Calvin said, closing the door.
 
   The reality sunk right back into Landos’ chest. Gabriel was dead. Sarah had been kidnapped by a powerful villain. Michael and Vye were on a hopeless mission to rescue her. Worst of all, if they did find Sarah, she would come back to live with Michael, and Landos would be banished.
 
   But before that, he had a job to do. Avonshire and Brimford were going to provide some ten thousand soldiers. Landos had put the word out to Ralsean and Arwall, who had sent a total of four thousand soldiers. Landos had then gone to each of Deliem’s barons and raised an army for themselves. After convincing Lord Endior that Argos had called his daughter a slut, Landos was able to gather three thousand men himself.
 
   Bringing their grand total to seventeen thousand. Landos spent the next few days organizing the army into ranks, establishing a hierarchy, and getting the captains to work out unified codes.
 
   Emily Rone took up the Count’s chambers at Deliem, and the war room at Hartstone became their headquarters. On the field, Duke Avonshire, Sir Calvin, Lord Kelliwick, and Lord Eric Brimford led the major ranks of soldiers. Landos helped Emily understand the various fortifications in the land of Deliem so they could arrange their forces accordingly.
 
   ---
 
   For three days after the armies took positions, they waited. No news had come from Trentford, where the Turin army was believed to be.
 
   Until finally a single rider came running frantically out of the woods, on the Trentford-Deliem border. He emerged right at Fort Sanders, the northern buffer of the County. He was immediately taken to Duke Avonshire.
 
   “Your Grace,” the rider said, still on his horse, “Trentford has been razed. There’s nothing left!”
 
   “What about the Turin?” Avonshire asked.
 
   But the rider did not need to answer. From the woods behind him, Avonshire could see movement. It didn’t look impressive at first, but then he saw that the numbers were masked by the trees. There were thousands of them. Tens of thousands...
 
   “Son,” Avonshire said to the rider, “If your horse has any heart left in it, I need you to ride south, immediately. I need you to ride to Hartstone. Tell them we’ve engaged the enemy.”
 
   The rider went straight through the Fort and left by the south gate. Avonshire went to the watch tower for a better view of the incoming enemy. Even by the time he had reached the parapet, he could see the thousands of Turin emerging from the woods. But then he saw one of the enemy in particular.
 
   He was one of the few on a horse, leading the charge. He was wrapped in a dark green cloak, but his hair was a mane of white, and he seemed to be ten feet tall.
 
   The rider stopped his horse and allowed the ranks of his soldiers to march around him. Then, he lifted a hand and made a fist. Holding the fist in the air, Avonshire thought he could see sparks coming from his hand.
 
   Then Avonshire became aware of a low, roaring sound. He couldn’t figure out what it was until one of the watch guards pointed to the sky.
 
   A ball of fire, a meteor, was bearing down on the tower. Avonshire called some orders, as quickly as his mouth could form syllables. But he barely had time. The meteor impacted on the middle of the tower, causing the rest of it to crumble around the impact.
 
   Avonshire was thrown from the high windows, and plummeted to his death. In the two seconds it took him to reach the ground, he had time for only one thought: “We’re doomed.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 81: Fighting Time
 
    
 
   “I have to go,” Jareld said, the following morning.
 
   Michael had been standing watch, and was looking forward to a good night of sleep. He had not expected the historian to make this announcement.
 
   “I’m sorry?” Michael said.
 
   “I have to go. I can’t wait here. The map doesn’t go much further, and I came down here to get to the end of that map.”
 
   “Jareld,” Michael said, “It’s too dangerous for to you go off alone.”
 
   “This whole thing has been too dangerous,” Jareld said. “I don’t know what made us think we could come here and do this.”
 
   “No. I won’t let you. You’re going off to die. You’re giving up. Don’t let your friend’s death be in vain.”
 
   Jareld sighed. He knew, deep in his mind, that he was trying to lose. He didn’t care about the prize anymore. He just wanted the game to be over.
 
   The door behind them opened. Jareld expected to see Corthos come out. He had been getting progressively better over the last few days, and Jareld had anticipated him being back on his feet by now.
 
   But instead, it was Lady Vye, her arm in a sling.
 
   “Good morning, boys,” she said.
 
   “How are you feeling?” Michael asked.
 
   “I won’t be running any marathons anytime soon,” she said. “But I could play a game of chess without passing out.”
 
   “Have you been able to…” Michael asked.
 
   “No,” Vye said, holding up her crippled hand. “I still can’t use any magic. I just don’t like lying around all day.”
 
   “Well,” Michael said, “Jareld’s right. We can’t wait here much longer. If you can walk, I think we have to consider moving on.”
 
   “What about Corthos?” Jareld said.
 
   “He’s already started packing,” Vye said.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 82: The Lost King
 
    
 
   Corthos and Vye were both a bit weak, and the company needed to rest often. Michael and Jareld took turns supporting one or the other while they ambled down the corridors of the Castle Zenith. Flopson would wander ahead and scout out each subsequent hallway, then return with a report. Finally, they came to a stairwell and descended all the way down to the first floor.
 
   “That’s it,” Michael said, when they cleared the landing. “That’s the tapestry.”
 
   Jareld recognized it right away. A famous piece commissioned by the original residents of the Castle Zenith. With the corner torn off. The corner that Gabriel had stolen. The clue that had led them here. And suddenly, Jareld knew exactly where he was. He was standing twenty paces from the Dragon’s chamber.
 
   “Well,” Jareld said, consulting his map, “Down this hallway is the chamber where the sword is presumably hidden. And the main corridor here,” Jareld indicated the wide passage before them, “Is where Devesant is.”
 
   “I can’t believe we’re so close to the Dragon,” Michael said. “We’re in no shape to go that way.”
 
   “I don’t think there is a shape we could be in,” Vye said.
 
   “True,” Michael said. “But I have to try.”
 
   “We should wait,” Vye said. “I’ll get better with some rest. Corthos is recovering, slowly but surely.”
 
   “I can’t wait any longer. She’s been in there, a captive, almost four days now. We have to press forward.”
 
   Michael took a couple of steps down the hall, waving the torch before him. The light barely made a dent in the vast space. The regal décor of the Castle Zenith seemed untouched by the ages, and appeared far too peaceful to prepare anyone for the famous Great Wyrm that waited in the Grand Hall.
 
   “Your Grace,” Jareld said, coming up behind the Count, “Listen for a moment.”
 
   “What is it, Jareld?”
 
   Jareld invited the Count a little further down the hall, out of earshot of the others.
 
   “We don’t stand a chance. You want to go fight Devesant, you’re going to lose, and we’re all going to die.”
 
   “But…?”
 
   “But, just down that hall is the Saintskeep.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “It might be helpful to have it, in a fight against the Dragon.”
 
   “It didn’t help the King,” Michael said, “And I wouldn’t dare use it, as I’m not the King. Hell, there is no King. The Royal Family was all killed. But we’ve placed Emily Rone in charge.”
 
   “Actually, there hasn’t been a King for over a hundred years. When King James II died, the line of Kings died.”
 
   “But King John succeeded him.”
 
   “He was an illegitimate son of the Queen’s. Prince Andrew would have had to take the throne.”
 
   Michael looked back at the others, to make sure none of them had heard.
 
   “Who else knows about this?” Michael said.
 
   “Corthos knows, though I doubt he cares.”
 
   “That is extremely dangerous information. I wouldn’t go telling everybody about it.”
 
   “Sir Dorn, the last Knight of the League of the Owl, hid the sword so that only the rightful heir could reclaim it. And what better chance than now.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Michael asked, exasperated. 
 
   “You.”
 
   Michael leaned his head in, his eyes asking the question for him.
 
   “It must be you.”
 
   Michael frowned in order to ask the question a second time.
 
   “Count Michael Deliem, son of Count Alexander Deliem, son of Count Roger Deliem, son of the Countess Marianne Deliem. She had earned the title by marrying Count Gregory Deliem, but they never had children. The Deliem’s continued when Marianne married Lord Raymond Rone, son of Andrew Rone.”
 
   “Wait,” Michael said, “Are you telling me you know my heritage better than I do?”
 
   “I’m a very good scholar,” Jareld said.
 
   “And that my great grandmother was married to the son of the second Prince of King James II?”
 
   “Technically, the first Prince. Andrew had only one son, and Raymond had your grandfather. That’s the line of Kings, right there. It’s been hidden in plain sight for a century.”
 
   “When did you figure this out?”
 
   “Remember when I stumbled into the room, during the fight?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, I had been trying to figure it out ever since I read Sir Dorn’s reports. I knew there must be someone, somewhere, who had descended from the Kings. When I saw you there, it hit me like a ton of bricks. You’re the oldest son in a line of oldest sons. You’re the King.”
 
   Michael’s jaw dropped to save him the trouble of saying something in awe.
 
   “So, what does this have to do with finding the Saintskeep?” he managed, after a moment.
 
   “Well, I can’t get it without your help,” Jareld said, “So I was hoping you’d help me before you and your friends tossed yourselves in front of a Dragon’s fire.”
 
   Michael narrowed his eyes.
 
   “Come on,” Jareld said, “It’s just down this hall.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 83: The Last Tactic
 
    
 
   The forces under Duke Avonshire’s charge fell quickly. Once again, the Turin suffered almost no losses, while the Rone were destroyed completely. It took the Turin only a day to defeat them, and then they were ready to move south.
 
   Emily Rone was no tactician, but even with such expert help as Landos was able to provide, there was little she could do. Upon hearing of Avonshire’s demise, she tried to reposition everyone, in order to better defend the countryside. But it all seemed hopeless.
 
   By the end of the second day, the troops under Lord Endior were engaged with the enemy. By just playing the numbers, it didn’t look like they would last the night.
 
   Landos received a message to that effect as the sun set in Hartstone. He went immediately to the War Room.
 
   “Your Majesty,” Landos said, “This isn’t going to work.”
 
   “What do you mean, Lieutenant?”
 
   “We can’t engage the enemy piecemeal. We have to throw everything at him at once.”
 
   “It sounds like that will end it all the faster.”
 
   “It’s also our only chance. Each of our units is outmatched if they stand alone.”
 
   “What do you recommend?”
 
   “Have everyone converge,” Landos said, pointing to the map, “here.”
 
   Hartstone, the capital. Their best fortification. Right where they stood.
 
   “How do you suggest we get the enemy to meet us here?”
 
   “Send a message to Endior. Have them call a retreat now. They’ll get here with the enemy on their tails.”
 
   Emily considered this for a moment. She never wanted to have anything to do with military matters. She had assumed her life would be a horrible trial of producing children for Timothy Brimford. Now it was all about keeping the last fighting army of the Kingdom alive.
 
   “Sounds like you have a plan,” Emily said. “Good luck.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 84: The Writing on the Wall
 
    
 
   The Castle Zenith had been meticulously designed. Besides the Grand Hall, which would have been quite grand if anyone had ever used it for a party, there was the Banquet Hall, the Blue Room, and the Apple Room, which should have been next to some apple orchards, but obviously, there were some real estate issues at the moment.
 
   There were also thirty noble quarters, one hundred servant quarters, and ten state quarters, for out of town guests. Three stables and two kitchens. Six stairwells. And one coatroom.
 
   Neither Sir Dorn nor Master Jareld could have known the original purpose of the room they entered (in their respective centuries) but it was the coatroom. Because the room had never been used, it seemed to be just a long stretch of empty space.
 
   Flopson and Corthos rested outside the door, but Michael and Vye stepped into the room behind Jareld. Jareld checked the map, and then checked the room. He was right where he should have been. He was at the X.
 
   He waved the torch back and forth, checking each section of the room. It wasn’t until he got to the end of the room that he found what he was looking for.
 
   Someone had inscribed something on the wall.
 
   “Thor, take a look--” Jareld said, before catching himself. The inscription was that of a family tree. At first, Jareld couldn’t make sense of it, but then he saw where it started:
 
   J II
 
   The top member of the tree was written in a little square. As was the tradition in family trees in Atinlay, men were in squares, women in triangles. This was meant to represent James II. From J II, lines indicated his five children. J in a square, M in a triangle, A in a square, O in a triangle, and L in a square. John, Meredith, Andrew, Olivia, and Lawrence. But then Jareld noticed that all the lines connecting the children to James II were solid, except for John’s, which was dashed.
 
   Jareld pressed his hand against the tree, dragging his hand down Andrew’s line. When his hand reached Andrew’s square, the stone pressed into the wall slightly.
 
   Jareld jumped back. He had triggered something. Clearly, Andrew’s name on the wall was a button. He looked around. Nothing had changed.
 
   “Your Grace?” Jareld called.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Anything happen down there?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Never mind, then.”
 
   Jareld looked back at the tree. The complex inscription followed John’s children, and also Andrew’s children, for five generations. Something wasn’t sitting well with Jareld.
 
   Jareld dragged his hand down Andrew’s line to the square R, indicating his son, Raymond. The square also pressed in, making a subtle click. Jareld dragged his finger down to the next R, indicating Roger, then to the A, indicating Alexander, and then to an M, indicating Michael.
 
   When the M clicked, a small space in the floor opened up.
 
   Jareld held the torch over the space. It was too dark to see, but clearly there was room under the floor. Suddenly, Jareld thought he knew why Sir Dorn had taken so long to return from the Caves. He would have had to build this contraption.
 
   But that wasn’t what bothered Jareld. What bothered Jareld was the fact that the contraption had recorded the history of the line of Kings up to the present date, when they should have ended four generations earlier. How did Dorn inscribe the unborn names?
 
   Jareld looked back at the family tree for a moment. The engravings looked old, but there it was, in plain sight. Michael Deliem, born only twenty-eight years earlier, on the wall.
 
   Jareld looked closer. There was something else, at the bottom of the family tree. A dashed line emerging from Michael. The line led to a square, but there was no letter in it.
 
   A dashed line…
 
   “What is it?” Michael said from behind Jareld.
 
   Jareld was startled, but for once in his life, he hid it well.
 
   “I found this chamber,” Jareld said. “I think I have to go down.”
 
   “You shouldn’t go alone,” Michael said.
 
   “Actually, I’m convinced you have to go with me. Based on what I’ve read, Sir Dorn’s primary concern was to make sure that only a descendent of the King could retrieve the sword.”
 
   “Did you come all this way hoping to run into such a person?” Michael said.
 
   “When we started the journey,” Jareld said, “When Thor and I set out, we didn’t know that was how it was going to go. Also, I didn’t think I would live to get this far.”
 
   “Well,” Michael said, “Shall we?”
 
   Vye held a rope while Michael and then Jareld lowered themselves into the pit. A moment later, Corthos also lowered himself in.
 
   “Aye, matey,” he said, clutching his side, “You come to the X on the map, and ya dunnot invite me?”
 
   “Sorry,” Jareld said. “How thoughtless.”
 
   “Nay, all is forgiven. Let us find a treasure.”
 
   The chamber was only a few meters wide, but turned a corner and became a small passageway. The three of them went cautiously down.
 
   The passageway they were in was actually built with the castle. It was a secret tunnel that would allow the King’s mistress to escape to the coat room, retrieve her belongings, and leave quietly. When the Castle had been commissioned, the King had insisted on such a tunnel.
 
   But some modifications had been made. The trap door was never supposed to be opened from the coat room; that would have presented a security risk. Also, it wasn’t supposed to lead to the Blue Room.
 
   Jareld, Michael, and Corthos emerged in the room so named for the conspicuous overuse of the color blue. Banners, carpets, painted tiles, and furniture adorned the room in a tasteful yet overwhelming example of monochromaticism. They, in fact, had entered from a secret door behind a large painting of an evening sky.
 
   Again, however, some modifications had been made. In the center of the room, instead of the antique tea table that the designers had planned on, there was a sarcophagus.
 
   Jareld went up to the tomb. He held the torch up to it:
 
   Sir Martin: 435 – 471
 
   “What’s wrong, Jareld?” Michael asked.
 
