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Is this a dagger which I see before me,
 
   The handle toward my hand? Come, let me clutch thee.
 
   I have thee not, and yet I see thee still.
 
   Art thou not, fatal vision, sensible
 
   To feeling as to sight? or art thou but
 
   A dagger of the mind, a false creation,
 
   Proceeding from the heat-oppressed brain?
 
   I see thee yet, in form as palpable
 
   As this which now I draw.
 
   Thou marshall'st me the way that I was going;
 
   And such an instrument I was to use.
 
   Mine eyes are made the fools o' the other senses,
 
   Or else worth all the rest; I see thee still,
 
   And on thy blade and dudgeon gouts of blood,
 
   Which was not so before. There's no such thing:
 
   It is the bloody business which informs
 
   Thus to mine eyes.
 
    
 
   Macbeth
 
   William Shakespeare
 
   


 
   
  
 



Prologue: 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, 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. Who could hear his words.
 
   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.
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Chapter 1: Six Years...
 
    
 
   “I hope you’re right,” Sarah mumbled as she awoke. Her hand wandered to her belly. She was troubled that she hadn’t felt the baby kick. He always kicked in the mornings.
 
   But then the fog cleared from her head, and in its place, the memories came flooding back. Six years worth of feedings, bathings, changings, sleepless nights, lullabies, first words, first steps, and birthdays. Milestone upon milestone, stumbling forward through the days, the seasons, the years, to produce the six-year-old boy that she loved. William. Her only child. Her son. The Prince of the Kingdom of Rone.
 
   Her brain was aging all over again. In her dream, she was the 21-year-old version of herself, who was pregnant, who had just lost her husband, who had just survived the Argosian War. And in seconds, she was the 27-year-old version of herself, who was a mother, a Queen, and a traitor. All at once.
 
   Her hand ran over her exposed belly, enjoying the flatness of it. She didn’t mind being pregnant, but it was so much easier to feel young when it didn’t look like you had just swallowed a bowling ball. Her staff would have frowned at the idea of her sleeping in the nude. They would be worried she would catch a chill. But she had Landos to keep her warm at nights.
 
   She rolled over, looking at the still sleeping High Magistrate that lay beside her. It was, of course, treasonous to engage in sexual congress with the Queen if your name wasn’t “King _______,” but after six years of having this particular affair, they had gotten very good at covering their tracks.
 
   “Landos,” Sarah said, brushing her hand through his goatee. When had he grown a goatee, she wondered? Was it two years ago? Three? She couldn’t remember. His beard felt both familiar and strange. The 21-year-old version of her, who was fading away with the dream, had never seen it before. The 27-year-old version of her would have missed it if it weren’t there. Landos hadn’t been in this dream, but her mind was still recovering from it. From the memory. From how things were six years ago.
 
   She had been in love with two men, she remembered. And still was, in certain ways. Her husband, Michael, who turned out to be the long lost King. And Landos, his friend, his highest advisor. The first one accidentally made her a Queen. The latter accidentally made her a mother. But, since Michael died during the War, they had to pretend he was the father. To preserve the Royal Bloodline, even with a lie.
 
   Only three people knew it was a lie. Sarah had known she was pregnant before she ever consummated her relationship with Michael. Landos knew when she told him, after Michael died. And Jareld had figured it out, because he was the kind of smart guy who figured things out. So they locked him up and threw away the key. Made up a story about his death. Hid him away from the world.
 
   Sarah was only able to visit Jareld that one time. When Landos found out, he was furious. Someone could have followed her, or figured out where she was, or why she was there. He forbade her from ever going to Goldmere again...
 
   “I know this is hard,” Landos had said. “We’re two honest people caught up in an impossible situation. If Michael had lived, we could have faced whatever punishment we deserved. We could be exiled and lived happily together. But he didn’t, and the Kingdom needs a King more than we need peace of mind.”
 
   “Jareld didn’t ask to suffer,” Sarah had argued.
 
   “I know. And I wish we could let him out. But he’ll never agree to stay quiet. And I know it’s hard, but we can’t visit him anymore. We can’t risk being seen going there. Our Kingdom is hanging on by a frayed thread. We must always think of the Kingdom before everything.”
 
   So Sarah obeyed and never visited Jareld again. But if she had been honest with herself, she probably wouldn’t have seen him again anyway. She couldn’t face him. See him standing for something while she and Landos lived in a castle and ruled the Kingdom based on a lie.
 
   And she dreamt about him often enough anyway.
 
   When William was born, she couldn’t spend so much time feeling guilty. She had a child to care for. And until his thirteenth birthday, still seven years off, she and Landos would essentially be running the Kingdom. Once she was in a routine, once she was the figurehead of the country, she remembered why she loved Landos. And they rekindled their forbidden affair.
 
   Sarah tried desperately to have Landos knighted. With a title, Landos would be eligible to marry her, and the affair wouldn’t be an affair anymore. But only a King can confer nobility on a commoner, and the Council wasn’t sure they could invoke that power with the temporary license they had.
 
   Still, they had slept in the same bed almost every night for six years.
 
   “Good morning,” Landos mumbled as he stirred awake.
 
   “You should get going,” Sarah warned, “Sun’s coming up.”
 
   “We have some time yet,” Landos said, reaching his hand under the blankets. You couldn’t really blame him. If you were in bed with Sarah, and she was naked, you would be hard-pressed to behave yourself. She had won a lot of people over with her blue eyes and her smile. A thousand ships would have come back to port for her face.
 
   But Sarah clasped his hand, brought it to her mouth, and kissed it, as though that was the romantic gesture Landos was going for.
 
   “We have a few minutes, and we need that time to get some clothes on,” she said. She grabbed her night robes and went behind a screen.
 
   “You don’t have to get dressed behind a screen, you know.”
 
   “It just feels more…proper.”
 
   “I’ve seen the clothes on their way off. Why does it matter if I see them going back on?”
 
   “Are you getting dressed?”
 
   “I’m tired.”
 
   “They’ll be here to dress me soon.”
 
   “See, that’s the thing about you Royal types. You have to get dressed so that people can come over and get you dressed.”
 
   Landos slipped out of the bed and grabbed his trousers and tunic.
 
   “Us commoners,” Landos said, buckling his belt, “We have one layer of clothes. Modesty, that’s all that’s required. Everything after that is vanity.”
 
   “Your clothes were stitched by my tailor. And you wear a chain of office.”
 
   “That’s a legal rank. People need to know they’re addressing the High Magistrate.”
 
   Landos grabbed that very same chain of office. He polished it with his cuff before draping it over his neck.
 
   “Well, people should be aware that they’re addressing the Queen, don’t you think?”
 
   Sarah emerged from behind the screen. She was only wearing a slip under a fine silk robe, but she already looked more regal than most people can look after a full day of dressing.
 
   “Well, of course your title requires a certain amount of…décor,” Landos conceded, brushing his hand through her hair, “I’m just opposed to you wearing any clothes at all.”
 
   “You, sir, are addressing a Queen!” Sarah said, though her giggle undercut her attempt to sound menacing.
 
   “Alright, alright,” Landos smirked, “You can keep your clothes on, but you owe me a kiss.”
 
   “Well, I hate to leave a debt unsettled.”
 
   But the kiss never happened, as there was an abrupt knock on the door.
 
   “Your Majesty,” called a voice from the other side of the door, “Your Majesty, we must get you ready for Court today.”
 
   “It’s going to be another vine day, isn’t it?” Landos said, sighing.
 
   “Afraid so,” Sarah said, waving her hand to the balcony window.
 
   Landos had grown accustomed to slipping out Sarah’s window in the mornings. When the coast wasn’t clear into the hallways, he often had to scale down the vines to escape into the ante-room one floor down. He hadn’t done this much climbing since he was a boy in Hartstone Castle, sporting with the other servants around the court.
 
   A part of Landos was concerned with how easily he was able to climb out of Sarah’s chambers. What if an assassin wanted to get to the Queen? How poor were their defenses?
 
   But the days of assassinations were behind them. Six years ago, the Argosian War had started with a string of murders meant to cripple the Kingdom. Caught off-guard, the people of Rone almost fell to a vicious invasion from the north. From the Turin people. But Michael brought the Sword of Kings to the final battle, and the Rone survived. The Turin retreated, and some semblance of peace was restored.
 
   The last six years had been a stormy sea of negotiations and memorials, festivals and restorations. And raising Prince William. Landos wasn’t allowed to tell anybody that William was his son. Which was hard. William was a wonderful boy, and Landos was proud. How badly he wanted to proclaim to the world that the child was his. All of the accolades that people gave, all the praise that they attributed to William’s noble heritage...
 
   Landos wanted to correct them every time. But his pride had to give way to the Kingdom. William was only the Prince because everyone thought he was Michael’s son. If the truth came out, the Kingdom would be without an heir. Like it was during the Argosian War.
 
   Landos lowered himself onto the third-floor portico. He brushed himself off and slipped into the ante-room. After six years of this routine, he knew how to avoid being seen. Nobody was ever on the portico at that hour. Or in the courtyard below. Or in the ante-room.
 
   Except, by chance, today.
 
   Fortunately for Landos, the man occupying the room was the Baron Dubon Von Wrims, of Franconne. The Baron was not hard of hearing, nor nearsighted, but he was a very…distracted man. He would miss things as they happened right in front of him. It was hard to tell which way his eyes were looking through his bifocals. It was hard to see his expression through his puffy, orange beard. You never quite knew where you were with the Baron.
 
   He was staring at a large landscape painting; a depiction of the Battle of Hartstone. The Battle where Michael rescued the people of Rone. The Battle in which he died.
 
   “Good morning, Baron,” Landos piped up, secure that the Baron didn’t see how he had entered the room.
 
   “Magistrate, I did not hear you come in,” Dubon said. “It is good to see you zis fine morning. I trust you slept well. It was a pleasant evening, cool but not cold, hmm?”
 
   “It certainly was. This is the painting?”
 
   “Indeed!” the Baron’s eyes gleamed with excitement. “I hope you do not mind. Zee official unveiling is zis very hour, with zee Queen. But as zee sun is coming up through that window, I was hoping to see it with full light.”
 
   “Of course, of course. And I’m glad I could share this moment with you.”
 
   For all of his comical and foreign ticks, the Baron’s story was actually quite sad. He had been at sea, six years ago, when the Argosian War began. He was studying foreign arts in faraway lands, and didn’t hear about the conflict until it was almost over. The Barony of Franconne was in the far north of the Kingdom of Rone, in Maethran. It, like the rest of the County, was utterly destroyed by the Turin invasion.
 
   The Baron wasn’t even halfway home when he got word that his wife and children had been murdered in the War. His lands razed, his Castle toppled. Even when the Rone won the war, there was nothing left to rebuild. He had nothing to return to.
 
   So he stayed abroad, traveling to other continents. He studied art and music, paying his way as an expert appraiser. He consulted for Kings and Sultans. He tried to forget his homeland, and all the loss he had suffered. He tried to forget the abandoned bodies of his children.
 
   But after five years at sea, he grew weary of his travels. He was homesick. He knew he couldn’t return to Franconne, which was now controlled by the Turin, but he wanted to start anew amongst the people who spoke his language and knew his customs. He wanted to come back to the Kingdom.
 
   He had arrived six months ago, and bought a manor house in the capital city of Anuen, less than a mile from the Castle. He met Landos during a formal function, where the two hit it off. After a few bottles of wine, the Baron Dubon von Wrims told his tale of sorrows...
 
   “But now,” he had concluded, “I have returned to my home. It is not zee home I grew up in, but I feel a sense of pride. Zis is my Country. Zis is where I belong.”
 
   Landos had also imbibed a considerable amount of wine...
 
   “Welcome back to Rone,” he said, extending a hand, as though he were the customs agent. They shared a laugh, even though nothing either of them had said was funny.
 
   “Zank you,” the Baron managed. Landos stifled another snicker. The Baron’s accent was the sort of thing you only heard in plays that tried to make fun of northerners. “I hear,” Dubon continued, “You are planning a dedication to zee Saint Michael, hmm?”
 
   “Indeed, the East Wing has been cleared out,” Landos explained, pointing north. “We want it on display for the Peace Festival.”
 
   “And you will have works of art on display, hmm?”
 
   “That’s the plan. Though so far we haven’t had a lot of luck tracking down artists.”
 
   “In zat case, I will commission works from zee great artists I have met in my travels around zee world.”
 
   “Are you sure, Baron? That’s a big responsibility...”
 
   “Please, Mister Magistrate... I have done nothing for zis Kingdom. I stayed away. I was a coward. And yet, when I come home, zere she is, waiting for me. If I could not help during zee War, at least I can help now.”
 
   “Baron, we all did what we had to do during the War. Nobody could blame you for staying away, after the loss you suffered. And certainly nobody would call you a coward.”
 
   The Baron finished his glass of wine in one, tremendous gulp. That he didn’t get any on his beard was a miracle.
 
   “It was not just zee cowardice. I must tell you somezing. A secret.”
 
   Landos leaned over the table, eager to hear the Baron’s confession.
 
   “I was in a tavern, far from home. I had only just heard zat my wife and children were...” his voice faded, lost in thought, “And a man came in, and started a fight with me. I have never been a violent man, Mister Magistrate. But zis man attacked me when I was at my most vulnerable. And I... It is too terrible to say.”
 
   “Baron,” Landos clasped his hand on Dubon’s shoulder, “Sometimes our sins hurt us more because they are also secrets. Please, if I can be of any help to you... Unburden yourself. I will not judge you or think less of you.”
 
   “You are a true friend,” the Baron nodded. “Indeed. I will tell you zee secret. Zis man who attacked me, just as I had suffered zis great loss, I killed him.”
 
   “He attacked you. You had to defend yourself.”
 
   “You are correct, perhaps. But I was angry. I wanted to kill him. Maybe I was in zee right by law. But I was not in my heart.” The Baron collected himself, dabbing his eyes with a crumpled kerchief. “You are right, Mister Magistrate. It is good to talk about zis.”
 
   “I’m glad I could help. And please, when we are just talking ourselves, call me Landos. And, you know what, we could use a world-renowned art appraiser to help us set up the Saint Michael dedication.”
 
   And the Baron did just that. He sent his servant, a tall, silent man named Krugg, on a voyage, where he collected Dubon’s favorite artists and had them all assembled at his estate. There, they worked tirelessly to create paintings, sculptures, banners, and murals, each celebrating the life and legacy of King Michael IV. The Lost King. Landos’ closest friend. Sarah’s husband. The subject of the painting that Landos was looking at that morning by the light of the rising sun.
 
   It was Krugg who entered the ante-room at that moment and whispered in the Baron’s ear. Landos had never heard Krugg’s voice, as the shy servant tended only to share news directly with Dubon. But Landos was still intimidated by the hulking man. He stood well over six feet and was built like a barrel. He always kept his hair short, and he always averted his bright green eyes from making contact with anyone but his master.
 
   “Krugg tells me zat zey are assembling in zee throne room for zee unveiling.”
 
   “Then we shouldn’t keep Her Majesty waiting.”
 
   Krugg wrapped the painting and hefted it over his shoulder, lugging it ahead of Landos and Dubon as they all headed for the throne room. When they arrived, it was quite crowded. Anyone who could find an excuse to be in the gallery had turned up, eager to witness the latest art exhibits for the Hall of Saint Michael.
 
   Krugg placed the painting on a tripod, ready for its unveiling. But now that they were here, Landos could only stare at the enormous crate in the corner of the room. The thing could have caged an elephant.
 
   After a short wait, the doors swung open, and the herald called, “Lords and Ladies, Her Majesty, Queen Sarah Rone.”
 
   Sarah flowed into the room, now in full, elegant regalia. Shimmering fabrics, highlighted with lace and bows, seemed a natural extension of her sheer, blonde hair. She had been transformed from a beautiful woman to a beautiful Queen. A subtle distinction, but one which Landos felt everyday.
 
   Because when he looked into her eyes, she wouldn’t recognize his gaze. As though she hadn’t seen him. He knew she loved him. And he loved her so much it scared him. But after a night of being their true selves, intimate, loving, and affectionate, they had to behave like strangers.
 
   The Queen ascended the pedestal, lowering herself into the second-most lavish seat on the dais. The more ornamented one, the King’s seat, had been empty for more than six years, and would be until Prince William was crowned. Three steps below the royal chairs was a plainer seat, meant for Landos, the High Magistrate. But he chose not to sit, and rather addressed the Queen as part of the crowd.
 
   “Your Majesty, you know the Baron Dubon Von Wrims, from Franconne.”
 
   “Of course,” she smiled, “Baron, I hear you have something to show us for the Peace Festival. Could you give us a peek?”
 
   “I would be honored, Your Majesty,” the Baron bowed. With a wave of his hand, Krugg pulled the ropes on the crate. His muscles tensed as, with one tug, he collapsed the side of the crate. It had been designed in such a way that with just that one move, the entire covering folded over, revealing a perfect marble representation of Michael Rone.
 
   The room fell to silence, beholding the majestic representation. On a pedestal of stone, a ten-foot-tall Michael stood, one foot planted on a rock, the Saintskeep raised above his head, a gesture of victory.
 
   “Your Majesty, Magistrate, Lords, Ladies, and gathered guests, may I present zee Statue of Saint Michael, meant to be zee centerpiece for your dedication. I have spoken with many people who knew King Michael, and many who were present during zee Battle of Hartstone. From zese many conversations, my sculptor was able to create a very exciting statue, I hope you will agree.”
 
   “The eyes…” Sarah gasped.
 
   “You have noticed,” the Baron said with a gleeful smirk. “Most of zee statue is comprised of normal marble, but for zee eyes, we added just a hint of emerald dust. Zey reflect zee light, and come alive.”
 
   “What about the sword?” Landos asked.
 
   “An excellent audience I have,” the Baron rejoined. “Zee other little trick is zee sword. It is not part of the sculpture. I commissioned a sword to be forged, as best as I could, to match zee descriptions of zee original Saintskeep. It is embedded in zee marble, but is made of steel, to stand apart.”
 
   “An excellent work!” the Queen said. “Lord von Wrims, you have done us a great honor by bringing these works of art into our home. I look forward to the Peace Festival, when we can share them with the public. I hope, on that day, you will be here to make the presentation yourself.”
 
   “It would be my pleasure,” The Baron said, bowing.
 
   Landos felt the hairs stick up in the back of his neck. Something about the Baron suddenly seemed wrong, but only for a passing moment. Something about his voice, or his accent… Something. He looked at Dubon, who must have been pursing his lips, because his beard was contorted into a strange shape.
 
   “Is something zee matter, Magistrate?” the Baron asked, and Landos almost laughed. Immediately, the ridiculousness of the man alleviated his concerns.
 
   “Nothing,” Landos said. “Everything is fine. Please, have your man Krugg show us the painting.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Landos smiled. The Baron was quite a character.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2: Things To Talk About When Sparring With The Countess
 
    
 
   So the Kingdom of Rone is subdivided into Duchies and Counties. And those Duchies and Counties are further divided into Baronies. With all those territories, and almost six-hundred years of history, there had been countless rulers. Some benevolent, some cruel. Some smart, some idiotic. They were an eclectic bunch. In all that time and in all those places, there was only one uniting feature for all of them: They all had a penis.
 
   Until six years ago.
 
   After the Argosian War, the County of Deliem was a mess. The final battle destroyed Castle Hartstone, the nerve center of the land. Twenty thousand dead, walls crumbled, earth scorched. But one thing seemed clear. Lady Julia Vye had won the war. She showed up on the battlefield with the head of the Turin leader. Nobody could claim to have contributed as much to the effort.
 
   So the County went to her. It just happened. There wasn’t a vote. There wasn’t a discussion. There wasn’t even a formal ceremony. Somebody started calling her, “The Countess,” and it stuck.
 
   A stranger to the Kingdom might find it unusual that nobody objected. Despite never having helped anyone make a good decision about anything, penises were the assumed sine qua non of leadership. But objecting to Countess Vye came with some risks. You see, she had trained with a Sword Master for four years, becoming the most fearsome warrior in the Kingdom. And that was before she also became the only person in Rone who could use magic.
 
   So there was Vye. In charge and unchallenged. But she had a problem. She was the absolute best fighter and wizard in the Kingdom, and she understood war enough to serve as a military advisor. But she really had no idea how to run an entire County. Especially not one in the shape Deliem was in when she inherited it.
 
   The County used to have an awesome staff. Count Michael had the mind of a leader. But he had died in the war. The High Lieutenant of Deliem was Landos, who was now serving as the High Magistrate of the Kingdom. The Castellen was dead. The Field Martial was dead. Even the fanatically loyal jester was missing.
 
   So Vye had to rebuild the castle and the staff from scratch. But she wanted to do it all in one move. She was just going to hire a High Lieutenant and let him take care of everything.
 
   She started with a man named Sir Noble. Excellent fighter, clear-minded, true-hearted. But all of that left him with the same skill set as Vye. He could lead a battle, but he couldn’t corral people to build faster. Eventually, Landos offered him a position as Captain of the Guard in the Capital, so he left.
 
   Her next hire was even worse. She reluctantly brought on a man named Harold Rutherford, who was the cousin of a man the Countess once knew, also named Harold Rutherford. She had hoped that incompetence wasn’t a family trait, as incompetence was the only thing she remembered about the previous Harold Rutherford.
 
   Unfortunately, the new Harold Rutherford, while a more pleasant person to talk to, was just as incapable of running the County as his predecessor. Harold made such a mess of the reconstruction project that Vye assumed he was stealing money. But when she checked over the paperwork, she discovered it was just horrible management of resources. It would have been easier to steal the money than to mess it up this badly.
 
   Vye then had the fortune of meeting a young man named Duncan.
 
   The Peace with the Turin was still being negotiated at the time. In the early days of the Treaty, less than a month after the end of the war, Landos and the Queen always brought Vye along to the meetings. They didn’t want to be threatening. But they imagined the Turin would be a little intimidated by the woman who had killed their leader. Walk softly and carry the most fearsome warrior-wizard the land has ever known.
 
   It was in those early meetings that Vye first encountered Duncan. The Towers of Seneca had sent some of their best scholars to the peace negotiations, and the best of the best was Duncan. He understood the Turin language backwards and forwards. He was just supposed to help the leaders understand one another, but he was smart and proactive, and he ended up having a lot of influence on the early versions of the Treaty.
 
   Vye was impressed with Duncan. Because he wasn’t just smart and capable, he also seemed to be good at getting along with people. Tall, youthful, a thin beard, and a hell of an athlete. Maybe not the strongest or fastest, but always picked first for every sport. Maybe not the handsomest, but always surrounded by women. If people were magnets, he was a huge deposit of iron ore.
 
   So Vye planted a flag in him. She basically told Landos that when the early stages of the Peace Treaty were finalized, she was taking him home with her. And she hadn’t regretted it for a moment. His first order of business was rebuilding the Castle. Everyone assumed that, in order to fix his predecessor’s mistakes, he was either going to have to spend more money than he had or take twice as long as he was supposed to.
 
   Neither of those suppositions turned out to be true. The Castle came in under budget and was finished in two years. And it wasn’t a shoddy product. The Towers soared, the decor was stately, and the walls gleamed in the sunlight. So, how did he do it? Did he learn magic from Countess Vye?
 
   No, but he did come up with an ingenious strategy. The War had devastated many structures in the County, and they all needed rebuilding. Sir Noble and Sir Rutherford, Duncan’s predecessors, had planned to address each of these projects piecemeal. But Duncan organized the repairs as one enormous undertaking. Castle Hartstone, Rutherford Manor, Fort Lockmey, the Deliem Bridge, and the Merrick Tower were folded into a single, huge project. Taking advantage of an economy of scale, Duncan restored all the landmarks in Deliem to their prewar condition. His second biggest task was the staff. About three months before the Castle was completed, Countess Vye had become ill because of some bad food.
 
   “This never used to happen when Michael ran the show,” Vye explained to Duncan.
 
   “Was Michael that good of a chef?” Duncan smirked.
 
   “Well, he did have the Sword of Kings,” Vye mused in her fever, “So really, nobody was better at peeling a potato.”
 
   “I’ll start looking into the whole staff. But are you sure you don’t want to be involved in this process?”
 
   “What did I tell you when I first hired you?”
 
   “That you liked being the Countess because everyone had to listen to you,” Duncan recited from memory, “But you didn’t want to actually have to do anything.”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   So Duncan met everyone who worked in the Castle. One at a time, in person, alone. He promoted the people who were good at their jobs, he sent off the ones that were terrible at theirs, and he filled in some of the positions that had been vacant since the war.
 
   So what was the Countess doing with all this time? Was she just drinking mimosas and getting a tan? No. Vye wasn’t wired that way. She didn’t like to do nothing, she just wanted to do the things she knew how to do. So she spent most of her time training the guards. Technically, it was a task that was below her pay grade, but she got a thrill out of it, and Hartstone ended up with the best-trained guards in the Kingdom.
 
   But she had another skill that was sought after, and that was her magic. She tried to train a student here and a student there. Smart, capable people, by her judgement. But it didn’t stick. None of them could pick it up, and Vye couldn’t say why. She still wasn’t sure why she, herself, had managed to learn sorcery. It was something that sort of happened to her.
 
   After a few dropouts, Vye’s first real pupil was a girl name Nuria. She had been nine when Vye decided to start training her, and four years later, she was learning fast. Many people were confused by Vye’s decision to train Nuria. If you were only going to train one person to use magic, why would you choose an eighty pound girl?
 
   Vye had two reasons. The first reason was Nuria’s ability to climb. Those who knew nothing about magic were happy to tell you that climbing had nothing to do with magic. But Vye was looking for something in her potential students, and she didn’t know what it was until she found it in Nuria. It was someone who looked at things from a different perspective. Nuria had the instincts of a parrot. She always wanted to find the highest perch. She didn’t climb for the fun of climbing. She climbed for the view.
 
   The second reason was the day that Vye saw her playing with a group of older boys. They were playing at jousting with broom handles in place of lances, and crate covers for shields. Two of the boys would line up at opposite ends of a small field, run towards one another, and smash together. The fact that none of them lost an eye was kind of amazing.
 
   And then Vye, who was watching from her balcony, saw Nuria walk up to the boys and ask for a go. They laughed, of course. She had all the bulk of a feather pillow. But she kept insisting until they said yes. Vye was reasonably worried. But Nuria seemed confident. So instead of yelling at some nearby guards to put a stop to the nonsense, Vye watched, carefully.
 
   Magic was not something Vye completely understood. And after six years of practicing, she was still learning new things about it. But one thing she had realized was that she could...feel with the magic. She could put out vibes. Some things she could passively sense, if they were strong enough or close enough. But if she chose, she could send out a magical arm. An antenna of sorts.
 
   So as she saw Nuria line up across from a rugged teenage boy, Vye reached out. She felt Nuria’s heartbeat. Sensed her steady breathing... If anything happened, Vye would be able to protect her. She would let the brave girl take her turn, but Vye would make sure her heart kept beating, her lungs kept expanding and contracting, her skull stayed in one piece.
 
   And then Nuria turned to Vye. Across the courtyard, over the din of the marketplace, from the ditch by the road to the height of the balcony, Nuria made eye contact with Vye. Of course, many people throughout the day would glance up at the Countess. She was their leader, and a bit of a legend. People glared at her all the time.
 
   But Nuria hadn’t turned around by chance. Somehow, the girl had sensed Vye. Somehow, she had known that Vye was watching her. She smiled at Vye and turned back to the boys.
 
   Her hefty opponent charged across the line, broomstick held all the way out, wooden slats protecting his body. Nuria sprinted right back at him. But the broom was too heavy for her to hold upright. The boys laughed, making jokes about erectile dysfunction that three of the five of them would eventually suffer.
 
   Nuria really did look lost. Her towering opponent was about to impale her on his “spear.” But that’s when everyone realized that she wasn’t trying to hold hers upright. She was trying to find the right place to plant it in the ground. She lodged the end under a rock and launched herself up with the bristles of the broom, arcing over the expected point of impact like the tip of a metronome.
 
   And she pulled the “shield” up with her. In the middle of her vault, she planted her feet on the crate top, tucked her foot into the “handle” and slammed it right into the boy’s face.
 
   That was how Nuria operated when she was nine. After four years of practicing, she was starting to amaze Vye. She was never a match for pure power, speed, or endurance. But her mind was working on a whole other level.
 
   So on that day, the same morning in which the Baron Dubon von Wrims unveiled the Statue in Anuen, Vye came into the sparring room in Hartstone to a truly mind-bending sight. Nuria was perched, as she often was, high above the floor. But she hadn’t climbed there. She was suspended in midair. Her eyes were closed, concentrating.
 
   And on the ground was a suit of armor. With a sword and shield. And even though there was nobody inside the armor, it was stomping around the room, swinging its blade and taking stances.
 
   “What are you doing?” Vye demanded.
 
   “They said I could borrow the armor,” Nuria defended. “Do you want to spar? En garde!”
 
   The scale mail turned, shield forward, sword back, ready to strike. A duelist’s pose.
 
   “Can you get down here?” Vye demanded.
 
   “Don’t think you can take me?” The empty armor swung its sword around, as though trying to intimidate Vye.
 
   “I can strangle you with your own ponytail.”
 
   “I’m coming down,” Nuria said, her eyes snapping open. The armor collapsed in a clash of metal. Nuria grabbed the cushion, floating gently to the floor.
 
   “How am I supposed to teach you lessons,” Vye asked, “When you’ve worn yourself down like this?”
 
   “I’m not tired.”
 
   “I hope when you’re my age, there’s a young girl taunting you with her relentless energy.”
 
   “Am I going to have to live that long?”
 
   “Seriously, I can kill you in, like, seventy-three different ways.”
 
   “But really, I’m not that tired. I’m ready for our lesson.”
 
   “How can you not be exhausted after moving that armor around? You had to concentrate on all those joints, the sword, the weight...”
 
   “I didn’t do it that way.”
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “I didn’t think about the different parts of the armor,” Nuria explained. She was trying to be helpful. She wasn’t trying to sound condescending. But she was a 13-year-old girl explaining to a 31-year-old woman how to do this trick. “I just wore the armor. I mean, I projected myself into the armor. So to move the leg, I just thought about moving my leg. It’s like the Far Sight you taught me. I just couldn’t go that far.”
 
   “That’s very...resourceful of you.”
 
   So they started their lesson. But Vye didn’t know what she could teach the girl. Nuria was younger, but she was also smarter. It was becoming clearer and clearer as Nuria got older that Vye was just a glorified sparring partner. It wasn’t until they finished, and they were heading for supper, that Vye felt useful. It was because of a question that Nuria asked, “Is Duncan...with any of the women in court?”
 
   Vye immediately saw the whole picture. Duncan. The 20-year-old, handsome, charming, funny man in court. Vye remembered every time Nuria had volunteered to help him out with anything and everything. Of course she was infatuated. And of course it would never work. And of course there would be no convincing her of this.
 
   “I don’t think so,” Vye answered. “I’m not sure.”
 
   “Do you think I’m pretty?”
 
   “OK, I see where this is going. I think you’re very pretty. I think you should try to have a crush on someone your own age.”
 
   “Why does it matter?”
 
   “OK, so, you see, when a man and a woman love each other--”
 
   “I know about sex.”
 
   “Thank the Gods.”
 
   “I’ve had my first blood. I’m ready.”
 
   “Those aren’t the same thing. Seriously, start small. Find a boy your age.”
 
   “But none of the boys my age are any good.”
 
   “Yeah, OK, true. But you can’t be with Duncan.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “It just wouldn’t be proper. Even with arranged marriages, they try to wait until you’re fifteen.”
 
   “Fine. Can our marriage be arranged? I can wait.”
 
   “Well, that’s--”
 
   She stopped dead. So did Nuria. It was like their hearts had skipped a collective beat. No. It was as if there was an extra beat. One that didn’t belong to them.
 
   “Did you feel that?” Nuria whispered.
 
   “Go find Duncan. Now.”
 
   “I should stay here with you.”
 
   “No. Listen to me. Go right now and find Duncan and tell him something really, really terrible is about to--”
 
   And then something really, really terrible happened.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3: The Turin-Guarde
 
    
 
   Vye wasn’t the only one dealing with new pupils. Far to the north, in the Turinheld, Master Eric was also trying to teach his new students. By contrast to Nuria, Eric’s class was much more respectful, deferring, and patient. Eric’s problem wasn’t insolent, upstart newcomers. It was his own prejudices.
 
   Eric had trained with Argos, the leader of the circle of mages in the Turinheld, and the one who essentially started the war with the Kingdom of Rone. Argos had taught Eric that hatred and rage were part of the magic. He had infused Eric, and the others, with the belief that the only way to use wizardry was to hate the people of Rone.
 
   This method had worked well for the Turin-Sen. That was what Argos had called the company. It roughly translated to “The Best of the Turin.” They were amongst the best sword-fighters in the Turinheld and they were the only ones who could use magic. So the moniker was accurate, even if it was a little conceited. But more importantly, the hatred had driven the Turin-Sen to be instrumental in the War. They had assassinated the leaders of the Rone in one fell swoop. They opened the door for the invasion.
 
   But then, one by one, they began to fall. Selikk, Gerard, Halmir, Sandora, and finally Argos himself. Until Eric was the only one of the group left. The War cost him his friends, but the end of the War cost him his sense of direction. He had been a spy, living in the capital city of the Rone people. He had masked his appearance. Lived as one of them. He never lost sight of his purpose. Of his goals. But he also learned that many of the Rone people were not bad people. He still did his duty when called upon. He still murdered Rone citizens when it was part of his mission. But he felt his resolve weaken the longer he lived amongst his enemy.
 
   When Argos died, it was as though a cloud lifted from his mind. Now back amongst the Turin people, Eric thought he would remember his old hatred. But instead, he started to think back on all the things he had done. And he realized that, while the hate and anger made the magic stronger, it also suffocated him. Argos had not only led his country astray, launching them into a devastating war. He had led the Turin-Sen astray, teaching them hate over self-control. Viciousness over compassion.
 
   It helped that the political atmosphere in the Turinheld was also changing. The old Regent was shipped off to the Rone, sort of an apology gift for the War. In his place, a new Regent was elected. A woman named Rajani, who was much more level-headed and fair-minded. Someone who was invested in the peace process.
 
   As a part of that process, Rajani asked Eric to rename the group of magic-users, and to train a new generation of them. They would now be called the Turin-Guarde, which translated as “Defenders of the Turin.” Eric agreed to take on the task, but he wanted some time alone. Before he could teach anyone, he had to see what he still knew. 
 
   He took a few months to wander the Turin woods. He had discovered that he had been moving in the wrong direction in his life, but he did not yet know which way was the right direction. He could still perform magic, but it was slower and weaker than he remembered. It was harder for him to find the energy without focusing on the hate.
 
   He had hoped that his walkabout would lead to some kind of epiphany. But instead, he just felt bereft of solutions. He would continue to serve the Turinheld, but he was marginally worse than he used to be, and he didn’t know if he had anything to offer his suffering country.
 
   He returned to the Lunapera, the training grounds for the Turin-Sen and Turin-Guarde. The plateau jutted out over the sea of trees below, like a wave had turned to stone before crashing down onto the forest. He hoped to meditate there, searching deeper for an answer to his questions.
 
   But instead of finding solitude, he found a woman named Landora. He recognized her, though it took a moment. She was the younger sister of one of Eric’s old comrades, Sandora. But the last time Eric had seen her, she had been eight. Now she was fourteen. She didn’t have Sandora’s build. She was short and slight. She wasn’t made to be a warrior.
 
   Even so, when Eric reached the peak, he found her tugging on one end of a rope. The rope was draped over the limb of a tree, and the other end was wrapped around some boulders. When her arms tensed, he could see muscles that were developed well beyond most teenagers. She may not have packed much of a punch, but she packed as much of a punch as someone her size could manage.
 
   “Eric,” she had said when she saw him, “You’re back. I want to join the Turin-Sen.”
 
   “We’re not called that anymore. We’re the Turin-Guarde.”
 
   “Whatever. Teach me to use magic.”
 
   “Why do you want to learn?”
 
   “My sister died fighting the Rone. She was killed by a man named David Noble, and then her body was put on display to give the Rone courage. I want to be the best I can be, so I can get my revenge.”
 
   Eric paced to the very edge of the cliff. He turned his back on the ledge, sitting and crossing his legs.
 
   “Put the rocks down,” he said. Landora apparently hadn’t noticed she was still holding them, suspended above the ground. She lowered them down, wiped her arms off, and stalked up to Eric. She stood, defiantly, in front of him. It was clear he wanted her to sit. But she just wouldn’t do it.
 
   “Landora, I knew your sister well,” Eric said. “She was brave and strong. I’m sorry that she’s dead. I’m sorry they’re all dead.”
 
   “My family already observed her death. She doesn’t need another eulogy. She needs justice.”
 
   “Justice? You didn’t say anything about justice. You said you wanted revenge.”
 
   “They’re two sides of the same blade.”
 
   Eric sighed. He had been through these debates many times. He was Argos’ oldest pupil. And Argos had always spoken of revenge. Revenge on the Rone people for what they did, centuries ago. Revenge for the crimes they had perpetrated against their Turin ancestors.
 
   Eric never disobeyed Argos. But when Eric was just starting out, he did question the notions of justice and revenge. He didn’t even know which side of the debate he was on now. There was definitely a part of his brain that wanted to murder every citizen of Rone, each time shouting out the names of one of his fallen comrades.
 
   But whatever he felt, it wasn’t as naked and raw as what this girl was feeling. Landora had lost a sister. A role model. Someone she had aspired to be. Could Eric convince her to see past this hate? Was it possible to see past it?
 
   “Very well,” Eric said. “I am going to train you.”
 
   “Great, let’s get started.”
 
   “No. Because my first lesson is going to be to teach you not to channel your hate when you fight, with metal or magic.”
 
   “I will always hate. This is a fire that will never be extinguished.”
 
   “You are welcome to hate as much as you want. I will not stop you. Hate the Rone people. Hate the man who killed your sister. Hate the soldiers who gained strength from seeing her corpse. Hate me, if you must. But when we train, you will not bring it with you.”
 
   It was much easier said than done. Landora had worked her body into a frenzy. Sitting still wasn’t her strong suit. She was so used to expending so much energy every day that she became anxious easily. For months, her hatred ruined her focus. It was so intense, Eric could feel it when he was near her. A glowing, burning ball of rage.
 
   So Eric had to teach her to slow down. They exercised plenty, but Eric also forced her to do meditation. They trained with swords and spears, but Eric would also insist that she sit at the edge of the Lunapera for an hour, without moving or speaking. The sword moves were easy. The meditation was hard.
 
   Eric would often find her awake late at nights. She was hacking an old ax into a tree stump, over and over and over. As though the faded rings were the face of her sister’s murderer. He never interfered. He was glad she had found a way to channel that anger that wasn’t through her magic.
 
   But over five years, he also noticed a change in her. She slept through the nights. She was able to do greater things with her magic, and was able to fight better with her sword, but she was also able to sit quietly for longer periods. Though she still had a lot to learn, Eric even had her help when they recruited two new members to the team, twin boys named Xerxes and Xanathos.
 
   One night, the same night in which the Baron had unveiled the Statue in Anuen, the same night in which Vye had found Nuria moving an empty suit of armor around, Eric found her meditating on the Lunapera. Eric always preferred to face inward, with his back to the cliff. Landora always preferred to face outward, overlooking the forest.
 
   Eric was pleased with how natural it seemed to him now. When he first agreed to train Landora, the idea of her voluntarily meditating would have sounded absurd. Now, after every day of training, he had come to expect to find her there. She still carried her hate. Her desire for revenge. Or possibly justice. She wasn’t sure which. But she kept it separate from her training. She had grown up into a model member of the Turin-Guarde. 
 
   And she had grown up in other ways as well, Eric had to recognize. She was nineteen now. She still wasn’t intimidating. She was only a few inches taller. A few pounds heavier. She had let her hair grow out, and colored it, so that it was lighter than her tanned skin tone. And she was starting to wonder about her life beyond her training. Even if she got her revenge, she had started to wonder, what would she do with all those other years of her life?
 
   But that wasn’t the topic of conversation that night. As Eric sat beside her, he saw that her eyes were closed, her brow furrowed. She was concentrating.
 
   “Is something wrong?” he asked.
 
   “Yes,” she answered, “But I don’t know what.” She paused for a moment, tilting her head, as though straining to hear a noise a thousand miles away. “It’s both strong and weak. It’s...close and far. I don’t know what it is...”
 
   Now Eric furrowed his brow. Landora had always been very pragmatic. She usually didn’t speak in cryptic passages. He closed his eyes and cleared his mind. He tried to tune into whatever it was--
 
   And he found it right away. Landora was right, even though none of what she said really made sense. There was something very, very clear, but it was coming from a long way away. It was like a single, loud trumpet blast echoing through a mountain range.
 
   “What is that?” Landora asked, once she realized Eric was sharing the experience.
 
   “I’m not sure,” he confessed. “But even from here, I can tell that it’s evil.” 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4: The Sun and the Moon
 
    
 
   Vye and Nuria had felt the same thing, but closer and stronger. A magical presence. A malicious force. Something was closing in on them in space and time. A conflux of mystical energy. An arcane ambush.
 
   Suddenly, Vye saw the attackers. Two of them. A man coming down the corridor in one direction with flowing, blond hair, albino skin, and a robe of gold. A woman approached from the other direction, bald, her skin an odd grey tone, with pitch black lips and a silver robe. They were named Helios and Selene, though they didn’t introduce themselves. Instead, without warning, they both raised their palms and fired death hexes at Vye. 
 
   Her first instinct was to protect Nuria. She wrapped the girl in a cocoon, a shell of energy that kept her safe. Vye was confident she could resist the death hexes. She always had. But she hadn’t taught Nuria that lesson yet. It hadn’t seemed necessary.
 
   When the flares of death magic hit Vye, she lost faith in her own fortitude. The two strange attackers were definitely using a spell very similar to the spells the Turin had used against her, but they were stronger. Each blast shocked her with pain. Each hit felt like a punch to the gut.
 
   “Get Duncan!” Vye shouted to Nuria. And she swung her hand out and blasted a hole in the nearest wall. Bricks and dust cleared away, and Vye rolled Nuria, magical shell and all, into the next room. She didn’t care where the girl was, as long as she wasn’t in the line of fire. Every second, Helios and Selene kept hitting her with the life-draining spells.
 
   But once her pupil was clear, Vye drew her sword. These guys didn’t know whom they were dealing with...
 
   Except, actually, they did. Vye charged right at Helios, and bashed at him with her sword again and again. Helios only swiped his hand in response, deflecting the blade with sharp bursts of force. Vye wasn’t only failing to hit him. With each parry, she took a shock of pain to her hands and wrists. She was actually losing ground, even though she was the aggressor.
 
   And, of course, Selene wasn’t idle. She used her magic to lift some of the loose rubble from the wall Vye had knocked down. She barraged Vye with the debris, forcing her to bat away the stones.
 
   Vye didn’t have time to process all that was happening. But she recognized one thing. One truth that cut through her mind, solely for its tactical value. These weren’t the Turin-Sen. It was obvious that they weren’t ethnically Turin, but more than that, the magic they were using wasn’t the same as the Turin. Not exactly the same anyway.
 
   It’s not that it was more brutal, per se. The Turin, under Argos’ instruction, had plenty of brutality in their spells. But these two opponents were much more powerful. There was no exertion in their attacks. Helios waved aside Vye’s sword swings with lazy swats of his hand. Selene chucked boulders at her with terrifying serenity.
 
   Vye managed to catch the bricks and mortar before they hit her, but it took a lot out of her. And while her back was turned, Helios grasped her shoulders, one in each hand, and pressed into her. Vye’s body wracked with electrical death energy. Like being hit with one of the Turin death hexes, but one that didn’t end.
 
   Vye didn’t have a lot of time or a lot of options. She was pressed up against Helios as he zapped her to her knees. She couldn’t throw any boulders at him. They would hit her first. And she couldn’t contend with the might of his magical energy. He was way too strong.
 
   There was only one thing she could use as a weapon.
 
   Vye focused on her own body, sending it airborne, backwards, bashing against Helios. Both of them flew down the hallway at an alarming speed. Right at the dining room...
 
   Vye felt the impact as they crashed through the entrance, splitting the double-doors wide open. Helios landed on the table with a clatter and a smash, breaking dishes and cups. The servants scattered out of the room as Vye landed on him. His grip loosened when they touched down, and she used her momentum to backflip off his body, landing on her knees with her fists closed around his skull.
 
   So she unleashed her will on Helios’ brain. Crackling energy spouted forth from her fingers, forcing the intruder to scream at the relentless pain.
 
   But Vye didn’t have enough time to finish the job. Selene came running into the dining hall. Vye sent Helios airborne at his partner in crime. And while Selene caught him in midair and landed him upright, Vye still had enough time to flee out of the opposite end of the hall.
 
   Vye scurried up the stairwell, heading for the catwalk. She had been hit with a dozen overpowered death hexes, parried away by shocking bolts of energy, grappled with a draining grip, and been thrown through the dining hall doors. She had landed a solid hit against one of her opponents, but all she could think of was her fight against Argos...
 
   It was the last day of the Argosian War. Vye and Count Michael had followed the Turin general to the Lunapera, his home. It was the most brutal fight she had ever experienced, even coming on the tail of three other fights with Argos’ pupils and an encounter with a dragon. Michael died. Vye only defeated Argos by reaching into a dark recess of her mind.
 
   But she could tell, fighting Helios and Selene that these two were each as powerful as Argos, at least. And now there was only one of her, and two of them. She didn’t think she could survive this fight.
 
   She reached the parapet. The Guards could immediately tell that something was amiss.
 
   “Countess?” one of the guards shouted.
 
   “Sound the alarm!” Vye yelled. “Evacuate the castle. Now!”
 
   The Guards of the Castle Hartstone were not cowards. They would have fought to the death alongside Countess Vye if she had asked. But Vye had made it very clear to them. The last time a battalion of castle guards took on one of the magic-users, forty of them died in less than ten minutes. There were powers in the world against which they would be useless.
 
   So Vye had left an order with her guards, “If I tell you to evacuate the Castle, your job is to make sure everybody gets out safely. No acts of bravery. No asking questions. Get. The Fuck. Out.”
 
   And so the guards did just that. In another Castle, questions of chivalry and courage would run rampant. But when the Countess tells you to clear out of the way, you run. Fast.
 
   The bells sounded, echoing around the courtyard. And Vye barely had a chance to catch her breath before Selene emerged from the stairwell. And immediately the spells started flying. Sparks and lights and booms shattering across the catwalk, sending clouds of dust across the suspended passage.
 
   Vye only spent as much energy as she absolutely had to, deflecting Selene’s attacks. Vye knew this was the distraction. The other one would be there, coming from a different direction, and Vye didn’t want to get caught off guard.
 
   She scanned the other entrances, bobbing and weaving around Selene’s spells. As long as Vye kept from taking a hit, she would be prepared for the ambush. But nobody was emerging from any of the other entrances to the parapet. Where was he?
 
   Helios answered the question by soaring into the air in the middle of the courtyard. Vye spotted him out of the corner of her eye, just in time. He fired a bolt of lightning at her, but she deflected it, sending the energy blasting into the North Tower. Bricks crumbled off the structure, rolling down the smooth surface, bursting on the ground below.
 
   Vye drew her sword again, chucking it at the airborne villain. It spun like a boomerang, hacking into his side and drawing blood. He tumbled out of the air. Selene tried to take advantage of the opening, firing another death spell at Vye...
 
   Vye dodged out of the way, but the impact of the green light against the parapet sent her tumbling over the side of the walkway, free-falling into the courtyard. Helios was still descending in front of her. Vye once again used her magic to push her own body right up beside Helios.
 
   She grabbed her sword, plucked it from his body, and hacked off his left hand. She used what little of her magic she had left to catch herself before she crashed into the ground.
 
   That’s when she heard it. It was a sharp cracking sound. It wasn’t loud in the traditional sense. It wasn’t deafening. You felt it almost more than you heard it. Your sternum picked up the deep baritone sound of the crack almost more than your ears registered the sound.
 
   Vye turned to the North Tower. It was already damaged from Helios’ lightning bolt, and Selene had finished the job. She had simply removed the bricks that supported the middle part of the tower.
 
   Gravity kicked in. The Tower could not support itself with a hole that large. In about three second, the Tower lost a third of its height, as the top of it tried to slide down and reestablish itself. Of course, as Towers hadn’t been built to do this sort of thing, and the gap in the bricks was uneven, the Tower didn’t quite settle correctly. It started leaning over.
 
   Into the courtyard. Right on top of Vye.
 
   And not just Vye. Ever since the alarm had sounded, many of the Castle’s staff and servants were fleeing across the open yard. They were about to get clubbed to death by a very large, stone mallet.
 
   Instinctively, Vye held her arms up and commanded her magical might to hold the Tower still. It stopped coming down toward her, but Vye could feel the strain of it trying to obey gravity. She wouldn’t be able to hold it for very much longer. But she needed to wait for everyone to clear out...
 
   She decided that she could hold on for ten more seconds.
 
   Ten…
 
   Nine…
 
   No, it was going to be more like three seconds.
 
   Three…
 
   Two…
 
   And that’s when things got worse. Because Selene had joined her on the ground. Vye hadn’t even seen her come down. Selene stood over Helios, keeping anyone from hurting him further. But in the meantime, Selene was firing death hexes at Vye. It was like getting punched in the gut over and over while trying to hold your hands above your head.
 
   Vye was now on borrowed time. It turned out she could hold it for ten seconds.
 
   Eleven…
 
   Twelve…
 
   Vye’s ears popped. Everything sounded distant. Everyone else was clear of the falling stones, but Vye couldn’t move...
 
   Fourteen…
 
   Fifteen…
 
   More crackling as the death hexes impacted on her flesh, draining what little reserve she had left. She turned to look at her assailants, but her eyes started doing that thing where they took a couple of seconds to catch up to the direction in which she was looking.
 
   Eighteen…
 
   Nineteen…
 
   Every muscle in Vye’s body was burning. Everything was going white. Her torso split open, a scar tearing down from her right shoulder to her left hip. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head. The North Tower rediscovered gravity.
 
   Selene grabbed Helios’ remaining hand. She opened a smoke door and shadowed out of the Castle. Her job was done.
 
   The stones descended on Vye as her body went limp, flopping to the dirt.
 
   And just as she was about to get crushed to death, a knight in armor rolled in, wrapped her in his steel-plated body, and rolled her out of the way.
 
   Of course, it wasn’t an actual knight in armor. There’s no way a knight in armor could have rolled and moved so adroitly. So it was actually just a suit of armor. Knight not included.
 
   The suit of armor went limp. Duncan and Nuria dashed into the courtyard. There was Vye. Eyes wide open. No breath. No movement. Her chest cavity torn open with a scar. Bleeding.
 
   Dead.
 
   Nuria was too young to understand what death was. So she refused to accept it. She was exhausted from virtually running in that suit of armor. And she wasn’t as good a healer as Vye. But if Vye could hold up a tower long enough to save her people, then Nuria was just going to have to be strong enough to save her mentor.
 
   Nuria pressed her hand over Vye’s heart and reached out. Imagining a heartbeat. Picturing the wound closing. Just as Vye had taught her. Though they had only ever practiced on small cuts and bruises. The sorts of things that people suffered from when they weren’t prepared for war.
 
   But nothing was happening.
 
   “Nuria,” Duncan said, resting his hand on her shoulder. Great Halinor, how she would have wanted his hand on her shoulder any other time in the history of existence. But right now she wanted nothing more than for Vye to wake up. There was only one person powerful enough to deal with what they had just encountered. And it was Vye. And now she was gone...
 
   No. She didn’t have to be gone. Vye said she had healed people on the brink of death. She had recounted to Nuria many times the battle with the Great Wyrm Devesant. And she had explained how, after returning to the House of Vye, she had restored King Michael, Queen Sarah, the pirate Corthos, the historian Jareld, and herself to full health.
 
   Hearts could be stopped. But Nuria was sure they could be started again. And then she had a crazy idea. It was the sort of desperate thought that only occurs to people who are crying over a dead body. It was the sort of thing that, if it had been debated about with a Council of Wise Elders, would have led to laughing and drinking. “What a crazy idea that would be, wouldn’t it?” they would muse. “Good thing nobody would ever do that sort of thing in real life.”
 
   But Nuria had never been on a Council of Wise Elders.
 
   If she could inhabit the empty vessel of a suit of armor, couldn’t she also inhabit the empty vessel of Vye’s body?
 
   The answer was yes. But it was extremely dangerous. Still, Nuria sat beside Vye, closed her eyes, and tried to imagine herself in Vye’s body...
 
   And then she was there. Numb. The world was dark and silent. But Nuria knew where her heart was supposed to be. She missed the steady rhythm of it. Like a cricket that’s lived in your room for years, and you only notice it when it stops chirping.
 
   So she willed her heart to start beating. Not an easy task. And it was extraordinary that this young girl could manage it. But there it went. And Nuria heard the thump-thump of the heart. Not her heart. Vye’s.
 
   And then the world went from a dark place to a blurry place. Vye’s eyelids fluttered, and Nuria could see out of her pupils. It was surreal to see her own body, sitting cross-legged and eyes closed.
 
   And then Vye’s will came rushing back into her body, and Nuria was forcefully ejected. She collapsed in her own body, head-spinning, exhausted. She threw up, catching herself on her hands. Duncan rushed to her side.
 
   “What the hell did you do?” he asked, terrified.
 
   But Nuria didn’t have time to answer. She may have brought Vye back from the dead, but Vye was still too wounded to survive for long. Nuria collapsed on her mentor, hand glowing blue, closing the gaping wound across Vye’s chest. Vye was breathing. But unconscious.
 
   And then, so was Nuria.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5: The Old Regent
 
    
 
   Landos and Sarah strolled through the East Wing of the Castle Anuen. The guest rooms. Royal suites. The sorts of places where foreign Kings would reside when visiting. And also, as it now turned out, former prisoners.
 
   When the war was over and the negotiations began for the Peace Treaty, the Turin offered up the former Regent, Filerane, as a prisoner. They couldn’t offer up Argos. Vye had killed Argos. They just didn’t want to deal with Filerane. They needed new leadership. Somebody who wasn’t associated with the disastrous war.
 
   So, they brought him, in chains, to the first meeting for the Peace Treaty. Landos wasn’t quite sure what to do with him. There was a lot of pressure to put him to death, but Landos felt that wasn’t in the spirit of the peace they were trying to build.
 
   So he locked Filerane away in the Tower of Goldmere. The secret prison. Everyone knew the former Turin Regent was rotting away somewhere, but only Landos and Sarah knew the actual location. The prison that nobody knew was a prison. The jail where the guards wore wax in their ears so the prisoners couldn’t divulge any secrets.
 
   During the Peace Treaty negotiations, Landos offered up the release of Filerane as a bargaining chip. It was a dirty move. He knew the Turin didn’t want him. But they couldn’t outright say they didn’t want him. The symbolic release of their former ruler at the Peace Festival seemed to be a perfect olive branch.
 
   So now they were going to give him back. And Landos and Sarah had to convince him to describe his stay in the Kingdom of Rone as a pleasant one. Landos was starting to think he should have just cut the man’s head off.
 
   They knocked. One of Filerane’s attendants opened the door for them.
 
   “Her Majesty, Queen Sarah, and the High Magistrate Landos,” the servant announced to Filerane.
 
   “Ah, come in, come in,” Filerane waved them in. He was hunched over a tray of food the likes of which could have fed a small town. For a week. “Are you sure these clothes are right?” he asked, waving down to his purplish robes.
 
   “They’re quite the style this season,” Sarah assured him.
 
   “I guess you would know. I never understood Rone customs and fashions myself. And I’ve definitely been out of the loop recently. You know, in the solitary prison.”
 
   “We came by to make sure you were comfortable,” Landos pressed on.
 
   “After sleeping in a stone prison for five years, anything would seem comfortable.”
 
   “We hope you understand,” Sarah smiled as she spoke, “That we needed to lock you away. And the fewer people who knew where, the better.”
 
   “I’m sure you were doing what was best for you,” Filerane said, missing the point, “But I’m sure glad to see the sun again.”
 
   “Is there anything else we can get you?” Landos said. “The Peace Festival is in three days.”
 
   “If you could get your cooks to make that roast duck thing again,” Filerane inquired.
 
   “Of course,” Sarah agreed.
 
   “And don’t lock me up in that Tower again,” he smiled. Landos and Sarah returned the least comfortable smiles of their lives.
 
   “Of course,” Landos agreed.
 
   ---
 
   But it wasn’t until later, when Landos and Sarah were with Prince William, that Landos heard what he had said.
 
   “Why did Filerane call his prison a Tower?” he asked Sarah. Sarah was kneeling beside William, who was bashing a couple of wooden knights against one another in a six-year-old’s approximation of a joust.
 
   “It was a Tower,” Sarah replied.
 
   “Mommy, look, Sir Noble wins again!”
 
   “That’s wonderful, dear. Sir Noble is a great hero.”
 
   “You were there, Mag’strate,” William recalled. “You were at the Battle of Hartstone. Did you see Sir Noble defeat Sandora?”
 
   But Landos was lost in his thoughts. Pacing the room.
 
   “Landos,” Sarah urged him to answer.
 