   “This shouldn’t be here,” Jareld said.
 
   Knights, even those who served the King, never received such ornate burials. A sarcophagus? Kind of presumptuous. Jareld knew there must be more to it.
 
   He swept a layer of dust off the cover. Someone had carved instructions. In Atinlay. And there was a keyhole.
 
   “We dunnot have a key,” Corthos said.
 
   “Not sure it would have helped,” Michael pointed out. Jareld was standing on a small pile of bones and keys. Others had tried this before. And had apparently paid the price.
 
   Jareld scanned the text. It was the poem. Again. And again, with one word misspelled. It should have said, “green.” But instead, the word meant, “the color of blood.” The color of blood...
 
   “It wouldn’t have helped,” Jareld concluded. “No key will open this lock.”
 
   “Then we’ve come all this way for naught,” Corthos said, crestfallen.
 
   “Not quite. This is more than a tomb. I think Sir Martin was buried with the Saintskeep. I think it’s under this cover stone. But we don’t need a key. We need the blood of the Kings.”
 
   Michael circled the warrior’s tomb. Thoughts racing through his head. Mysteries, riddles, half-remembered dreams.
 
   “All of this,” Michael said, “Was to protect the Saintskeep from falling into the wrong hands? For a sword forged by Rone the Great?”
 
   “Actually, it wasn’t forged by Rone,” Jareld said. “It’s much older than that.”
 
   “I thought I remember...”
 
   “I discovered it in my first year at Seneca,” Jareld muttered. “Turns out he was just bragging about forging the sword. To help his legend.”
 
   “So who did forge it?”
 
   “Nobody knows. I researched it for years. There are stories about the sword on other continents, in other eras. A hundred legends attribute it to a hundred different dragons, kings, and gods. But it’s also supposed to have great powers. They say it gives you command. That Rone the Great wouldn’t have been so Great without it.”
 
   “But for right now...” Michael started.
 
   “We need the blood of the King. The oldest living son, in a line of first sons, descending from Prince Andrew.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   Jareld nodded. Michael took a deep breath. He didn’t want a sword. He didn’t want to be the lost descendent of the Kings. He wanted Sarah.
 
   “You have to try,” Jareld said. “Don’t you find it strange? The bloodlines. The serendipity of you being here, against all odds. Somebody set this all in motion before we knew we were pawns in this game.”
 
   “Alright, stand back guys,” Michael said. He stepped up to Sir Martin’s burial site. Held his hand over the lock and drew his knife. He gripped the blade and slid his palm along the sharp edge. Blood dribbled from his fist, falling into the keyhole.
 
   For a second nothing happened. Silence and stillness filled the air. But then, the floor rumbled, and the cover split in two, and the halves opened to either side.
 
   Inside rested the skeleton of Sir Martin. Still in his League of the Owl garb, though it was torn and frayed. Beside his body were two items. The first was a crown. It wasn’t a gaudy headpiece for formal affairs, Jareld knew. It was a battle helm designed for the King. The sort of thing you don when you have to rescue the Queen from the Great Wyrm Devesant.
 
   The second item was a sword. The Saintskeep. Jareld knew it by every picture ever drawn, by every description in every journal he’d ever read about the item. But even if he didn’t know all of those things, he would have known it from its pure majesty. It was something that could not be seen, nor heard, nor explained. Only the three of them, in that room, truly knew what the sword was.
 
   “Congratulations,” Jareld said.
 
   “Jareld,” Michael said, “I can’t be the King.”
 
   “Sorry, Your Majesty. I can’t do anything about that.”
 
   “Don’t call me that. Even if it’s true, I haven’t been coronated yet. We’d need to get the Counts together again. And go through a whole process...”
 
   “Your Majesty,” Jareld said, “We just proved, rather conclusively, that you are the King. The first true King in more than a century. The Counts cannot confer the title of King. It is a right.”
 
   “Even so,” Michael said, “I cannot be coronated. We would need a ship’s captain.”
 
   “Well then,” Corthos said, “Looks like I didn’t come all this way for nothing.”
 
   ---
 
   Michael, Jareld, and Corthos rejoined Vye and Flopson in the main corridor. There, they performed the first, official coronation since King James II had been crowned, more than one hundred and forty years ago.
 
   Michael was crowned, with instruction from Jareld, as His Royal Majesty, King Michael Rone IV. Flopson carried the crown to Corthos, who placed it on Michael’s head. Vye and Jareld were witnesses. Jareld drafted formal papers and had everyone sign them. Though the Kingdom of Rone wouldn’t know it, in the deep, dark Caves, they had reacquired a King.
 
   But as soon as the ceremony was over, Michael turned his attention to matters of a more personal nature.
 
   “Well,” Michael said, “It seems history has a morbid sense of humor. My wife, Sarah, has just unwittingly become the Queen, and she is in the capture of the dragon Devesant. I must get her back. Will you come with me?”
 
   “You can’t go,” Jareld said, quickly adding, “Your Majesty.”
 
   “Why not, Master Jareld,” Michael threw it back in his face.
 
   “You’re the King. The Kingdom is in trouble. You can help.”
 
   “I won’t go back without her.”
 
   “That’s very noble of you,” Jareld said, “But it’s too great a risk.”
 
   “Let me put it this way,” Michael said, “I’m going to turn around in a moment, march up that hall, and challenge Devesant for the return of my wife. Anyone who wants to follow me should stay close behind. Anyone who wants to stop me is going to have to tackle and restrain me.”
 
   Michael was as good as his word, turning on his heel and marching towards the Dragon. Vye didn’t hesitate for a beat. Flopson stayed close to Vye. Corthos and Jareld looked at one another.
 
   “Mehthinks,” Corthos said, “That he is gonna need all the help he can get.”
 
   Corthos drew his sword and followed. Jareld looked down at the sword on his belt. The sword it took two hands for him to lift. The sword that was still caked in the blood of Gerard.
 
   “Come on,” Corthos called over his shoulder, halfway down the hall already, “Ya only live once.”
 
   “True,” Jareld said, taking a few tepid paces forward. “But you also only die once.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 85: The Refugees
 
    
 
   Landos stood at the gate of the Castle Hartstone, looking out over his crowd of soldiers. Already the line of the enemy was marching into sight, surrounding the city. The remnants of Endior’s army had joined them only minutes ago, and as Landos predicted, the Turin army was right behind them. The soldiers of Rone had barely cleared the gate when Argos came marching over the fields.
 
   Emily Rone stood beside Landos.
 
   “Your Majesty,” Landos said, “This is no place for you.”
 
   “Don’t belittle me, Landos,” she said. “I’ve been called upon to do this, and I’ll see it through to what will probably be a very bitter end.”
 
   “I think it would be wise to get you out of here,” Landos said. “If we lose today, which we most likely will, we should have someone left to lead.”
 
   “But lead who?”
 
   “The survivors,” Landos said. “The refugees. Already people are flooding to the south coast and taking any ship there is and escaping. As our ancestors did a long time ago. You’ve done all you can here, but it looks bad, and I think you should go. Lead our people to safety. We’ll give you time to escape.”
 
   “I won’t be able to live with myself, if I abandon you now.”
 
   “You’ll just have to fight through the guilt for the good of the people. You know it will be better for them to have a strong leader.”
 
   “I never really thought of myself as a strong leader. Actually, I’ve never been a leader. Even now, I feel like I didn’t do much along the way.”
 
   “Well,” Landos said, “You’re still the one with the crown, and the people still need a Queen. Get out of the city, before we’re surrounded. Help our people.”
 
   Something strange had passed over Landos. He had reverted to politician-Landos, who had been in hiding for a few weeks. But now, even as Argos counted the number of his enemy, Landos was able to stand and lie, as the best of the politicians can. He was able to convince the Queen to run. The fight would be better with the Queen in the Castle. The Rone would have something to defend. But Landos knew it wouldn’t be enough, and so he lied to her, because he wanted someone to remember him.
 
   Emily didn’t say anything, but she believed Landos, and she left. Even as Argos climbed the last hill before the city, Emily had taken a horse and a couple of guards and fled to the docks. With luck, she would live to see another day.
 
   Landos realized that he only had minutes to live. It wasn’t that he expected to die early in the fight. It was that from the time the fight started to the time he died, he would be doing nothing but fighting. These were the last moments he had to himself.
 
   And so he thought of Sarah. And he thought of the first kiss he had given her, on the catwalk, before the assassinations, and the lost friends, and the war. He remembered everything about that kiss. He remembered her lips, her breath, he remembered being self-conscious about where he put his hands. He remembered thinking how amazing it was that he was kissing Sarah. It wasn’t just that he was kissing anyone. It was the realization that if he could have chosen to kiss anyone, it would have been her, and he was actually doing it.
 
   And then, after a second, he remembered his purpose. There, in the parapet of the Castle Hartstone, he was responsible for the Kingdom’s last stand.
 
   And the odds didn’t look good…
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 86: Devesant
 
    
 
   The corridors outside the Great Hall were dead silent. Michael, Vye, Corthos, Flopson, and Jareld all stood outside the huge oak double-doors, waiting quietly. The torch burning was the loudest sound they could make out.
 
   “Do we, umm… have a plan of some sort?” Vye asked.
 
   “I guess,” Michael said, “We go in, we fight the dragon, we rescue Sarah, we get out.”
 
   Everyone nodded except Vye, who only raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Do you want to be more specific?” Vye asked.
 
   “I don’t know,” Michael said, “I’ve never fought a dragon before. Jareld, how did King James fight the dragon?”
 
   “Well,” Jareld said, considering this. “Well, first of all, there were twenty-six well-trained knights who entered the dragon’s lair, and only three left.”
 
   The five people in the hall made a quick calculation in their heads. Those weren’t good odds.
 
   “Although,” Jareld said, “They did rescue the Queen.”
 
   The five people all nodded in silence; At least the mission was a success.
 
   “Although,” Jareld continued, “Three of the survivors died on the way out of the Caves.”
 
   There was a moment during which none of the five people knew what to think.
 
   “And the last one died several months later from poisoning,” Jareld concluded.
 
   “You didn’t really answer the question,” Michael stated.
 
   “True,” Jareld said, “But there’s only really one account of the actual fight, and mostly it just mentions how many people died. The finer points of tactics aren’t mentioned.”
 
   Michael sighed. Inasmuch as the odds were bad, they weren’t getting any better. And Sarah was in there.
 
   “Alright,” Michael said. “You all know the plan. Let’s go.”
 
   Vye and Corthos each grabbed a handle of the thick doors. Michael and Jareld drew their swords. Flopson just stood back a little. He didn’t seem to be armed, but that didn’t seem to bother him.
 
   On a nod from Michael, Corthos and Vye swung the doors wide open, then drew their weapons.
 
   The torch almost went out. For a brief moment, the company felt the enormous sense of darkness inside the room. The room was cold. And dark. And it smelled very strongly of sulfur.
 
   Jareld held back a coughing reflex. The stench was obscene. It took a couple of seconds for the company to adjust their breathing before Michael took the first steps into the room.
 
   Even walking quietly, their footsteps sounded to them like a drum solo. Together they entered the Great Hall, feeling the breezy, open space of the opulently designed meeting room.
 
   The Great Hall had been built in the same trend as the Castle Zenith itself, through the careful execution of extremes. While the Castle Zenith was supposed to rest on the highest peak in the tallest mountain range, its Great Hall should probably have been called the Greatest Hall.
 
   The room was cavernous, taking up hundreds of thousands of cubic feet. It was meant to host grand banquets, while leaving room for a dance floor, and it had a built-in stage for performers. There were also balconies rising up four stories, and the original design included a vast glass structure at the top, so that on a sunny day, it could be opened, and sunlight could come through.
 
   The current state of the room was a little bleaker. Because the Castle had literally rolled down a mountain, the opening on the top had been destroyed. Because of the way the rocks had landed, however, the ceiling was now comprised of a carefully balanced array of boulders.
 
   The furniture had long ago been destroyed in various fights between Devesant and assorted knights, adventurers, treasure-hunters, and the occasional spelunkers. There were still random bits of charred wood scattered around the room, representing the plethora of mahogany tables, oak chairs, and balsa benches.
 
   But there was no metal at all to be found. What loose metal was once in the room had been added to Devesant’s hoard. Like most of his kind, Devesant enjoyed accumulating vast treasures and keeping them for himself. Currently, his hoard was taking up two of the balconies, three floors up.
 
   Most conspicuously, the party could not see Devesant.
 
   But Devesant was there, hiding in the rafters. While Dragons are most famous for their large size and great power, they are also devious, alert, and stealthy. Devesant had long ago dug himself an alcove out of four adjacent balconies, right above the main entrance. This was his favorite resting spot. It allowed him to see his treasure trove, across the way. And it allowed him to note who entered before people thought to look in his direction. He had spent considerable time barring all the other entrances into the room. In theory, the only way to enter Devesant’s lair was to do it literally right under his nose.
 
   Devesant also knew the comings and goings of the Castle Zenith. The creatures of the dark always kept in touch, and in this case, Devesant had known that Michael was coming to rescue his Queen.
 
   For several seconds, Devesant watched the party fan out, look around, and stare in wonder at the sheer size of his lair. He sized them up. He decided he did not have to worry.
 
   “Where is he?” Corthos whispered aloud to the group.
 
   “Where is she?” Michael corrected. “If we don’t have to fight the Dragon, I’m perfectly happy to leave with Sarah.”
 
   Devesant looked over to the southern-most balcony on the second tier. Even in the pitch darkness, he could see Sarah there. She had been well-kept in her captivity, at the request of the one who had brought her to him.
 
   It had been four days ago when the stranger had appeared in the middle of his lair. A man named Argos.
 
   Devesant, not knowing about this creature, was startled for only the fourth time in his two thousand, seven hundred, fifty-five year life. Feeling threatened, he immediately went on the offensive.
 
   “What thief wanders into my night?” Devesant said, in his usual low snarl.
 
   “I am no thief,” Argos had said. “I am a bringer of gifts.”
 
   “I do not capture women for sport,” Devesant said, seeing Argos’ only bit of luggage. He landed next to Argos, spread his wings, and walked menacingly around the Turin Master.
 
   “She is not for sport, Master Dragon. She is the bait.”
 
   “Bait for what?” Devesant scowled.
 
   “For the prize item of your treasury. For the Sword of Kings.”
 
   “The Saintskeep?” Devesant said. “You know where it is?”
 
   “Yes,” Argos said.
 
   “Bring it to me!”
 
   “It will come to you. Be patient.”
 
   “It was stolen from me, long ago. If you know where it is, bring it to me!”
 
   “I will not.”
 
   “Then die!”
 
   Devesant inhaled deeply, and exhaled the full power of his fiery breath onto Argos. But Argos did not move, and he was not charred. He held out a hand before him, like he was checking his nails. The fire engulfed him, but he just stood still, in complete Zen.
 
   Devesant ran out of breath, but not out of options. He stood full on his hind legs, slapped his tail on the ground for effect, then struck forward with his long neck, snapping at the insolent Turin and his captive.
 
   But his mouth came back empty, and when he looked back, Argos was not there. Devesant spun quickly in all directions, until he saw his would-be prey, waving from one of the second tier balconies.
 
   “You should save your breath,” Argos said, “Literally. You will not be able to hurt me, though I may be one of only five people in the world for whom that is true. I have come to offer you a deal. Will you listen?”
 
   “What do you propose?”
 
   “I need a man killed. He will have the Saintskeep with him, and he will chase this woman, even to the ends of the earth.”
 
   “We’re not far from it now…”
 
   “All you have to do is take good care of this woman, keep her alive, and untouched, until he gets here, then kill him. What you do with everyone else is your business.”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   “That’s it.”
 
   “You seem to be a powerful man,” Devesant said. “Why can’t you fight this man? Is he even more powerful than you? Is he a great sorcerer, or the son of a god?”
 
   “He is no such thing,” Argos said. “He is a mortal man. He has no special function.”
 
   “Then why…?”
 
   “Because, I am not allowed to fight him.”
 
   With that, the man disappeared. Devesant checked the balcony where he had been, and found the young woman. She was beautiful. He thought for a moment that he could break his usual rules about sporting with his captives, but the man had said she should be untouched.
 
   And his reward would be the Saintskeep.
 
   The Saintskeep had once been the prize item of his treasury. There were many old items in his keeping, but the Saintskeep was easily the oldest and most valuable. It had been forged even before Devesant was born, and it held a magical power rarely seen these days. It had been the King’s Sword for the Kingdom of Rone for the previous 500 years, but its history started long before that.
 
   For nine hundred years before Rone the Great wielded the sword in victory over the Turin, the sword had rested in Devesant’s piles of gold. Devesant remembered it well, along with the day it was stolen from him. To get it back, he would wait. He would use the girl to get the steel. 
 
   He always kept his ear out, but for the most part, people were under the impression that he had the Saintskeep in his lair, because the common legend suggested that the King had died there. He was always aware of half a dozen adventurers, spread throughout the Caves, looking for the sword in his lair.
 
   Even at that moment, he knew of four expeditions searching the Caves. One group even had a map. What he didn’t know, not even as Jareld entered the Great Hall, was that one of them had made it to him.
 
   Devesant moved, silent as death, repositioning himself over the party. If he wanted to, he could breath fire on them, incinerating the company. But he didn’t want to damage the Saintskeep. He would need to play this more carefully.
 
   He decided to use his voice.
 
   “Who disturbs my peaceful slumber?” the dragon said.
 
   As it turned out, Jareld was one of those people who lost control of his bladder. Vye, Corthos, and Michael were the sort who were frozen for a moment, then dove for cover.
 
   Flopson, upon hearing the voice, was nowhere to be seen.
 
   Devesant enjoyed seeing Jareld standing, alone, with wet pants, in the middle of the room. His friends had each gone in a different direction, finding some feature of the architecture or the devastation to hide behind.
 
   “Have you come to fight me?” Devesant said. Jareld could only think of his voice. His voice, deep as the earth, both smooth and gravely, as though a duet came out of his mouth whenever he spoke.
 
   “My n-n-name is Jareld. I demand the release of Sarah Ralsean.”
 
   Devesant flapped his wings twice and wind-sailed down to the floor. He kept his wings open as he slapped his tail against the doors, forcing them shut.
 
   “Demand!” Devesant said. If there was anything left in Jareld’s bladder, it would have tried to escape at that point. “Who are you to demand anything?”
 
   “He’s with me,” Michael said, emerging from the shadows. He drew his sword, which Devesant recognized at once. Michael was the one with the Saintskeep. Whatever his name, rank, or position, Devesant did not care. He was the resurrection of the thief who stole the sword in the first place. “My name is King Michael Rone IV, and I hereby demand the return of my Queen.”
 
   “Thief!” Devesant cried, “You shall perish in the flame!”
 
   And then the parley was over, and the attack began.
 
   Still reluctant to use fire, Devesant swung his forward leg at Michael, trying to sweep him into a wall. Michael barely had time to drop backwards, getting out of the way. Corthos, in the meantime, had tumbled in, grabbed the frozen Jareld, and tossed them both behind a nearby pile of rock.
 
   “Methinks you are outmatched,” Corthos said. “Yer the brains o’ this operation, but per’aps you should stay out of the fight. Go hide over there, and we’ll get you when we win!”
 
   With that, Corthos sprung back over the rocks and into the action, not giving Jareld enough time to ask what the contingency plan was if they lost.
 
   Vye, meanwhile, had not been idle. She had found a crossbow in one of the abandoned rooms while Michael and Jareld had been off retrieving the Saintskeep. She would have preferred to fight with her sword, but her left arm was still in a sling, and she couldn’t balance herself correctly.
 
   As with everything else she tried, Vye was a very good shot. And she was just strong enough to load the contraption with her good arm and her right boot. She hefted the crossbow onto her injured arm, which she used as a perch. It wasn’t ideal, but she could manage it.
 
   Michael ran for cover as Devesant repeatedly tried to stomp him with his clawed paw. Michael didn’t have a chance to get a swing in, he could only barely avoid being squashed.
 
   Corthos flanked Devesant from the other side, trying to attack while the dragon was looking the other way. He swung his sword, hard, four times at Devesant’s left paw and torso. But his sword couldn’t do any damage. It was like swinging a sword at a thick tree. A steel-reinforced, thick tree.
 
   Devesant, noticing the slight tingling sensation on his left flank, craned his neck to see the assailant, then quickly opened his wings, brushing Corthos eight feet back, airborne, and landing hard on the stone floor.
 
   This gave Michael the chance to attack. He jabbed the Saintskeep into Devesant’s right shoulder, making a real cut and getting quite a yell out of the beast. In anger, he snapped his neck forward, biting Michael’s right shoulder, and shaking his prey in his mouth.
 
   Then there was the sharp click of a crossbow.
 
   The bolt was aimed for Devesant’s left eye from across the room. But the light was poor and the dragon was moving, and even Lady Vye couldn’t hit her mark. But because the dragon’s mouth was open, the bolt caught itself in his gum, on one of the left bicuspids.
 
   Immediately, Devesant roared in pain, spitting out the injured King and filling up the room with such a sound that a low-grade earthquake registered several miles away.
 
   Vye let the end of the crossbow flop to the floor. She stomped her boot down, jacking the handle up with her shoulders. She loaded her next shot, swung the weapon over her arm, and fired again.
 
   The bolt embedded itself in Devesant’s neck. The damage was small, but the irritation was extreme.
 
   Michael got to his feet, but Devesant didn’t care. He wanted the archer dead for hurting his tooth. That had became his first priority.
 
   He backhanded Michael into the nearest wall. Michael slammed into the wall before he collapsed onto his hands and knees. He was coughing. He was bloody. Some bones were broken, though he didn’t have time to count them all. He dropped the sword.
 
   With kettle-drum like footsteps, Devesant crossed the length of the Great Hall in seven strides. Vye managed to load and fire twice more, landing bolts in his torso and right leg.
 
   Finally, Devesant cornered Vye, pressing her up to the far wall. He inhaled. No Saintskeep here. Fire would do the trick.
 
   As he exhaled, Vye tumbled to her right, just barely clearing the blaze. The wall glowed for a couple of seconds after Devesant stopped. The light was so intense that everyone suffered from sun spots for a couple of seconds after the smoke cleared.
 
   Vye got to her feet and ran. Devesant took one step, made one turn, and blew fire again. Vye dove forward, clearing a pit in the floor as the fire singed her legs.
 
   Devesant laughed a booming laugh. Vye couldn’t move her legs. She crawled as Devesant took another step forward. He was over her now, looking down. Vye crawled into a corner, drawing her sword and looking up at her assailant. Devesant grinned.
 
   He inhaled.
 
   He breathed fire.
 
   In reflex, Vye put up her left hand. The hand that was marked with death. The hand that had stopped Gerard from killing her.
 
   The fire hit Vye like a heat wave, but when she got together the courage to open her eyes, she could see that it wasn’t hurting her. It was moving around her.
 
   Devesant ran out of breath and looked down at Vye. What manner of woman was this, he thought? Is she of the same breed as the stranger who came earlier?
 
   But he didn’t have time to think. Michael and Corthos, having picked themselves up, had sprinted across the Great Hall and were now attacking the Wyrm from both sides. Vye rolled out from under the beast, dragging herself to safety.
 
   Jareld watched from an alcove as Devesant slapped his tail against Corthos and picked up Michael with his claws. To gain distance, he flew up into the fourth level balcony. Michael was swinging the whole time, jabbing the Saintskeep into Devesant’s right front paw.
 
   Finally, Devesant was forced to release Michael. Michael was airborne for a moment, but managed to grab hold of a third level balcony, and pulled himself up into it.
 
   As he secured his footing, several loose bricks came falling. As Jareld was positioned right under him, he was forced to dive further into the alcove.
 
   Vye felt a shooting pain in her left arm. The magic had come back to her, but it hurt to use it. Also, she felt weak. She didn’t know how much she could do.
 
   “Why?” she said to her own mind, “Why can’t I do what I once did?”
 
   It was then that she remembered Halmir’s words to her, when she had helped him escape into the woods. He had explained that he ran out of magic when he wasn’t in the woods. That he was weak because he had been in the stone prison for a week.
 
   A stone prison. Vye had been underground for days. The magic hadn’t totally abandoned her, but she wasn’t replenishing herself. If she had known more, she would have realized that she was borrowing from her own life in order to cast more spells. In her own way, she was casting The Beyond.
 
   Devesant scanned the Hall from his alcove. The woman had resisted her, but she was still sitting against the wall. The pirate was picking himself up from the ground. The “King” was collapsed in a third level balcony. He had seen the pathetic man scurry into one of the small alcoves in the room. Devesant had never known what was in those alcoves, since he couldn’t fit inside to see.
 
   He didn’t know where the jester was, but at least he wasn’t near the Queen. Even in the dark, Devesant could tell because he couldn’t see anyone in the Queen’s balcony.
 
   Anyone…
 
   Anyone at all…
 
   Devesant suddenly became more alert. He looked around. Left. Right. He looked in every balcony. Where was the Queen?
 
   “Corthos!” someone yelled. “Corthos! Get Lady Vye and get out of here!”
 
   Devesant looked straight down. The pathetic man, Jareld, had emerged from his alcove. He was shouting orders to the others.
 
   Corthos, still dazed from his encounter with Devesant, didn’t wait for an explanation. He sheathed his sword, picked up Lady Vye with both hands, and started carrying her to the door. He would have liked to sprint, but there wasn’t that much power left in his legs.
 
   “Your Majesty!” Jareld called up. “Your Majesty, can you hear me?”
 
   Devesant would not sit still for this. He leapt from the balcony and swept down to the floor. He ignored Corthos and Vye, who were staggering to the door. He had more than ample time to kill them, if he decided to.
 
   “What is your game, little runt!?” Devesant demanded of Jareld. “What are you playing at? Do you want to fight me?”
 
   Devesant closed in on Jareld, but Jareld held his ground.
 
   “Your Majesty, if you can hear me, I need you to do something for me,” Jareld called. “There’s a small sandbag in the corner of the balcony you’re in. I need you to grab a hold of the rope attached to it. I need you to grab it and not let go.”
 
   “The others, they have swords. They have magic. They have courage, training, prowess. What do you have that could possibly help you now?”
 
   “A rudimentary understanding of theatrics,” Jareld retorted, scurrying back into his alcove.
 
   The alcove he had run into was actually the fly rail system for the Great Hall. Because of the complicated nature of the curtains, staging areas, and movable walls, this small room had been built to operate the whole affair.
 
   Jareld had never worked in theatre, really, but he took an architecture class which included complex diagrams of famous theatres. Also, he had taken the Towers’ only theatre practical training, but only because he knew that Olivia Watkins was taking it. That two-week course had taught him the quick and dirty of running a fly rail system.
 
   Because he couldn’t fight the Dragon, Jareld had spent his time hiding counting the balconies. He figured out the numbering system. He knew where the curtain ropes were.
 
   He found the ropes for the balcony in where the Dragon had deposited Michael. He pulled the back rope, forcing the sandbag up. It felt heavy enough to convince him that Michael was holding on. He was lifting the King out of the balcony.
 
   When he had lifted the ropes about ten feet, he switched to the other one. The weight was on his side now, as Michael had cleared the balcony, holding onto the curtain ropes. All he had to do was add resistance, to make sure Michael didn’t fall too fast.
 
   ---
 
   Michael was almost out of it. He almost didn’t have the presence of mind to follow Jareld’s instructions. It had taken what he thought was the last of his strength to climb into the balcony. After being slammed against a wall, and crushed in the claws of a dragon, and bitten in the shoulder, he wouldn’t have thought it possible to grab the rope.
 
   But fortune bore him out, and he had deposited himself right next to the curtain. The rope was right in front of him. While his brain tried to reason with him, and explain to him that it wanted him to pass out, he decided to ignore the pain, ignore the weariness, ignore the sense of death, and grab the rope.
 
   As soon as he had grabbed it, the rope tugged suddenly up, pulling Michael out of the balcony. He was now dangling from the sandbag over the open space. Devesant was directly below him.
 
   Then, about ten feet up, the rope changed directions. Now it was lowering Michael down. Slowly. And Devesant was waiting for him.
 
   But Jareld hadn’t been working out. While his leg muscles had improved from all the hiking and climbing, his arm muscles weren’t up to snuff, and the rope started to slip. He tried to control Michael’s descent, but the rope burned his hands, and the weights were gaining momentum.
 
   Michael saw that he was falling fast towards the dragon. Right into the Devesant’s mouth. His speed was increasing. Devesant was poised to snap his jaw down on Michael’s ribcage.
 
   But Michael was also spinning. The rope hadn’t been properly unwound, and the kinks were opening themselves as he fell, so he was also turning, slowly, while falling, quickly.
 
   Before Michael could think about what he was doing, his legs made contact with the wall. He pressed into the wall, then ejected himself as far as his body could manage.
 
   Devesant was waiting. Waiting with bloody breath. Waiting for his prey. Michael kept falling to him, falling to him, almost there, almost there…
 
   Devesant’s jaw snapped forward to consume Michael. Michael repelled off the wall and swung over Devesant’s head, positioning him right beside Devesant’s neck.
 
   Michael held the Saintskeep out and swung hard, catching Devesant just under the jaw. The sword dragged down, slowing Michael’s fall, and also tearing Devesant’s neck from jaw to torso.
 
   Michael landed with a thud. Devesant screamed. But the wound in his neck, from where he made his fire, was split open. He was losing his control, the fire blasting across the walls as the behemoth staggered around the Great Hall.
 
   Jareld felt the room shake, and even felt the heat searing through the stone wall as Devesant struggled against his own death throws.
 
   Jareld pulled one more lever, then ran.
 
   In the Great Hall, Jareld scurried out from the alcove only meters away from Devesant. The Wyrm’s eyes were bloody. His mouth was making a constant stream of fire. Blood and smoke were gushing and steaming out of his neck, making the room wet, noxious, and thick.
 
   Jareld saw Michael, dragging himself toward the door. Jareld didn’t know the extent of Michael’s injuries, but he could see Michael was not going to make it on his own.
 
   Jareld ran around Devesant, put himself under Michael’s arm, and dragged/carried him to the doors.
 
   Devesant turned to them, with as much motion as he could still control. It wouldn’t take much, Jareld thought, to wipe them both out. Michael was as far as you’d want a human to go before dying, and Jareld had the stamina of a lame raccoon.
 
   Devesant couldn’t inhale, but he could flail about, and his body was now expelling powerful forces of magic.
 
   But before he could deal the final blow, the first boulder hit him.
 
   That last lever Jareld had pulled, the one he pulled just before leaving the fly rail room, was the reason a boulder hit Devesant. While he had been hiding in the fly rail room, Jareld had noticed that particular lever, the one that was with many flags and had the word “Danger” written on it in ten languages. It was the lever that opened the glass ceiling, in case you wanted to let the pure sunlight in.
 
   The glass had broken long ago, and the rocks and boulders that had falling in their place had balanced themselves perfectly, but the framework was still there. The four bars that held the windows in place, once upon a time, were still there, resting, as part of the balanced rock formation.
 
   So, before Jareld left the alcove, he had pulled the lever. He had disturbed the perfect balance. He had hoped to be clear of the room before the real damage happened. But as with everything since the finding of the erroneous journal entries, back in the Towers, things hadn’t gone according to Jareld’s plan.
 
   The first boulder hit Devesant in the left wing. It didn’t do any major damage, but it would leave a bruise the size of a door.
 
   It was the second boulder that broke the Dragon’s spine.
 