   “I was there, my Prince,” Landos smiled at the boy. “But I didn’t see him fight Sandora. That fight happened at the breach on the north wall. I think I was clearing out of the courtyard at the time.”
 
   “I wish I could have seen it. Or the time Lady Vye fought Argos!”
 
   “He shouldn’t know it’s a Tower,” Landos said to Sarah. “I know he was locked in a Tower. But he should have been blindfolded going in. And he should have been blindfolded coming out. He should have thought it was just a regular dungeon.”
 
   At that moment, the tutor came in to help William with his Atinlay. Sarah stood beside Landos, watching the lesson begin. They spoke in whispers.
 
   “How can he know about the Tower?” Sarah asked.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “How many prisoners are still in Goldmere?”
 
   “Just one.”
 
   Landos didn’t need to name the prisoner. It was Jareld. The historian who had helped Michael find the Sword of Kings. The man who had helped rescue Sarah from the Great Wyrm. The only one who had figured out that Prince William was not the heir to King Michael.
 
   “Oh dear,” Sarah held her hand to her lips. “What if he tells the Turin?”
 
   “He will tell the Turin. What else is he going to tell them about his stay in our lovely Kingdom?”
 
   “We have to move him,” Sarah said, referring to Jareld. “We can’t leave him there. Not if the Turin know about our prison.”
 
   “That’s very, very risky,” Landos said. “We still don’t know how much Filerane knows. Or how he figured out he was in a Tower.”
 
   Sarah watched her son recite the conjugations of the Atinlay past imperfect. His sweet little face. His little hands moving on their own as he counted through the different versions of the word. She remembered those hands. Those tiny little hands. How they gripped her finger when she put it in his palm.
 
   “We can’t let him get out,” she said. It was the end of the discussion. It was an unspoken conclusion. Because there was only one course of action left, and Sarah had essentially washed her hands of it.
 
   “I’ll get someone to take care of the situation,” Landos said. He bowed to the Prince, to the Queen, and swept out of the room. Conversing with Filerane was a chore. But ordering the death of one of the good guys, that was a task...
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6: Enemies
 
    
 
   Duncan entered the infirmary. Nuria was moving from bedside to bedside, attending to the injured.
 
   “Nuria?”
 
   “Hi,” she said, pressing her hand against one of the guard’s legs. Her palm glowed blue, a cut sealing on his flesh.
 
   “How bad is it?” he asked.
 
   “Nobody died,” she said. “Which is kind of a miracle. Cuts and bruises. Nothing I haven’t handled before.”
 
   Duncan closed in on the girl. What he was about to say, he didn’t want anyone else to hear.
 
   “And the Countess?”
 
   “That’s something I haven’t handled before.”
 
   “How is she?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with her anymore. At least, not that I can tell. I’ve healed her as much as I can. But she still won’t wake up.”
 
   “Any ideas?”
 
   “She probably used more magic in those ten minutes than she ever has in a single day. Even her, and the days she’s had. Maybe she just needs rest.”
 
   Duncan paced the infirmary, helping one of the guards to his feet. Common wisdom in the Kingdom suggested that Michael had defeated Argos. But the scholars knew better. He knew better. Vye was the only one strong enough to have defeated him. And this attack seemed to be aimed at her. The two assailants hadn’t done anything else during their visit.
 
   Which meant they were a new enemy. And it was an enemy who knew to attack their strongest soldier first. He had had the foresight to keep her survival a secret. Only he and Nuria knew Vye was still alive. She was recovering in Duncan’s quarters, which was, hopefully, the last place anyone would look for her. But he knew that this wasn’t a random attack. Somebody wanted her out of the picture.
 
   “We need to warn Anuen,” Duncan concluded.
 
   “The Countess can shadow us there when she wakes up.”
 
   “But you can’t say when she’ll wake up?”
 
   Nuria shook her head.
 
   “I’m sorry, Sir.”
 
   “Are you kidding? You saved her life. Don’t be sorry. Ever. You’re a brave girl.”
 
   Nuria smiled. Duncan’s approval felt good, even amidst the chaos of the day.
 
   “So you’ll send a messenger?” she asked.
 
   “No,” Duncan said. “I need to speak to the Magistrate myself. You say there’s nothing else you can do for the Countess?”
 
   “No, Sir.”
 
   “Nuria, please. You should call me Duncan.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   “Luke Vye is coming up to the Castle. I’ll let him in on our secret. Let him know his sister is alive, but warn him to keep his mouth shut. As soon as he’s settled in, I’m leaving for the capital.”
 
   “I’ll give him all the help he needs.”
 
   “No, you won’t,” Duncan said. “Because I need you to come with me to Anuen.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7: The Silent Gods
 
    
 
   Helios climbed the final steps to the peak of the hill. From atop the glorified mound of dirt, he was able to see the entirety of Losmourne Island. It wasn’t very large, after all. And it wasn’t very exciting. If it disappeared, the only people who would miss it were the ones who lived on it.
 
   “Are you sure you can manage?” Selene asked as she joined him at the meager summit.
 
   Helios realized he was rubbing the stump where his other hand used to be. Usually, growing back a limb would be a simple matter for such powerful mages. But he and Selene were tossing around a lot of death magic back at Hartstone, and so far, neither of them could regenerate his missing appendage.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” he said to Selene. He didn’t need his hand to conjure his magic. It was just frustrating to not have it.
 
   “We can wait, if you want time to recover,” Selene offered. The coldness in her voice matched the coldness of her pale, gray skin.
 
   “No, we cannot wait. We have come too far and fought for too long. We are here now, and we will break the seal now.”
 
   Helios wasn’t in charge. Neither was Selene. They were two lost lieutenants of a long-absent leader. They were so dedicated in purpose that they rarely feuded. But the subject of waiting was certain to make both of them irritable.
 
   “Patience, Brother Sun,” Selene said. “We don’t want to lose our way at the very end.”
 
   “I see it a differently, Sister Moon,” Helios retorted. “I say we have waited too long, and we don’t want to miss our chance.”
 
   “Very well, we will proceed,” Selene relented. “But don’t slow me down.”
 
   “I won’t if you won’t.”
 
   “Have you been speaking to the natives?”
 
   “I did,” Helios said. “I appeared to them as their God of Fortunes, Benevolt. I warned them that disaster was coming.”
 
   “A nice touch,” Selene said. “Did they pay heed?”
 
   “Some of them did. But, of course, some were stubborn.”
 
   “That is always the way with people. The very concept of home is more important to them than their own survival. And it’s never a hut, or a castle, or a fence that they fight over. It’s always just the abstract concept.”
 
   “The same abstract concept cost us Argos,” Helios mused.
 
   “I suppose you’re right. Though he did serve his purpose in the end.”
 
   “It’s time. Let’s begin, shall we?”
 
   “Yes, let’s,” Selene responded. Far too few words for what was about to happen. 
 
   In theory, the power of any given spell was determined by the strength of the caster or casters. The upper limit was the limit of their combined will. Even the most powerful mages couldn’t just do anything they wanted. They could only spend a certain amount of energy at a time.
 
   But there was another element in play beyond just willpower. There was time. Rather than cast a spell all at once, a mage could begin to cast a spell, allow it to build up over time, and then finish it weeks later. Or months. Or years.
 
   Or centuries...
 
   The spell always had to be anchored to something. In this case, the Island of Losmourne. But it could be anything. It could be a hat, if that was your style. And once the initial casting was done, the spell just grew and grew. The latent energy swelled. Waiting to be released on the final casting, to accomplish whatever the caster wanted.
 
   In this case, the sinking of the Island of Losmourne.
 
   It wasn’t a particularly important island. It hosted a tribe of people who lived off the fruit trees. It wasn’t in a geographically interesting location, and was inconvenient for merchant ships to stop at, even if they had a reason to. It was only important because it was an island.
 
   Helios and Selene began casting the spell. It would take them the better part of the afternoon, and they would be tired by the experience. They were channeling vast and terrible energies through their bodies, bringing to a full cadence a song that had started more than two thousand years ago.
 
   And they would know. They were there.
 
   Finally, after hours of chanting and gesturing, the spell was complete. For a moment, there was silence. Then, the ground began to shake. Trees were swallowed up as the land started to open up under them.
 
   “We should be going,” Selene said.
 
   “Indeed,” Helios said. Then, seeing something on the north shore, he added, “Look, they’re praying.”
 
   Selene barely turned her neck enough to see the few remaining natives. They were all on the beach, burning certain herbs, shouting certain chants, speaking to the heavens.
 
   “Their Gods will not hear them today,” Selene said, before stepping through the magic portal she had created. Helios sighed, looking upon the hapless people. Then, he followed Selene through the portal.
 
   The Losmournians continued to pray as the entire island sank and was swallowed up by the foaming sea.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8: Prisoner Number Four
 
    
 
   The Warden was not a particularly good man. He did his job, sure, and he almost never went out of his way to hurt anyone. But he would never, under any circumstances, help anybody, whether it was out of his way or not. Still, he didn’t like the message he had received from the Magistrate.
 
   After decades of managing the secret prison, the Tower at Goldmere, Landos was asking him to shutter the place for good. In all those years, the Warden had kept the place running like clockwork. Guards had come and gone, but none knew the full meaning of the place. Travelers had passed by the Tower for years, and none ever suspected there was anything sinister there.
 
   Sure, some of the prisoners had died under his watch. Three suicides, which was probably to be expected from such conditions. Two more of old age. Another two from sickness. And one had recently been released. The Warden never asked questions, but he couldn’t help but notice that the released man was Turin. They’d never had a Turin prisoner before. Not in his forty years on the job. But, then again, they’d never released a prisoner before.
 
   And now the letter from Landos was telling the Warden that his services were no longer required. He was to release the remaining guards and servants. He was to empty the stockpiles and store rooms. Sell the horses. And, of course, before he left, he had to “take care of” the last prisoner.
 
   The Warden didn’t like to stick his nose in things, but he did remember that Prisoner Number Four had been brought to him on the night the Unity Treaty was signed. He also couldn’t help but notice that he was the only prisoner ever to have a visitor. The Queen had showed up, some six years ago now, to visit this prisoner. She was pregnant at the time...
 
   The Warden would have liked some answers, but that wasn’t his job. That wasn’t what Landos had paid him for. The instructions were actually very explicit. Under no circumstances was the Warden to allow Prisoner Number Four to speak to him. He had to “take care of the problem” without exchanging words. Whatever this guy had done, the Warden figured it must have been bad.
 
   So, the Warden descended into the dungeon, keys in hand. The protocol had always been to stuff wax in your ears when feeding the prisoners. Whether it was the Warden or one of his guards, they were supposed to block up their ears so the prisoners couldn’t spread lies and rumors. Or worse, the truth.
 
   But the Warden hated putting wax in his ears. And he figured, if he moved quickly enough, this wouldn’t take long. Feeding a prisoner, or collecting his bowl afterwards, always took longer than you wanted it to. But stabbing someone shouldn’t take long at all.
 
   He arrived at the door outside cell number four. He scanned inside the prison, using the faint torchlight from down the corridor. There, in the dark and dingy corner, a man lay slumbering. His beard was full and wild. His nails grimy and jagged. His face was darkened by a muddy concoction of sweat and dirt. This man’s spirit had broken long ago.
 
   The Warden slipped the key in the lock, turning it gently. But the gears hadn’t been engaged in years. He had to force the tumblers to get any traction. At the jiggling of the key ring, the prisoner stirred awake and rubbed his eyes. He clearly wasn’t anticipating any danger, rising at a casual pace.
 
   “Is it feeding time already?” he said to himself, groggily standing up.
 
   The Warden jammed at the lock, fighting with the rusted mechanism, and finally opened the gate. The prisoner then noticed that the Warden was hurrying, and had drawn a knife.
 
   “Wait!” the prisoner said. “No! Wait, you have to listen to me!”
 
   But the Warden was fast and strong. He grabbed the prisoner by the jaw to silence him, and in the same motion, forced his head up to expose his neck. He stabbed his knife into the prisoner’s jugular. The prisoner started to gargle, trying still to explain something, but the Warden stabbed again.
 
   Now the prisoner’s eyes rolled into the back of his head, though he continued to have convulsions. The Warden had heard about people making amazing recoveries from incredible wounds, and with the emergence of magical healing in the Kingdom, he wanted to be sure. He stabbed the prisoner’s scant torso another eight times, until he was sure the job was done.
 
   He covered the body with a blanket. The guards would drag the body upstairs, and they’d burn his remains, blanket and all, under cover of night.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9: Summer Vacation
 
    
 
   Twenty years ago…
 
    
 
   Michael stepped out of the carriage and stretched his legs. It had been a long journey. He was finishing his sixth year at the Towers of Seneca, and as he had every year since enrolling, he was coming home for the summer. The Castle Hartstone, the capital of the County of Deliem. His Father’s domain.
 
   Some porters came out and began unloading the carriage. Michael looked around to see if there would be any sort of welcoming party. He finally spotted Gabriel coming down the main steps.
 
   “Good afternoon, Master Michael,” Gabriel said.
 
   “A pleasure to see you, Master Gabriel. Are my parents on their way down?”
 
   “Your father asked me to see you to your room. He and your mother are having a… discussion about an upcoming journey.”
 
   They began walking up the steps, following the porters into the Castle.
 
   “A ‘discussion,’ is it?” Michael asked, with a wry tone.
 
   “I suppose you’ve known for some time,” Gabriel said, “But prudence still counts for something around here. When I speak to anyone outside the court, they are never fighting or arguing. They are always just discussing.”
 
   They walked in silence until they came to Michael’s room in the East Tower. As it always was when he returned from the Towers, the room was made up nicely, and the bed looked very inviting after the long carriage ride.
 
   “Well, here you are,” Gabriel said. “I’ll have someone come and fetch you for dinner.”
 
   “Thank you, Master Gabriel,” Michael said.
 
   “As a matter of decorum,” Gabriel said, “You do not need to call me ‘Master.’ You will soon be a Master yourself, and in any case, you are the heir to the County. Someday, I’ll have to start calling you ‘Count’ anyway.”
 
   “Well, you’ve known me since I was born,” Michael said, “It seems that even decorum should make way for respect.”
 
   Gabriel grumbled something, but Michael had known Gabriel for just long enough to know that it was a pleased grumble. Or, at least, it was as pleased a grumble as you could get out of him.
 
   “By the way,” Michael said, “What journey are my parents…discussing?”
 
   “King Vincent has asked that your father act as the Ambassador to Delinampora, in Khiransi. They would leave in about a week and spend the summer there.”
 
   “What’s the problem?”
 
   “It’s a question of staffing,” Gabriel said.
 
   “I’m sorry?” Michael said.
 
   “Perhaps you are too young for the full explanation.”
 
   “If you don’t tell me, I’ll just have to find out on my own. Do you doubt that I can?”
 
   “Very well,” Gabriel said, though he made a point of mumbling a little, to emphasize his displeasure, “Your father has made the argument that Lady Vivian should accompany them on this journey, to help with…morale.”
 
   “I see,” Michael said, rubbing his bare chin. “My mother did not take this idea well.”
 
   “Not even a little.”
 
   “I don’t think I’ve ever met Lady Vivian. She is…?”
 
   “Third daughter of Lord Blaggathon.”
 
   “From Arwall?”
 
   “The same.”
 
   “What’s she doing all the way over here?”
 
   “I’m not allowed to speculate out loud. Suffice it to say, she has a guest room permanently dedicated to her on the third floor of the North Wing.”
 
   “That’s about as far as you can get from my parents’ bedchambers, isn’t it?”
 
   “They taught you a lot at that little Academy, didn’t they?”
 
   “When you read as much history as I have for the last few years, you quickly become accustomed to the idea of a mistress.”
 
   “Hush!” Gabriel exclaimed, then took a few paces closer to Michael. “Don’t let your mother hear you say that word. Or your father for that matter. Better not to use it at all.”
 
   “Sorry, Master Gabriel.”
 
   “It’s alright. Just be careful. The situation has become extremely sensitive.”
 
   “Yes, Master Gabriel.”
 
   “Get some rest. I’ll have you sent for when it’s time to dine.”
 
   Gabriel turned to leave.
 
   “Gabriel,” Michael said. The old man turned again in the doorway. “If she’s the third daughter of Lord Blaggathon, she can’t be older than, what, about twenty-three?”
 
   “Nineteen, actually.”
 
   “My father is forty-six.”
 
   “Welcome to the adult world.”
 
   Gabriel nodded, and then finally made his exit.
 
   Michael sighed as he collapsed onto the bed. He thought he would be tired enough to fall right asleep, but the thought of his parents arguing was bothering him. He sat quietly for a few moments until he came to a conclusion: He would never have a mistress. He understood the abstract concept of a mistress, but Michael decided he wouldn’t get married until he found someone that he loved truly. Someone who would fulfill his life so completely, that he wouldn’t need to seek anything outside the marriage.
 
   That’s how it always was in the bards’ tales. A part of his mind told him that he was being idealistic. Truly, from his studies, it seemed that mistresses and affairs were a regular part of all nobility. But Michael decided he would hold himself to a higher standard.
 
   Finding himself now fidgety from the news, he decided he would spend the hours before dinner doing something practical. He was going to meet Lady Vivian.
 
   Michael changed his clothes, washed his face, and then left his chambers. Gabriel had described where her chambers were, but at this time in the afternoon, it was unlikely she would be there. Michael realized that while he had a geographical understanding of the Castle, he would need insight from someone who had been living there more consistently.
 
   Just then, a boy turned the corner. He was probably about ten or eleven, with blonde hair and blue eyes. He was carrying a parchment case.
 
   “Excuse me, boy,” Michael said.
 
   The boy immediately stopped and bowed.
 
   “Master Michael,” he acknowledged.
 
   “Haven’t graduated yet, but how did you know it was me?”
 
   “I’ve seen you around before. You’re probably just back from Seneca.”
 
   “Just this hour, in fact.”
 
   “Name’s Landos, Sir. At your service.”
 
   “Don’t you have to deliver that missive?”
 
   “Already done. On my way back now, Sir.”
 
   “I was wondering if you could help me with something. I need to find Lady Vivian.”
 
   “I see,” Landos said, “Do you want to meet her or just see her?”
 
   “I’m sorry?”
 
   “Master Michael, I’ve been running messages around the Castle for a couple of years now. Hardest part about delivering a message: What people ask isn’t always what they want to know. So, you say you want to ‘find’ Lady Vivian. But I say, ‘Do you want to meet her,’ which you couldda meant. Or do you want to ‘see’ her, which you also couldda meant.”
 
   “Why would I want to see her but not meet her?”
 
   Landos’ eyes shifted from side to side, making sure they were alone. He then stepped closer to Michael and whispered, “I thought maybe you’d heard about her bosom.”
 
   Landos stepped back and gave a quick wink to Michael.
 
   “Her bosom?”
 
   Landos demonstrated with his hands, cupping two imaginary and, it should be noted, large breasts protruding from his body.
 
   “She’s got ‘em out to here, she does. And you been around the Castle s’much as I have, you know how to be in a room, and how to just see a room.”
 
   “What are you—”
 
   “About this time, Lady Vivian is usually in the stables, feeding her favorite horse. I’m usually with the stableboys, ‘bout this time, if I can possibly help it.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “But it’s one thing to be in the stable with her, and it’s another thing to know about the candle room.”
 
   “Which is?”
 
   “Come on, I’ll show you.”
 
   Michael was surprised to find himself following this wise young boy through the halls. They descended to the bowels of the Castle, where the servants and cooks were busy preparing for the evening meal. Michael made perfunctory nods to some of the staff that he recognized by face, but had to move quickly to keep pace with young Landos.
 
   Finally, they arrived at the candle room, which was a simple name given to the room in which the castle stored its candles. The room smelled with an abundance of wax, but it was actually somewhat pleasant.
 
   “Over here,” Landos said, coming to one of the walls. There was a particularly vertical pile of crates resting along the stone, which Landos pushed aside with great ease. Despite their labels, they were empty.
 
   Michael saw that once the crates had been pushed aside, there was a crack in the wall. Some of the stone had crumbled away, leaving a sliver of the wall open enough to look through. Landos leaned against the wall and did just this. He receded with a grin.
 
   “Take a gander.”
 
   Michael felt somewhat awkward, leaning his face into the crack in the wall, but he did it anyway, and indeed, he was looking into the stables. And right before him was a woman, petting one of the horses on this end of the stables. Michael immediately recognized the woman by Landos’ description.
 
   “See what I’m saying?” Landos said. “She changes the tide when she goes to the shore.”
 
   “Yes, very nice,” Michael said, dismissively, as he removed himself from the wall.
 
   “So now you’ve seen,” Landos said, as he took one last peek and replaced the crates. “You want to meet her?”
 
   “I’m sure I will, eventually,” Michael said.
 
   “Don’t be so sure, beggin’ your pardon, Sir.”
 
   “How’s that?”
 
   “Count Alexander, your father, of course, Sir, doesn’t let her spend a lot of time in company. She knows the porters better than the Lords and Ladies.”
 
   “My father has learned his lesson well.”
 
   “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean,” Landos said, indicating that he knew exactly what Michael meant.
 
   “But you say you can arrange an introduction?”
 
   “Well, if you happen to be walking the garden on the north side of the Castle at certain hours…”
 
   Michael produced another ducat and placed it in Landos’ palm.
 
   “Tell you what: Next time you happen to notice her there, send word.”
 
   “Will do, Master Michael,” Landos said, smiling and pocketing the coin. “But you’d best be getting to the Dining Hall. It’s nearly dark.”
 
   “So it is,” Michael said. “You keep a lot of things floating around in your head.”
 
   “Better to know the answers than have to ask the questions.”
 
   Michael was almost out the door when he turned back to Landos.
 
   “That’s a useful skill to have,” Michael said, and then left.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10: Alarms
 
    
 
   Landos startled awake when the East Tower rang.
 
   This was his nightmare. To be woken by alarms in the dead of night. The sense of security scared out of him by the song of the bells. The carelessness of the last six years replaced instantaneously with the terror and the trauma of war.
 
   But he knew this wasn’t a nightmare. He knew it was real, because it was much more frightening awake than it had been in his bad dreams.
 
   He was naked, in bed with Sarah, who was also naked. That wasn’t his nightmare. Getting caught was his nightmare. When the Tower bells ring, that’s a problem. Because the first thing the guards are supposed to do is secure the Queen and secure the Prince. Those were the rules. Hell, Landos had written those rules.
 
   Even worse, the guards were supposed to light all the lanterns and watch the courtyards, which would make climbing down the vines nearly impossible.
 
   He scrambled out of bed, grabbing his tunic and trousers, scampering behind the post. Hoping to remain out of sight at least when the doors opened.
 
   “Your Majesty!” one of the guards called from the hallway. “Are you alright?”
 
   “I’m fine. Everything is fine. Please don’t come in yet, I’m not dressed.”
 
   “I’m supposed to bring you to the throne room,” the persistent and dutiful guard shouted through the thick doors.
 
   “I’ll come out to you in a minute. Just... wait out there please!” Sarah also scrambled for her clothes. She whispered to Landos, who was now dressed, “What the hell is going on?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Landos said, “Get to the throne room, make sure William is alright. I’ll come down the long way.”
 
   “What’s the long way?” Sarah asked, straightening her gown.
 
   “I don’t know yet. Go. Before they burst in here.”
 
   “Don’t forget this,” she said, handing him his chain of office.
 
   Sarah waited for Landos to duck behind the dresser before she swung the doors opened. A small platoon of guards waited, spears at the ready, for any sign of trouble. But Sarah calmed them down. She called for a servant to bring a dress for her to the Throne Room, where she would change behind a screen.
 
   When the guards left, Landos saw his opening. He slipped out the main door, but took the other staircase. He raced down to the second floor, where he dashed across the corridor, so he could come down from the wing of the castle where his oft-neglected bed actually waited. But the whole time, his mind was racing. What emergency could have caused the alarms to ring at this hour? Was it an invasion? Was it the Prince?
 
   He scrambled into the throne room to find a crowd waiting for him. The guards, the staff, Sarah, and William, thank the Gods. At least William was safe. Landos hadn’t realized how much of the tension would lift when he saw that. Whatever else was happening, he could survive so long as his son wasn’t hurt.
 
   But as the crowd parted, Landos spotted Sir Noble, the Captain of the Guard, talking to Duncan. What was Duncan doing in Anuen? He wasn’t supposed to arrive for another three days, with Countess Vye...
 
   “What’s happened?” Landos demanded.
 
   “Sir,” Noble answered, “You know Master Duncan...”
 
   “Magistrate,” Duncan interrupted, “We need to talk in private. Now.”
 
   Landos trusted Duncan’s judgement. The scholar had been instrumental in negotiating the Peace Treaty, and there was a reason Vye had chosen him to run her County. If he was asking for privacy, it must have been important. And Landos couldn’t help but notice that he was still wearing his riding boots. That meant he had come here by horse. Not through a Shadow Portal. Which meant Countess Vye was...
 
   Landos turned to Sarah, who nodded her approval.
 
   “OK, everyone out!” Landos called. “Back to your posts or your beds, whichever you were at before.”
 
   The mumbling crowd departed, all eyes on Duncan. They either had no idea who he was, or they had seen what Landos had seen: That he was here without Countess Vye. Only the Queen, Sir Noble, Duncan, and a young girl who was with Duncan remained behind. The servants escorted Prince William back to bed. Baron Dubon von Wrims lingered for a moment with Duncan.
 
   “Have we met before, hmm?” Dubon said to Duncan.
 
   “I don’t believe so,” Duncan responded.
 
   “Who are your parents?” Dubon inquired, staring at the younger man.
 
   “Lord Kelliwick of Arwall.”
 
   “Perhaps it is him zat I remember,” the Baron said.
 
   “Baron,” Landos said, “Please, we need the room.”
 
   “If zere is any way I can be helpful...” he said, patting Landos on the shoulder.
 
   “Thank you, Baron,” Landos walked him to the door. As soon as the last of the crowd was gone, Landos slammed the throne room shut himself. “Now, somebody tell me what the hell is happening?”
 
   “The Countess has been attacked,” Duncan jumped in. “Two people came to Hartstone. Incredibly powerful magicians. Destroyed half the castle. Almost killed Countess Vye.”
 
   “They did kill her,” the little girl rejoined. She realized she wasn’t supposed to speak, “Sorry.”
 
   “Vye is dead?” Sarah gasped.
 
   “No,” Duncan said, shooting a scolding look at the girl, “She’s alive. Your Majesty, Magistrate, may I present Nuria, Vye’s pupil.”
 
   “I’m sorry for speaking out of turn, Your Majesty,” she said, curtsying, even though she was still in trousers from the horse ride.
 
   “Be at ease, child,” Sarah said, kneeling beside the nerve-wracked girl. “Tell us what you meant.”
 
   “They did kill the Countess. She was dead for maybe as long as a minute.”
 
   “Nuria is leaving out the part where she saved Vye,” Duncan added.
 
   “When was this?” Landos asked.
 
   “Three days ago,” Duncan answered. “Nuria and I rode our horses into the ground getting here. Landos, the reason we wanted to speak in private is to tell you she’s alive. Everyone else in Hartstone thinks she’s dead, except for her brother.”
 
   “Quick thinking,” Landos said. “Was it the Turin?”
 
   “No,” Duncan said, “I only saw them briefly, but Nuria says she didn’t know where they were from. Just that their magic was immensely powerful.”
 
   Nuria nodded in agreement. Landos paced the Throne Room, rubbing his goatee. He would not be surprised to learn that many of the same thoughts he was having now, Duncan had already experienced on the day of the attack.
 
   “Shit,” Landos concluded.
 
   “Yeah,” Duncan agreed.
 
   “OK, we play along. Make it public that Vye is dead. Whoever attacked her can’t know the truth. But we need to find out more about the attackers.”
 
   “How?” Sarah asked, “The only person in the Kingdom who knows enough about magic is Julia Vye.”
 
   “Then we have to ask someone who knows more than Vye,” Landos suggested.
 
   “Who knows more than Vye?” Nuria asked. But Landos and Duncan shared a glance, and Duncan knew what the Magistrate was thinking.
 
   “The Turin-Guarde,” Duncan answered. Landos nodded. If anybody on the continent knew about these attackers, it would be their recent enemies.
 
   “Let’s hope that Peace Treaty really means something to them,” Landos commented.
 
   “OK, so what’s the plan?” Duncan asked.
 
   “We send a group to the Turinheld and ask for an audience with the Turin-Guarde,” Landos said.
 
   “They’re coming here,” Sir Noble chimed in. “The Peace Festival is in ten days.”
 
   “This can’t wait,” Landos said. “A fast ship can get there in four days.”
 
   “That’s a mighty big risk,” Noble pointed out, “If the Turin don’t respond favorably to a spontaneous visit...”
 
   “It’s a risk we have to take,” Landos said, “Duncan, do you feel equal to the challenge?”
 
   Duncan spun to face Landos. He was not expecting to be put on the spot. He realized that if he were in Landos’ position, he would have done the same thing. Duncan knew the language, had met with the Turin leaders, and understood the situation. There were a lot of ways in which it made sense for him to go.
 
   “I mean, I can help translate,” Duncan murmured. “If you want me to go along with whatever...whoever....”
 
   “No,” Landos said. “I’m sending you. The fewer people who know what’s going on, the better. And hell, I would have picked you anyway. Can I count on you?”
 
   “Yeah,” Duncan said, “Yeah, I’ll go. But I’ll need some help.”
 
   “I’m going too,” Nuria stepped forward.
 
   “I don’t think--” Landos started.
 
   “I know. You’re going to say I’m too young, I don’t know what I’m getting myself into, it’s too dangerous, and all that. Can we just pretend you already said all that and we all agreed that I’m the only one who stands a chance of understanding anything the Turin have to say about magic?”
 
   “Sir Noble, you’ll go as well,” Landos said.
 
   “Magistrate, you know I serve at Her Majesty’s pleasure.”
 
   “Go,” Sarah said. “Your bravery and dedication are unquestioned. But we have a castle full of guards out here. Out there, they’ll only have you.”
 
   “As you wish, Your Highness,” Noble said, bowing. “I’ll find the fastest ship in the harbor.”
 
   “No,” Landos said, “I’m going to call in a favor. I know someone who has a fast ship with a good captain, and who doesn’t fly our flag.”
 
   “Who?” Duncan asked.
 
   “The Baron Dubon von Wrims.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11: The Life of Countess Vye
 
    
 
   Vye knew at some point that she was having a dream.
 
   It had started innocently enough. She had been wandering in some frozen tundra. The stars were different than she remembered them. She must have been very far north, because the constellation Minatoura was higher in the sky.
 
   Finally, she came to a cave dug into the side of a mountain. There were voices coming from inside the cave. Distant, meaningless echoes.
 
   “You shouldn’t be here,” said a voice. Vye turned to see a Man. He was wearing only an old robe, which seemed insufficient for the harsh tundra. But then Vye noticed that she was still wearing her sparring clothes. “You’re not ready. Not by a long shot.”
 
   The man was lacking in any descriptive features. He was just the Form of Man. Vye’s mind interpreted him as a person, but he didn’t have a hair color or an eye color. He was just there, and that was the most important thing about him.
 
   From deep inside the cave, the voices continued. Vye still couldn’t make out any words, but she could feel emotions from the whispers. Malice. Hatred. Fear. They were planning to unleash death upon the world.
 
   “They will be out soon,” the vague man said. “We should be going.”
 
   “Going where?” Vye said.
 
   “You need to wake up.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Let me try,” the vague man said, moving closer to her. He put his hands on her temples, in a gesture that felt very familiar to Vye. He closed his eyes and concentrated.
 
   Suddenly, everything went dark.
 
   Vye couldn’t see anything, but in a strange way, she could sense things. It wasn’t seeing, or hearing, or feeling, or smelling. It was just knowing. It was like standing in the middle of a room and closing your eyes. You still had a general sense of how the room was shaped. You just couldn’t see it anymore.
 
   The room she thought she was in was Duncan’s quarters. Which was weird for two reasons. One, she thought she was in a frozen tundra, and she hadn’t Shadowed anywhere. And two, she couldn’t think of a good reason to be in Duncan’s quarters. They certainly didn’t have that kind of relationship.
 
   She reached out into the room, sensing it with her mind. The desk and the dresser and all the minor odds and ends of Duncan’s room were right where they should be. There was only one person in the room. A woman. About thirty. Very badly injured. Lying in the bed, recovering. It took Vye a moment to realize that the woman was her.
 
   Vye fought against the fog in her brain, trying to remember recent events. She had been attacked. By whom? She couldn’t remember. She was very badly hurt. How did she survive? It was all too confusing for her.
 
   And then she could sense another person in the room. At the most basic level, it was just a human being. Arms, legs, pancreas and all. But on a deeper level, it was a terrifying presence. Like the voices in the cave in the tundra. Full of vile emotions. Something sinister was in the room with her.
 
   “Vye, you must wake up immediately,” the voice said. “Vye, you are in grave danger. Find yourself, and awaken.”
 
   “How do I find myself,” Vye projected the question with her mind. She didn’t think she could do it until it happened, but it felt very natural once she did.
 
   “You are thinking as though you are looking at your own body. That your mind is not a part of your body. But your mind is used to being in your body. Reach out to it, like you would reach out to anything using magic.”
 
   Vye concentrated on this. It felt horribly counterintuitive. In her mind, she moved closer to the sickly body on the bed. Closer to her own body. She could feel the other person moving in. It would be only moments before she was at the villain’s mercy.
 
   She reached out into her own body. There it was. Every corner of it. The familiar bits that she saw and thought about everyday. The parts that she operated without thinking. Her lungs, her heart. Her muscles.
 
   “Vye, hurry!” the voice urged. “You must wake up now.”
 
   Vye found her eyelids and opened them. It was disorienting. She suddenly couldn’t sense things anymore. She wasn’t aware of things as a whole anymore. She could only see them from the perspective of her eyes. It was almost a shock to her system.
 
   The terrifying presence saw her waking, and moved in. It was a familiar looking woman. Selene. One of the ones who had attacked Vye.
 
   Vye closed her eyes and found her muscles. Face muscles. Neck. Shoulders. Torso. Back. Arms. Legs. Hands. Feet. It wasn’t the same as being a disembodied sense. She was just tensing each muscle, one at a time. They were all right where she left them.
 
   Vye checked one more thing. Indeed, during her long rest, she must have stored up some magical reserves. She could put up a small fight.
 
   And a good thing, too, because Selene reached in, her hand aglow with magical energy, ready to snuff Vye out of existence.
 
   Vye rolled off the bed, toppling to the floor. Selene grasped the empty pillow, searing it to a black, charred mound of ashes in seconds.
 
   Vye’s mind raced, her memories flooding back to her. She hadn’t really been an even match with the two attackers. And the fact that there was only one now didn’t ease her mind. She was too weakened to put up this fight right now. 
 
   Vye already knew from her scan of the room that her sword wasn’t there. She would have to improvise. She focused on the bed, lifting it into the air and flinging it across the room, right at Selene.
 
   But Selene had survived through many lifetimes, and she knew all the tricks. Making furniture fly across the room seemed like a rookie move to her. With a flick of her wrist, the bed changed course, flying into the far wall, opening up the room.
 
   Vye used the sound of the crash as a distraction and closed in on Selene. She bashed her fists and elbows against her opponent. Not quite as effective as a sword or a spell, but there was something very satisfying about bashing her enemy’s head in.
 
   Selene opened her palm into Vye’s torso and fired three successive death hexes into her heart. Vye staggered back. Just as in the first attack, it was clear to Vye that these weren’t regular spells. They hit her harder and faster than anything the Turin-Sen had ever thrown at her.
 
   Selene stepped up to the doubled-over Vye, reaching a hand out, once again planning to end Vye’s life. Vye had nothing left in the tank. She was way too weak to win this fight...
 
   Suddenly, a flash of light burst from behind Vye. She peeked over her shoulder, and noticed a new person in the room. He was tall and slender, of some foreign ethnicity with which Vye was unfamiliar. He had a darker tone of skin, similar to the Turin. But his facial features showed that he was from somewhere else. He had straight, short, dark hair, and black eyes. He was wearing a midnight blue robe, and didn’t carry a weapon.
 
   “Get down!” he commanded to Vye. She immediately recognized the voice as the strange man who had invaded her dreams. She ducked, allowing the newcomer to blast Selene with a beam of pure, white light. Selene recoiled, sliding on her feet back towards the window.
 
   She only needed a second to recover, but the newcomer grabbed Vye by the wrist, pulled her into his embrace, then waved his hand in a grand flourish. He and Vye vanished in another flash of bright light, suddenly gone.
 
   Selene glared at her missing prey. She cursed in her native tongue, “You can’t hide forever! Witch!”
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Chapter 12: Points of Light
 
    
 
   The Baron was all too happy to lend his boat to Landos’ quest. He had previously sent his servant, Krugg, on many assignments by boat, and the silent, bald man was an excellent sailor. He caught all the right winds, and got Duncan, Sir Noble, and Nuria up to the border of the Turinheld on the morning of their fourth day at sea. He wished them well, then turned back to return to Anuen.
 
   It was another day and night of marching before the trio arrived at the border of the Turin territory. The Peace Festival was meant to sooth some of the bitter feelings between the two peoples. But these three citizens of Rone were not under the impression that anybody would be happy to see them.
 
   Duncan considered his team. He had decided not to bring a sword. He had some minor training with the sword, but he wasn’t a great fighter, and since their only real hope was that the Turin believed they were there peacefully, he thought it was better to go unarmed.
 
   Of course, Sir Noble didn’t agree to that. He was in his mail and helm, his shield on his back, his sword by his side. He was a legendary knight in the Rone Kingdom, and the Turin might think twice about attacking him. Other than Vye, he was the only one who had defeated a Turin-Sen warrior. If Duncan couldn’t have Vye with him, this was the next best thing.
 
   Then there was Nuria. Duncan didn’t like having her here. She was smart and capable. But she was thirteen. Immature. Unworldly. If they had to fight, she would be invaluable as a magician. But if they had to run, her legs would be too short. Also, Duncan suspected she had a crush on him, which wouldn’t be good under normal circumstances, and was even worse in a foreign land.
 
   Duncan pressed the group ahead to the City of Sayil. It was easy to think of the Turin as a rural people. And they had been, once upon a time, when their small population was spread across the continent. But that had been centuries ago. And since then, they had built cities embedded in the trees. They incorporated the forest, rather than plowing it over.
 
   And there were also sentries. In a way, Duncan was counting on it. They walked down the paved path to the entrance of the city. But before they were in longbow range, three Turin guards emerged from the treeline.
 
   “Stop there!” one of them shouted. He spoke in the language of the Rone, showing he had already identified the visitors.
 
   “We mean no harm, and seek an audience with the benevolent Regent of the Turinheld,” Duncan spit out in his most eloquent Turin.
 
   “Duncan, is that you?” the sentry asked in Rone, stepping forward.
 
   “Orlean?” Duncan recognized the man. The two of them had been translators during the early peace negotiations. It made sense to Duncan that the sentries would be those who could speak Rone, and Orlean had been one of the best.
 
   “What are you doing all the way up here?”
 
   “It’s a very long story,” Duncan said, “And we really must speak to the Regent. It’s urgent.”
 
   “She’s coming down to your capital in less than a week,” Orlean sounded suspicious, “Actually, four days once the sun rises.”
 
   “This can’t wait four days,” Duncan answered, “Or even until the sun rises.”
 
   “You want me to wake up the Regent?” Orlean now sounded dismissive.
 
   “You can blame me,” Duncan offered.
 
   “I will,” Orlean answered. “Who are the others?”
 
   “This is Nuria and Sir Noble,” Duncan waved to the team.
 
   “Sir Noble?” Orlean definitely knew the name. “You brought Sir Noble to meet the Regent?”
 
   “Even better, I brought him to meet the Turin-Guarde.”
 
   “OK, well, fine. OK. Yeah. No problem. Alright, listen, he has to lose the sword, at least.”
 
   Duncan nodded to Noble. Noble drew his weapon and handed it to the nearest Sentry.
 
   “Anything else?” Duncan asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Orlean said, “Look, I think you’re a good guy. And I’m hoping this isn’t a really clumsy trick. But I just have to warn you, if you try anything stupid, you will all die horrible deaths.”
 
   “Shall we proceed?” Duncan answered, his calmness and confidence reassuring Orlean.
 
   Orlean gave quick orders in the Turin language to the other sentries, before leading Duncan and company further along the path to Sayil, the capital of the Turinheld.
 
   It was the first time Duncan had been inside the capital. Years of negotiations had taken place along the border, or sometimes at neutral, third-party locations. Duncan and Orlean had exchanged many stories, describing each other’s lands, but this was the first time he got to experience the splendor of the Turinheld.
 
   The city lived over a valley that dipped between two small, tree-lined mountains. Walking bridges and pathways had been carved into the branches and limbs, connecting the upper level of the city. And below, small huts and houses banked against the limbs of the mighty birches and oaks. Even at night, there was enough of a population that the pathways were busy. Lanterns dotted the upper and lower levels, giving Duncan the impression that they were floating through a flock of lightning bugs.
 
   “Isn’t it dangerous to have so many lanterns?” Nuria asked.
 
   “The way they’re balanced,” Orlean answered, “If they tip in any direction, the lid closes right away. The flame is snuffed out before it hits the ground.”
 
   “That’s pretty smart,” Nuria said. “We should have those in our Castle.”
 
   The company continued in silence for a while. Every Turin they passed gave them a look. They didn’t even pretend not to. Here were three people from the hated Kingdom of Rone, walking through their city. Sure, they were technically at peace, and everyone knew the Peace Festival was coming very soon, but chances were, each of them knew at least one person who had died in the war. If Orlean hadn’t been leading the way, no doubt there would have been trouble.
 
   Finally, they arrived at the far mountain, at the Regent’s Stronghold. This was the only structure that went beyond pure utility. It was carved into the side of the mountain, three stories tall. Each level had been shaven down to create a plateau. But as far as Duncan could see, there was no way to reach the second or third level except by entering the first.
 
   “We’re entering the Regent’s Stronghold,” Orlean warned. “I know you guys aren’t idiots, but I can’t stress this enough: Don’t make any sudden moves.”
 
   He led them up to the only entrance on the first level. Duncan could see the shadows looking down from the plateau of the second level. Archers with bows at the ready. Even the treeline behind them seemed to be alive with movement.
 
   Two Guards emerged from the door and spoke in hushed tones with Orlean. Duncan couldn’t hear most of it, until one of the guards asked, incredulously, “You want me to wake up the Regent?”
 
   But a shrug and apology from Orlean apparently got the job done. He led the group inside.
 
   The inside was, like the outside, an attempt to go beyond efficacy. Hand-crafted murals and artifacts adorned the walls and pedestals. The hollow went deep into the mountain, supported by uneven lines of stone pillars, each with a lantern embedded in the stone. Duncan could see that each pillar had a small chimney leading up, thus keeping the chamber from accumulating smoke.
 
   And while the two guards at the door stayed at the door, they weren’t alone. Dozens of armed soldiers surrounded them on all sides, each peeking out from behind one of the pillars. Some had bows, some had swords. But it didn’t matter. There was no way to know for certain how many were there. Duncan pitied the fools who might try to breach this room.
 
   Orlean led them to one of several spiral stairways in the back of the cavern. He held his hands out in front of him, palms up.
 
   “Everyone, like this,” he warned. The Rone visitors all did the same as they ascended the stairs. And Duncan could see why. Spear points gleamed from gaps in the wall. Several guards were tucked into the stairwell, ready to impale any unwelcome guests.
 
   Finally they emerged into the open again, now on the plateau of the second level of the Stronghold. Even though they were only about twenty feet higher, Duncan could see over the entire city from where he was. The sea of lanterns shaped the City of Sayil, a rough circle. Duncan could even see a nearby village, also defined by its points of light.
 
   “OK, you can all put your hands down now,” Orlean said. Duncan hadn’t even noticed that he was still holding them up. He was so nervous about making a false move, it never occurred to him to lower them. And he was still well aware of the danger they were in. The archers who had been keeping an eye on them were now turned in on the courtyard, hands on their swords. And another batch of archers on the third-level plateau looked down at them, arrows nocked and ready.
 
   Then, from the center entrance, four humongous guards emerged, forming a barrier around the opening. A herald emerged, announcing, in Turin, “And now, Regent of the Turinheld, Rajani, The Queen of May.” Orlean translated for the benefit of Duncan’s companions.
 
   And then emerged the new Regent of the Turin people. Rajani was a tall, beautiful woman, wearing a flowing silver and laurel green gown. Her skin was mocha-colored, her dark brown eyes reflected the night sky, and her raven black hair cascaded down to her shoulders, glistening with a thin silver line of the moon’s light.
 
   Rajani represented the newer, younger movement amongst the Turin, to find peace and harmony where before there was hatred and war. Rajani had been the unanimous choice to lead them. She was generous and benevolent, but also a proud citizen of the Turinheld. She was pureblood. As Turin as they could get. And because she started her reign on the first day of May, six months earlier than the usual elections, she was called by many, “The Queen of May.” The Turin didn’t have royalty, per se, but this was a term of affection.
 
   Unfortunately for the visiting Rone, they didn’t get to experience her winning smile or her renowned charm. Because she had just been woken up two hours before dawn. She scanned over the diplomatic party. She recognized Duncan.
 
   “Master Duncan, it is agreeable to see you again,” she began. Then she yawned. “Though you’ve come at a very odd hour.”
 
   Orlean whispered a translation for the other Rone, but Duncan plowed ahead in the Turin language, as Rajani didn’t speak his language, “Regent, we apologize for coming at such an hour, and unannounced. Believe me, if the situation could have been avoided, it would have been.”
 
   “Since I am coming to the Peace Festival in only a few days, I imagine the situation must be urgent for you to break protocol.”
 
   “We have been attacked by two very powerful magic-users.”
 
   “I hope you are not here to accuse the Turin-Guarde.”
 
   “On the contrary, we are certain they were not Turin. We are, to be frank, outclassed. And in the dark. We were hoping we could consult with your most learned mages, to see if they can give us any insight.”
 
   Rajani glanced at the group of foreigners once more.
 
   “I notice,” she said, “that Countess Vye isn’t with you.”
 
   “She’s not,” Duncan admitted, “She was the focus of the attack, and died from the assault.”
 
   Orlean finished the translation, and only then realized what he had heard. Rajani sat upon the stone floor, waving for Duncan and the others to do the same. She took a moment, considering her response.
 
   “You take quite a risk,” she said, “admitting that the Countess is dead. You must know that her presence in your Kingdom is an enormous...deterrent to foreign attacks.”
 
   “And I hope, Regent, that you recognize the trust I place with you by such a confession. I am putting my faith in the Peace we have worked so hard to negotiate.”
 
   “I will honor that Peace, as I have always planned to do. But I cannot guarantee that the more conservative element in the Turinheld won’t take glee in this news. And suddenly the Kingdom of Rone doesn’t seem so impenetrable.”
 
   “In that case, I trust not only the Peace we have worked for, but your leadership over your people. To be sure such thoughts don’t gain traction.”
 
   “I will not announce the Countess’ death until after the Peace Festival,” the Regent agreed. “And I will do what I can to justify your faith. In the meantime, I will send you to speak to the leader of the Turin-Guarde.”
 
   “Thank you,” Duncan answered.
 
   “Don’t thank me yet,” the Regent warned. “I’m practiced in diplomacy. The Turin-Guarde might still hold a grudge.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13: Loss
 
    
 
   Emily Brimford waited alone in the Council Room. Landos had called an emergency meeting, and she was first to arrive. She sat in her usual seat, one to the left of the Magistrate. As the representative for the largest territory in the Kingdom, she was allowed to sit closest to the head of the table.
 
   Emily Brimford was born Emily Rone, the third daughter of King Vincent Rone. Then she married Lord Timothy Brimford, and her name changed to Emily Brimford. Then, King Vincent died, along with his two sons and oldest daughter. So, they made Emily the Queen, and renamed her Emily Rone. Then, because of a clerical correction to the lineage of the Royal Family, King Vincent turned out to just be a guy named Vincent.
 
   So, Emily abdicated the throne, having no real claim to it anymore. And even though Timothy had died in the War, she returned to Duke Brimford, and begged her Father-In-Law to adopt her back into the family. So she once again became Emily Brimford.
 
   She had been sixteen when the Argosian War went down, but before it was called the Argosian War, it was just thought of as a series of assassinations. The vicious Turin had descended upon the Rone with magically enhanced killers, the Turin-Sen, and had destroyed Emily’s life. Her father, mother, sister, and two brothers all killed at their hands. Her entire family, gone. Her childhood wiped away.
 
   She missed her sister, Helena, most of all. She had nobody to share those memories with anymore. She had to carry all the little secrets, the small victories, the frustrations, the gossip. She had a whole vocabulary of in-jokes that nobody in the world would get.
 
   Even after the War, her life never quite returned to normal. She became involved with her tutor, Master Jareld from the Towers of Seneca. Maybe the affair began as a cathartic release from the War, but it soon became something much deeper.
 
   But even that had been ripped away from her. Only two months after becoming intimate with Jareld, he had been killed by bandits. Emily found it strange that she felt the same sense of loss for Jareld as she did for Helena, but she did.
 
   And she couldn’t explain it, but even now, staring out the window in the Council Room, she thought of Jareld. Just for a moment. And a single tear fell down her cheek. She brushed her eyes, startled to find a man looking at her from across the chamber.
 
   “Ahem,” a man cleared his throat at the doorway, “My apologies, My Lady.”
 
   “No, it’s alright,” she said, clearing her own throat, “Come in.”
 
   “I did not mean to disturb you,” the man said with a strange accent, “I was looking for zee Magistrate.”
 
   “He should be here any moment now,” Emily said.
 
   “Allow me to introduce myself,” he said, bowing, “I am zee Baron Dubon von Wrims, from Franconne.”
 
   “Lady Emily Brimford,” she said.
 
   “Are you alright, My Lady?” he asked. “Shall I send for some tea?”
 
   “I’m fine, Baron,” she said smiling, “But thank you.”
 
   The Baron sat cornerwise from her and leaned over the table, to speak in a whisper, “Were you zinking of somebody dear to you?”
 
   “Yes. But he died a long time ago.”
 
   “I, too, know what it is like to lose somebody. When zee War happened, everyzing was taken from me. My accomplishments seemed to be for nothing, as I no longer had my family and friends to share zem with.”
 
   “My family was lost as well.”
 
   “Of course, of course,” the Baron said, slapping his forehead, “Zee King. Zee Queen. Your siblings. You are Emily Brimford, you say, but you were once Emily Rone.”
 
   “There was someone else. There was a man I loved. I only had a short time with him, but I miss him almost as much.”
 
   “I, too, lost zee one I love. Zee War did terrible zings to us all.”
 
   “And so it seems it might again,” Landos called out, bursting into the room. Right on his tail was James Avonshire, Emily’s chief political rival. The Avonshires and the Brimfords, the two most powerful families in the Kingdom, had always bickered and skirmished. Emily and James were cordial with one another, but whenever one pressed an advantage, the other fought back.
 
   The rest of the Council filtered in by ones and twos, until every seat was filled. Landos was about to call the meeting to order when he saw the Baron was still there.
 
   “Baron,” Landos said, “I don’t think you’re on the Council.”
 
   “Zis is correct,” the Baron responded, “But I wanted to deliver to you a message. My man Krugg sent a note by pigeon. He delivered Duncan and his friends to zee Turinheld yesterday morning. He will return to Anuen in two days time.”
 
   “Good,” Landos agreed. “Why don’t you join us today. We’re going to have plenty of work to go around. James, have we found a way to increase security for the Festival.”
 
   “I’ve done all I can, based on Sir Noble’s suggestions. But, Magistrate, I’m starting to think this is all a bad idea. We should cancel the festivities. There’s no way to prepare for every contingency. In light of the attack on Countess Vye...”
 
   “The Turin aren’t responsible for that attack,” Emily countered, “And they could be our allies in this fight.”
 
   “Do you really expect the Turin to become our allies?” James challenged.
 
   “No,” Emily admitted, “But we don’t have a lot of options, do we?”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14: Johann Frost
 
    
 
   The first question seemed so obvious, Vye was almost embarrassed to ask it.
 
   “Where are we?” she asked.
 
   She could tell they were hiking up the side of a mountain, and that they were in the middle of a vast mountain range. It was night, and the full moon illuminated the snow-capped peeks in all directions. But Vye had no context for where those mountains were located. She couldn’t even be sure what continent they were on.
 
   “It’s unimportant,” said the man who had brought her here. The man who had been very vague in her dreams was now just a man. Or rather, a middle-aged man with a salt-and-pepper beard, wrapped in a midnight blue robe, who trundled ahead of her in the snow. But his simplistic appearance only served to make her second question seem even more mundane.
 
   “Who are you?” she asked.
 
   “My name is Johann Frost,” the man said, speaking over his shoulder as they wound their way up the cliffside. “I’m sure you have many questions. But we need to get you hidden. Afterwards, I will answer your questions. All of them, as best I can.”
 
   Vye felt these were reasonable terms from a man who had just saved her life. They walked in silence for some time, until finally they reached the summit, and Frost scoured the ground on the narrow plateau.
 
   “It’s easier to find in the daylight,” he said, “But I thought we should get here at night. Better cover.”
 
   “Also, we probably didn’t have much choice, did we?” Vye offered as a mild joke, but Frost didn’t seem to care what she had said.
 
   “If you tell me what we’re looking for, I can help,” Vye said, kicking her legs up and pacing to and fro, fighting off the encroaching cold.
 
   “No, you won’t be able to find it. Not yet.”
 
   “I’ve surprised people in the past with--”
 
   “Found it!”
 
   Frost waved his hand over a flat rock on the ground while making some sort of incantation. As he chanted, a symbol starting to glow in a soft blue-white light on the rock itself. Finally, instead of just a gentle pulsing, it flashed quickly, then disappeared.
 
   “I’ve unlocked the door,” Frost said, “But it will only last a minute. Help me move this rock.”
 
   Frost and Vye moved the slate aside, revealing a ladder heading straight down a vertical tunnel. Frost, not waiting to be a gentlemen, went first. Vye followed behind as they plunged into the darkness. Before she ran out of ladder, though, a light starting shining below her. She hopped off the bottom rung to see Frost, holding his palm up. A small light floated inches above his hand, illuminating the corridor in all directions. The fork in this road had about twelve prongs. Easy to get lost in.
 
   “This way,” Frost said, and struck off in one of the indistinguishable directions.
 
   “I don’t suppose you can tell me anything now?” Vye said.
 
   “Bits and pieces,” Frost said, “But I’ll need time and some help to give you the whole story.”
 
   “I didn’t know there was a story,” Vye commented as Frost chose one of several forking passages.
 
   “Oh, there’s a story, alright.”
 
   “Am I a character in this story?”
 
   “You’re the last character in the story.”
 
   This left Vye dumbfounded enough that she didn’t respond. She just followed silently as Frost chose yet another fork in the winding passage.
 
   “Alright, I’ll tell you just a few of the more salient points,” Frost said, not facing her, but always striding deeper into the tunnels. “You may not have realized it, but you have access to an incredibly powerful magic that many of your friends cannot master.”
 
   “Well, I sort of learned it by accident. And as for my friends, I’ve started to train someone to use it.”
 
   “Well, I’m going to have to correct you on two points. First, you didn’t learn it by accident. It was given to you as part of a very, very old plan. Second, you haven’t trained anyone to use it. You’ve trained someone to use a very small part of it.”
 
   “My pupil can do many of the same things I can do.”
 
   “Ah, I didn’t say you had learned every part of the power.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “Also, who learned each power faster, you or your student?”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “By just a small margin?”
 
   Vye’s mind started to race. She was just realizing that she had learned the Shadow Travel in about an hour, whereas even with her training Nuria for five years, she still wasn’t ready for that. Sure, Nuria was thinking about things in new and different ways, but there were some fundamental things that Vye had picked up much faster. She had never given it much thought before.
 
   “No,” Vye finally answered. “By a considerable margin.”
 
   “As I said, you were given this power as the result of a long-incubating plan, and you haven’t mastered all the parts of it. That’s why I’m here.”
 
   “I guess it’s a dumb question, but, why me?”
 
   “The short answer is because you died.”
 
   “But I just did that, like, I don’t know, a few days ago. I learned magic six years ago.”
 
   “Which is why you probably need the long answer. Ah, we’re here.”
 
   They had finally stepped out of the narrow corridors and into a wider room. Frost snapped his fingers, leaving his index finger pointing at a fireplace, and the small light shot into the hearth. The logs in the fireplace burst into a warm glow. The room was homely. Paneled in dark wood, with cushions surrounding the fireplace, and a rug that really brought the place together.
 
   “You never answered my first question,” Vye pointed out.
 
   “Where are we?” Frost said, “That’s not important. Well, it’s important, but also part of the longer version of the story. In the meantime, I must check on some things. Make yourself comfortable. There’s a tea kettle over there, if you’re thirsty. I’ll be back shortly.”
 
   He turned and swept out of the room, leaving Vye in the cozy alcove. She sat on one of the pillows, waiting for the tea kettle to whistle...
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15: Domestic Threats
 
    
 
   The horses slowed as Orlean led Duncan and the others up the slope to the Lunapera, the Crest of the Moon, the holy place where the Turin-Guarde studied their magic. Duncan had read about it, heard tales of it from Vye, and seen paintings of it, but it was truly magnificent to see the the view. From the peak, you could look over the forest below, with the Moon illuminating the treetops.
 