   Jareld moved as fast as his body could carry himself and the King. Rocks started falling around him, each one redefining the word, “close.”
 
   Jareld saw the door, fifteen paces away, but knew he only had the energy for five more steps. Then, a boulder exploded three feet from him, and he and Michael fell over, coated in dusty debris.
 
   There was nothing left. Jareld couldn’t move. Michael couldn’t move. The door was only a short distance away, but it was a short distance too far.
 
   And then, over the sound of the crumbling rocks, and over the dying gasps of the dragon, and through the smoke, and through the fire, and through the blood, Jareld heard the most gorgeous sound he had ever heard.
 
   It was a tenor, singing a beautiful rendition of a beautiful song. It was from some opera, and when Jareld recovered from the concussion, perhaps he would remember which one. But it was an uplifting piece, about dreams, and triumphs, and surviving the death of your father, or some such nonsense.
 
   Jareld couldn’t even remember the translation of the words, but he was comforted by them. He was soothed.
 
   And then he heard another sound he did not expect. It was someone laughing. Jareld turned his head, and saw through the eye that wasn’t covered in blood Michael, lying on his back, most of his bones broken, bleeding, and dying. But he was laughing. Jareld didn’t understand why, but he was laughing.
 
   “He can sing!” Michael said through his laughs/death-coughs, “Who would have thought he could sing?!”
 
   After that, Jareld couldn’t remember much. The singing got louder, and then he and Michael were lifted up and run out of the room. The stones collapsed around them as they went through the doors. Then, Jareld felt himself getting very dizzy, all of a sudden, and he passed out.
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Chapter 87: The Siege
 
    
 
   The day was growing long.
 
   Landos looked out over the battlefield. The grass just north of Hartstone Castle had become a sea of dead bodies. Almost all of them were from the Kingdom.
 
   Landos had started the battle with approximately fifteen thousand soldiers, fighting against Argos’ twenty-nine thousand. With the Castle around them, the scholarly assumption would be that it was an even fight. But anyone watching the battle knew that the Rone didn’t stand a chance.
 
   The soldiers of the Kingdom fought hard, and fought well. But the Turin seemed to be catching every lucky break in the book, while the Rone seemed to be falling at the first touch of combat. It was a magic that none could explain, even when they could use it. And Argos could use it.
 
   Besides the devastating mismatch between the ranks of soldiers, Argos himself was a factor. At several points, he would unleash a meteor of fire, or a sweep of lightning. Occasionally, he just drew his sword and charged into a group of spearmen. When the melee was over, he was always the only one standing.
 
   Landos watched, helplessly, as his army was depleted. Scores of dead bodies fell in every direction, and the Turin marched nearer to the Castle.
 
   Finally, Landos sounded the retreat. Those soldiers as could make it to the gates ran for cover. The others perished. Landos closed the gates. The siege was on.
 
   If someone had time to count, they would have discovered that on the battlefield outside, ten thousand Rone soldiers had died. By comparison, only two thousand Turin soldiers had perished. It was the greatest loss the Turin had suffered, and it wasn’t nearly enough.
 
   The Turin didn’t have many siege weapons with them, but as it turned out, Argos could double for one in a pinch. The north wall didn’t collapse at the first spell he cast, but after causing a minor earthquake under the northeast corner of Castle Hartstone, the walls came tumbling down.
 
   Landos ran through the halls.
 
   “Calvin!” he shouted, “Calvin!”
 
   The very earth shook as the north wall continued to give way. Landos stumbled a bit, but then kept running. A soldier ran the other way, carrying a missive.
 
   “Have you seen Calvin?” Landos asked the soldier.
 
   “Sir,” the soldier said, “Calvin died at the gate getting the last units in.”
 
   The rumbling stopped, but then the Turin let out a battle cry and charged over the rubble and into the courtyard. Through a window, Landos was able to see the onslaught continue to get closer and closer to the keep.
 
   “Who’s in charge of the west wall?” Landos yelled over the din.
 
   “A Lord Kelliwick from Arwall,” the soldier said.
 
   “Tell him to get his men off the wall,” Landos said. “They’ll do more good in the courtyard than they will dying when the wall collapses.”
 
   “Yes, sir!” the soldier ran off. 
 
   Landos kept running. He didn’t even know what he had set out to do, and he was pretty sure it was pointless anyway. They were all going to die.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 88: The Eye of the Storm
 
    
 
   Jareld woke to a warm sensation in his chest.
 
   The warmth started at his diaphragm, then spread to each muscle, each bone, each limb. As it spread, it found pain that Jareld didn’t know was there, but then released the pain before Jareld truly had to experience it. It was soothing. It was refreshing.
 
   Finally, he tried to remember who he was. Before he opened his eyes, the first thing he noticed was the smell. For the first time in a long time, he smelled fresh grass. It was the sweetest smell he could remember.
 
   Then, he became aware of singing in the background. It was the same beautiful tenor, singing a different song now, with a slightly faster tempo and slightly sillier lyrics. Something about a cow falling in love with a fence.
 
   Finally, Jareld opened his eyes. It hurt to do so, because there was a bright light shining down on him. He realized that the bright light was the moon, which was nearly full, and was coming down onto the clearing of grass upon which he was resting.
 
   Then Jareld noticed the woman standing over him, pressing her hand against his abdomen.
 
   “Lady Vye,” Jareld said. “How long…”
 
   “You’ve been unconscious for nearly seven hours, as best as I can tell,” she said. “I was also unconscious for a while.”
 
   Jareld turned his head, feeling his neck muscles move from complete stiffness. Corthos was sitting against a tree, resting. Flopson was in a branch of the same tree, singing.
 
   “Sorry,” Vye said. “I came to you last. It looked like you’d pull through anyway.”
 
   Jareld lifted himself onto his elbows, taking in the landscape. They were near a fortress, which rested up a hill to the south. Currently, they rested in a small alcove of a forest. Jareld could see an old rope ladder that climbed up into a large oak tree. The rope was very old, and probably wouldn’t support more than a child at this point.
 
   “We’re just outside the House of Vye,” Lady Vye said. “This is a place I used to go, when I was younger, with my brothers. When we were leaving the dragon’s lair, I decided to transport us all here. I figured it would be safe.”
 
   Vye recounted briefly how Corthos had carried her out, and how she decided then to open a portal, even if it killed her. It nearly did. Not being able to think clearly, she thought of the one place she was very familiar with, and found the strength to open a door of smoke.
 
   She didn’t accomplish this without a penalty, however. Her left hand, which had been dying, was now completely useless. She hadn’t been able to move it since then. She was wearing a metal gauntlet, which was strapped to her arm with a leather belt. Jareld could see the black veins crawling up her elbow, like little arms of death.
 
   Flopson had already been waiting outside the Great Hall of the Castle Zenith with the unconscious Sarah Deliem (Now Sarah Rone). Jareld knew this much, because he had seen Flopson escape with the Queen while Devesant had been engaged with Michael, Corthos, and Vye.
 
   Corthos and Flopson, the least injured of the group, went back into the Great Hall and retrieved Michael and Jareld, then returned, just as Vye was about to pass out. They barely got everyone through the door before Vye collapsed and the door evaporated.
 
   Corthos had tended to the wounds of everyone as best he could, but eventually Vye, now in a more natural surrounding, had woken up and was able to apply magic to heal herself. Once she was able to do that, her energy returned faster, and she was able to heal Michael, Sarah, and Corthos. But she always needed to rest after each person, and so it had taken quite some time.
 
   Vye further explained that ever since Michael and Sarah had been conscious and healthy, they had retired to the House of Vye, where Vye hoped they were resting comfortably. She didn’t mind sharing with Jareld, however, that she thought the two of them weren’t getting much sleep at all.
 
   “That reminds me of something,” Jareld said.
 
   “Sex?”
 
   “Babies.”
 
   “Aren’t you romantic?” Vye scoffed, sitting against a nearby tree.
 
   “No, there’s something very important…about Michael’s kids.”
 
   “Michael doesn’t have any kids,” Vye said, nodding back at the House of Vye, “Yet.”
 
   Jareld’s mind was a swimming mess. There was something terribly important that he was sure he was supposed to remember, but his body and mind had been through so much in the past weeks…
 
   Jareld turned suddenly when Lady Vye sniffled.
 
   “Are you alright?” Jareld ventured.
 
   “Yeah, yeah,” Vye said, “I’m just exhausted.”
 
   “My friend died, too,” Jareld said. “You know, if you wanted to talk about it.”
 
   Vye smiled.
 
   “Thanks,” she said. “Not yet, though, huh? We may not live long enough to grieve.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Jareld said.
 
   “Just that there’s plenty of dying left to do,” said a voice behind Jareld, “Though let us hope it isn’t our deaths that must come.”
 
   Jareld stood and brushed himself off. Michael and Sarah entered the alcove, arm in arm.
 
   “Master Jareld,” Michael said, “It is good to see you on your feet.”
 
   “And you, Your Majesty,” Jareld said, bowing. Then, he turned to Sarah, “Your Majesty, Master Jareld of Brimford at your service.”
 
   “A pleasure,” Sarah said, curtseying. “I hear we both owe you much.”
 
   “Just in the right place at the right time,” Jareld said.
 
   “Nonsense,” Michael said. “I doubt one man in a million could have put it all together down there, not to mention getting me out alive using a curtain.”
 
   “You do me too much honor, King Michael,” Jareld blushed.
 
   “Well, as Vye said, we can do all the mourning and praising later, but first, we have one more order of business. I just received the latest information from the Castle Hartstone, and it isn’t good. As things stand, they won’t survive the night. We came back from the brink of death, and we have rested as much as we can be allowed. But now we have to go to war, and it is my hope that our arrival will mark a changing of the tides.”
 
   “How do you figure that five of us are going to change anything?” Vye asked.
 
   “We have this,” Michael said, drawing the Saintskeep and holding it out for the others to see. “I have reason to believe that the power of the Kings of Rone comes from this weapon. That it could give us the strength we need to vanquish our enemy. Will you follow me into battle?”
 
   “Aye, I owe them Turin a few good cuts,” Corthos bellowed, crossing his cutlass over the Sword of Kings.”
 
   “No way I’m missing this fight,” Vye said, adding her blade to the ritual.
 
   “Well,” Jareld said, “You only live once.” He also put his sword in the circle.
 
   “Don’t forget me, stinky-pants.” Flopson’s contribution was his collapsing dagger. But the look in his eyes was, for the first time since anyone could remember, serious.
 
   “For the Kingdom of Rone,” Michael said. They all raised their weapons in a collective, “Hurrah!” It was time to go to war.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 89: The Battle of Deliem
 
    
 
   The company rode swiftly through the night. The moon was bright, the roads were clear, and their horses were fresh. Vye wanted to teleport them there, but Michael thought it would be better if she was fully rested when they faced the enemy.
 
   They finally came over the last hill and beheld the devastation.
 
   Under the night sky, it took some time to gather it all, but the Castle Hartstone was completely surrounded. Dead bodies were everywhere in numbers unfathomable to the eye. The East Wing of the Castle had been destroyed. The North Tower and Wall were gone. The Keep was on fire.
 
   The Turin fought with passion, cohesiveness, and grim determination. The Rone fought in desperation.
 
   “Gentlemen,” Michael said, “Lady Vye. This is it. Whatever it is you think you can do, now is the time to do it. By morning, we may all be dead. But before our deaths, let us be sure the enemy remembers the fight.”
 
   “Where are you going?” Vye asked.
 
   “I’m going to engage the leader,” Michael said.
 
   “As am I,” said Flopson, drawing his pillow.
 
   “No, Flopson,” Michael said, sterner than he had ever spoken to the jester in his life. “I have to fight the villain, because I have the sword. And Vye has to come with me, because I’ll die much faster without her. But anyone else who joins us will die in vain. Flopson, you can do a lot of good out here, but not at my side. This one time I ask you, for only this one time, to find your own path.”
 
   Flopson looked almost hurt, but then straightened up, dropped his pillow, removed his jester’s hat, and saluted. Usually, he would do this in mockery, but everyone there could tell he was doing it in earnest.
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty,” he said, then rode off.
 
   “Let’s go!” Michael said, as he drew the Saintskeep. He did not realize what effect this would have, but it was enormous.
 
   The Saintskeep, called the Sword of Kings, was more than magical. It was imbued with the ability to lead. It would not make a prince out of a pauper, but in the hands of a leader, it could change the tide of battle. It unified. It gave hope. It gave strength.
 
   At once, every soldier of Rone awoke. Even though they didn’t know the line of Kings had survived, or that the King was on the battlefield now, they felt something rise within them. Their hearts beat faster. Their wills turned to iron and their determination became steel. They sensed the opportunity to survive the night, and they were given the desire to grasp victory.
 
   There were fewer than five thousand Rone soldiers left alive, compared to approximately twenty-five thousand Turin, but the fight was finally fair. The magic that Argos was using to make his army superior had been countered. The Saintskeep leveled the battlefield.
 
   Well, it wasn’t quite level. The magic was even, but defending their homes, the Rone were now the better army. And momentum became a factor. Just after the Saintskeep was drawn in battle, Landos ordered the catapults to fire into the heart of the Turin cavalry. The Turin, being accustomed to unexplained victory, couldn’t understand why the volley was well-aimed, nor why it killed more than two hundred men within seconds.
 
   The Turin felt that moment. They could sense that the magic which had protected them for weeks was now failing them. They knew it as their comrades began to die. They suddenly came to the understanding that they couldn’t win. And once someone believes he cannot win, he never will.
 
   Michael charged in, waving his sword high so that all could see it. It glimmered, and the hearts of the Rone were warmed. With Vye on his left, Michael cut a path through all the Turin soldiers that stood before him. Many of the Turin fled at the sight of the Sword. The others were trampled to death.
 
   Jareld did not join the King. For all his heroic talk, he was not prepared for the battle. The stench of death. The scores of the enemy. He was not prepared to fight them all. But as he stood and looked at the devastation, there was one thing he thought he could do.
 
   “Corthos!” he called over the din of battle, “Corthos, come help me!”
 
   “We are in a battle, matey!” Corthos said, dispatching a Turin soldier.
 
   “I know, but I think we can do something very…cool!”
 
   Flopson made good use of himself. He realized that the Turin had been enslaving Rone citizens along the way. These citizens were being used to carry the supplies for the Turin army, under threat of death. Flopson managed to sneak behind enemy lines, without being spotted by any of the Turin, and free those slaves. Then, he armed them all, and had them attack from behind the Turin lines.
 
   Michael and Vye continued to ride into the courtyard. Michael looked about until he spotted the tall, white-haired Turin Master. Finally, in the middle of the field, in the middle of the chaos, in the middle of the night, he encountered Argos.
 
   Argos sensed the Sword. He turned on his horse and stared down Michael and Vye. The three of them dismounted and approached each other. There was no parley. Words were not needed for such an meeting. Michael held forward the Saintskeep. Vye held her own weapon. Argos drew his sword, the Claymore that usually went through two bodies with each swing.
 
   Immediately the melee began. Michael felt he was out of his element, but the Saintskeep seemed to provide him with skill, and he was able to keep up with the monstrous Argos and the right arm of Vye.
 
   Argos immediately tried to kill Michael with the candle spell, knowing that it wouldn’t work on Vye. But now, it seemed, it wouldn’t work on Michael either. The Saintskeep absorbed it.
 
   Usually, the disadvantage of using a Claymore the size that Argos was using was that you couldn’t move it as quickly. But Argos was not limited by such restraints. His movements were fluid, his strikes deadly. It took everything Vye had to keep up, and Michael was only alive by the virtue of his weapon.
 
   Once again, however, Vye realized she was on the defensive. Even now, after all this, she couldn’t gain the initiative. She had to change the balance of the fight. 
 
   So, she started to sidestep. She kept trying to get to Argos’ backside, while Michael kept the parry going in front of him. Argos was forced to change his orientation almost constantly, keeping both enemies in front of him.
 
   Vye realized that now she had the initiative. No pair of warriors had ever fought Argos as they were fighting him now. He was reacting, and she could take a chance. So she decided to use magic in her favor. She created a fist of earth, which grew from the ground like a sapling on steroids, and had it grip at Argos’ ankle.
 
   Argos saw this and immediately swept his hand to destroy Vye’s creation.  But that was all Vye needed. In that split second, Vye was able to flank Argos from the other side, which he didn’t have time to anticipate, and cut him across the shoulder.
 
   Argos let out a scream. There was pain in the scream, but there was almost more of something else. Something Vye could only describe as terror.
 
   ---
 
   Sandora could feel the tide shifting as well. She was at the vanguard, pushing the Turin ranks through the courtyard, trying to breach the keep. But the Rone were aiming better with their volleys. They were swinging better with their swords. Sandora was tempted to call a retreat, but she knew Argos would never let her live that down. In the most literal sense.
 
   She heard a shout, her own soldiers crying a warning in her direction. She was right under the ruin of the North wall, and some industrious Rone were rolling a huge boulder off the interrupted parapet. The boulder rumbled off the edge, hanging in the air for a split second before finding gravity.
 
   It descended on Sandora like a boot stomping out an insect. But Sandora had lived through worse. A lot worse. She shielded herself, creating a force around her body to absorb the impact. The stone shattered around her, like an egg landing on a tortoise.
 
   It still stung, of course. You don’t put out that kind of energy without feeling it. The clash of a boulder hitting a force is still just a lot of fucking kinetic energy. It’s just that the energy was dispersed. Evened out. It would take Sandora a moment to recover.
 
   But she didn’t have a moment. Because just then, a Knight started charging across the courtyard.
 
   Sandora thought she had gotten rid of all the mounted soldiers. This one must have been at the East wall. But why had he circled around here? And why was he charging only at her, and not the soldiers under her command.
 
   “In the name of the King!” the Knight shouted, “You will answer for the deaths of the Queen and the Prince!”
 
   It was Sir David Noble, scarred and vicious, his lance bearing down on Sandora’s chest. Sandora wheeled around, trying to defend herself. If she had had two more seconds to recover from the boulder, she would have been fine. But Noble had timed his charge perfectly. He was striking between breaths, winning this battle by the splinter of a lance, as the saying goes.
 
   So instead of Sandora sweeping him aside with a wave of her arm, Noble skewered her at the end of his lance. He carried her body twenty paces, like a human kebob, through the broken North wall. He planted the lance into the earth, letting her decorate the battlefield as a testimony to Rone justice.
 
   Then he drew his sword and continued to fight.
 
   ---
 
   Jareld ran past the enemies and past the fire. Occasionally, Corthos had to cut down a couple of Turin soldiers if they got too close, but he managed to keep Jareld safe as they entered the courtyard of the Castle Hartstone.
 
   At this point, it was a free for all. Since the destruction of the East Wing, there was really nothing to stop the Turin from flooding the courtyard, and that’s what they were doing. But Jareld ignored them all as he made for the stables.
 
   “If ya want ta leave the fight, we dunnot need new horses!”
 
   “No,” Jareld said, “I don’t want to leave the fight. I want to find a flag.”
 
   “A what?”
 
   “A banner. Listen, Prince Nathaniel was killed here. And according to the timeline Michael gave me, while we were down in the Caves, the body was never transported back. That means the Royal banner is here.”
 
   “So?”
 
   ---
 
   Argos could feel the tide turning against him. All his careful planning, his contingencies, his preparation... And now he was facing two fighters that he couldn’t defeat.
 
   And one of them was Michael, with the Saintskeep. He had been promised, by powers greater even than him, that if he brought Sarah to the Dragon’s lair, the Saintskeep would not enter the battle. He had made a pact with dark forces, with the Divinates of this world, that if Michael was lured into the Caves of Drentar, he would not return.
 
   Had they lied to him? Had they betrayed him? Or had Michael overcome their trap? Either way, he feared the second part of the prophecy: That if he fought Michael, he would die. He had gone to great lengths to avoid this encounter, and yet, here at the moment of his victory, Count Michael had come to serve him his defeat.
 
   Argos bent at the knees, then jumped. It was a credit to his magic more than to his well-developed calf muscles that he landed twenty meters away. He just needed some space. Michael and Vye sprinted to his new location, but by the time they arrived, he had already opened a door of smoke, and fled to safety.
 
   The smoke started to dissipate. Vye held her hand up, willing the portal to stay open a moment longer.
 
   “Do we follow him?” Vye asked.
 
   “We shouldn’t let him get away,” Michael said.
 
   “Our victory doesn’t necessarily include his death,” Vye reasoned. “If he flees, that leaves us to clean up the battlefield. Maybe we should consider ourselves lucky.”
 
   Michael frowned.
 
   “No,” he finally said, “If what Halmir said was true, everything that’s happened these last few weeks has been his doing. And I fear that if we let him live, we’ll just be fighting this battle again someday. Any sense of finality will, in fact, include his death.”
 
   “Your Majesty,” Vye said, “It’s your call. But I urge you to let it go.”
 
   “He killed Gabriel,” Michael said, taking a deep breath and jumping through the Gate. Vye steeled herself and followed...
 
   ---
 
   Jareld and Corthos ran up the spiral staircase of the south tower. It was, at that point, the only tower that Argos hadn’t crumbled with balls of fire.
 
   They reached the top, and Jareld ran out onto the catwalk. If he was going to do this, he would have to be visible.
 
   He crossed to the north parapet. Arrows flew, swords clashed, the fire in the keep raged. But Jareld ran forward with his singular purpose.
 
   Finally, he reached the parapet, from where he could see the entire battlefield, and the courtyard, and the other towers, and virtually every soldier fighting on either side of the battle.
 
   “Corthos! Now!”
 
   Corthos handed Jareld the post, and then he unclipped the banner. The banner of the King. Jareld put one leg up on the parapet, and waved the banner with all of his might.
 
   “Behold!” he cried at the top of his lungs, “Behold, the King is with us again! The King is with us!”
 
   And then, beyond Jareld’s expectations, a single horn sounded. Whenever the King’s banner is flown in battle, the heralds are supposed to call the Fanfare of the King. Jareld was expecting them all to be dead, or at least to have abandoned their horns. But there was one, somewhere in the depths of the fight, who still had his breath and still had his instrument. Above the din of the fight, everyone now heard the signal of the King.
 
   And so it didn’t matter that the King had actually abandoned the battlefield. The soldiers of Rone, though few remained, put up the kind of fight that legends are made of.
 
   ---
 
   Michael and Vye arrived at the Lunapera, the precipice above the forest of the Turinheld. The Moon was full, covering the canopy of trees in a silky light. It was exactly one month since the day Argos had summoned his Turin-Sen to the mountaintop to begin this war. And it was the place where, one way or another, this war would end.
 
   Argos leapt from behind the cover of trees, catching Michael off guard and smacking his Claymore against Michael’s chest plate.
 
   Vye charged in, giving Michael a chance to recover his breath. The stroke hadn’t pierced his armor, but Argos’ swings packed quite a punch.
 
   Argos flung his hand in the air, and a bright flicker of light ascended into the air. A signal flare. Vye realized he was calling in the cavalry. They were pretty isolated up here, but reinforcements couldn’t be that far off.
 
   Argos focused his attacks on Michael, berating the newfound King with swing after brutal swing. Vye didn’t have the kind of ego that was hurt by being considered Argos’ second best enemy. Hell, she was used to being underestimated.  But there was something desperate about the way Argos attacked Michael. Like his life depended on it.
 
   All the better for me, Vye thought. She waved her arm, forcing a loose tree branch to hurl at Argos’ face. Argos could deflect that easily enough. It was child’s play. But while he was parrying Michael and deflecting the branch, he just didn’t have enough arms to stop Vye from slipping to his other side and slashing him across the gut.
 
   That got his attention. Vye could sense immediately that she had become the focus of his attacks. Sword and spell were hurled at her with such speed and recklessness that Vye could barely evade one before the other was in her face. She was operating on instinct. Reflex. She was being worn out.
 
   But Argos was ignoring Michael altogether. Not that Michael was free to do whatever he wanted, but that Michael was in no immediate danger. Argos was doing the bare minimum to keep the King from hitting him. If Vye could get Argos to waste one move, to lose one second in his assault, Michael could finish him.
 
   Argos hammered away at Vye, his Claymore whistling in the wind as it circled around him, assailing Vye’s position. She parried every strike, backing up, backing up...
 
   She could feel the open air behind her. She was backing right up to the cliff. She didn’t have a lot of time...
 
   Argos lifted a boulder, launching it at Vye. Vye had only a second to think, but if she could time it right, this would be it. She remembered her fight with Selikk, when she had accidentally sent a plank of wood meant for her head right back at her enemy. The best defense is a good offense. This time, it would be on purpose.
 
   She repelled the boulder right back at Argos. Argos, caught in the middle of a swing, had only a fraction of a second to deflect the boulder. He returned the favor, repelling the boulder right back at Vye...
 
   But while he was doing that, in that fraction of a second, he was completely vulnerable, and Michael strafed to his left and attacked Argos from the back. The Saintskeep plunged all the way through Argos’ body, entering from just under the left shoulder blade and emerging from just left of his sternum.
 
   A jolt of energy ran down the blade and through Michael’s arms, knocking him off Argos’ back. Vye, caught off guard, took the boulder in the stomach.
 
   Argos turned to Michael, the sword still skewered through him.
 
   “Do you think you can kill me?” he said, laughing, “I am a God.”
 
   Vye lifted herself to her feet. In terror, she watched as Argos raised his palm to Michael. Without the Saintskeep in hand, Vye wasn’t sure Michael would survive. Vye grabbed her sword off the ground and turned to distract Argos. She was almost there—
 
   It was too late. Argos had fired the death hex from his palm, and it hit Michael square in the chest. Michael cried out in a horrible anguish as the sparks burned away his life energy. He collapsed and was silent.
 
   For an instant, Vye remembered every time she had ever felt angry. When the boys used to taunt her. When her father and brothers had been killed. When Rutherford had acted like an idiot. But for that instant, Vye recognized that she was experiencing something on a completely different level now. This was purified Fury. This was exquisite Rage.
 
   She was already poised to strike Argos, but she decided against it. She sheathed her sword and grabbed the handle of the Saintskeep, which still protruded from Argos’ back. She could now move Argos around like a puppet. She held the Saintskeep tight as she turned it, and twisted it, and pushed it, and pulled it. With each move, more muscles were torn, more flesh sundered, more blood released. Argos writhed in a kind of pain previously known only to his victims.
 
   Vye lost track of time. She was being enveloped by something so primal, that her only concern was to make sure his pain lasted as long as it possibly could.
 
   Finally, Vye pressed Argos into a tree, used her boot for leverage, and pulled the Saintskeep out of his chest cavity. She expected him to fall lifelessly to the floor. Instead, he turned to her. Blood oozed from every orifice, whether natural or formed by steel. He cried blood. He left pools of blood as his footprints. He spoke words of blood.
 
   “Vengeance!” he cried. “You turned Halmir on me! You evil witch!”
 
   It was the mention of Halmir’s name that pushed Vye over the edge. Argos lifted his palm to her, but when he tried to cast the death spell, it didn’t work. He was fully spent.
 
   Vye realized she had won. She didn’t have to worry about getting the upper hand, or protecting anyone or anything. The two of them were alone on a mountaintop. She was tired, and hurt, and had a weariness in her soul that she had never felt before. But she still had some magic left to cast. And Argos had none. He stumbled forward, a monstrosity of what he once was. His green cloak and armor now crimson under the moonlight. 
 
   Vye held her left hand out and thought about the lifeforce of Argos, and how she wanted to extinguish that flame.
 
   Her mind raced with thoughts of revenge, anger…
 
   Murder…
 
   And so a small burst of light fired from her palm, and it fired at Argos at the speed of an arrow. And it hit him. And it crackled over his body. Any of his nerve endings that could still register anything would feel only pain.
 
   And finally he died.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 90: The Unity Treaty
 
    
 
   The battle ended when Vye returned.
 
   She carried the body of King Michael in her arms, appearing in the middle of the field. She was immediately surrounded by the Turin soldiers, but she didn’t seem to care.
 
   “I want to speak to whoever is in charge,” she demanded. Ridiculous, right? One warrior, burdened by the body of a fallen comrade, standing in the middle of a battalion of enemies. Demanding anything.
 
   But it must have been something in her tone of voice, because a Turin general stepped forward. In the absence of Argos and Sandora, he was now in charge. He even waited while Vye performed the Final Rites over Michael’s body. When Vye was done with the ritual, she took a sack from her belt and tossed it at the general’s feet.
 
   “Argos is dead,” Vye said. The general realized what was in the bloody bag. He could see Argos’ eyes staring up at her from his disembodied head. “Your war is over. March your soldiers north. We will grant you safe passage back to the Turinheld.”
 
   “We still outnumber you by--” the General began.
 
   “You have fifteen minutes,” Vye said, “To begin your march. If you haven’t cleared the field within the hour, I will murder all of you.”
 
   And she made her eyes glow blue, like Argos had when he invaded Halmir’s mind. It didn’t actually mean anything. Argos or any of the Turin-Sen would have known better. They would have realized that making your eyes glow was just a trick. But the General believed Vye. He believed that if this woman so chose, she could have singlehandedly defeated the entire army.
 
   So the Turin marched away. And the Rone cheered. And the sun rose...
 
   ---
 
   By the light of morning, the city of Hartstone was much worse to behold than Jareld could have imagined.
 
   He had become accustomed to the stench. It was actually worse than the Caves of Drentar, though only marginally. But as bad as the odor was, the sight was worse. Who knew the human body could be mangled in so many ways? Who knew that there were so many people in the Kingdom that could die on one day? Even if you saw the number written on a piece of paper, your brain couldn’t comprehend the multitude of corpses.
 
   Landos got together the largest unit of healthy soldiers he could afford and sent them out under the care of Lord Kelliwick. They followed the Turin army all the way north. They didn’t engage, they didn’t hinder. They just made sure the Turin took the most direct route north, and didn’t pause for anything more than the minimum amount of sleep.
 
   For the next few days, Landos organized every survivor to handle the wounded, the fires, and the dead. There were too many corpses to deal with appropriately. They were thrown into a funeral pyre, Rone and Turin alike, and burned. The smokestack from this endeavor could be seen for miles in every direction. The retreating Turin saw it, as they looked over their shoulders.
 
   Jareld tried desperately to keep track of the numbers, but it was overwhelming. In the end, he had an estimate, which brought the death toll to something around eleven thousand Rone and ten thousand Turin.
 
   During these days, food was provided by every farmer, baker, and mill in the region. Jareld ate many meals with many people, listening to their stories, learning the names of their family members who had died in the fight. Some had died at Hartstone. Some had died before that.
 
   There was a sense of community the likes of which Jareld had never experienced before. They were all in it, together. They were all victims of the same crime, sufferers of the same loss. From all parts of the country, from all walks of life. They were all the same. They were all citizens of the same wounded country.
 
   Eventually, the people began to filter out. The territories to the north had been torched and razed, but the land would heal, just as the people would. Over the next few weeks, many of the ships that had fled the land returned, having heard of the Rone victory.
 
   Jareld stayed in Hartstone for two weeks. While he had no particular obligation, he felt it necessary to help Landos, Sarah, and Vye put things back together, as best as they could. Finally, he found it time to return to the Towers of Seneca. Before he left, Landos informed him that he would be called upon, very soon, to help him with something.
 
   “With what?” Jareld said.
 
   “I can’t say yet,” Landos said, “But look for a message from me.”
 
   While this did intrigue Jareld for a short while, he soon got to thinking about the Towers, and how it would be good to be home again.
 