   And, waiting at the very edge of the cliff, sitting cross-legged, was Eric. Duncan noticed that unlike most Turin men, he wore his hair short, in the style of the Rone. Of course, Duncan also remembered that Eric had spent five years in Anuen before the War, spying for the Turin.
 
   “Orlean,” he said, eyes closed, in meditation, “What brings you to the mountaintop at this hour?”
 
   “I thought we would have to wake you,” Orlean said, dismounting. Duncan signaled for the others to do the same, though they all stood back, behind their Turin guide.
 
   “I would have woken at the sound of your horses anyway,” Eric rejoined. “But I have been up for many hours now.”
 
   “I see you’ve been keeping yourself busy,” Orlean said, nodding to the sitting Turin-Guarde.
 
   “My labors are done in my mind,” Eric answered. “Something has been astir for the past week or so. And it is at night that I can sense it strongest.”
 
   “We have visitors,” Orlean announced. “From the Kingdom.”
 
   At this, Eric opened his eyes and turned his head. He slipped to his feet, as though falling upwards. Duncan stood perfectly still as the tall Turin mage stepped forward and examined the three travelers. He stopped at Sir Noble.
 
   “You are Sir David Noble,” Eric said, now in the Rone language. “You bested one of our company.”
 
   “One of your former company,” Orlean corrected.
 
   “Yes, yes, the old company. The Turin-Sen. Nonetheless, Sandora was worthy of that old company. And this Ronish brute defeated her.”
 
   “Brutality is not unique to the Rone,” Noble retorted. Duncan pressed his hand on Noble’s shoulder. Insulting the Turin didn’t seem like the best move.
 
   “Perhaps,” Eric agreed, “Still, Sandora trained for years with sword and spell. How did you defeat her?”
 
   “I have also been highly trained,” Noble said, “But if you want an honest answer, I got lucky.”
 
   Eric laughed. But it was the least comforting laugh Duncan had ever heard.
 
   “Lucky?” Eric mused, “The best training, powers beyond what the Rone could imagine, meticulous planning by Argos, and our plans were ruined by a lucky stroke of your sword? Is that your argument?”
 
   “That’s enough, Eric,” Orlean interjected.
 
   “No, it isn’t. The Regent seeks peace, and I will defend that peace to the best of my ability. But this man skewered Sandora on the end of a lance and planted her in the grounds of Hartstone during the final battle. Her body was defiled by the Rone soldiers. She was used as a banner of victory. So if he is visiting me on MY MOUNTAIN--” he shouted those words, pointing to the ground for emphasis, “--then I will ask him as many questions as I please.”
 
   A silence settled over the gathering. In the dead of night, Eric’s shouts had sounded deafening.
 
   “Master Eric,” Duncan stepped forward, “My name is Duncan, and I am in charge of my people here. Forgive me for bringing Sir Noble to this meeting. It was my doing, not the Queen’s, and certainly not Noble’s choice. And I would not have done so if I had known how much his presence would hurt you.”
 
   “Hurt?” Eric mocked, “You think it’s easy to hurt me?”
 
   “No. But I think we have anyway,” Duncan tried, “And you must know that Sandora herself committed many atrocities that would render Sir Noble’s actions tame by comparison.”
 
   “Are you justifying the way he debased our great warrior?” Eric growled, stepping into Duncan’s face.
 
   “No,” Duncan spoke softly, making Eric sound like an asshole for raising his voice. “But consider that Sir Noble is also a great warrior, despite committing these atrocities. And that is why he is here. To protect me. Not to hurt you or anyone else. And if you wish, he will wait further down the mountain while we discuss our business.”
 
   Eric swept his robes around him as he turned, settling into his seat at the edge of the cliff once again.
 
   “There is no need,” he said, his soft voice matching Duncan’s. “He can remain here, so long as he treats this sacred ground with respect.”
 
   “We all will,” Duncan assured him.
 
   “Then sit with me here and we will consider your problem,” Eric gestured to the ground before him. “It must be a dangerous one to bring you here.”
 
   Duncan, Sir Noble, Nuria, and Orlean sat in a circle with Eric. And Duncan told their story...
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16: Confessions
 
    
 
   Landos strolled the North Wall, trying to keep his blood running in the cold, gray morning. The sun would be rising in minutes, and he had been going full speed for days. He was tired. He felt like he could sleep for a year. But at the same time, he was restless. He wouldn’t fall asleep for hours at least.
 
   Terror ran through his veins. He had been in charge during a crisis before, but now he had a son. The difference that made was extraordinary. His thoughts kept racing to what his son’s future would be. Landos wanted desperately to be there on the day his son was crowned King. And then all else be damned, he would be a proud father, even if he couldn’t tell anyone.
 
   But that was still years away, and in the meantime, sinister forces were out to hurt him and the people he loved. Other possible futures crept through Landos’ mind, other lives his son could end up leading. One bereft of his mother. His father. His Kingdom. Landos could even imagine a scenario where William was killed. It wasn’t much of a stretch in his mind. If someone wanted to take out the Kingdom, his little heartbeat would be their first target.
 
   Landos looked up and realized he was passing through the Dining Hall. He hadn’t even paid attention, his feet carrying him wherever they pleased. He nodded to some of the staff, who were still preparing the room for the Peace Festival. But he kept walking before they could say anything.
 
   The Council had decided to proceed with the Festival. Peace with the Turin, who were still considered the greatest threat to the Kingdom, was too high a priority in everyone’s mind. And, some of the Council Members reasoned, if someone was planning something, this would be one way to suss them out.
 
   Landos found himself in the Hall of Saint Michael, once again with no memory of how he had meandered there. The presentation was almost ready. The magnificent marble statue rose up from the center of the room, greeting any visitors as they entered. The oil painting was framed and hung on the far wall. Other relics and works of art adorned the perimeter...
 
   Landos heard someone tinkering behind the wall. A moment later, Baron Dubon von Wrims emerged from a hollow in the wall.
 
   “Ah, Magistrate, I heard someone come in.”
 
   “What are you doing down here?”
 
   “I could not sleep. I have come to check on zee works.”
 
   “Everything looks great.”
 
   “Zank you,” Dubon nodded. But then he glanced at Landos, “And how is it you find yourself down here?”
 
   “I was just...wandering,” he answered. “I don’t know.”
 
   “You have much on your mind, hmm?”
 
   “Well, of course. I mean, the Countess, the Festival...”
 
   “No, no, zis is not what I mean,” Dubon said. He hooked Landos by the arm and sat him on a bench. “Somezing else weighs heavy on your soul. Somezing you have not told anyone.”
 
   “There are a lot of things I just...can’t tell anyone.”
 
   “Nonsense. I am your friend. I have trusted you with my secrets. Secrets zat would ruin my reputation. You can entrust your secrets with me.”
 
   Landos sighed. Exhaustion and anxiety boiling together in his body and mind, squeezing his heart with a restless grip. Nothing sounded more tempting than to unleash all his fears and secrets to another person.
 
   “I shouldn’t say anything...” Landos began, but Dubon stared back at him, expressionless. Whatever Landos wanted to say, he would listen. “I had to kill a friend of mine.” Still, Dubon didn’t respond, not to scold, not to judge, and not to comfort.
 
   Landos found that once he began, the floodgates burst open. “I’m too much of a coward to kill someone with my own hands, of course. I had someone else do the deed. And if the Gods are watching, they know that this man deserved to live more than I did.”
 
   “Who is zis man?”
 
   “I cannot say. Forgive me, but there are too many secrets to say them all today. But this... This will be my greatest sin. With a word, a man was sentenced to death. And without the process of the King James Standard.”
 
   “Why did you sentence him so?”
 
   “It was for the good of the Kingdom,” Landos spit out the words, like a leg kicking up when the knee is tapped. “I swear to you, Baron, I would never have done it if I didn’t believe the Kingdom was in mortal danger. I kept this man alive, dangerous as he was, for six years, and only killed him when I absolutely had to.”
 
   “Of course, you are a good man, too,” Dubon agreed.
 
   “Am I? I keep betraying my friends. And they keep ending up dead. And I’m left holding the Kingdom together with a frail alliance and a stack of lies.”
 
   “You allude to some of your ozzer secrets here, perhaps,” Dubon reasoned. “But so long as you know your cause, and you believe it is right, one can justify many secrets and lies.”
 
   “Perhaps,” Landos said. “Still, this attack on Vye... She was probably my last good friend, you know... I’m worried that the time may be coming soon when all my debts will come due.”
 
   Dubon had no answer for this but to place a hand on Landos’ shoulder in cold comfort. The two silent men sat in front of the looming visage of the first friend Landos had betrayed.
 
   ---
 
   Landos found himself wandering through the rest of the Castle as the day wore on. Until noon, when he found himself in the Queen’s tent on the lawns. One of the Captains was training with William on the jousting grounds, practicing with rapier and main gauche. Usually Sir Noble would be running those drills, but his absence was yet another reminder of the danger they were in.
 
   “He’s getting better at the left guard,” Landos commented, sitting in his traditional seat below the Queen. But his attempt to lighten his spirits or hers failed to even get the conversation going.
 
   “Any word from up North?” she responded. He could hear it in her voice: She was tired.
 
   “None yet,” Landos admitted. “You should get some sleep.”
 
   “We both should.”
 
   “Do you want to try to sneak away now?” Landos asked. “It might seem a little suspicious for us both to be gone in the middle of the day.”
 
   Sarah didn’t answer for a moment, collecting her thoughts. When she finally spoke, Landos knew what she was going to say.
 
   “I don’t think we should spend the night together anymore.”
 
   “Anymore?”
 
   “For now. With all that’s happened. With the Festival only days away. With what happened to Vye. With...prisoner four...”
 
   Landos nodded. It was the prudent thing to do, of course. It was the right thing to do. Still, Landos was counting on one thing to bring him comfort. And that was the smell of her perfume as he drifted off to sleep that night. It seemed unfair to take away the only good thing when so many bad things were happening. Still, he couldn’t argue with her.
 
   “You’re right,” he said. “Yes. For now. Yes.”
 
   And even as he said it, he wondered if it would be only for now. Perhaps his debts were coming due sooner than he thought.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17: Things to Talk About When Dining with the Count
 
    
 
   Twenty Years Ago...
 
    
 
   When Landos told Michael that he would have to stand for a family portrait, Michael was surprised to learn that there was a family portrait.
 
   “It’s the portrait your father commissioned,” Landos explained.
 
   “I’m sorry?” Michael was still confused.
 
   “It’s one of those big, family portraits.”
 
   “A Fenrow?”
 
   “That’s the fellow’s name,” Landos said. “The one who’s painting it, I mean, Sir.”
 
   Fenrow had made a name for himself in recent years, going from Castle to Castle and painting family portraits. There was a sort of stylistic collage quality to them. An impressionistic flair. Each member of the family would pose separately, and a soft fog would surround the person, so that they could blend into the person beside them. It wasn’t particularly pretty. It was just in vogue.
 
   So Michael decided he wanted a look at this thing. Landos gave him directions down into the cellar, where he found the incomplete painting. His father and mother in the center. His two younger sisters, though they had died almost five years ago, standing beneath them. There was Lord Vye and his children. Lord Rutherford and his two sons. A few of the higher ranking servants made their way into the periphery with softer tones.
 
   There was a gap in the center of the painting, where it was clear Michael was expected to stand. He would be the finishing touch. It looked awkward to him. Everyone standing there, unaware of who was standing next to him.
 
   “Why would anyone want to paint all those ugly faces?” someone said behind Michael.
 
   “Flopson,” Michael said over his shoulder, “You should be careful not to speak too loudly. Some people might take offense.”
 
   “Only the ugly ones though, right?” Flopson retorted.
 
   “Have you been getting yourself into trouble again, Flopson?”
 
   “I’ve been getting out of as much trouble as I’ve been getting into.”
 
   “Excellent. To what do I owe this visit?”
 
   “It is time for dinner now.”
 
   “And my parents sent you?”
 
   Flopson burst into a wide-eyed, incredible laugh.
 
   “Them…send me…”
 
   And then his words lost coherency, as he laughed even harder.
 
   “I see.”
 
   Flopson’s laugh came to an unnatural halt.
 
   “No, they didn’t send me. But I overhear things from time to time.”
 
   “More than you’d care to admit.”
 
   Flopson took out some balls and started juggling.
 
   “Flopson, can you find something for me?”
 
   “It’s a lost cause,” Flopson said, “My mind is gone forever.”
 
   “Very funny. But can you be serious?”
 
   “I can’t be Serious. I’m Flopson.”
 
   “I need you to find my old saddle.”
 
   “Can do, stinky.”
 
   “That’s Master Stinky to you, Flopson.”
 
   “Yes, Sir.”
 
   “Find my old saddle. Bring it to Kern. Have him clean and oil it, break it in again.”
 
   “Perhaps you’re distracted by your own malodorous self: You have a new saddle.”
 
   “This isn’t for me,” Michael said, “It’s a gift.”
 
   “Might I suggest a gift you could give everyone.”
 
   “Were you going to suggest a bath?”
 
   “I was going to suggest you throw yourself out the tower windows, but a bath would be a good start.”
 
   “Anyway, I’m going to dinner. Please find the saddle.”
 
   “Yes, Master Stinky.”
 
   “See, you’re learning,” Michael said, as he exited.
 
   When he arrived in the Dining Hall, the usual company was present. His father, his mother, Lord Vye, Gabriel, and the High Lieutenant, a man named Harold Rutherford. Harold was not good at his job, but he needed a job, and Hartstone needed a High Lieutenant, so the two sort of fell into each other.
 
   “Vye,” Michael’s father said, “I hear your daughter is becoming quite the feisty fighter.”
 
   “She will learn her place soon enough,” Lord Vye said. “She just has too many brothers.”
 
   “I hear she walloped my nephew Harold in a fencing competition last month,” Harold said with a smirk.
 
   “Come now,” Alexander said, “My father could beat that Harold Rutherford, and he’s been dead ten years.”
 
   “It’s not just him, though,” Lord Vye said, sounding concerned, but secretly proud, “She beat Gareth in a best of seven match.”
 
   “Four to three?” Alexander asked.
 
   “Four-nil,” Vye answered.
 
   Michael put down his spoon at this. Gareth Vye was the oldest and strongest boy of his generation. When Michael was growing up, Gareth always stood six inches over everyone, and was always the one to beat in wrestling, stone-throwing, foot races, and, of course, fencing. That his younger sister was able to blank him in a best of seven was astounding.
 
   “You’ll have to get Gareth back with the trainers,” Alexander said. “Can’t let the boy slip up like that.”
 
   But Michael felt his father had missed the point. Gareth was good. But his sister, Julia, if Michael could remember correctly, must have been better. And she was five years his junior, and unless things had changed drastically since last he saw her, Gareth probably still had a forty pounds on her. The point wasn’t Gareth losing, it was Julia Vye winning.
 
   “I’ve already made him spend an extra three hours a week on his fencing. The tournament is coming up this fall, and I want him to place.”
 
   “You should enter your girl,” Harold said, which he followed with a hearty laugh. Michael’s parents followed, and even Lord Vye grinned. But Michael and Gabriel remained silent, exchanging a glance. Let them have their laugh. Michael decided he was going to keep an eye out for Julia Vye.
 
   “In all seriousness, though,” Alexander said, “You have to get that girl married. Put a baby in her belly, that’ll calm her down.”
 
   “I think I’ve found someone,” Vye said. “A Lord Kelliwick, from Arwall.”
 
   “I’ve met Kelliwick,” Alexander said. “Pleasant fellow. Terrible at math.”
 
   “Father,” he said, “I couldn’t help but notice there’s a little bit of space left in the Fenrow.”
 
   “Perhaps a little, around the edges.”
 
   “I was wondering if I could add someone.”
 
   “Who did you have in mind, son?”
 
   “Landos.”
 
   “Is he the new Miller?”
 
   “No, he’s one of the errand boys.”
 
   Alexander and Harold both chuckled at this.
 
   “Son, the painting is meant to be for the family and a few, very select, servants. People who have been with the family for years.”
 
   “Landos has been working in the Castle since he was five.”
 
   “Why do you think he should be included?”
 
   “He works very hard to do the best he can.”
 
   “Well, of course he works hard. He’s a servant. And of course he tries his best. He has the privilege of working for the Deliems. We are one of the ten Counts. Our family name goes back in this region to before Rone the Great.”
 
   “Not like those pesky Vyes,” Harold said, laughing with his mouth full.
 
   “Begging your pardon, Father, but he’s only eleven. I don’t think he knows of these things. I think he’s just very intelligent and resourceful.”
 
   “Michael,” his mother said. “Servants aren’t intelligent or resourceful. They’re just people who do things around the Castle.”
 
   “Your mother is right. We’ve included the Master of the Stables. And I think the Blacksmith and the Goldsmith. We’re not going to add an errand boy.”
 
   “Yes, Father.”
 
   Michael dismissed the argument, because he knew he couldn’t change their minds. But he knew his parents were leaving on a diplomatic mission in less than a week, and once they were gone, Fenrow would take orders from Michael. He would add Landos to the painting, and his parents would just have to live with it.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18: The Dreamscape
 
    
 
   Vye was still sipping her tea when Frost returned. In a strange way, she couldn’t tell how long he had been gone. Her tea was still hot, so it couldn’t have been that long. At the same time, it seemed as though she had been waiting for his return for hours.
 
   Frost was carrying something in a bundle of cloth. He closed the door behind him and then rested the bundle of cloth on the rug.
 
   “Vye, please, come have a seat with me here.”
 
   Frost sat cross-legged on one side of the rug. He unwrapped the item in the cloth. It was a crystal ball, glinting in the firelight.
 
   “Now, you still have a lot of questions, I know. I’m going to try to answer as many of them as I can, but it will be much easier if we employ some simple techniques. This crystal ball is just a focus. It doesn’t do anything on its own, but with our help, we’ll be able to explore the Dreamscape.”
 
   “The what?”
 
   “Just add it to your list of questions. It will all be clear soon. Lean closer to me.”
 
   Vye did so. Frost once again placed his hands on her temples. She naturally closed her eyes.
 
   “Just relax. This should be somewhat familiar to you. We’re exploring memories.”
 
   “I’ve done this before. But we were trying to suppress someone’s memories. Are we doing the same now?”
 
   “No. I’m trying to feed you memories. Just relax and it will be quite easy.”
 
   “Feed me…”
 
   “Open your eyes.”
 
   Vye opened her eyes as Frost took his fingers off her temples. They were no longer in the comfortable hideaway, but overlooking a beautiful metropolis. They were standing on a small ledge that surrounded the highest floor of the highest tower.
 
   Vye could tell immediately that this was a memory of some far off place. The architecture of the buildings was completely foreign to her. The entire city used some kind of rock in its buildings that gave it a yellow-gold color. The bustling marketplace, located about a kilometer from the Tower in which Vye was standing, was filled with people in strange garbs. Their skin tone and hair suggested that they were ethnically similar to Frost.
 
   “Welcome to Logeross, the Golden City,” Frost said.
 
   “I’ve never heard of it.”
 
   “I’m not surprised. It is a long way from your home, and hasn’t existed in your lifetime.”
 
   “Is this your memory? How old are you?”
 
   “This is drawn from my memories, yes. But it is not from my point of view. We are observing the memory as though we were ghosts watching the scene. Not walking through it as I did.”
 
   The top room of the Tower was empty except for cushions that circled the wall and a staircase carved into the stone in the center of the room. The wide open walls allowed the sun to shed its light across the open space, making the maize stones glow in a golden hue.
 
   There was only one man in the room, dressed in a green silk robe, ornately designed with arcane symbols. His hood was pulled over his head as he sat on one of the cushions, head down, meditating.
 
   “We are in the Allanha Se’Tai, which translates in your language roughly as the Tower of the Sun. This was the meeting place of an order of mages. Not to brag, but we were probably the most powerful mages ever assembled. We were the Order of Starfall.”
 
   Another man emerged from the stairs. He also wore a silk robe, and it was also decorated with symbols, but unlike the meditating man, his robe was red. When Vye got a good look at his face, she was able to identify him.
 
   “That’s you.”
 
   “Yes,” Frost said, eerily standing next to his memory counterpart. “When I was younger.”
 
   “Good morning,” the younger Frost said to the meditating man. The meditating man looked up and pulled down his hood and showed his face. Vye’s heart froze. She knew that face. It was a face that had haunted her nightmares for years. Even to this day, there was nothing that scared her more.
 
   “Good morning,” Argos responded.
 
   Vye moved closer to the seated mirage. It was definitely Argos, though he, too, seemed younger. His hair was a flowing light brown, instead of its later white. But his face was surprisingly unaltered. When he stood, he was still tall, even in this memory. He still towered over Vye, and both Frosts. Argos began a conversation with the younger Frost, while the elder Frost spoke to Vye.
 
   “Yes,” he whispered, “This is the same Argos you would later kill. At this time, he is just a young man. He was a very good mage, but he was more ambitious than was generally the custom for our order. Ah, here come the others. Please, Vye, stand with me by this doorway and don’t move around too much.”
 
   “I thought they can’t see us.”
 
   “More or less,” Frost admitted. “But let’s not take any chances.”
 
   “Wait, what are you talking about?”
 
   But Frost only hushed her and pulled her to the outskirts of the room. It was filling up quickly as men and women rose up from the stairway. There were twenty-four members of the Order of Starfall, each sitting on a cushion that was color-coordinated with their robes. Each gown had different symbols, though there were many repeated characters. Vye recognized two other faces in the crowd.
 
   “Wait, I know those two,” she said, pointing to the man in the gold robe, and the woman in the silver robe. The two who had attacked her in Hartstone.
 
   “That’s Helios and Selene,” Frost whispered. “They are the two I am most afraid of here.”
 
   “Why are we whispering?”
 
   “Because I lied to you, just a little. We’re not in a memory. We’re in the Dreamscape. I am essentially projecting a dream into your mind, and you are experiencing it.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “The Dreamscape is the land you visit when you’re dreaming. Most people only experience it in small fits and starts each night, as they sleep. But control over magic gives you a more complete access to the Dreamscape. You learn that there is a sort of structure to it, and that you can move around in it, and experience it. We’re whispering because the Dreamscape is all the same. We don’t have individual dreams. We have overlapping dreams.”
 
   “Shared dreams?”
 
   “It’s never as clear cut as that. If you dream of another person, and that person is also dreaming, they will sense it. They will often have a dream with you. But the dreams could be completely different. If we share a dream of a memory, each of us will remember different details. See things in different ways. But when we can control our dreams, we can share memories, thoughts, ideas... You can be affected, in the real world, according to what happens in these dreams.”
 
   “I’ve never heard of this before.”
 
   “That’s because as far as I know, only five people in this world know how to manage Dreamscaping. If you can’t control the Dreamscape, you will just have normal dreams. Occasionally, a very strong dream will scare you, or remind you of someone who’s dead, or inspire you to do something. But most nights, we just have normal dreams, and we can’t even remember them when we wake.”
 
   “So, these other people, if they happen to be dreaming now, they could become aware of you, because they’re in a dream of yours?”
 
   “Exactly. Of the five people I mentioned, four of them are in this room. My younger self, of course, Argos, Helios, and Selene. I am the second best at it. The best at it is the one who isn’t here. But we’ll get to him later as well.”
 
   “It seems there’s a lot to get to.”
 
   “Bear with me for a moment. You see—”
 
   Vye noticed Selene was looking in her direction. Not just in her direction, but making eye contact with her.
 
   “Frost!” she called out, standing. This seemed to have no effect on anyone else in the memory, except for Helios.
 
   “Vye, quickly, clear your mind!” Frost said, waving his hands in a wide arc. Magical energy flared from his open palms. Vye shut her eyes and cleared her mind, a trick she had learned long ago. Suddenly, all the noise of the room was gone, replaced by the gentle crackling of a fire. Vye opened her eyes. They were back in the safe room.
 
   “They saw us,” Vye said, and while she hated to admit it, she could hear the terror in her own voice.
 
   “Yes, but that was inevitable. I had hoped to continue without interference from them, at least for a while. But Selene has gotten better at this than I remembered. We will have to watch out for her.”
 
   “Can’t we just not include her in future visions?”
 
   “No. We can’t exclude any of them. They are all important to the story.”
 
   “The story where I’m the last character?” Vye asked.
 
   “Yes. The story about why you had to die,” Frost answered.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19: Sandora and Landora
 
    
 
   Eric hosted Duncan’s company for several hours, until the sun rose. Duncan and Nuria recounted the tale of the battle in Hartstone in which, they said, Vye had been killed. Afterwards, he asked many questions about the two attackers, none of which Duncan or Nuria could answer to his satisfaction.
 
   “This riddle disturbs me,” Eric concluded. “As I said when you first climbed to the Lunapera, I have been tracking a powerful, magical force for days now. I must assume that it is related to this attack.”
 
   “What can we do to help?” Duncan asked.
 
   “We will have to rest before we can learn anything more,” Eric said. “But the bigger problem is time. I am escorting the Regent to Anuen in less than three days now for the Peace Festival. And since Vye is dead, I am the only one left on the continent who can Shadow Travel.”
 
   “We must give them some assistance,” Orlean insisted.
 
   “We will,” he answered. “I will leave behind my best student to help you. But...”
 
   He glared at Sir Noble before falling into silence. Orlean realized what he was thinking.
 
   “There must be another,” he urged him, now speaking in the Turin language.
 
   “The twins are not well-trained enough,” Eric retorted in Turin, “And I will be with the Regent in a foreign country.”
 
   “What’s the matter?” Duncan asked, also in Turin.
 
   “It is nothing,” Eric said. “Let me set you a place to rest. I know you haven’t slept this night, but I think some of you haven’t slept well for several nights.”
 
   Eric had a cave nearby, where small cots and supplies were stored. The three Rone travelers were told to make themselves at home and get some rest. Duncan fell asleep immediately...
 
   ---
 
   Nuria woke first. Despite her fatigue when she had gone to bed, she awoke full of energy, as though seven hours of slumber had cleared her sleep slate. She could see that the others were still out, so she left the cave to get some fresh air.
 
   When she stepped out, she realized most of the day had disappeared. The sun was already settling over the western hills, and the shadows grew long. Nuria stretched her legs, and without even thinking, began to climb the side of the cave wall. When she was perched over the mouth of the cave, she saw a tree that crawled up the rock face. So she began to climb that.
 
   And that’s when she met Landora.
 
   “Hello,” Landora said. Nuria was startled to find someone else sitting in the same tree she had decided to climb. Unfortunately, she didn’t know the Turin language.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Nuria said, “I don’t know your language.”
 
   “It is alright,” Landora said in stilted Rone, “I know some of yours.”
 
   “My name is Nuria.”
 
   “I am Landora, a member of the Turin-Guarde. I am here to help you and your friends.”
 
   And as if to demonstrate, she hefted the young girl up to her branch, so the two could sit side-by-side. From this height, Nuria could see further out into the mountains and trees.
 
   “Where are Eric and Orlean?” she asked.
 
   “They had to leave, to prepare for the journey to your capital.”
 
   “Aren’t they going to Shadow there?”
 
   “Of course, but in the meantime, they need to take council over the news that you bring.”
 
   “You said your name is Landora?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I know in the Turin tradition, siblings often have rhyming names...”
 
   “I do not understand,” Landora admitted.
 
   “Brothers and sisters. Their names sometimes sound the same.”
 
   “Yes. I have an older sister, Andora. And a younger brother named Andor.”
 
   “And no other siblings? Brothers or sisters?”
 
   “I had another. Sandora, my second oldest sister. But she died in the War.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “You are worried,” Landora recognized, “Because one of your group is Sir Noble, who killed my sister?”
 
   “The thought did cross my mind,” Nuria said. But seeing Landora’s confusion, restated, “Yes. I am worried about that.”
 
   “Do not fear. My feud with Sir Noble is secondary to my allegiance to the Turin-Guarde. My Master has ordered me to accompany your group and keep you safe. I will not betray those orders.”
 
   “Can you really forgive him because you were ordered to?”
 
   “I have not forgiven him. I will never forgive him. But by my honor and my family’s name, I will do no harm to Sir Noble, and I will do my best to assure that no harm comes to him. Or to any of you.”
 
   “Looks like you’ll get to meet him now.”
 
   Nuria pointed down to the cave entrance, where the men were stumbling into the blinding horizon of the setting sun. Sir Noble was already back in his full gear. Dressed like the Knight he was.
 
   “Shall I introduce you?” Nuria asked, gently. 
 