   He arrived home on his birthday, which he didn’t realize until Gallar said something.
 
   “It’s my birthday?” Jareld responded.
 
   “Yes,” Gallar said, “Don’t you know your own birthday. You’re eighteen today.”
 
   “Oh,” Jareld said, “I guess I won’t be the youngest person to graduate from the Towers, huh?”
 
   “No,” Gallar said, “But you accomplished your mission.”
 
   “Thor didn’t,” Jareld said.
 
   Jareld returned to his old quarters and tried to settle back into some sort of routine. But he couldn’t. He didn’t know why.
 
   He came to Gallar early one morning, about a week after he had returned.
 
   “I wanted to talk to you about something,” Jareld said.
 
   “I’ve been reading your journal,” Gallar said, “Very good stuff.”
 
   “We discovered a new species of insect,” Jareld said. “I want to call it Insectus Thor.”
 
   Jareld handed him the sketch, which Thor had actually done weeks ago, in the Caves. Gallar looked it over and nodded.
 
   “Very good,” Gallar said, looking over the creature. “I’m sure he would have been thrilled.”
 
   Jareld was officially graduated in a special ceremony the next day. Usually, the ceremonies would happen in the summer, but Gallar didn’t want Jareld to wait. He had done all the Towers could ask of someone.
 
   Jareld was assigned to tutor Emily Brimford the following week. She had returned from the sea with many of the refugees, and had eagerly relinquished her crown and title. Since she learned that she was not descended from the line of Kings, she gave up the name Rone. She met with Duke Brimford, and formally requested to be adopted as a daughter to that family, since it was the closest she had to a family anymore. She was now looking at a life without Timothy, and had decided a more formal education was a good place to start. Jareld was given quarters in Cliffhaven, and moved there to begin his work.
 
   Jareld taught there for a week before the love affair started. Court gossip chalked it up to two people getting over tremendous losses, but there was more to it than that. The two of them just clicked together, like pieces of a puzzle.
 
   A month later, the steward announced there was a guest at the door, for Jareld.
 
   “For me?” Jareld said, tilting his head to one side.
 
   “Yes sir,” the steward said, “A rather flamboyantly dressed fellow, three-cornered hat, eye patch.”
 
   Jareld met Corthos in the foyer.
 
   “Master Jareld,” Corthos said, rolling the r’s as much as he could, “It be good to see ya’ about.”
 
   “Corthos!” Jareld said, clasping arms with the fellow. “You’re looking well.”
 
   “And you,” Corthos said. “You be back to your full health and strength.”
 
   “And what’s this?” Jareld said, seeing an insignia on Corthos’ arm, “You’re a Captain in the Count’s Navy?”
 
   “Aye,” Corthos said, “For now. The Countess Vye gave me the title, said I was free to move about the Kingdom under the Deliem flag while everything gets sorted out.”
 
   “Countess Vye?” Jareld said.
 
   “Aye,” Corthos said, “With Michael dead, the County went to her. Just sorta happened. Can’t imagine anyone objected.”
 
   “What about Landos?”
 
   “He be in Anuen, with Queen Sarah,” Corthos said, “Which is why I am here.”
 
   Corthos produced a large envelope, which was closed with the Royal Seal. Jareld opened it, and found a note from Landos. It asked him to appear in Anuen in two weeks time for a very formal and official event.
 
   “I also have something fer you,” Corthos said. At that point, another man emerged from the doorway. It was Flopson. “Meet me first mate.”
 
   “He’s your first mate?”
 
   “Aye,” Corthos said. “Not so good with me bootlaces, but real helpful in a pinch.”
 
   Flopson was carrying a small wooden crate. It was the one Sir Dorn had used to store the papers in. Jareld had all but forgotten about it.
 
   “Thank you Flopson.”
 
   “No problem stinky.”
 
   “Hey, I’ve been able to take regular baths here.”
 
   “Whatever you say, boss.”
 
   “Ya know, matey, we be going to Anuen from here. You could take a ride on the Leaking Tub.”
 
   “I’d love to,” Jareld said, successfully hiding the surfacing memory of his time spent on that boat, “But I have responsibilities here.”
 
   “I could go, too,” Emily said. “The Duke is taking a carriage down, but I have also been invited. I could come with you.”
 
   “Emily,” Jareld said, then, remembering himself, “My Lady, perhaps the Leaking Tub won’t have the sort of…accommodations you’re used to.”
 
   “I was a refugee on a cattle ship for two weeks,” Emily said. “I’m sure I can survive this.”
 
   “Nay,” Corthos said, “The Leaking Tub, she be better than you remember, Mister Jareld.”
 
   When Jareld saw the ship, he had to admit Corthos was right. Each night while traveling up the coast, Corthos had treated the ship to a new repair. It had been completely repainted, the masts and sails had been replaced, the deck had been refinished, and all of the warped wood had been taken out for fresh oak.
 
   It also flew the flag of Deliem, the White Stag over Green. Jareld had not expected this.
 
   “What about the Jolly Roger,” Jareld said.
 
   “All in good time, matey.”
 
   The interior of the boat had also been fixed. During some time in dry dock, all the pests had been removed, the bottom completely cleaned out, and each cabin was refinished with as much comfort as could fit in that size boat.
 
   Well, almost all the pests had been cleaned out. When Jareld returned to his quarters, he found Herbert, now in a little cage with all the amenities a rat could ask for.
 
   It was a comfortable ride down the coast, and Jareld was happy during that time. The Towers had become an uncomfortable place for him, though at the time he hadn’t been able to figure out why. He realized now that it was because nobody there knew what it was like, fighting in the dark, watching people die, struggling against a complete lack of hope.
 
   Now, in the company of Corthos, Flopson, and Emily, he felt more at home. They didn’t talk about anything that had happened, for the most part, but Jareld felt it was easier to not talk about it with them than with anyone else.
 
   And so it was that they arrived on the shores of Anuen. There they were greeted by servants of the King. These servants, who would otherwise have been unemployed, said they were there on instructions from Landos.
 
   As it turned out, Jareld and Emily weren’t the only ones invited. Other boats and carriages were arriving at the West Gate of the Castle Anuen. Each ship and carriage bore a flag from a different County of the Kingdom.
 
   Countess Vye was there, representing Deliem. She had a new staff, since Michael, Calvin, and Gabriel were dead, and Landos and Flopson had moved on to other locations.
 
   Duke Brimford and Emily Brimford were there to represent the Duchy of Brimford. Christopher Avonshire, the youngest and only surviving son of Duke Avonshire, represented the Duchy of Avonshire. Count Arwall and Lord Kelliwick came from Arwall. Count Ralsean, Sarah’s father, was there for Ralsean.
 
   Of the other seven Counties, only five were represented. Jareld saw delegations from Trentford, Glastonshire, Eastmore, Morrhampton, and Oldbourne. Maethran and Cornwile, the first regions to be attacked, were already being colonized by the Turin when the war ended. Currently, negotiations were taking place, but it was possible that some of the land would be lost to the Turin after all.
 
   The delegates were all brought to the Terrace for a banquet. The Terrace was a grand open space on the southwest corner of the castle, which jutted out from the main walls and gave one the sensation of being on a stone deck of a ship, hovering five stories above the sea. On this particular summer day, it was adorned with a buffet table, sitting tables with sun umbrellas, and banners for each of the ten present Duchies and Counties.
 
   The feast lasted all afternoon, while the delegates met one another and spoke of their hardships and small triumphs over the last few months. Each had some part in the war, whether it was fighting on the field or fleeing with their families to the shores. Jareld caught up with Vye, who seemed quieter than he remembered her being. It was strange, Jareld thought, to see her in a dress and without a sword.
 
   The two people Jareld did not see that day were Landos and Sarah. He inquired with the servants a couple of times, to which he was told they would be joining the party shortly.
 
   The sun was setting when Jareld noticed Landos enter from the Castle and stand on a small podium that had been set at the corner of the Terrace.
 
   “Please, please,” Landos bellowed across the crowd, “May I please have your attention.”
 
   Everyone had been so anxious to hear why Landos had invited them all there that they were silent immediately.
 
   “Welcome all,” he said. “I am glad we are able to have this small celebration, even in the midst of what are very trying times for all of us. Before we go any further, let us raise a glass to those who could not join us today, in their memory and in recognition of their sacrifice.”
 
   Everyone raised a goblet and silently toasted the fallen. Gallar had been put in charge of compiling some sort of census for the Kingdom, and in the letters he had sent to Jareld over the past weeks, it was clear that more than a third of the population, about three hundred thousand, had died during the war.
 
   “Now, I know there are a lot of us here today, but I would very much like it if everyone could stand and say their name and where they’re from.”
 
   Jareld immediately took out his journal and a quill. He recorded the names of all forty-one people in attendance, many of whom he had met during the meal. Jareld had not really known Landos until after the fighting was over, but what he had learned was the man could organize people and get things done. Considering the extravagance of this meeting, Jareld imagined something great would be done here today.
 
   When everyone had finished introducing themselves, Landos stood at the podium again.
 
   “Thank you all again. I have brought everyone here to discuss our future. Our collective futures, as they pertain to this great Kingdom. Our country has been through the fire, but we’ve come out the other side, and those of us who are here must take steps to rebuild our former lives. But before we discuss that task, I feel I must address the issue of the Saintskeep. I’m sure many of you have heard rumors and small bits of the story pertaining to the Sword of Kings, and to the true line of ascension. I would like everyone now to hear the story from someone who was there, and can tell it to us in full.
 
   “Master Jareld,” he said, opening an introducing hand to Jareld, “Will you please oblige us?”
 
   Jareld nervously stood and walked to the podium. He never liked public speaking. And he wasn’t a great orator. But after the first few sentences, he found it easy to discuss the journey he had taken. In a way, it was cathartic to share it with everyone. In a way, he found the story told itself, and he was just the vessel of the information.
 
   When he got to the part with the engravings on the wall, the ones that became buttons and allowed him to track down the Saintskeep, he passed over it as vaguely as he could. There was still something bothering him about the wall. The fact that it recorded the Kings to the present date. Something about a dashed line.
 
   But the crowd was so entranced with his tale that they didn’t notice or mind the omission. He finished the story, making heroes of Michael, Vye, Flopson, and Corthos, while very modestly omitting his part in the fight with Devesant.
 
   He did brag a little about unveiling the King’s banner. Nobody could begrudge him that.
 
   “Thank you, Master Jareld,” Landos said when Jareld was done. Jareld sat as Landos resumed his position at the podium. “Much of our worries during the war were spent dealing with the line of succession. I’m sure we would all agree that this story clarifies where the true line of Kings lies.” 
 
   “I for one agree,” said Duke Brimford, standing, “And I think we all do. But we no longer have Michael. He is not an option. Who would you suggest we put on the throne? Certainly not yourself.”
 
   “No,” Landos said, very sharply. “I have taken the initiative, and I hope you will all forgive me for using the Royal Seal in inviting you. But it was with a sense of unity that I hoped we could meet.”
 
   “But then who did you have in mind?” one of the delegates from Trentford called, “Without a clear leader, we would fall back on the same fight that almost destroyed us.”
 
   “Indeed,” Christopher Avonshire said. “The Turin arranged for Duke Brimford and my father to kill one another over this very issue. How can we just choose a leader?”
 
   “What would be required of a leader?” Landos said. “What would it take to bring all of you together?”
 
   “I suppose,” Lord Kelliwick said, “If there was another descendent of King James. I think we all agree that if what Jareld says is true, then we must follow the original bloodline.”
 
   “Let us be clear,” Landos said, “Will each due representative of their Duchy or County declare that if we had another of James’ bloodline, that they would follow that person?”
 
   Countess Vye, Duke Brimford, Christopher Avonshire, Count Arwall, Count Ralsean, and five other men, the leaders of their particular councils, all stood in turn and declared it so.
 
   Jareld’s mind raced through his noble genealogies. In fact, there wasn’t another suitable candidate. There were several questionable ones, such as the sons of the second son of James, or the first sons of James’ younger brother, but these presented the same issues of law that caused Brimford and Avonshire to war for the throne.
 
   Jareld looked up at Landos, as Landos called out each Region and waited for the response of their representative. As was always the case with Landos, his face was unreadable. A true diplomat. A face of marble.
 
   “Thank you, Dukes, Counts, Barons, and Nobles,” Landos said, when the declarations were done. “Now, may I present, Her Majesty, the Queen Sarah Rone.”
 
   This was clearly a well-rehearsed event, as two doors opened behind Landos just as he finished speaking, and Sarah stepped out from the doors.
 
   She was in a beautiful white dress, which accentuated, very tastefully, her womanly figure. It also very clearly showed that she was several months pregnant. Landos stepped down from the podium and Sarah stepped up.
 
   “I want to make my first public announcement to all of you,” she said, “That I am with child. I am pregnant with King Michael’s child, the heir to the throne.” 
 
   The Terrace went silent in a heartbeat. The sound of the wind blowing off the shore was heard clearly for several moments.
 
   “I want to apologize for not coming forward earlier, but it was too soon to announce,” Sarah said. “But now this child gives us all hope, and we can work together to rebuild the Kingdom to its former glory.”
 
   Again, there was a stunned silence. Finally, Lord Kelliwick stood.
 
   “Three Cheers for the Queen!” Lord Kelliwick called. Then, he led the group in two cheers. He was still very bad at math.
 
   But there were plenty of cheers to go around that day, as each of the representatives stood and rejoiced. They each came to Sarah, bowed before her, and offered their allegiance to the unborn child.
 
   “Jareld, quick!” Landos called, stepping down from the podium as everyone went to congratulate Sarah, “Quickly, write up an official paper. I’ll have someone bring out some good parchment.”
 
   It was only then that Jareld realized he hadn’t moved since the announcement. He didn’t know why. While waiting for the parchment, he just kept looking up at Sarah, and at the child in her womb.
 
   He shook it off. Parchment arrived, and he started writing. He wrote absentmindedly, while his brain went through everything.
 
   When Vye and Corthos were convalescing, Jareld and Michael had a considerable amount of time to talk to one another. Michael had told Jareld everything that had happened on the surface, both to him and to everyone else. There had been the wedding. Michael and Sarah didn’t consummate the marriage that night. Michael was in the woods, healing from his injuries. Sarah hadn’t been there. The same day Michael returned, he had to go to Avonshire. Sarah was kidnapped while he was away from home.
 
   But Jareld had been there, in the Caves. He had seen the wall, which accurately followed the line of Kings from James II to Michael IV. And he had seen the child. The wall had known about the child before Michael and Sarah would have had a chance to do any reproducing. But the child was there, with a dashed line.
 
   With the dashed line! The same dashed line that followed King James II to Prince John. An illegitimate child.
 
   Jareld’s eyes shot up from the formal document he was writing. He saw Sarah, smiling and laughing with the representatives. He saw Landos, standing behind her. Landos was looking at her, his eyes glazed over in some emotion. Was it admiration? Adoration? 
 
   Or maybe something more?
 
   Landos looked over at Jareld.
 
   “Ah, you’re finished,” he said, grabbing the paper.
 
   Everyone signed. Everyone laughed. The party went into full swing again as a band came out and started a dance. Tables were moved aside expertly by stewards and servants, and the people started having a good time. More food came out, and the party smoothly transitioned into the night.
 
   But Jareld wasn’t joining the party. Emily asked him to dance, but he declined. Jareld wrote something down on a piece of paper, then folded it and put it in an envelope.
 
   “Corthos,” Jareld called to the Captain, “Corthos, I need your help.”
 
   “Aye,” Corthos said. “What can I do fer you?”
 
   “On this paper are some instructions,” Jareld said. “Would you be willing to follow them, even if I don’t explain anything about them?”
 
   “Per’aps,” Corthos said. “What be the nature of the instructions?”
 
   “It involves several illegal activities,” Jareld said, “Such as stealing, and burying treasure.”
 
   Corthos smiled the biggest smile of his life.
 
   “Aye, I can do that.” 
 
   “Did someone say something about stealing?” Flopson said, appearing from behind a drape.
 
   “Come,” Corthos said, “We have work to do.”
 
   “Leave immediately,” Jareld said. Then, he clasped arms with Corthos, and turned around. He made a bee line for Landos without saying another word.
 
   “I need to speak with you and Sarah,” Jareld said, once he had Landos’ attention.
 
   “Sure,” Landos said, “Let’s set a time for tomorrow.”
 
   “Now,” Jareld said. His voice wasn’t loud, but his intention was clear. Landos would not be able to talk him down.
 
   He had Jareld escorted to one of the chamber rooms in the Castle. Jareld waited there for a few moments before Landos and Sarah arrived.
 
   “Is everything alright, Jareld?” Landos said, “Her absence will be conspicuous.”
 
   “Jareld,” Sarah said, “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I know,” Jareld said.
 
   “You know…what?” Landos asked.
 
   Jareld looked at both of them.
 
   “I know about the baby,” Jareld said. Landos and Sarah played blank faces, but Jareld knew they were lying through their eyes.
 
   “I know,” he continued, “That it isn’t Michael’s child. It’s yours.”
 
   “Oh,” Landos said, his gaze faltering.
 
   “We have to nullify this treaty,” Jareld said.
 
   “No,” Landos said. “No. We can’t. We need a King. This child will be a King everyone can believe in.”
 
   “It’s a lie,” Jareld said.
 
   “It doesn’t matter.”
 
   “It does. If I learned one thing this year, Landos, it’s that the truth will not remain hidden forever. This lie only makes the problem last longer.”
 
   “Jareld,” Sarah said, “Who would be the next King, if it won’t be this child?”
 
   “It’s not entirely clear, but it could be Lord Gregor, from Trentford.”
 
   “He’s dead,” Landos said. “He died in Hartstone. I was there.”
 
   “Very well,” Jareld said, “Perhaps Duke Maethran, or his eldest son.”
 
   “The Maethrans all died,” Landos said.
 
   “Is there anyone else?” Sarah said.
 
   “If I had to, I could make an argument for Lord Buckley in Morrhampton.”
 
   “I know Lord Buckley,” Landos said. “He died last month of the flu.”
 
   “He had two sons,” Jareld said.
 
   “They died defending their homeland.”
 
   “Are you sure?” Jareld said. “It must be hard to get accurate information out there.”
 
   “I asked about them,” Landos said, “From one of the refugees from Morrhampton. They’re both dead.”
 
   Jareld sighed. He didn’t know what to say from there.
 
   “Listen,” Landos said, quietly, conspiratorially, “A lot of people died this month. Friends of ours, and neighbors, and strangers, and, well, just a lot of people. But they all died defending this land, our land, our Country. They all died to save their way of life. We’re not the ones who should be making these decisions, but we’re the ones who are left. We have to rebuild. We need a King.”
 
   Jareld’s face was expressionless. Whatever he was thinking, Landos couldn’t read him.
 
   “I’ve been told you’re very good at history. It’s something you’ve studied for a long time, but also maybe something you’re just really good at. I’m good at getting people to agree to things. I’m good at compromises. I know how to negotiate. I can get the people of this Kingdom to believe that they should stand united, and work together, and rebuild our land. But in order to do that, I need a King. I need the authority to do that. I can’t do it if you’re not with us. I can’t rebuild the Kingdom if you start spreading the word that Sarah’s child isn’t the rightful King.”
 
   Jareld turned in his seat to Landos. The historian in him couldn’t help but think of Sir Dorn. Gallar had warned Jareld that he had to learn more than the dates and names. He had to learn the reasons. Why would Sir Dorn hide the truth? Why would he hide the Saintskeep? Finally, at long last, Jareld understood. Jareld knew, in his heart and mind, what Sir Dorn was feeling, what Sir Dorn must have felt when he learned that he had to choose between truth and the lives of those he loved.
 
   But now the stakes were higher. When Sir Dorn learned the truth, there was an alternative. There might have been a civil war. Or there might have been massive political ramifications. But someone would have ended up as the King. If Jareld insisted on the truth, it put the Kingdom in a less tenable situation.
 
   Bloodlines, Kings, illegitimate children… These things all haunted Jareld’s mind in the seven seconds of silence that followed Landos’ plea. How would he solve this riddle?
 
   The thought that came to him seemed both radical and logical. The inspiration was the perfect solution, but also the most impossible: 
 
   “Then why don’t we take this opportunity to start something new? We have the chance to set the record straight and create a stable form of government. We have the opportunity to begin something that doesn’t rely on the bloodline of a tyrant who lived six centuries ago. We can evolve, right now, into something better and stronger. We can take King James’ example, and concentrate more on the laws than the leaders.”
 
   “We can’t do that now,” Landos said. “We’re too weak. The enemy is still out there. If we don’t have a strong, national leader with the autonomous authority to defend our nation, they’ll see the same weakness they almost exploited the first time.”
 
   “The Turin-Sen are dead,” Jareld said.
 
   “Not all of them,” Landos said. “And even if they were, there are others in the Turin Mountains that want to see us fall. Please, Jareld. Please, for the sake of us all.”
 
   Jareld looked down at his hand. He had been absentmindedly playing with his signet ring.
 
   “I can’t,” Jareld said. “I can’t do it.”
 
   “Jareld,” Sarah said, coming forward, “Think about it, please.”
 
   “No!” Jareld said, louder than he meant to. He stood, frightened, and backed away. “You’re right, a lot of people died. But we can’t use that to justify a coup d’état. I am a Master Historian from the Towers of Seneca. I will not rewrite history for the sake of convenience, and I certainly won’t do it in the names of the dead.”
 
   Landos stood up and paced to the window. He stood there, looking out over the Terrace. People were dancing, laughing, rejoicing. It was some of the first rejoicing he had seen since the attack at the wedding.
 
   Finally, he turned back.
 
   “Very well,” Landos said, “You do what you must. But please, I beg of you, will you think about it for one day? Will you just not say anything for one day?”
 
   “I am in no rush to do this,” Jareld said. “I will not run into the streets and tell everyone about this. But I won’t keep it a secret. I’ll give you a day to figure out how to play this.”
 
   Jareld held out his hand. Landos shook it.
 
   “Good luck,” Landos said.
 
   “And to you,” Jareld said.
 
   Jareld turned around and made for the door, but at a nod from Landos, Sarah grabbed his arm.
 
   “Wait here,” Sarah said, “Please, just for a moment. Talk to me for a moment. Tell me about the coronation of Michael.”
 
   Jareld didn’t understand why Sarah was making the request, but like most men, he found it hard to say no to Sarah. He didn’t notice, as she engaged him in friendly conversation, that Landos was waving to some guards down the hall.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 91: Dark Magic
 
    
 
   Countess Vye finished a dance with Christopher Avonshire, curtsied, and then stepped back for a drink.
 
   It had been a difficult few months. She had spent the early parts of it cleaning up and repairing Deliem, in an attempt to get back to her former life. When she was finished, however, she realized it wasn’t her former life she ended up with. It was something very different. She inherited the County when Sarah left, but still didn’t feel right about sitting at Michael’s desk in Michael’s study.
 
   Repair efforts were still under way, and according to the master mason, it would take another three years at least to bring the Castle Hartstone back to its former splendor. In the meantime, Vye had plenty of administrative tasks to keep her mind busy. But she also had other things to occupy her mind.
 
   At one point, one of the bricklayers asked if he could clear out that cluttered room in the basement. Gabriel’s workshop.
 
   Vye hadn’t been down there since his death, but when she entered, it was exactly as she had remembered. She had stepped back in time. She imagined, for a moment, that Gabriel would grumble from his chair, disparaging her for bothering him.
 
   She cried for almost a full hour in there that day. Her father hadn’t been much of a father. Neither had Gabriel, really, but that’s sort of what he ended up being, despite himself.
 
   And, of course, she thought of Halmir. Not from any particular artifact or place, but just in general, while walking the catwalks, or patrolling the gardens with her new and young staff.
 
   But at night, when she was alone in the dark, it wasn’t Gabriel or Halmir that she thought of. It was Argos. Of course, she didn’t have any romantic, filial, or patriotic emotions related to him, but she felt the darkness. There had been that moment when she had reached into the magical void and asked her powers to eliminate her enemy. There had been that moment when she had taken life with a thought.
 
   This disturbed her, almost more than anything else that had happened. Vye had killed dozens of men in fair combat. And if anyone deserved death, Argos would be high on that list. But something had happened to her, that night, in the quiet of the Lunapera, that she wasn’t comfortable with.
 
   Dark magic? Gabriel had warned her. Nothing powerful comes without a price. Was that the price? Was she to become her enemy? Was she to become indistinguishable from the tyrants of the north?
 
   It was then that her thoughts would turn back to Halmir. He had been good. She believed that, fully in her mind. He had been led astray, but when he was forced to think about it, he chose for good. If he could die a good man, then maybe she had a choice after all. She could choose to fight for good. And she could be more responsible with her ability to dole out death.
 
   But Hartstone had become a lonely place for her. It wasn’t the same without the people she had known. And there was nobody left with whom she could share her thoughts. Even when she visited Anuen, Landos was always too distracted to be of any comfort.
 
   “Excuse me,” Emily Brimford said, approaching Vye, “Have you seen Jareld?”
 
   “He went inside a bit earlier,” Vye said.
 
   “Yes, I saw. But he’s been in for a while.”
 
   “Well, here’s Landos,” Vye said, waving aside the High Lieutenant. “Landos, have you seen Jareld?”
 
   “Oh, yes, I did see him,” Landos said, “He received a letter, from Seneca, I believe. He called me in to say goodbye, and that he had to leave immediately. I saw to it that he had a carriage and some fast horses.”
 
   “He left?” Emily said. “Just like that? What happened?”
 
   “I’m sure it was some sort of emergency,” Landos said, “But he would not say. He was just in a terrible rush. I’m sorry.”
 
   Landos bowed out, then went to speak to Sarah, who was just emerging from the Castle again. Emily stepped closer to Vye.
 
   “That’s odd,” Emily said, “I never would have imagined Jareld leaving without saying goodbye.”
 
   “Yeah,” Vye said. “Weird. But, I’m sure it’s nothing,” Vye said. “Landos saw him out.”
 
   “I don’t think he did,” Emily said. “He was manipulating us.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “He was telling us a story. He used the same tone of voice when he convinced me to flee the battle, even though that wasn’t the right thing to do. He was lying.”
 
   “Well, now, hold on, I’ve known Landos for a long time,” Vye said.
 
   “And he’s never lied during that time?” Emily said.
 
   Vye thought about a promise that Landos had made to her, long ago, about love letters and prudence. She also thought about the fact that Landos almost died wearing his bedclothes.
 
   “Well, no, but—” Vye began to answer.
 
   “I’m telling you, something’s not right.”
 
   “I wouldn’t worry about it,” Vye said. “I’m sure Jareld will write you a post from the first tavern he stops at. It’ll all be explained in a couple of days.”
 
   ---
 
   But it wasn’t. The days passed slowly for Emily Brimford as she waited to hear from Jareld. When the days turned to weeks, she sent out letters to every corner of the Kingdom in which she thought he might be. She waited in Anuen for a month, but there was no answer. Finally, she returned home to find his room just as he had left it. Nobody had seen or heard from him.
 
   She pressed Landos for a further explanation, but Landos insisted that Jareld had left in a carriage from the Unity Treaty and that was all he knew. She continued to send Landos letters of inquiry every week, until two months after his disappearance, Landos returned a letter with a signet ring in it. The letter explained that a group of bandits had been captured recently, and amongst their cache of equipment was Jareld’s Signet Ring from the Towers of Seneca. After interrogation, Landos explained, the bandits revealed that they had ambushed the carriage on the day of the Unity Treaty, heading north. Landos said he was sorry for Emily’s loss.
 
   But the death of the famous historian was overshadowed by another, even less probable event: The disappearance of the Saintskeep. Countess Vye had been keeping it in a safe place in the depths of Castle Hartstone, and to her knowledge, she was the only one who could have opened the vault in which it was kept. But apparently, she wasn’t.
 
   A search was organized, from ground zero, to find the famous sword. Vye gave the knights as much information as she could about the theft itself so they would know what to look for. The only piece of information she left out was the fact that the final lock of the vault was opened using only an assortment of bootlaces. When she had seen that, she knew she should keep her mouth shut.
 
   But no sign of the sword or the thieves could be found. The hunt was entering its third week without any leads...
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 92: The Toll at the Docks
 
    
 
   On the coast of a small city in Arwall, a dock attendant ran down his checklist for the day. Only one more boat needed clearing before he could head home.
 
   “Excuse me,” Carl, the rotund dock attendant, called into the boat, “Customs here. Permission to come aboard?”
 
   “Aye,” Corthos called over the hull of the Leaking Tub, “Permission granted.”
 
   “Well, then,” Carl said, stepping up the plank, “I’m going to need to collect your fee for your clearance papers.”
 
   “Aye, matey, what be the charge?”
 
   “Well, I’m going to need to ask you a few questions first,” Carl said, looking down at the paper before him.
 
   Carl had been the bridge attendant the previous year for the passage coming in from Eastmore. But that bridge had been burned down during the war, and Lord Kelliwick had reassigned Carl to the docks. Many of the dockworkers had died during the conflict, and Carl had become an excellent tax collector ever since he had learned to read the collection papers.
 
   Carl asked Corthos a series of questions, each of which brought them closer to the sum of the clearance fee. Finally, they came to a last question.
 
   “Are you carrying any exotic items, or anything with special political, military, or economic significance?”
 
   Corthos thought about this one for a moment. He looked over at Flopson, who was adjusting the backstays in anticipation of their departure.
 
   “Well,” Corthos said, “We ‘ave some historical documents.”
 
   Corthos pointed to a crate that was waiting to go into storage. Carl had never seen a crate look so old and decrepit.
 
   “I’m sure that’s pretty harmless. What about the sword?”
 
   “That ol’ thing?” Corthos said, referring to the sheathed blade that rested beside it. “I would naught worry about it. Just a family heirloom.”
 
   “In that case,” Carl said, “Fourteen ducats and eight farthings.”
 
   Corthos paid, adding a small tip for Carl himself. Carl left the boat, closed his ledger and left for home.
 
   Corthos removed the plank, then signaled to Flopson to set sails.
 
   “That was close, eh matey?” Corthos said.
 
   “Nah,” Flopson said. “He wasn’t going to get it.”
 
   “Well,” Corthos said, drawing the Saintskeep from its scabbard, “Let’s find us a place to bury this here thing.”
 
   Corthos sheathed the sword, pulled a small knot, and unfurled the banner for the ship. It was no longer the flag of Deliem, but was, in fact, a brand new, ironed, lint-brushed, and shining nylon flag of a jolly roger.
 
   “Where are you thinking of burying it?” Flopson said.
 
   “A long way from here, matey. A long way from here.”
 
   ---
 
   The End
 
   ---
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue: The Tower at Goldmere
 
    
 
   There is a small tower outside the city of Goldmere, about fifteen kilometers inland from the southern shore of Avonshire.
 
   It is a boring, gray tower. Rough-hewn stone makes it clear it was built for utility, not glamour. The citizens of Goldmere usually dismiss it as a way-station for guards. It wouldn’t really provide meaningful defense against a dedicated attack, and it can’t house enough soldiers to count as a real reserve.
 
   One night, four months after the signing of the Unity Treaty (as it had come to be called across the Kingdom) a carriage rolled up to this tower. It was the dead of night, and there were no prying eyes about. When the guard came out to retrieve the sole passenger of the carriage, he couldn’t help but notice that she was pregnant. About seven months pregnant.
 
   The guard escorted her silently to the dungeon. It was the only reason the Queen would come to this desolate place. To see the dungeon.
 