   “I must meet him eventually,” Landora agreed. The two scampered down the tree. And though Landora was almost a decade older than Nuria, she was just as small and limber, and was a match for her furtive movements. She had the grace of a dancer. They descended over the side of the cave, coming face-to-face with Duncan and Noble.
 
   “I am Landora, a member of the Turin-Guarde and your guide in our lands. Orlean and Master Eric left me behind to help you.”
 
   “My name is Duncan. I’m here representing the Magistrate of Rone. I see you’ve met Nuria, our own mage,” Duncan gestured to the young girl. “This is Sir Noble, who’s just here to protect me.”
 
   “Landora’s older sister was Sandora,” Nuria said, thinking she was helping.
 
   And for a moment, Landora and Sir Noble glared at one another. Duncan was regretting his decision to bring him along more and more with each passing moment.
 
   “Listen--” Duncan began to explain.
 
   “Sir Noble, Master Duncan, as I have explained to Nuria, you have nothing to fear from me. I am honor-bound to be sure no harm comes to any of you. And in good faith, Sir Noble, I return your sword to you.”
 
   She extended the blade across her palms, presenting it to the Knight. Noble accepted the gift, bowing slightly and awkwardly, and sheathed his sword.
 
   “Shall we begin our journey?” Landora asked when the ritual ended.
 
   “You know where we’re going?” Duncan asked.
 
   “I know where to begin. Into the heart of the Turinheld. Into Argos’ Sanctuary.”
 
   “I thought the Lunapera was his Sanctuary.”
 
   “No. This is a mystical place, and many Turin have trained here to learn magic. But this is not where he would go to be alone. And even since his death, none have dared to enter that place. But if there are other powers in the world using magic on his level, then this place will likely be our best and closest clue.”
 
   “Is it dangerous?”
 
   “Almost certainly,” Landora said, before turning on her heel and striding off into the forest. Duncan and Noble exchanged a look of concern before the company followed behind her.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20: The Lady Vivian
 
    
 
   Twenty Years Ago...
 
    
 
   Michael knocked twice on the door.
 
   The small room on the fourth floor was rarely ever closed. It was a corner room that had been fitted with a few comfortable seats and a bookshelf full of perfunctory books. Michael’s father had bothered to call it the Study, but Michael wasn’t impressed.
 
   However, he did have reliable intelligence that Lady Vivian was in the room at the moment.
 
   “You may enter,” said the sonorous voice from the other side of the door.
 
   Michael found Vivian sitting in one of the very plush chairs, reading a small, leather-bound volume. She barely acknowledged him as he bowed.
 
   “Lady Vivian,” he said.
 
   “You didn’t bring my tea.”
 
   “No.”
 
   She looked up again.
 
   “You’re not the steward, are you?”
 
   “I am Michael Deliem, at your service.”
 
   “You’re Alex’s son?”
 
   “One and the same.”
 
   “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, I’m sure.”
 
   “The pleasure is all mine.”
 
   “Of course it is,” she  joked. “Please sit.”                                                                                                                              
 
   Michael chose a seat directly to her left, instead of the obvious available one across from her. His move was not a mistake.
 
   “What are you reading?”
 
   She leaned over sideways to show him the book, “Some boring old account of the winter of ’55.”
 
   “Why are you reading it, if it’s so boring?”
 
   “Not much else to pass the time with around here these days. Usually, Alex keeps me…busy, but he left yesterday.”
 
   “Take a walk with me.”
 
   “Oh, I couldn’t. Your father didn’t even want me to meet you.”
 
   “You haven’t kicked me out of the room yet.”
 
   “Well, in here, it doesn’t matter. Perhaps the steward will show up with my tea someday, but otherwise we should be relatively undisturbed. But if we were to take a walk, someone would most certainly see us.”
 
   “How terrible that would be,” Michael said in a mocking tone, which elicited a smirk from Vivian.
 
   “You might not think very highly of me, Michael, but I know my place. I’m a mistress. I’m not supposed to advertise my presence around the Castle.”
 
   “Beauty such as yours can’t help but be noticed.”
 
   Vivian laughed a hearty laugh, but Michael felt it was directed more at him than with him.
 
   “Was that your attempt at flattery? I applaud your effort, I really do.”
 
   “It couldn’t have been that bad.”
 
   “Well…”
 
   “I mean, to earn that kind of laugh? I couldn’t have been that far off the mark.”
 
   “You were trying to tell me I’m beautiful? You’re going to have to do better than just calling me beautiful. You’re going to have to be specific. What about me do you find beautiful?”
 
   Vivian put the book down and sat up straight. Michael couldn’t be sure, but he thought she was puffing out her chest. He could swear she was trying to make her bosom even more prominent.
 
   “Come on,” she goaded him with a playful tone, “What’s the first thing you noticed about me.”
 
   Michael opened his mouth, but couldn’t figure out what to say.
 
   “You’re taking a long time. I’m starting to doubt that I’m beautiful at all.”
 
   “You have pretty eyes.”
 
   She immediately closed her eyes.
 
   “What color are they?”
 
   Michael didn’t answer. She opened her eyes, a boring shade of brown.
 
   “Not the most luminescent color you’ve ever seen, I’m sure.”
 
   “Your lips?” Michael tried.
 
   She leaned in closer to him, making an exaggerated pout.
 
   “Really? I’ve always found my lips to be somewhat commonplace.” She smacked them together. “I mean, perhaps if you had kissed them, you would know more about them. But are they really something to look at?”
 
   Michael found himself sitting at a very intimate distance with Vivian’s lips. He had to admit she was right. They were just lips. But at the suggestion that he kiss them, he suddenly felt very awkward. It’s not that he didn’t want to kiss them. It’s just that he was sure she was making fun of him.
 
   He cleared his throat and shifted backwards into his seat. Vivian immediately sat up straight again, and this time Michael was sure she was pushing her breasts out.
 
   “I’ll give you two more guesses.”
 
   “Two guesses, you say?” Michael said, his eyes darting to her breasts and back again.
 
   “Just two.”
 
   “I think I’m in trouble.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “I fear if I don’t give you an answer, you’ll be insulted. But if I give the answer I think you’re seeking, I’ll insult you even more.”
 
   “How shall we solve this quandary?” Vivian asked, very playfully.
 
   “I’ll have to give you a gift.”
 
   “A gift? How wonderful.”
 
   “But you shall have to take a walk with me.”
 
   “We are right back at the beginning. I should not be seen about the Castle, especially in your company. Your father would not approve.”
 
   “My father is away. Harold Rutherford is a fool and Lord Vye doesn’t care. Please, walk with me so that I can apologize for the insult.”
 
   “Very well, I accept.”
 
   They stood and walked out of the room. They traversed the length of the Castle in silence, as Michael led her all the way out of the third floor exit, which was also on ground level because of the hill. He went to the stables and brought her to her favorite horse. It was currently fitted with Michael’s old saddle, which had been polished and re-oiled.
 
   “The saddle?” Vivian noticed.
 
   “I spoke to Kern, and he tells me you’ve spent a considerable amount of time in here, and that this is your favorite horse.”
 
   “It’s lovely, thank you,” she said, and she kissed him on the cheek.
 
   “Shall we take a ride? There’s a very beautiful path up the eastern hill.”
 
   “Michael, I don’t know how to ride.”
 
   “You never learned to ride?”
 
   “My father never let my sister or me ride. He said Ladies should ride in carriages.”
 
   “Well, then, we shall have to disobey both of our fathers today.”
 
   “Michael, I’m not dressed for riding.”
 
   “You’re fine. Come, we’ll go out to the fields over that way. Nobody will see us.”
 
   Vivian looked as though she was going to argue again, but Michael quickly opened the stable doors and took her horse out. She let her protests fall away as Michael led them out into the field.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21: The Source
 
    
 
   The foursome walked though the Turinheld in silence. What could be said amongst them after so awkward an introduction? Nuria expressed her concern to Duncan in her quietest voice.
 
   “How do we know she won’t just kill Noble when she gets a chance?” she whispered.
 
   “We won’t know until she gets a chance,” Duncan shrugged.
 
   “That won’t be comforting to Sir Noble. And it isn’t to me, for that matter.”
 
   “It is rude to speak in whispers,” Sir Noble called out, so that Landora would hear him as well.
 
   “Our apologies, Landora,” Duncan said in her language. He hopped forward in the march to walk alongside her. “We meant nothing by it.”
 
   “In your situation, I would be whispering as well. I would be concerned that my guide was planning to kill me and my companions.”
 
   “Well, I guess it’s good we outnumber you three to one,” Duncan pointed out. Landora scanned over her wards.
 
   “I suppose it’s almost a fair fight,” she concluded, “Though I would have given you two more to make it even.”
 
   “You’re that good?”
 
   “I am excellent.”
 
   “With no shortage of confidence, I see.”
 
   “Why shouldn’t I be confident? There are none in the continent who can best me save my Master. And possibly the late Countess Vye.”
 
   “Very well. If we decide to fight you, we’ll bring a couple of friends.”
 
   “I wouldn’t want an unfair advantage.”
 
   “That’s very generous of you.”
 
   “Only seems fair,” Landora said, and she and Duncan shared a chuckle.
 
   ---
 
   Nuria watched the two of them walk ahead of the group. She was startled to see Landora laugh, even just a little. The woman had seemed so cold and off-putting. And of course if someone could get her to laugh, it would be Duncan.
 
   And then Nuria realized what was happening. Duncan, being all handsome and charming, and Landora, being all athletic and exotic, and the two of them laughing together. Of course they would be attracted to each other. Nuria felt it was unfair. She knew Duncan first. The only thing keeping her from getting him was her age. And her age wasn’t her fault.
 
   But before her jealous thoughts could go any further, she stumbled to her knees, clutching her chest. Sir Noble knelt beside her, steadying the dizzy girl. Nuria was overwhelmed with vertigo. A howling wind blew through the trees and the fading light of the sun seemed to dim even more.
 
   “Duncan!” Noble called out, but Duncan was holding up Landora, who had also staggered in her step. “What’s happening?”
 
   “We’re close,” Landora reported. “Is the girl alright?”
 
   “I’m fine,” Nuria responded, though her voice was strained.
 
   “What was that?” Duncan demanded.
 
   “We are close to the source of Argos’ power,” Landora explained, standing upright again. She scanned the forest with her eyes, trying to zero in on the origin of the power. “Me and the girl--”
 
   “Nuria,” the girl interrupted.
 
   “Me and Nuria,” Landora corrected herself, “We are sensitive to the auras that surround us, so we felt it first. But you will sense it as we get closer, and I can’t guarantee that you will be able to endure it.”
 
   ---
 
   Indeed, as the company moved further into the woods, they felt a presence growing before them. At first, it was just a sense of trepidation. But soon, it was a clear power seizing them, trying to restrain them. Making them fight for every step.
 
   Landora looked sideways at Nuria. The younger mage was struggling with her steps, but seemed resilient. Sir Noble was unable to hide the pain. Each step was getting harder. His eyes strained against the ache in his head. Duncan lagged behind, but it was clear that he was having trouble keeping up, let alone catching up.
 
   And then Landora saw it. A stone facade in the middle of the woods. A building of foreign design, completely unfamiliar to Landora. The Turin were not likely to build in stone, and the Rone had never been this far north. But the shape of the structure was what stood out the most. A dome, an overturned stone bowl. Perhaps fifteen meters tall, with only one entrance carved into the north side.
 
   “You two should wait outside,” Landora called out to the two men, as she saw Noble leaning against a tree for balance.
 
   “I will stand beside you,” Noble insisted.
 
   “It’s alright,” Duncan called from further back, “Landora, you know what it’s like to lose a sister.”
 
   Landora nodded. Duncan collapsed against a tree, sitting to face the stone wonder, “That is how I will feel if any harm comes to Nuria.”
 
   Landora nodded again, understanding his meaning.
 
   “Come,” Landora said, holding out her hand. Nuria took it, and the two stepped up to the doorway. “This will likely be very dangerous,” she warned. “And frightening.”
 
   “I’m not scared,” Nuria said defiantly.
 
   “I can tell. And I don’t want you to be afraid. I want you to be prepared.”
 
   Nuria nodded. The two stood at the doorway, staring in. Almost no light made it into the cavern. They crossed the threshold...
 
   ---
 
   Inside was an empty space, save for a raised platform in the center of the floor. The pedestal was decorated with four arcane symbols, one on each side of the dais. They were in a language Landora had never seen before.
 
   A small opening in the top of the dome allowed a small amount of light to sift into the otherwise featureless place. There was nothing else in the room, practical or decorative. But there was The Presence.
 
   “He’s here,” Nuria said aloud, though she didn’t know what she meant. Landora didn’t know what she meant either, but she understood it. Just by entering the room, she knew there was someone else there. Somehow. Just out of sight and sound and mind...
 
   “This place is too dangerous,” Nuria warned.
 
   “We must find out more.”
 
   “We can’t, not now.”
 
   “I will place myself on the pedestal,” Landora announced. “Wait by the entrance.”
 
   “Don’t do it!”
 
   “I will be careful,” Landora assured the girl, though her steps were uncertain. She stepped onto the platform, and she could sense a burning in her heart, the presence growing stronger.
 
   “Please, don’t go any further,” Nuria warned.
 
   But Landora was beyond arguing, not even having the strength to voice her reservations. She moved into the center of the pedestal, turning--
 
   ---
 
   Her skin flayed in the roaring flames. As though the world were nothing but an endless fire. The ground, the air, everything was made of orange and red, hot green and blue, searing her mind, her body, her soul.
 
   Landora focused as best she could, but she was no longer in the dome, or even in the Turinheld, or even on any particular day of the week. She was fastened to a rack made of burning coals, naked against an open flame. Her eyes wouldn’t close, burning and yet still seeing, stinging in pain and yet unable to look away.
 
   And the presence came to her, stepping closer and closer. It was also made of flame, camouflaged against the universe of fire. But it had eyes, and it was looking at her. This was its world, and the fire that was consuming her was feeding this thing. This mind. Those eyes--
 
   ---
 
   Nuria did not dare approach the pedestal, even though Landora had collapsed on the stone ground. The Turin woman was writhing in pain, her body jerking violently, as though caught in a nightmare of torture. Nuria wanted desperately to get her out of there, but knew that stepping on the platform could be just as deadly for her as for Landora.
 
   She tried to grasp Landora’s body with her mind and move it with magic, but something held the Turin mage fast to the ground.
 
   “Duncan!” she called out, but she knew that was hopeless. The men outside could barely stand near this thing. And Nuria was quickly running out of the strength to do so herself.
 
   That’s when she spotted the vine. It was a just a few inches of foliage growing down through the opening on the roof. But those vines had been wrapped around the trunks of the trees in these woods.
 
   She focused all her energy on the vine, tugging it loose from the stone. She yanked at it, pulling it down, dangling it over the pedestal as she got more and more slack. It sunk down, inch by inch, to the ailing Turin. Landora’s body rolled over, as though avoiding the rope. Her skin, already tan by her nature, was darkening...
 
   And now the vine was starting to smoke. Nuria knew she had to do this fast and sloppy. She pulled the vine down, wrapping it around Landora’s arm, twisting it tight, even as it hissed in the heat.
 
   And she pulled the vine back up to the roof. It caught fire as Landora ascended, but the further up she went, the easier it was to move her.
 
   Nuria felt herself getting faint. This was too much exertion while still fighting off the unnatural fatigue of this place. But she had to get Landora to safety. She flung the unconscious Turin through the sunroof, pushing her off to the side and out of sight.
 
   She collapsed backwards...
 
   ---
 
   Nuria woke moments later in Noble’s arms. He was carrying her away from the structure, fighting off the pain he had endured to enter the temple and rescue her.
 
   “Landora,” Nuria panted.
 
   “She’s fine. She slid down the outside of the building and Duncan is bringing her back.”
 
   Noble jogged as fast as he could away from the structure, and Nuria could see over his shoulder that Duncan and Landora were staggering behind them.
 
   Landora healed quickly once she was able to rest. Nuria was still experiencing vertigo for some time, even once they stopped. Duncan sat beside her as she rested against a tree, trying to regain her balance.
 
   “How are you feeling?” he said.
 
   “I’ll be fine. You?”
 
   “Never better.”
 
   “Duncan, do you...” but she trailed off.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Do you really love me...as a sister?” It was one of the most weighted questions in the history of not asking the question that will get you the answer you’re looking for.
 
   “Of course I do,” Duncan said. “But I’ll let you in on a secret.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “You’re much cooler than my actual sisters.” And he smiled. Nuria treasured that smile, and the secret, even though it moved her both closer and further from his heart.
 
   Landora stepped forward, interrupting their quiet repartee.
 
   “I am sorry to intrude,” she said, “But I must thank you, Nuria. You saved my life.”
 
   “You would have done the same.”
 
   “Yes, but nonetheless, you show great bravery and mettle for one so young.”
 
   “Thank you,” Nuria responded, “And you show great bravery and mettle for one not much older than me.”
 
   “What are we dealing with?” Duncan interjected.
 
   “I don’t know,” Landora shrugged. “It is a being of immense power. But it is not of this world. And somehow, Argos was channeling this creature’s will through his magic. Likely, all the Turin-Sen were.”
 
   “Have we learned anything that can help us?” Noble challenged.
 
   “Yes,” Landora said. “I know where the creature is. I could sense it, in the temple. It is like the north pole, and my mind is like a compass.”
 
   “Are we sure we want to go where that thing is?” Noble chimed in. “We barely made it out of that...place.”
 
   “Argos kept this place a secret,” Landora argued. “And I believe he was communing with this power for a long time. But I got the impression that the fire burns far from here. And that is where we will learn more.”
 
   “Do we have any proof that this place is connected to the attack on Vye?” Duncan insisted.
 
   “No,” Landora admitted.
 
   “Yes,” Nuria spoke barely above a whisper.
 
   “Nuria?” Duncan said, turning to her with concern. “Nuria, are you sure?”
 
   “Yes,” she answered. “I didn’t commune with it the way Landora did. But I could feel it fighting me. I could feel it holding Landora to the ground. Spreading fear and pain throughout the room. It’s the same energy I felt in Hartstone. The night the Countess was attacked.”
 
   “Then we must travel north,” Noble concluded.
 
   “As soon as we are all prepared to march, let us return to Sayil,” Landora said, “If we can reach Master Eric before they depart for the Peace Festival, he can send us to the frozen north.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22: The Prison
 
    
 
   The people of Aceley were a proud bunch. The northern-most inhabited island in the world, Aceley experienced exceptionally long winters, brief and mild summers, and a sense of isolation and self-reliance that breeds really arrogant assholes.
 
   On the southern shore of the country, the three most populated cities took advantage of the waterways. That is, when they’re not frozen over. And the dogsleds and the mounted Tuskers provided reasonably fast transport across the land. There was an eastern peninsula that could produce a decent yield at harvest time, and there were plenty of big, scary animals covered in blubber that tasted delicious when you were starving in the cold.
 
   But the northern half of the island-country was not only uninhabited, but rarely explored, even by the bravest hunters. The big, scary animals got bigger and scarier up north, with less blubber and more claws and jaws. Territorial beasts that you would just as soon not know about. There was nothing of civilization up there. Just the cold and the dark.
 
   It was into this desolation that Selene and Helios arrived. It had been a week since they had sunk the island of Losmourne and, with that act, they had completed all the requirements of their long journey. They had only to visit the prison.
 
   For almost an hour, Selene and Helios walked in silence. They both knew where they were going, and the event was so momentous as to make any small talk seem particularly small. Today would be culmination of several millennia of work.
 
   Finally they arrived at a cave entrance at the bottom of a sheer cliff of ice. Lesser travelers might have thought this was a bear cave, but only if they didn’t notice that the entrance was a little too symmetrical, and that there were runes carved in the stone along the inner walls.
 
   Selene and Helios walked down the dark corridor until the cave opened to a much larger room. A room that looked exactly like the one Landora and Nuria had braved in the Turinheld. A dome, with a pedestal, and a sunroof.
 
   Except for one important factor. Standing on the pedestal, completely still, was a Demon. The Demon was called Kraken D’l Grimsor. He was five meters tall, with horns, wings, and a tail. His skin was a leathery tan-red, and an exoskeleton covered his arms, legs, and back. If his eyes had been open, they would have glowed red.
 
   If someone who actually knew enough about the world were to make a list of the most dangerous creatures native to the planet, they would end up listing the three remaining dragons, the Sea Drake of the Delinampora Sea, a few mages, and assorted others. But if this person, assuming he knew what he was talking about, was asked to compare these things to Grimsor, he would throw away his list. Grimsor was not native to the planet, and therefore existed on a scale of danger completely his own. He had been summoned by some people who had wanted eternal power. He had caused immense tragedy and grief. Finally, he had been captured.
 
   This was his prison. There were no bars. There were no gates. There were no guards. It was only the runes which kept him in place, and kept him suspended. It had been an epic effort to capture and imprison him here, but the jailers hadn’t realized there would still be those loyal to the creature. And these followers were fanatical. They had done amazing things, all in the name of rescuing their deity. They had worked hard over the centuries, and today they were finally ready.
 
   Again, Selene and Helios spent a considerable part of the day chanting and casting spells. With each spell they cast, another rune was removed. When they dispelled the last rune, they stood before their Master and bowed.
 
   Slowly, Grimsor came to life. Slowly, his skin heated up, turning from tan-red to a rich blood-red. His arms and wings stretched out. A flame suddenly burst to light between his horns. This fire glowed over the room, and made the sunlight obsolete. Selene and Helios looked up to see Grimsor open his eyes and scream. His voice was its own chorus, sounding like three people speaking at once. One of the voices sounded like bricks rubbing against each other.
 
   “Rise, my faithful,” Grimsor said, “For you will be rewarded.”
 
   Helios and Selene stood.
 
   “There were three of you, when last I moved about this world,” Grimsor said. “I see Selene and Helios here. Where is Argos?”
 
   “My Lord,” Selene said, “It was regrettable, but Argos veered from the path of fire. He had to be sacrificed for the cause.”
 
   “So be it,” he said. “You two shall work harder to make up for his absence. What of Frost?”
 
   Selene hesitated, and Helios, sensing she did not know how to proceed, stepped forward. “Your Lordship,” he said, “Frost has escaped beyond our reach.”
 
   “There is no place beyond my reach,” Grimsor howled. “Tell me where he hides, and that is where I will destroy him. That is where I will make him pay for betraying me.”
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Chapter 23: Kraken D’l Grimsor
 
    
 
   Vye and Frost drank tea by the fireplace. Vye could tell that her mentor was shaken by having encountered Selene in the Dreamscape.
 
   “Selene was the first to discover the Dreamscape,” he said. “She told her closest colleagues about it. That includes myself, but also Argos and Helios. We started to practice at weaving our ways into the Dreamscape. We learned how to manipulate it, and how to manipulate people who were dreaming. Very powerful stuff.
 
   “Eventually, however, some of us started to experience strange encounters in our dreams. Nightmares is too gentle a word for them. We’d had nightmares before, and these weren’t them. We found that the Dreamscape was shared with other places. Not just other Kingdoms, far away. Places that exist beyond the reality that we know. Other dimensions. Finally, we learned about the Abyss.”
 
   “Nothing called, ‘The Abyss’ has ever been a good thing,” Vye commented.
 
   “No,” Frost had said. “And so it was here. Helios was the first to make contact with Him.”
 
   “Who?” Vye had asked.
 
   “Grimsor,” he had answered.
 
   “Who?” she had asked again.
 
   “I’ll show you.”
 
   And so they once again meditated around the crystal ball. And they came to another distant land. Vye could tell it was distant, even though there were no stars or signs of civilization.
 
   They were deep under a mountain, but a very different mountain. The cavern they were in was enormous. The stalagmites and stalactites seemed to act as pillars for the vast hollow under the stone. The space was perhaps a kilometer in diameter, and taller than any indoor structure Vye could think of, including the Grand Hall in the Castle Zenith.
 
   “We must remain out of sight,” Frost said, “There’s a chance they won’t be dreaming now, but if they are, they know to look for us.”
 
   Vye could see now that entering the cavern from a small opening on the perimeter were the younger Frost, Argos, Helios, and Selene.
 
   “Helios and Selene had many conversations with the creature who called himself Grimsor. Grimsor was of the Abyss. As such, he claimed to have access to vast powers. Powers we had never dreamt of.
 
   “He promised us all great things,” Frost continued, “And we were too young and too ambitious to think that it would come with a price.”
 
   The four casters went to the center of the room and formed a circle, holding hands. They started to chant. As they chanted, they let go of each others’ hands, and started to back up, making the circle larger and larger.
 
   Vye could see a large gem, the size of a tower shield, embedded in the roof of the structure. It started to glow. The chanting got louder, and the gem shot a continuous beam of white energy straight down into the center of the dome. It made a sound like a harsh wind blowing over a hilltop as it crackled with energy.
 
   The chanting got louder and louder, and the beam of energy changed. It was no longer a beam at the bottom, but was widening in two dimensions. It was creating a standing disc, with the white energy on the outline, but a strange purple mist in the center. Vye was reminded of the smoke door used in Shadow Travel.
 
   “This was the worst mistake I would make in in my life,” the modern-day Frost said to Vye. “When we decided to gain access to this energy that Grimsor promised us. When we started researching how to summon him to us. How to open a portal from the Abyss. The amount of planning, the amount of energy. Finding the cave. Buying the gem. Preparing the spell. We should have stopped at any of these steps, but we didn’t. Still, it is the day we opened the portal that shall count as my worst crime against the world.”
 
   Vye watched in awe as a deep, booming voice resonated throughout the cave.
 
   “The door has been opened!” it bellowed, causing dust to fall from the cavern’s ceiling. “Someone must invite me across!”
 
   “We do summon you,” the four young mages answered in chorus.
 
   “You do not summon the Kraken D’l Grimsor!” the voice bellowed through the portal. “One must be named! Who will invite me across the bridge of our two worlds!”
 
   There was a moment’s hesitation, while none of the young mages knew what to do. Finally, it was young Frost who spoke.
 
   “I invite you!” the young Frost said. “I, Johann Frost of the Order of Starfall, calls you to our world!”
 
   The older Frost bowed his head.
 
   “Would that I had been wiser then,” Frost said, “Perhaps if I had been less eager to please my peers.”
 
   “If you didn’t, someone else would have,” Vye tried to comfort him.
 
   “Perhaps,” Frost said. “But I’m still the one who did it.”
 
   The howling of the energy subsided a little as a large leg stepped through the portal. It was a blood-red color, leathery skin, and the leg alone was taller than Vye. He stepped through, and she beheld his terrifying presence.
 
   “We can’t stay long,” Frost said. “Grimsor will know we’re here.”
 
   “He’s a demon!” Vye said, frozen in terror.
 
   “Yes,” Frost said. “The most dangerous creature ever to walk our world. And I’m the one who brought him here.”
 
   “What happened?” Vye said.
 
   Suddenly, she was in a different place. They were back in the Golden City, though not in the Tower. They were just in the marketplace.
 
   “Grimsor is a terrible beast,” Frost explained as they strolled through the crowd, “The sword he carries is real, and he doesn’t need to cleave you with it. One touch of its blade on your bare skin and you die instantly, no matter your constitution. He can fly. He can cast magic the likes of which you have only experienced with Argos. And he is immune to everything mortal made of our world. No arrow or blade can ever break his skin. You could fire a catapult directly at him and the rock would bounce off him.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “We tried,” Frost said. “But none of these things is the most terrifying thing about him. He practically controls the Dreamscape. He can manipulate people in the Dreamscape so that when they wake, they are convinced that they should do a certain thing. He can get information out of people in their dreams, because in your dreams, you are not as guarded. Torture someone for information, they’ll tell you eventually. But catch them in a dream, they’ll give it up readily. In our dreams, our most vulnerable sides come out.”
 
   “What happened to this place?” Vye said. “There were more people here when we checked last.”
 
   “Very perceptive,” Frost said. “The people missing are called The Turned. If your mind is weak enough in your dreams, Grimsor can find you there. Then you truly become his slave. He can take over your mind, and then you are forced to do his will. Slowly, after his release from the Abyss, he started to turn people. He caught them when they were very tired, and when their defenses were down. They would fall into a dream, and Grimsor would turn them.”
 
   Again, they changed location, now back in the room with the fireplace.
 
   “Eventually,” Frost said, standing now, “Grimsor had the entirety of our land on his side. Those who fought against the Turned were either killed or turned themselves. Forming a strategy against Grimsor was impossible, since each night he would turn one person in any resistance camp. He would always try to find the leader, and more often than not, he would gain access to someone who knew what the plans were.
 
   “Chaos ensued, but only until Grimsor conquered the entire country. Then he moved onto the next. And the next. Selene, Helios, Argos, and I became his generals. We led vast armies of the Turned against the other countries. It never mattered who won the battles. So long as their numbers were depleted, Grimsor could take over the minds of those who had fought long, hard campaigns. There was no stopping us.”
 
   “But someone finally did?”
 
   “Yes. Me.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24: The Laughter of Children
 
    
 
   Sarah tossed and turned.
 
   The night was growing long, and still she couldn’t sleep. Perhaps she had fallen asleep for a moment here or a moment there. But then she was awake again. Sweating in the sheets despite the chill. Uncomfortable. Uneasy.
 
   She wasn’t used to sleeping alone. It had been years since she had done so. It felt strange to reach across the bed and feel only the cold sheets. It felt weird to wear her nightgown, now actually afraid of catching cold.
 
   She sat up in bed, rubbing her eyes, loosening her bun. Perhaps if she retied her hair, that would help. Maybe she was just resting on it at an odd angle.
 
   “Mommy?” she heard, from the balcony.
 
   “William?” she whispered back. It was probably just the wind. The wind and her sleep-deprived mind, that made her think she had heard her son. And she didn’t want to alarm the guards.
 
   “Mommy?” the voice called again.
 
   “Dear,” she said, shuffling out of bed and padding to the window. The same window Landos used on those mornings when he lingered too long. She hugged her robe against her body as the chill wind whipped at her.
 
   And there, on the balcony, was William. And he was climbing over the side of the balcony...
 
   “Will!” she shouted, running to him. But he descended the side of the building with great ease, escaping her grasping hands. He clung to the vines, looking up at her and giggling, “William! Get back up here, now! Guards! Guards!”
 
   The Guards stormed into the bedroom.
 
   “The Prince! He’s climbing the side of the Castle!” she shouted.
 
   The Guards looked over the railing.
 
   “Where do you suppose he got that idea?” one of the Guards asked, a rude suggestion in his voice.
 
   “Who cares where he got the idea?” Sarah pleaded. “Get him back.”
 
   “He’s out of reach,” the Guard complained. “I can’t get him from here.”
 
   “William!” she shouted, “Please, come back up to Mommy. I know you’re having fun, but this is very dangerous.”
 
   The little boy only giggled.
 
   Sarah ran back into the bedroom, scrambling into the corridor. If nobody else was going to save her son, she was going to...
 
   But she got lost. It must have been late. She must have gone down the wrong staircase. Or turned at the wrong corridor. And at night, without the lanterns lit, she was confused. Occasionally, she could hear William laughing from the windows, but she couldn’t see him.
 
   She ran into the next room...
 
   It was only then that she realized she was dreaming.
 
   Standing before her was, well, her. A younger her. And Michael. They faced one another, arm’s length apart, hands linked between them. This wasn’t the Castle Anuen. This was the House of Vye. This was the night she had spent with Michael, six years ago. The night he died.
 
   And then Landos was beside her. It didn’t make sense. For her to see herself, from years ago, from outside her body. For Landos to be there, in that room, with her.
 
   “So this is where you go?” Landos commented. “I’ve always wondered what you think of, when we make love...”
 
   “No,” Sarah objected, “Landos, please, I need you. I need your love to survive this.”
 
   “You threw me out of your bedroom,” Landos commented. “Rejected me. The only other person who knows your sins. The only person who knows the real you.”
 
   The younger version of Sarah was kissing Michael, and the two were undressing right before her eyes. Just as she remembered from years ago.
 
   “Did he know the real you?” Landos taunted. “Did Michael know what kind of person you really are?”
 
   The younger Sarah and Michael whispered to each other. Secrets passing between lovers on the most dangerous of nights...
 
   “Did he know that, even as you kissed him, my child was already growing in your belly?” Landos whispered to the older Sarah. The one who was experiencing the dream. The one who was remembering...
 
   And then she was the younger Sarah, the one embracing Michael. And she remembered the kisses, and the passion, and the feel of his hands, and the draft coming in from the window, and the desire in her body...
 
   “Oh my!” Michael exclaimed, seeing Landos over her shoulder. And Sarah turned, and saw Landos staring at them. They felt like lovers caught in an affair. Landos was the jealous husband. Michael the illicit lover. But it was all wrong. Sarah was married to Michael. This shouldn’t have felt wrong at all. It should have been the other way around.
 
   She ran back into the Castle. She remembered that William was in trouble somehow, but she couldn’t remember where she’d left him. She found herself in the throne room.
 
   It was the throne room of Hartstone Castle. But instead of the usual dais, with the throne and the steps, there was a gallows. A single man stood, hands bound behind his back, neck in a noose, upon the platform. It was Jareld.
 
   “I came to you for help,” Jareld said. “I came to you as a friend.”
 
   And even though it wasn’t what she wanted to do, Sarah felt herself climbing the steps to the platform.
 
   “I know,” Sarah said, “And I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”
 
   “I could have told the world first and let you deal with it,” Jareld said. “But I told you first, because I trusted you.”
 
   Sarah couldn’t stop herself, moving towards the lever, even as Jareld kept pleading.
 
   “And then you killed me.” Jareld said. And just as he finished saying it, Sarah’s hand pulled the lever. The trapdoor opened and Jareld collapsed through the floor, his neck snapping...
 
   And Sarah found herself alone. In the middle of the throne room. No dais, no gallows, nothing. There were no lights, but a soft, red glow covered the room.
 
   “Sarah Rone,” a voice boomed through her dream. Sarah realized with horror that the doors were missing. She was in this cage alone. Well, not alone. Grimsor stood before her, a smirk on his face, enjoying the show.
 
   “Landos...help...” she called out, falling to her knees before the fell beast.
 
   “You have cast aside Landos. He casts you aside as well.”
 
   “Leave me alone.”
 
   “Sarah Rone, your fears and sins are your undoing.”
 
   “I am sinful,” she shouted, “But I am not undone.”
 
   “You lie. Your mind has been ravaged by guilt. For years, you have kept secrets and lies from your friends. And you know not how to face their judgement.”
 
   “Nobody can judge me harsher than I judge myself.”
 
   “You lie still,” Grimsor said, and he waved his hand across the room. Sarah turned to see William. Pointing at her and laughing. “Your son will never forgive you for your lies...”
 
   “Great Halinor!” she cried, falling to her knees, “What have I done?”
 
   “Your mind is destroyed. You have been Turned.”
 
   And he placed his leathery hand over her skull. Sarah felt the burning of a thousand years rush through her mind...
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25: The Right Tools For The Job
 
    
 
   The bags were packed and the guards counted. The Turin were prepared to attend the Peace Festival in the capital city of the Rone Kingdom. Regent Rajani would command the procession, accompanied by her translator, Orlean, and the head of the Turin-Guarde, Eric. His two remaining students, the Twins, would tag along. Also, thirty guards. Just to keep the Rone honest.
 
   And while Rajani thought all that would be left would be to wait for the hour to come, it was then that Landora and the Rone visitors returned. She took council with them and Eric on the second balcony.
 
   “Do you believe,” Rajani paced around the company, “That this creature represents a threat to the Turin people?”
 
   “It represents a threat to all mortal people,” Landora answered. “And I’m terrified to learn what influence it has already had on our people.”
 
   She glared at her mentor, Eric. Landora might be loyal, but she wasn’t the kind to keep her mouth shut.
 
   “I have never communed with this being,” Eric protested.
 
   “No, but it is clear that Argos did,” Landora retorted.
 
   “He taught me to use magic, not where he got it from,” Eric argued, but then sighed. “Though I have suspected, of late, that there was something sinister in his teachings.”
 
   “In any case,” Rajani settled the matter, “No doubt it played some part in Argos’ treachery, for that is what we must call it.”
 
   “It is a miracle I survived my encounter with it,” Landora spoke again. “It is a wonder that Argos could have done the same.”
 
   “There is more to Argos than we ever knew,” Rajani admitted. “I’m realizing that more every day.”
 
   “Who are his parents?” Duncan asked.
 
   Rajani, Eric, and Landora all turned to him, a look of confusion plastered across all their faces.
 
   “He was very old when I knew him,” Eric said. “No doubt his parents had died long ago.”
 
   “But surely he spoke of them,” Duncan continued. “Or of his brothers, sisters... Cousins. Anyone?”
 
   “He was a very private man,” Eric said.
 
   “Are you sure he is even from the Turin Mountains?” Duncan dared to ask.
 
   “That’s ridiculous. Of course he was Turin,” Eric scolded Duncan.
 
   “You yourself lived amongst the Rone for five years,” Duncan pointed to Eric. “You fooled everyone into thinking you were of our race.”
 
   “That was five years, and it wasn’t easy. Argos lived among us for as long as I can remember. Since I was a child. That’s almost forty years.”
 
   “Eric, calm yourself,” Rajani said. “We are speculating, and out of our element. Duncan, Landora, you think you know where to go next?”
 
   Landora explained that they would go to Aceley, far in the north, to seek the source of Argos’ power, however dangerous that might be. Eric agreed to Shadow them over, as soon as they had rested, eaten, and dressed appropriately.
 
   ---
 
   Duncan and Sir Noble scoured the armory. Rajani had permitted them to take anything they felt they needed for their quest. Duncan was eyeing a well-balanced sabre. Sir Noble inspected some of the blades, but found them all inferior to his personal sword.
 
   Landora entered the room, heading straight for the longswords. She glanced sideways at Noble.
 
   “You shouldn’t wear that when we go north,” she said of his scale armor.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “The metal will not do well in the cold.”
 
   “The Regent is giving us all wool cloaks,” Duncan interjected.
 
   “Still, leather will protect you nearly as well, and it will move better in the cold. And probably keep you warmer still.”
 
   “I will consider it,” Noble said, before stomping off, leaving the Turin weapons behind.
 
   “I was trying to be helpful,” Landora protested in her own language, comparing several swords side-by-side.
 
   “I know,” Duncan said. “He’s just used to doing things a certain way.”
 
   “You call him ‘Noble.’ Which is your word for ‘high-born?’”
 
   “That’s his name, yes.”
 
   “And it is also your word for ‘valiant?’” Landora asked, selecting a longsword with an ivory handle.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, which is he?”
 
   “I have to wonder why you’re asking.”
 
   Landora matched her new sword with a proper sheath. She then took Duncan’s blade from his hand.
 
   “You don’t want this one,” Landora said, moving along the wall to find a better match for him. “I have practiced with it. The handle comes loose.”
 
   “Landora,” Duncan pressed. “Why are you asking about Sir Noble?”
 
   “It is hard,” she admitted. “My sister and I were very close. When Sandora died, my family spoke curses at the people of Rone. And when we heard the legend of Sir Noble... At the time I didn’t know your language, so I didn’t know what the word meant... But when I did learn, it confused me. The man who killed my sister... My dear, sweet Sandora, who taught me to use a sword, who trained at my side when we were younger...”
 
   Landora lost her train of thought, staring off at the pile of weapons. She selected a sturdy broadsword and handed it to Duncan.
 
   “This is heavier than I’m used to,” Duncan protested, handing it back. “I’m sorry about your sister.”
 
   “You didn’t answer my question,” Landora threw the sword back on the pile, sifting through the other options. “Is he high-born or valiant?”
 
   “He is valiant,” Duncan said, “Or what passes for valiant amongst my people.”
 
   “You understand, don’t you?” she said, staring into his eyes. “How that is hard for me to hear. That my sister, who was good in my eyes, that her death is celebrated?”
 
   And Duncan could see her pain. For though she maintained her ever-stoic demeanor, a part of her cried out. A part of her reached through her stern expression and her cold brown eyes and demanded to be heard.
 
   “I understand,” Duncan admitted. “Let me tell you a story. About Countess Vye.”
 
   “You knew her?”
 
   “I worked for her. And she told me about her final encounter with Argos. About when she killed him. I hope you don’t mind hearing the tale.”
 
   “I hate Argos. He has besmirched the reputation of the Turin people.”
 
   “Well, Vye was fighting him, right at the Lunapera, and she said she had a chance to kill him. A chance to end the bloody conflict he had started.”
 
   “And so she did. I know the tale.”
 
   “Well, this is a part she doesn’t often speak of, and very few know. In order to kill him, she had to reach into the dark recess of her magic. Very likely the same source that Argos was using himself, and had taught the other Turin-Sen. She said for that moment, she became a creature of vengeance. She didn’t recognize her own mind, she was so filled with rage.”
 
   “We are all overcome with emotion sometimes.”
 
   “But Countess Vye was the best of us. And even she wasn’t proud of how she defeated her worst enemy.”
 
   “I see your point.”
 
   Landora selected a longsword from the pile, testing its balance and handing it to Duncan.
 
   “Try this one.”
 
   Duncan swung it around a few times with a satisfying whistle cutting through the air. Perfect.
 
   “I like this one,” Duncan commented, “Even though I never trained with the longsword.”
 
   “Well, that one was specially made. It’s my old practice sword. Balanced for me when I was younger.”
 
   “How much younger?”
 
   “Nine summers old,” Landora commented. “So, about right for your skill set.”
 
   And the corner of her lips curled up into a smirk. Duncan nodded.
 
   “Sounds right.”
 
   ---
 
   And so Duncan, Landora, Noble, and Nuria stood on the second balcony, wool coverings over their clothes, packs with food and water on their backs. Eric and Rajani met them there. The Turin procession would be leaving from the very same spot less than an hour later.
 
   “I will open the Shadow door to Aceley,” Eric explained. “Because I am not familiar with the area, I am placing you on the docks outside their largest city, which was the only place I could scry from here.”
 
   “We are ready to depart,” Landora called.
 
   Eric chanted, and slowly a line of smoke rose from the ground. It expanded, forming a full circle. When the portal was stable, Landora stepped through, followed by Nuria and Noble. Duncan took a deep breath, ready to face the dangers that awaited him...
 
   And he stepped through.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26: The Peace Festival
 
    
 
   Emily Brimford was surprised to find the Baron Dubon von Wrims already on the Terrace. She had expected, at this early hour of the morning, to find only solitude. But for some reason, she was glad to find him there. His presence comforted her.
 
   “Good morning, Baron,” Emily said.
 
   “Good morning, My Lady,” he answered, though his voice seemed a bit low. He cleared his throat. “My apologies,” he added. “Zis early in the morning…”
 
   “Of course,” Emily said, wondering if he had just been crying.
 
   “What brings you out here in zee morning mists?” he added in his normal voice a moment later.
 
   “I just like this part of the Castle,” she said. “When I was a girl, I would stand on the edge and pretend I was out on an adventure, out at sea.”
 
   “I have never much liked boats myself,” the Baron said.
 
   “You’ve done so much traveling,” Emily pointed out.
 
   “Indeed, but only to escape my grief. Under normal circumstances, I would have been happier in my house.”
 
   “Grief does strange things to us all.”
 
   “If I am not intruding…” the Baron began. “Is it grief zat brings you out here?”
 
   “A little,” Emily said. “Also just nostalgia.”
 
   “You’re zinking of your brothers and sisters.”
 
   “And someone else.”
 
   “Ah, yes, zee man you mentioned. But you said zat was since zee Argosian War. And you are such a beautiful, young woman. Certainly ozzer men have courted you since.”
 
   “You’re too kind,” she said, blushing. “Yes, some men have tried to court me. But I was married for two years to a man I didn’t love before the War. And after the War, I found the man I had hoped to be with forever. And then he was taken from me. I just wasn’t receptive to other men’s advances.”
 
   “Oh, my poor dear,” the Baron said, coming up to her and patting her on the cheek. “You cannot live in such a state. For so many years. If zis man was such a one as you say, he would not wish you to be alone for his sake. He would want you to move on. Live your own life.”
 
   “I can’t,” Emily said, her voice cracking. “It’s so fucking unfair.”
 
   “I know,” the Baron said, hugging her. She hugged him back tightly, letting out a cascade of tears. “It is not fair,” the Baron said, patting her back. “But we still have lives to lead.”
 
   The sun peeked over the horizon, glinting over the edge of the Terrace, which really did give the impression of floating over the open sea. Emily and the Baron held their embrace for several minutes, just letting the comfort of each others’ arms do all the communicating they needed to do.
 
   Finally, Emily pulled out of the hug, her eyes watering but spent. She did not pull away though, and stayed in the Baron’s grasp. She looked into his eyes. The Baron, best she could remember, was about forty, but his eyes looked so young at the moment. The Baron felt young again, because he was looking into Emily’s eyes.
 
   They kissed, as they were required to do by the pain they were each feeling. Grief piled upon grief was confused with tenderness, and their lips locked with such desperation that, if either of them weren’t in the kiss, they would have advised the other against it. But then their lips discovered something else. Something other than grief or desperation. Something more elemental.
 
   Emily suddenly pulled away.
 
   “My Lady,” the Baron said, his face aghast, “I have offended you. My apologies.”
 
   “No,” Emily said, touching her lips.
 
   “What is wrong, My Lady?” the Baron said.
 
   “I don’t know,” she said, staring at the Baron. “But…”
 
   She caught Landos out of the corner of her eye, and in perfect synchronization, she and the Baron stepped apart and faced him. Landos cared little for the affairs of his castle, his own being the only exception.
 
   “The Council is meeting before the delegates arrive from the Turinheld,” Landos said. “Baron, you should join us in the greeting party.”
 
   Emily and the Baron pretended to be comfortable with the situation as they both returned to business, following Landos into the halls of the Castle.
 
   ---
 
   It had all been prepared in advance.
 
   The Queen stood front and center. Emily and James Avonshire to her left. Landos to her right. Vye was meant to be at his right, to even things out, but she was widely considered dead at the moment. Guards stood nearby but not at a threatening distance.
 
   Would they meet in front of the Queen’s pavilion? No. That would make the Rone seem too grand compared to the Turin. So they would meet in the jousting fields. But the barriers had been removed. The grounds cleaned and seeded. Arrangements of flowers added to give the decor a little flair.
 
   The smoking door would open to the south, so that the Regent, when she stepped through, would be facing her hosts. She was allowed to send Guards in first, per the arrangement. This was a Peace Festival, but the Turin felt no need to send the Regent in first through a blind door.
 
   Upon arrival, the Rone would play a traditional Turin melody, followed by the fanfare of the Queen. Landos would then present Queen Sarah to the Turin, and Orlean would present the Regent to the Rone. Even though the two had met many times before, while negotiating these very terms.
 
   Once the formal introductions were made and the crowd cheered, they were finally allowed to break script and speak like human beings.
 
   “Shall we adjourn to the banquet table?” Sarah said, “I will introduce you to the Prince, the future of our Kingdom.”
 
   “Lead the way,” the Regent waved her arms.
 
   ---
 
   The luncheon was uneventful, save that the Turin couldn’t understand why they needed so many pieces of silverware. Afterwards, they proceeded to the Hall of Saint Michael, to appreciate the many works of art. The Baron took the lead in the presentation.
 
   “And zis is a painting of zee Battle of Hartstone,” he waved the company over to the mural.
 
   “I see many Turin soldiers dying in that representation,” Eric commented.
 
   “Indeed,” the Baron replied, “As many did. But, if you would care to count, I made it a point with my artist zat’za same number of Rone and Turin soldiers would be depicted as dying. To show zee loss on both sides.”
 
   “A very enlightened approach,” Rajani commented.
 
   “Though not really fair, is it?” Sarah said under her breath.
 
   “What’s that, Your Majesty?” Rajani turned to her counterpart.
 
   “It’s just that you guys slaughtered a lot of our people, didn’t you?” Sarah spoke clearer now. “Soldiers, yes, but also our women and children. We lost three times as many as the Turin on that day.”
 
   “Your Majesty, it is in the spirit of Peace that we come here--” Rajani began, before Sarah cut her off.
 
   “It’s easy to have a spirit of Peace when you don’t have so many dead to bury.”
 
   “We lost many of our own in that War. And we are not proud of our aggression.”
 
   “Yet you still associate with those that started that War,” Sarah retorted, looking at Eric. “You didn’t think I knew, did you. You were the scribe, right here in Anuen, leading up to the War. A spy.”
 
   “Your Majesty,” Landos stepped forward.
 
   “No, let him answer,” Sarah insisted.
 
   “I was a spy amongst your people before the War,” Eric said. “And I did kill in the name of Argos, who I notice you did not represent in the painting...”
 
   “People tell me he was not in zee Battle at zee end,” Dubon commented.
 
   “Your Majesty,” Landos stepped between Sarah and the Turin delegation, facing her now. “Queen Sarah, are you feeling alright?”
 
   He looked into her eyes, trying with only an expression to show that he was, for this one brief second, her lover and not her servant. But the eyes that looked back at him were cold and distant. They showed no recognition of him. And it wasn’t like in the mornings, when she averted her gaze, to avoid giving their love away. It was as though no love had ever passed between them.
 
   “I am feeling a little faint,” Sarah admitted. “Perhaps I have become overexcited. My Apologies, Regent.”
 
   “Of course,” Rajani responded.
 
   “Lady Emily,” Landos waved to her, “Will you escort our guests to their quarters? Take some time to rest and situate yourselves. Our porters will fetch you for the banquet tonight.”
 
   “Of course,” Emily nodded. “Please, follow me this way.”
 
   Landos had some of the guards escort Sarah back to her chambers, to get some rest. Landos let everyone filter out of the room except for Dubon.
 
   “Baron,” Landos whispered to his compatriot, “I fear something is wrong with the Queen.”
 
   “How do you mean?” Dubon leaned in, keeping their voices to a minimum.
 
   “I can’t be sure. We’ve prepared for this meeting for months. Years, really. I find it strange that she would have such a lapse in decorum.”
 
   “You and zee Queen are good friends, yes?”
 
   “Well, naturally, having been through so much together...”
 
   “I have noticed zis. Zat she is usually comforted by you. You make a good team.”
 
   “Thank you. I suppose that’s true, but...”
 
   “So, speak to her on the matter. She will open up to you.”
 
   Landos contemplated this advice. Seemed simple, though perhaps that also made it right.
 
   “I’m not sure,” Landos stammered, “Our friendship has been...strained lately.”
 
   “Why so?”
 
   “Baron, I trust you, and I know you mean well, but there really are things I can’t tell you. Secrets that go beyond me.”
 
   “But if you cannot tell me, and you cannot tell zee Queen, who do you tell?”
 
   “Nobody.”
 
   “Here is an idea. When I traveled abroad, I wrote many letters to my wife and children. But I never delivered zem. And zen I learned zat she had died. My little ones too. But I kept writing zee letters. And when I killed zat man, I wrote a letter to my wife. And found redemption, even zough she would never read it.”
 
   “These secrets, I can’t have them lying around. They are very, very dangerous.”
 
   “Zen here is what we will do. When everyone is settled, come to my quarters. I have good parchment, yes, for my records. You can write a letter zere. Write to zee Queen, as your friend. And zen we will burn zee letter in zee fireplace immediately after. How is zat, hmm?”
 
   “Thank you, Baron,” Landos nodded. “Even if you can’t read what I write, it is comforting to have a friend like you. Someone who won’t judge me.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   The Baron shuffled away. Landos turned back to the Statue of Saint Michael. The glittering eyes of the marble face gleamed down on him. He almost felt like Michael was there, watching him. Judging him.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Landos whispered to the Statue. Then he felt ridiculous. And he left.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27: The Army of Grimsor
 
    
 
   Grimsor, Selene, and Helios ascended the Obelisk, the throne of the Kingdom of Logeross. Atop the sheer stone spire, a platform balanced, overlooking the land. From the raised throne, it was said the ruler could see a hundred miles in any direction. There were no stairways. No railways. The only way to visit the throne was to Shadow Travel there.
 
   The Obelisk was built when Grimsor came into this world, two thousand years ago. The Order of Starfall fought him, but little did they know that four of their own were fighting on his side. Frost, Argos, Helios, and Selene murdered all their former colleagues, securing the Kingdom of Logeross for their new master.
 
   And eventually, all the people of that Kingdom bowed to their new deity-king. Yes, many were Turned. But some willingly joined the vast ranks of the growing army. They felt powerful. Like they were part of something greater than themselves. They only had to ignore the atrocities they were called upon to commit.
 
   And so, Grimsor conquered Kingdom after Kingdom, spreading across the vast stretches of Khiransi. But when he vanished, his empire fell. Each of those countries reverted to its own leadership. Logeross fell into the hands of Argos, Helios, and Selene.
 
   Of course, that had been thousands of years ago. They destroyed any records of the old Demon, hoping that none would be prepared to stop him a second time. They had a long journey to get their leader back. They had to accomplish tasks that would take millennia. So they ruled their lands quietly, bending all their resources to their purposes.
 
   Selene and Helios became the leaders of Logerros. Argos was sent out into the world, to learn of foreign lands ripe for conquering. And he found the Turin, angry from their unpleasant past. And he molded their will to his. And he lost himself in their ways.
 
   But Selene and Helios kept their minds focused. They became despots of Logeross. Husband and wife. Kind and benevolent, but without any patience for disobedience. Punishments were swift and cruel. And the crimes were many. Again, the people of Logeross were not inherently cruel people. But whereas Argos had only molded a generation of Turin to fight in his war, Selene and Helios had kept up the act for two millennia.
 
   And now that Grimsor had returned, he took his throne in Logeross. The people accepted him as their new leader. The God who stood above the King and Queen, Helios and Selene.
 
   “Oh Great One,” Selene reported to Grimsor. “Our armies are almost prepared. To which border shall we move first?”
 
   “Our first target shall be the Rone,” Grimsor growled from atop the dais.
 
   “Master,” Helios pleaded, “The Rone are across the sea. It will take time to build enough ships. And to conquer them from this far away. Would it not be better to start on this continent? To look to one of our neighbors to expand our borders?”
 
   “I have already started to unravel the leaders of Rone,” Grimsor snarled. “But they still stand the greatest chance of stopping us.”
 
   “Why is that?” Selene dared to ask.
 
   “Frost,” Grimsor said. “I see now, in the Dreamscape, that he laid out his plans to destroy me long ago. To the bloodline of their Kings.”
 
   “But they have no Kings,” Helios pointed out.
 
   “They don’t know that,” Selene retorted, trying to gain points with Grimsor by putting Helios down. “They think there’s still a Prince.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter what they think!” Grimsor shouted. “It is not a coincidence that the Countess Vye is from Rone. Even if the line of Kings is dead, I will not leave it to chance that Frost didn’t have some other plan. We will travel to Rone and we will destroy them! Do you question my judgement?”
 
   “No,” the Sun and the Moon said together.
 
   “Get to work,” the demon demanded. “I will continue to wither their defenses with my mind.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28: The Kiss
 
    
 
   Twenty Years Ago...
 
    
 
   Lady Vivian quickly became a skilled rider. She would ride her favorite horse out by the docks, so she could see the water, and Michael would take a white bronco to accompany her. They enjoyed a series of sunsets together, and Vivian always loved watching one of the large galleons make port. It always seemed to her that the ship would crash right through the pier, but it made the turns just right each time, and Vivian would always give it her own personal round of applause.
 
   Michael was further fascinated by the stories Vivian would tell when they shared a meal. She would always talk about his father, but would never call him, “The Count” or even, “Alexander.” She would always refer to him as, “Alex,” which Michael found a little disconcerting. But the stories gave Michael an insight into his father he had never experienced before.
 
   One day, after returning from an excursion by the Port of Hartstone, Vivian was telling Michael about the time that “Alex” had met her in Arwall.
 
   “So the next dance was supposed to be this very fast two-step. The lute player played the first few notes, but before the fiddle came in, Alex waved his hands at the stage, and the music stopped. Everyone there groaned, because the diddy was popular at the time.
 
   “Anyway, Alex goes up to the stage and asks if they can play, ‘Marietta,’ the waltz. I didn’t realize at the time, but Alex’s wife… Sorry, your mother, had just left the dance with a bit of a headache. Anyway, he had been making eyes at me all night—”
 
   At this, Michael laughed.
 
   “What?” Vivian said.
 
   “Nothing, nothing,” Michael said, smirking. “I just can’t imagine my father ‘making eyes.’”
 
   “Well, he did,” Vivian continued. “He’s actually very charming.”
 
   “There’s another word I never associate with him.”
 
   “It’s so strange to me that you don’t get along well with Alex.”
 
   “We’re not that much alike.”
 
   “No,” Vivian said. “You’re not. I’ve known fathers and sons, and mothers and daughters for that matter, who didn’t get along because they were too alike. But you and Alex are very different. Yet, I like you both, for different reasons. It’s so odd to me that the two of you aren’t…compatible.”
 
   “We get along alright,” Michael protested as they reached the stables. They dismounted and Michael handed the horses to Kern.
 
   “I suppose,” Vivian said. “I just…thought you’d get along better.”
 
   “That’s something that you and I have in common,” Michael said. “But as long as he keeps treating my Mom like shit, it’s not likely to happen.”
 
   Vivian’s face lost all its color, and she bowed her head and turned away.
 
   “Viv,” he said. “Now, hold on a minute. I wasn’t talking about you.”
 
   “Yes you were.”
 