   The Tower of Goldmere was a prison. A very special prison. There were times, while running a country, when you couldn’t kill someone and you couldn’t let them roam free either. At times like these, you needed to be able to make people disappear. There were only five prisoners at the Tower. Five prisoners that the King had, at some point, decided he needed to lock up without causing a fuss. The guards were sworn to secrecy. They served food with wax in their ears, so they couldn’t share words with the condemned.
 
   Queen Sarah walked down the longest stretch of the dungeon, to the most remote corner, to the last cell.
 
   Jareld stood as soon as he saw her arrive. Despite all that he was feeling, he couldn’t help but try to straighten his matted hair, or comb out his scraggly beard. This would be the first person he had seen in four months who knew his name.
 
   For a moment, they stared at one another.
 
   “Aren’t you going to bow?” Sarah asked.
 
   Jareld shook his head.
 
   “You should bow,” Sarah said, “I am still a Queen.”
 
   “You committed treason,” Jareld said. “According to the King James Standard, you would be relieved of your title and executed.”
 
   “Only after a trial. Until that day, I am the Queen.”
 
   “You’re right. Let’s have a trial.”
 
   “Jareld, we didn’t plan it this way. It just happened. Please, please, won’t you forgive us?”
 
   “You don’t need my forgiveness.”
 
   “I can’t get Michael’s forgiveness, so I’m asking for yours.”
 
   “I cannot absolve you of your crimes.”
 
   “Then don’t absolve me. But please, come out of the cage.”
 
   “You can let me out any time you want.”
 
   “But not until you agree to stay quiet.”
 
   Jareld pressed his face against the bars.
 
   “I can’t!” Jareld said, louder now. In the quiet of night, it sounded thunderous. “I have dedicated my life to finding out the truth. I will not perpetuate a lie.”
 
   “But we didn’t want this to happen. This wasn’t done out of malice or greed. This was a mistake. I wanted to have kids, with Michael. I wanted to have a life with him. I loved him too, Jareld. But this happened instead, and now we have to make the best of it.”
 
   “Then I’m afraid you came down here for nothing.”
 
   Sarah sat on a stool in the corridor of the dungeon. Her ankles always appreciated a rest. She pressed her hand to her belly, feeling the baby kick. A child she would have to raise. In a world that she had helped construct.
 
   “Jareld,” she said, her voice cracking, “Please. I can’t sleep at nights with you down here. It’s nobody’s fault. Please. Please go home. Emily has been asking about you. She still believes you’re alive.”
 
   “Tell her I’m dead,” Jareld said. “I don’t want her waiting for me.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Because I don’t know when you’re going to let me out.”
 
   Sarah grunted as she stood, supporting her hips with both hands.
 
   “I’m sorry, Jareld. We just can’t. We can’t risk it.”
 
   Sarah put her hand on Jareld’s scraggly face. She leaned in and kissed him on his scraggly cheek.
 
   Then, she turned to leave.
 
   “The King will come back one day,” Jareld said. “We had a false King for a century, but Michael emerged from the ashes. It’ll happen again. The King will come back for us.”
 
   Sarah stopped in her tracks and considered these words. She wondered if her own reckoning wasn’t in them somewhere. She sighed and looked over her shoulder.
 
   “I hope you’re right,” she said.
 
   And then she left.
 
   ---
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   And that’s the end of the story, for now. The adventure continues in “A Dagger of the Mind”, available… as soon as I finish writing it. For now, thanks for reading. Tell your friends. Write a review. Write a blog. Stand atop a mountain with a bullhorn and announce that this is the best book you’ve ever read. I mean, only if you really feel that way.
 
    
 
   Until next time,
 
   Daniel Antoniazzi


 
   
  
 




 
   Defenestration (noun) – the act of throwing a person out of a window
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   Or achieving peace and quiet on a Sunday afternoon during yodeling season.
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   Red dirt was the sort of sand you found at the edge of the water at the beach, except in Arwall, where you could find it just about anywhere.
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   Slurve was that kind of mud that stuck to your boots, but that fell off as a light brown powder when it dried.
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   Worm-glue was the kind of mud that made a kissing sound every time you picked up your foot.
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   “Misspell” is one of the most misspelled words in the English language. Alanis Morisette once wrote a song about irony that didn’t include any irony. You know what I’m saying?
 
    
 
   Back to Text…
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Turcle: It’s another kind of mud. Do you really care?
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   I know, I know. I started you off with an assassination and then went straight for the scholars. Well, they’re important to the story. And before the tale is finished, we’ll be dealing with life, death, love, magic, swords, kings, jesters, and dragons. If you’re from the MTV generation and have the attention span of a flea, then hopefully these footnotes will keep you happy until people start dying. Otherwise, may I recommend a Michael Bay movie instead of this book?
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   Yes, yes, we’ll be using the metric system, you uncultured Americans (of which I am one.) Live with it. If you need a point of reference, 53 kilometers is about how far you’d travel in an hour if you were going 53 KPH.
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   Though Vye had other four-letter words she preferred to use for him.
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   And, therefore, Vye.
 
    
 
   Back to Text…
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   And they lost those fights. Vye wouldn’t have been so angry with them if they had won.
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   There’s a reason he spent his youth pitching tents (*ahem*) alongside armies of young men.
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   cap-a-pie - from head to foot
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   Her limit when she began training. A pedestrian number, as Tallatos commented.
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   The best of any of Tallatos’ students. Ever.
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   When asked who your favorite King is, your answer is supposed to be the one you’re talking to.
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   Chosen as a symbol of wisdom. Get it? I suppose if you got it, you would have gotten it. And if you didn’t, then you wouldn’t have.
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   Mostly.
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   For the uninitiated, “Wyrm” here is archaic for Dragon. So, you know, don’t picture a really big earthworm. We’re not going fishing here. It’s a fucking Dragon.
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   The citizens of Rone would likewise find themselves shutting these four out of their homes, without so much as a cup of tea.
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   Though much closer to the Turin side.
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   That was something else the Turin never understood. When so many of the southerners seemed intent on killing the defenseless Turin, why was there always one who insisted on waving around a stitched blanket?
 
    
 
   Back to Text…
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Though, I guess, if that’s your thing, go for it. Who am I to stop you?
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   Inbreeding usually ensues.
 
    
 
   Back to Text…
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Except that Rutherford kept calling Lady Caroline, “Marisa.”
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   Especially in the conspicuous and grossly unsuccessful way in which he seems to go about it.
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   The Spicy Kangaroo was one of dozens of taverns that littered the Deliem River. The problem was that taverns all used the same formula for names: The Adjective Animal. The Gold Dragon. The White Horse. The Hungry Lion. The sort of names that made you feel like you were on an adventure, even if you were just trying to sell horseshoes.
 
   But with so many locales, confusion arose when too many taverns chose similar names. After the White Horse, there was the White Pony. Then, the White Stallion. The White Steed. The White Knight. The White Rider. The White Equine.
 
   So, the Trade Commission of Taverns and Inns had to develop a code that would reduce this confusion. Each adjective could only be used once, and each animal only once. The Taverns all had to register their names. Many, many taverns registered their names before the owners of the Spicy Kangaroo. There weren’t many options left.
 
   As it turned out, business did well as a result of this name. People could easily remember the name of the Tavern, and if someone wandered into town and was looking for a place to stay, they might ask a local. And who really wants to remember which tavern is which? Is it the Flying Eagle and the Charging Stag or the Charging Eagle and the Flying Stag? Oh, never mind; just go to the Spicy Kangaroo.
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   or enjoy, or delight in
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   or fields
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   or singing, or serenading
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   or glowing, glittering, star-like, dazzling, radiant, resplendent, incandescent, or shimmering
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   also possibly joy or mirth
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   abide, bide, bunk, continue, dally, delay, dillydally, endure, halt, hang, hang about, hang around, hover, lag, last, linger, loiter, nest, pause, perch, procrastinate, remain, reprieve, reside, respite, roost, settle, stick around, stop, or tarry
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   or field
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   And, like, thirty other people. But if you asked her who she spent time with during the day, she would innocently say, “Count Michael.” And your heart would melt. For no good fucking reason.
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   Remember him? He died in the prologue. He’s alive now because we’re doing the ol’ flashback thing. He’s not a zombie. You didn’t miss anything. We just haven’t gotten back to the scene in the prologue yet. I’ll let you know when we get there.
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   Actual Noblemen. Not men named “Noble.”
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   You only needed one part death for it to count.
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   If you were still keeping track, we’ve now caught up to the prologue. If you want a detailed description of King Vincent’s fall from the North Tower, please go back to the beginning of the story. But remember to skip to here right after, or you’ll end up going through the first thirteen chapters of this book in a Groundhog’s Day-like loop.
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   Sommelier (n) - wine steward, or wine specialist. Come on. You didn’t know what a sommelier was? It’s not like I had to ask a friend who had that job and then look it up to get the spelling right.
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   Oh, and if you’re still keeping track of when it was that Vye regretted not dressing with her sword, it was right at this moment.
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   “Well,” Vye thought, “Countess Sarah now.”
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   Indeed, if Vye had only trained in Rone, she would have been no match for him.
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   Really, it was a small miracle it hadn’t done her in before now.
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   Really? You’re laughing because I said balls? Fine, if you want to play it that way...
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   Hey, you asked for it.
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   Flopson had a personal mission to collect the bootlaces of noblemen. Not while they were sleeping. That would be too easy. He only found it fun if he took the laces while they were wearing the boots. To date, no one had caught him in the act.
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   You forced me to do this.
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   I’ll be here all week, folks.
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   How she had escaped the Fist of Earth would have to wait for another time, he thought.
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   What’s that? You’ve had enough? Fine. I’ll stop. Try to have some maturity about these things, OK?
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   He had it removed when it failed to repeat everything he said.
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   It was, incidentally, the first time he had ever seen the sea.
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   He kept saving so he could commission a Jolly Roger flag, but was having trouble finding someone who would agree to make one.
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   Little did they know that the current Jousting Tournament held an even better story.
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   Congratulations for noticing the “Sir” at the beginning of his name. Good work. Pat yourself on the back.
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   He did not bother to correct the contradiction.
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   He probably figured that if things had gotten that bad, there was nothing left to rule anyway.
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   And if the awkwardness of that proposition didn’t ruin the moment
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   Corthos tried to exchange a look with Jareld, but his look got deflected off of Thor’s look, and he ended up exchanging a look with a low-hanging branch.
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   Or Michael’s body. The possibility hadn’t been ruled out.
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   One guy might say early sixties, but only because he was a jerk and knew it was a trick question.
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   A generous word for the portal through which she walked
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   An Etch A Sketch of the mind, if you will.
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   Look it up.
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   So, yeah, this time we’re talking about worms. Not Wyrms. Are you following me?
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   The worms were not so named because of their brotherly nature, but rather because they had a philosophy that was largely based on shadows on the walls of caves.
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   Fifty Nibwins was a lot of money. It was enough to buy a farm and pay for one year’s salary of the man who tends to the goats (but not the goats themselves.) Eventually, this policy led to the bankruptcy of the Nibwin Kingdom.
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   Well, hunters, if we’re being honest.
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   His attempt to capture and study one of the Platonics to prove his theory came to a lethal and very messy end.
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   Though the Charter had a lot more to say about the propriety of worm excrement.
 
    
 
   Back to Text…
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Unfortunately, the Scholar’s name was Master East, so while there is an East Wing in the Towers of Seneca, it is unfortunately on the East side of the Main Tower, and none of the current students are aware of the dedication.
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   The merchants were furious when they found the pirates drunk, making use of a gaggle of prostitutes, and singing a bad version of the famous camp song, “How Are Things In My Aunt’s House This Fine Summer Mid-Afternoon, If You Don’t Mind My Asking?” in a round.
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   Furthermore, she felt like she was losing a game of ping-pong, and she didn’t know what that game was.
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   Michael had hoped there would be a sensation that could only be described as a whooshing sensation, but there wasn’t. It was just walking.
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   Or so it seemed. Jareld didn’t quite understand why there was a troop of Turin soldiers, and why they wanted to kill Jareld and his friends.
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   Only one person had ever won a personality contest. It was in the third century of the Kingdom, when Lord Blueberry announced that Lord Hagglemaffer was the single most unpleasant man in the Kingdom. Lord Hagglemaffer rebuffed that this would be true, if only Lord Blueberry wasn’t around.
 
   The two journeyed together, annoying a great many people on their quest, searching for an oracle that would listen to them. They found, on the remote island of Incenseridden, a prophet named Noseklipp.
 
   “Step forward, gentlemen,” Noseklipp said, “And ask the question that troubles your souls.”
 
   Lord Hagglemaffer chose that moment to fart.
 
   “Sir prophet,” Lord Blueberry added, “We hope you are not as useless as you are ugly.”
 
   “That was very unpleasant,” Noseklipp said. “And it also wasn’t a question.”
 
   “Listen,” Hagglemaffer said, “We need you to tell us which is the more pleasant of the two of us.”
 
   “You want me to judge a personality contest?”
 
   “Yes,” said Blueberry.
 
   “With only the two of you as contestants?”
 
   “Yes,” said Hagglemaffer.
 
   Noseklipp had them perform a number of social acts, while he tried to observe from a safe distance. He set up a rigorous scoring system by which they could gain points for doing socially appropriate things and lose points for doing unsocial things. By the end of the first week of the contest, Blueberry was ahead -143,578 to -143,584. Blueberry had not lost points on one occasion, when he failed to blow his nose into the dinner turkey while urinating on the Count’s boots.
 
   Noseklipp, unable to watch anymore, committed suicide and left a note declaring the winner of the contest. He also arranged for an assassin to put them both out of everyone else’s misery. They were buried side by side, in a small apple orchard located on the point of the planet the furthest away from anyone who knew either of them.
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   And Gabriel had been around the block a few times. Gabriel had seen The Red Terror, a man dressed and body-painted entirely in green, who was colorblind and angry about it. He had seen Obblokk the Dark, a manically depressed, homicidal ninja. He had even fought, in his youth, Tur’Nak, Champion of the Fist, a man who had accidentally glued his fists shut when he was young, and since then, had perfected the art of punching people hard enough to kill them.
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   Unless you were angry with them, or trying to prove a point, perhaps. In that case, you could just as easily bring home a drunken leper. It would have the same effect.
 
    
 
   Back to Text…
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   This was particularly troublesome for a certain young couple. They had been on their honeymoon, walking along the beach, looking into one another’s eyes, when a hot spring of eternal youth popped out of the ground and burned them both.
 
   After healing from their wounds, their lives were rather normal for a while, until they realized that neither of them was aging. They would apparently look twenty-two forever. A blessing, they thought.
 
   But it turns out they weren’t that great of a match. And always looking so young, they each had plenty of, shall we say, other options. If they had aged normally, perhaps they would have settled for one another. But now they each felt they could do better.
 
   They did finally get an annulment, and went off to live very promiscuous lives. He died, hundreds of years later, when his ship went down during a storm, and she died shortly after from a particularly aggressive strain of crabs.
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   Along with a splitting headache
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   Now just Emily Rone.
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   Which was considered dating in the Towers of Seneca
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   Which qualified as the worst thing he had done before doing fieldwork
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   Timothy’s older brother, the crown Duke of Brimford
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   His voice was said to be compelling, and he had once hired a statistician to sit in the corner of lair for decades and figure out the effects of Devesant’s voice. About ten percent of the people who came to fight Devesant die of a heart attack after hearing his voice. Another thirty percent faint. The next forty percent lose control of their bladders and quiver uselessly in fear. Another nineteen plus percent shudder, then dive for cover.
 
   Argos was the only one who had ever stood perfectly still, in complete calm, and answered with a deep voice.
 
   The statistician, incidentally, had been devoured after thirty-six years of work, when he suggested to Devesant that, after so many years of work, he was due to retire.
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