   “Alright, maybe a little. But it’s not you. You’re not the problem.”
 
   “Aren’t I? You think I’m the reason Alex treats your mother this way?”
 
   “No,” he said, “You’re just the instrument of his treatment.”
 
   “Now I’m just an instrument?!” Lady Vivian said, before turning and running out of the stables.
 
   Michael pursued her until he caught her just inside the Castle. They were near the Candle room, in the basement.
 
   “Listen to me!” he insisted, grabbing both her arms. She relaxed in his grasp. “Just listen. It’s not fair to any of us. It’s not fair to my Mother. It’s not fair to me, because my parents spend more time arguing than loving each other. And it’s not fair to you, because you are being treated like an instrument, when you should be loved for being beautiful and kind.”
 
   “I’m not beautiful,” Vivian said. “I’m just…full-figured.”
 
   “You are beautiful,” Michael said. “Forget the eyes, and the ears, and the nose, and the hair, and everything else. Forget it all. You are beautiful, as anyone can tell when they look at you. And you’re a warm, gentle person. And someone out there should love you for these things.”
 
   By now, he was no longer holding her arms, but was cupping her face in his hands. She looked up at him, her eyes watering, her mouth smiling. And her lips… Well, they would have looked good to anyone now.
 
   Michael leaned in and kissed her. She kissed back, with a sort of passion she had never felt before. The kiss became more and more passionate. They both stumbled, until she fell against a wall, and Michael kept pressing himself against her, not hard enough to hurt her, just hard enough to let her know what he was thinking.
 
   Michael’s right hand was sliding up her dress, reaching her rather prominent bosom, but it was his left hand that would get him into trouble. It was opening the door that they were standing beside. Once opened, Michael skillfully took Vivian by the hand and swung her into the room.
 
   There, they continued The Kiss. The Kiss would continue, in one form or another, for the next hour, as both Michael and Vivian struggled to remove their clothes, find all the right parts, and, to put it gently, fuck each others’ brains out.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 29: The Letter
 
    
 
   It was late in the evening when Landos knocked on the guest quarters of the Baron Dubon von Wrims. Krugg, who had returned from delivering Duncan to the Turinheld, answered the door. As always, he averted his eyes as soon as he identified the guest.
 
   “Come in, come in,” the Baron called from his study desk. “Krugg, some tea, yes Magistrate?”
 
   “Thank you, Baron. And call me Landos.”
 
   “If you will call me Dubon.”
 
   “Agreed.”
 
   The Baron stood, pulling his seat out for Landos. Landos settled in to find the Baron’s good parchment and his best ink and quill waiting before him.
 
   “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Landos asked.
 
   “If you need privacy, I can step out of zee room,” the Baron offered.
 
   “No, that’s not necessary. So... Do I just...start writing?”
 
   “Whatever makes you feel comfortable. I will tend to the fireplace, so zat it is ready when we need it, hmm?”
 
   “Thank you,” Landos said. And he began to write. It all came flowing out of him at an alarming rate. Confessions about his love for Sarah. About their affair before Michael died. Their affair afterwards. Their child. The lies upon lies they had told to protect that first one. And the man who had died, alone in a cold prison, so that the secret would never get out.
 
   Even though Sarah would never see this parchment, Landos felt as though he was opening his heart to her. And the memory of her sweet smile kept his hand steady. The memory of her embrace comforted him. The ecstasy of her love, strained though it seemed at the moment, gave him courage.
 
   He finished that page and a second sheet, feeling slightly guilty for using so much of the Baron’s good parchment. But it felt so wonderful to release all these secrets, even to the imaginary version of Sarah.
 
   “There,” Landos said. “I’m finished.”
 
   “You have written a good deal,” the Baron commented.
 
   “I had a lot to say.”
 
   “Tell me, are you in love with zee Queen?”
 
   “I’m sorry?” Landos realized he was trying too hard to sound shocked.
 
   “It is OK,” the Baron said. “I remember, when I met my first love, I was shy for many weeks. It did not seem appropriate zat I should love her. And I was embarrassed. You have grown so close to zee Queen over zee years. Perhaps now you love her, and know not what to do, since you cannot be with her.”
 
   Landos nodded. What harm could there be in such a confession?
 
   “It’s true,” Landos said. “I am in love with the Queen. When those around me wonder why I haven’t taken a wife, it is because of her. Because I can love no other but her.”
 
   “Perhaps she loves you as well,” the Baron mused.
 
   “Perhaps,” was all Landos was willing to say on the subject. In his heart, he thought she did. Though the events of that day seemed terrifying to him.
 
   “Oh, here comes Krugg, with zee tea,” the Baron announced. “We will abandon zis topic, yes?”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Krugg set the tea tray down on the desk, serving a cup to Landos and then to Dubon. He cleared off the ink and quill and spare parchment, considerately leaving Landos space to rest his mug.
 
   “Shall we proceed with zee burning?” Dubon asked after he had taken a sip.
 
   “Please,” Landos was too eager to destroy the evidence. He folded the letter, approaching the fire. But Krugg whispered in the Baron’s ear.
 
   “Landos, it is too hot,” the Baron protested. “Here, Krugg will help you.”
 
   Krugg took the letter from Landos, skewering it on the fire poker, and handing the iron back to the Magistrate. Landos shoved the incriminating letter into the roaring blaze like he was roasting a marshmallow of sins.
 
   The flames licked the parchment, coating it in fire, consuming it. Small flakes of ash flittered away, black and charred. His confession was gone forever.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 30: The Path of Dreams
 
    
 
   “Drink this tea,” Frost said.
 
   “Why?” Vye asked.
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” he said, smiling.
 
   “I worry about everything.”
 
   But she took the tea anyway. It tasted sweet, but she couldn’t detect anything else strange about it. At a gesture from Frost, she took a seat on the floor beside their usual crystal ball.
 
   “Now,” Frost said, “The tea is going to ease you into sleep in a few moments. While you’re falling asleep, I want you to concentrate on a place. Any place with which you’re intimately familiar. Someplace safe, preferably. Can you think of such a place?”
 
   “Yes,” Vye said.
 
   “Close your eyes and imagine the place,” Frost instructed. Vye closed her eyes and thought of the one place that had always been a safe haven for her, even since she was a little girl.
 
   “I can see it,” Frost said, and Vye had the impression that his eyes were now also closed. “We’re in a clearing in the trees,” he said. “I can see a castle up the hill, the House of Vye, I take it. And there’s a little rope ladder going up one of the thicker oaks. Am I seeing the right place?”
 
   “Yes,” Vye said, concentrating on it even more.
 
   “The details are filling in,” Frost said, “That’s very good. Keep concentrating on it. Think of the smells, the sounds, the colors. Very good, I’m getting a stronger and stronger sense of it. Alright, now, in your mind, pick a point of view. Pick a place in this location that you could be standing, and an orientation you could be facing.”
 
   Vye did so. She chose to be sitting against her favorite tree, the one that faced south and lookup up the hill at the House of Vye.
 
   “Alright, now, open your eyes,” Frost said, though his voice sounded further away. Vye opened her eyes and was surprised to find herself sitting against that very tree.
 
   “We’re here?” Vye said.
 
   “No,” Frost said, “You’re Dreamscaping.”
 
   “I am?”
 
   “Yes, you are. It’s not that different from other things you’ve done. When Halmir taught you to Shadow Travel, you had to locate a place in your mind, and you could move your vision without moving your body. Is it that hard to imagine yourself here, in this clearing, a place you know extremely well.”
 
   “I suppose not,” she said, standing. “So, what year is it?”
 
   “I don’t understand the question,” Frost said. “It’s five-ninety-seven RC, according to the calendar.”
 
   “But look at the rope ladder. The ladder is still there now, but it’s all frayed and worn. It looks brand new.”
 
   “Ah, you want to measure time in the Dreamscape. Well, it’s not quite that easy. The Dreamscape includes memories and places. You’re remembering the idea of this place, the absolute form. This isn’t a representation of it from a certain time, but an amalgam of all the times you’ve known the place. If you had so wished, the rope could appear frayed. If you had so wished, there could be a unicorn here.”
 
   “It looks a lot like it did in my childhood,” Vye said.
 
   “Probably your strongest memory of it.”
 
   “What would happen if I went into the Castle?”
 
   “Well, that’s the fun part. You’re not just dreaming now. You’re controlling your dream. Virtually anything can happen that you can imagine, but only certain things can affect the waking world.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “If you find someone in the Dreamscape who is also dreaming, there are two things you can do. One is to get information out of that person. The other is to evoke a feeling or emotion.”
 
   “And I can contact anyone this way?”
 
   “Anyone living.”
 
   “Like, my brother.”
 
   “Yes, you could try to contact your brother.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Just try to find his dream. If he’s sleeping right now at all,” Frost said.
 
   Vye focused on the idea of her brother, reaching out as she had so many times with her magic. But this time, the antenna weren’t seeking across a field or a room. They were floating out in the ether, trying to discover where her brother was.
 
   When she thought she had found him, she blinked. And when her eyes opened, she and Frost were in the Castle Hartstone. In the banquet hall. Luke was eating a full meal with Vye, his dead brothers, and their dead parents.
 
   “Who are all these people?” Frost asked.
 
   “My family,” she said, “But only Luke and I are still alive. My parents and our older brothers died years ago.”
 
   “He is remembering them,” Frost said. “And he has made you younger.”
 
   “That’s how old I was when I left to train. It was the last time I saw my brothers before they died.”
 
   “He is worried for you,” Frost commented. “He is worrying that he has lost you, along with the rest of your family.”
 
   “Luke, can you hear me?” Vye asked.
 
   “Of course I can hear you,” Luke said, tearing into a leg of lamb with his teeth. “Have some soup.”
 
   And Vye found herself sitting at the table, at the seat her younger self was sitting in moments before.
 
   “I don’t understand,” Vye said to Frost.
 
   “Well, he’s dreaming right now,” Frost said. “But he can’t control his dreams.”
 
   “Can he hear you?”
 
   “Yes, but he won’t be able to make sense of any of it. And if he does, he won’t be able to remember much.”
 
   “I need to get him a message, to let him know I’m alright.”
 
   “You can try to tell him,” Frost said, shrugging his shoulders.
 
   “Luke,” Vye said, surprised when she turned back to her brother, because he was now the younger version of himself, “Luke, listen to me. I’m going to be alright. I’m away right now, but I’ll come back, and everything will be alright.”
 
   “We need you back, Julia,” Luke said.
 
   “I know, I’m coming,” she pleaded. “I just have a few things to take care of, then I can come back.”
 
   “Beware of the fire,” he said.
 
   “What?” she said, but her brother only smiled. “What did he mean?” she asked Frost.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Luke, what did you mean?” but he wasn’t there anymore. “Where’d he go?”
 
   “It’s unclear,” Frost said. “It’s possible that he went to a different dream, but more likely he just woke up.”
 
   “What now?” Vye asked.
 
   “We’re going to practice,” he said.
 
   “But you heard him,” Vye said, “I should be returning.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Frost said. “You’re in a dream now. And it will last until you wake up. Waking up from within the dream can be done, but it’s tricky. So, you might as well practice Dreamscaping while we’re in here.”
 
   “Do you think he got the message?” Vye asked.
 
   “It depends. Some people remember their dreams. Some people just remember the emotions. They wake up comforted, disturbed, happy, sad, or confused. They don’t remember why, but it was the content of their dreams. I don’t know what kind of dreamer your brother is, but I suspect he will wake up with a feeling that you’re going to be alright.”
 
   Vye was comforted by this, and since she couldn’t wake up at the moment, she decided to practice with Frost.
 
   At first, they practiced locations. They started with places she had lived in, or spent a lot of time in. Then they tried locations she had only been to occasionally. Finally, Frost had her track down an inn she had been to only once in her life.
 
   Vye found herself sitting in the common room of the inn. It all looked so real, but when she looked closer, she could see that everything lacked detail. The walls were clean and even. The tables had no marks or cuts on them. She could only barely remember the layout of the room, so some of the furniture kept shifting every time she turned her head.
 
   “OK,” Frost said, “That’s not bad for a place you’ve only been to once.”
 
   “It was also about eight years ago.”
 
   “Then it’s excellent. Now, I want you to find the innkeeper.”
 
   “I can’t remember who the innkeeper was of this place. Did I mention it’s been eight years?”
 
   “Yes, but people are attached to places. You remembered that clump of trees by your childhood home very well. The innkeeper will think of this place as their home. So, see if you can find someone who has a very strong attachment to this location.”
 
   It took some concentrating, but Vye figured out the shortcut quickly. She didn’t have to scan the minds of every living mortal on the planet. She just had to start from the inn and then branch out. The first two people she met were the keepers, an elderly couple.
 
   When Vye opened her eyes, they were sitting across from her in the common room. The man was slurping his way through a bowl of stew. The woman smiled, a welcoming brightness on her face.
 
   “Welcome,” she said, referring to her Inn. To her, it didn’t seem strange to find herself in her own common room, sitting across from Vye and Frost. Her own dream was putting her at ease. Unless someone challenged reality, she would take for granted everything she saw and heard.
 
   Frost instructed Vye to update her image of the Inn. She asked the woman to fill in the details. Remind her what was hanging over the fireplace. Describe the drapes over the window. Enumerate the cracks in the tiles. As the room looked more and more complete, Vye realized the four of them weren’t alone.
 
   There was no smoking door, or a popping sound, or a flash of light. But from one minute to the next, Vye noticed there were other people filling in the seats around the common room. Some eating. Some sharpening knives. Some smoking pipes. The clatter of silverware and the murmur of conversation filled the room.
 
   “What’s happening now?” Vye asked.
 
   “Other dreams are joining yours,” Frost explained. “Some of these people are probably staying at the Inn tonight. They’re dreaming about it. Some of them might just be regulars. They might not be here right now, but they come often enough that your dream felt like a comfortable home for their minds.”
 
   “But I wasn’t looking for any of them,” Vye argued.
 
   “No, but, as I said, it’s all one Dreamscape. If they were having a dream of the Inn, they would be here. And now that your recollection is closer to the genuine article, they’ve found you. Which is why you must be careful when you dream of places that are familiar to our enemies.”
 
   “Thanks for the warning,” Vye said. “Anything else I should be learning?”
 
   “Eventually, I will have to teach you to Speak with the dead.”
 
   “Are we going to do that now?”
 
   “No. That seems to be enough for today,” Frost said with a wave of his hand. And suddenly, Vye found herself awake in the room with the fireplace.
 
   “Wait,” Vye asked over the crackling of the fire, “I thought we had to wait for the tea to wear off. I thought we were only training because I was dreaming.”
 
   “We were.”
 
   “But if you could wake me up at any time... I have to get back to my friends.”
 
   “Hah!” Frost said. “How long do you think you’ve been away from them?”
 
   Vye crinkled her eyebrows at this question. It seemed like such a bizarre question, she wasn’t sure it deserved an answer.
 
   “I can’t remember,” Vye answered, when she realized it might be relevant. “Wait, I remember coming here. And then we… It feels like it’s been weeks.”
 
   “Weeks?” Frost said. “How many times have you eaten? How many times have you slept? Have you been in this room for weeks?”
 
   Vye stood, looking around the room in a sudden surge of paranoia. She couldn’t answer any of those questions. She didn’t remember eating. She didn’t remember sleeping. She was still in the same clothes she had put on when she first arrived, but they still felt fresh and comfortable.
 
   “Frost, what’s going on?”
 
   “You’re still in a coma, Countess. I’m not really here at all. You’re still asleep in Castle Hartstone, and this is all a dream.”
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Chapter 31: Life Is But A Dreamscape
 
    
 
   “Say that again,” Vye insisted.
 
   “You’re dreaming,” Frost said. “Right now. And ever since you collapsed holding up the North Tower of Hartstone Castle.”
 
   “So, I’ve been imagining all of this?”
 
   “No, no, no. You’re ignoring everything you’ve learned. You are dreaming all of these events, but you’re not imagining them. I am real. But we’ve only ever met in your dreams.”
 
   “So that bald woman-- Selene-- never attacked me in my bed?”
 
   “No. She attacked you in the Dreamscape. She thinks your body is dead, so she wants to make sure your mind is destroyed as well. If they knew your body was still breathing, they would attack it in the real world as well.”
 
   “Why attack me in the Dreamscape at all?” Vye said. “If they think I’m dead, does it matter if there’s some part of me in here?”
 
   “It matters. Because of me,” Frost said. “Let me finish the story.”
 
   Frost waved his hand and they were were in a frozen tundra. They were standing outside the same cave Vye had seen in her dream. Well, her first dream. The dream before the dream in which she thought she was awake.
 
   There was snow everywhere, but Vye was not cold. She knew not to be cold. From inside the cave, voices shouted at one another. Frost led them through the entrance, into the darkened cave.
 
   “It had taken a lot of secret planning,” Frost said, “And I had to become good at Dreamscaping, to protect my secrets from Grimsor and the others of my order. Eventually, I tricked the demon into this cave.”
 
   Vye followed Frost through a short tunnel in the cave until they came to a huge, open room. The dome. Just like the one Landora had seen in the Turinheld, though, of course, Vye didn’t realize that.
 
   Grimsor was there, fighting off a half dozen mages, including a younger Frost. On the ground, another two dozen men lay dead.
 
   “We fought down to the last man,” Frost said. “We finally had him where we needed.”
 
   Grimsor stepped into the middle of the platform, and the younger Frost called out, “Now!”
 
   Immediately, four of the remaining mages cast different spells on different corners of the raised platform. Grimsor cried in anguish, looking to the sky and howling. But as he seemed to be at his most enraged, he started turning to stone. His skin lost all pigmentation, and the fire between his horns went out.
 
   The four mages who had cast the spell recoiled, shocked by magical backlash. Dead. Only two people remained. The younger Frost, and another man. But no matter what angle Vye took, she couldn’t see the other man’s face. It was just as Frost had appeared at the beginning of her dream. This man was there, but Vye wouldn’t have been able to testify to any aspect of him.
 
   “It took thirty people to imprison Grimsor,” the elder Frost said to Vye. “Everybody only knew a small part of the plan, so that none of us could compromise the others if we were ever Turned. Only two of us knew the whole plan. And we were the two that survived the battle.”
 
   “Everyone else died?”
 
   “Grimsor was just that kind of enemy. You had to know you were going to die in order to defeat him.”
 
   “Am I going to have to defeat him?” Vye asked, but Frost did not answer. Instead, he waved his arms, and the cave disappeared. Instead, they were on a wind-swept hilltop. Vye could tell it was a foreign land by the unfamiliar vegetation. All of these events had happened far from her home.
 
   Vye spotted movement down the hill. The Mystery Man dragged an injured young Frost across a ravine. Vye focused on the faceless man, but still she couldn’t learn anything about him. He was just there.
 
   “I can’t even remember his name,” the older Frost said, as though he knew what Vye was thinking. “My last companion on this earth. My last friend. It was he who came up with the ingenious idea. It was he who now gives us a chance.”
 
   Suddenly, the younger Frost and his colleague were beset by Selene, Helios, and Argos. 
 
   “Let’s be careful,” the elder Frost said, pulling Vye behind an outcropping of rocks, “We can’t let them see us right now.”
 
   The three villains attacked the younger Frost and his faceless friend. Frost was severely wounded, falling over. The Mystery Man opened a smoking door, prepared to escape, but Frost was too badly wounded, and even the faceless man didn’t have the strength to carry him.
 
   “This is when my friend saved the world,” Frost said. His friend grasped young Frost’s head and put both hands on his temples, even as he dodged more attacks from Selene and the others.
 
   “What’s he doing to you?” Vye asked.
 
   “Making me forget,” Frost said. “He erased my memories. Not all of them. Of course, I was allowed to keep my memories about my companions, and Grimsor, and how we captured him. But he’s erasing the last part of the plan. The way to defeat Grimsor once and for all.”
 
   “Why would he do that?” Vye asked.
 
   “Because I was about to be captured...” the elder Frost said, his voice bitter. He waved his hand again, and they were back at the fireplace.
 
   “I can’t show you the last part,” Frost said. “Mostly because I don’t want to experience it again. But also because Selene and the others factor into it a great deal, and we can’t expose you to them. But what happened was this:
 
   “I was brought to the Allanha Se’Tai, the Tower of the Sun. Only now it was called Medinoch Se’Tai, the Tower of Midnight. It had been twisted into a bastion of corruption and hate. There, they tortured me for days and days. And they found out how to release Grimsor. My friends and I had devised such seals as could only be broken by epic events. Four events for the Four Seals. The return of the exiled to their home soil after 1000 years. An island sinks. A King buries his son on foreign soil. A mortal kills an immortal in combat.”
 
   “Wait! A thousand years?” Vye commented. “How long ago... How old are you?”
 
   “Ah, yes, the events we have witnessed until now all happened two millennia ago. By that measure, I am more than two millennia old. But, I also died when they tortured me, and this is the important part. Helios, Selene, and Argos kept torturing me for one last piece of information.”
 
   “The rest of your plan,” Vye realized.
 
   “They knew that capturing Grimsor was only half of a plan. There must have been another part, wherein I banish him from this world. But my friend erased it from my mind, so they could never find it.”
 
   “But they still tortured you.”
 
   “Yes. And I kept hiding in the Dreamscape. Finally, I made my ultimate escape. I somehow transcended. I left my mortal body behind me and existed purely in the Dreamscape. So they hunted me there, trying to kill my spirit. That’s why they were afraid of you in the Dreamscape. They feared you could be a danger to them in here.”
 
   “So, you’ve been hanging out in people’s dreams for two thousand years?”
 
   “Not quite. Having those three chasing me through nightmares was wearing me down. So I hid. In the Land of the Dead.”
 
   “Sorry?”
 
   “The Dreamscape is connected to the Land of the Dead. Sometimes, in our dreams, we remember a loved one, or we see something from before our time. These memories rarely last, and they’re difficult to control. Even more so than normal dreams. But I was able to hide there to evade my former friends.”
 
   “Why haven’t you tried to stop them before now? Why wait until they were on the move again?”
 
   “Well, I had to come back from the Land of the Dead, and since I didn’t have a body anchoring me in the real world, there was only one way. I had to travel back with someone who died and then came back to life.”
 
   “Me.”
 
   “Exactly. And the beautiful part of the Dreamscape is that time doesn’t work the way we think of it in the waking world. So with enough concentration, I was able to see ahead. I knew a great warrior would die and then return. And I followed you back into the Dreamscape.”
 
   “And now you’re living in my head?”
 
   “Kind of. Not really. I’m living in the Dreamscape. But you’ve been spending a lot of time here yourself, so I’ve been keeping you company.”
 
   “How chivalrous.”
 
   “But we must keep training. I sense Selene and Helios have already released Grimsor from his prison.”
 
   “But the Four Seals…”
 
   “The people of Rone have been their wooden soldiers,” Frost said with a dark and ironic smile. “It was Grimsor that first sent the people of Rone away from their old homes. They fled across the sea and landed on the continent you now call home. But when the Argosian War looked lost, some of your citizens fled back into the sea. One of those ships landed on the original shores from whence they had fled.”
 
   “The return of the exiled from their home soil after a thousand years. That’s one.”
 
   “Yes,” Frost continued, “The Island of Losmourne was sunk by a great Spell just a week ago.”
 
   “They can sink islands?”
 
   “I guess so. I mean, even for them, it sounds improbable. But either way, the task is done.”
 
   “So that’s the Second Seal. The sinking of an island…” Vye said.
 
   “The King burying his son on foreign soil wasn’t that hard. They took care of that centuries ago, in Sourna.”
 
   “What about…” Vye began, but stopped before she finished the question.
 
   “You figured it out, huh?” Frost said. “A mortal kills an immortal in combat. If it’s any comfort, it was supposed to have been Michael. In some ways it was, since if he hadn’t stabbed Argos with the Saintskeep, you wouldn’t have been able to kill him.”
 
   “But Argos was one of your group,” Vye said. “He volunteered? He knew what was going to happen?”
 
   “Goodness no!” Frost chuckled. “But he had lost his way, according to the others. He was starting to associate more and more with the Turin. He was starting to legitimately hate the Rone, in a personal way. He wanted to keep the Turin as his own, instead of turning them over to Grimsor, when he was awakened.”
 
   “So they had him killed,” Vye said. “And they used us to do it.”
 
   “Yes,” Frost said. “Your King Michael was visited in a dream, not dissimilar to this one. In it, Helios convinced him that Michael would be capable of defeating Argos if he had the Saintskeep. They knew that the Historian was on his way to finding it, and they tricked Argos into hiding Sarah in the same Caves. They wanted Michael to get the sword and use it against Argos.”
 
   “So now what?” Vye asked. “We need to defeat Grimsor, but you can’t remember how.”
 
   “No,” Frost said. “I can’t. We’re going to have to figure it out. We have time, and there’s one more thing you need to be able to do before I can trust that your training is complete.”
 
   “You want me to talk to the dead, don’t you?” Vye asked. She was standing again, though she didn’t remember getting up. Fucking dreams.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 32: The Vanishing People
 
    
 
   The Regent shut the thick oak door to her quarters. She dropped the bar across the frame, locking it. The day had been long and wearisome. Though except for the Queen’s outburst in the room with the Statue, all had gone well. Sarah had been on her best behavior when she returned for the banquet. The Festival would continue to be one of Peace.
 
   Rajani stepped across her vast room. This was only a guest suite, and it was already more spacious than her own accommodations at her own stronghold. But she did not feel shame at this. She was not a Queen. She was a Regent. She didn’t need a Castle. She just needed to keep her people safe.
 
   The thick oak door gave her a sense of privacy she had never quite experienced before. In the Turinheld, where she slept in what amounted to a cave, and where a deerskin acted as her door, she was at the mercy of any guard or messenger who wanted to speak to her. Here, she was in solitude. If someone wanted to disturb her, they’d have to make quite a racket.
 
   She collapsed onto the bed, each of her muscles unwinding as they sunk into the cushions. This bed was softer and more comfortable than anything she had ever slept in. She had argued, when they were negotiating the terms of the Festival, that she and her retinue should return to the Turinheld at nights. The idea of spending three days in Anuen seemed ridiculous, when Eric’s Shadow Portals made travel fast and convenient.
 
   But now that she was experiencing the comfort of a feather bed, she wasn’t sure she ever wanted to leave. She knew she should get out of her ceremonial robes, and put on something more night-friendly, but at that moment, it felt like she was lying on a cloud.
 
   “It’s good to be Queen,” she mumbled to herself.
 
   That was wrong. She knew it as she said it to herself. She was not a Queen. She was a leader. How dare she think such thoughts?
 
   And then she heard footsteps. Footsteps inside her quarters. She sat up, wrapping the bed sheet around her, suddenly feeling exposed, even though she was still dressed. Who had come into her room? And how?
 
   “Rajani,” a man’s voice said. It was Eric, of course. He could Shadow into her bedchambers without a sound.
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Regent, I think we should strike now.”
 
   “What do you mean?” she asked. But before Eric answered, he sat on the foot of the bed, close to her. He brushed his hand through her raven hair.
 
   “My Queen,” Eric said.
 
   “I am not a Queen.”
 
   “You are the Queen of May. And you are a Queen to me.”
 
   “Eric, please, this is inappropriate.”
 
   But even as she said it, his hand cupped around the back of her neck and pulled her forward. And she could put up no resistance. They kissed...
 
   “Eric,” she gasped, pulling away. “We can’t. I cannot rule our people if you we are too close. The Turin-Guarde must always answer to the Regent.”
 
   “But together, we could rule the forest. And together we can destroy the Ronish brutes.”
 
   “They are not brutes.”
 
   “You know they are. They killed our ancestors for sport. They build Castles instead of respecting the land. You know that this peace cannot last. Eventually, they will try to conquer us again. You know we must strike first to protect our people.”
 
   “These are the lies Argos told us,” Rajani protested.
 
   “It is too late. For look what I have done in your name.”
 
   And he lifted her to her feet. And suddenly she was in another room. And it was daytime. It was then that she understood she was dreaming.
 
   The room was identical to hers, for in her mind, she only knew what one room looked like on the inside. And on the bed was the Queen. Her body was laid out nicely, hands folded in front of her. She would have been the picture of peace if it weren’t for the puddles of blood on the floor, the red-soaked bedsheets, and the gruesome wound in her throat.
 
   “What have you done?” Rajani demanded, for though a part of her understood this was a dream, another part felt it as though it were real.
 
   “I have brought us a lasting peace,” Eric said. “Look.”
 
   He turned her shoulders, and she was in the Hall of Saint Michael. It was as she remembered it, except the Statue had been beheaded. And the sword had been removed. And Landos lay on the ground, impaled with the prop weapon.
 
   “Don’t you see?” Eric said. “My love for you. Your secret longing for me. We can be King and Queen of all the Realms.”
 
   And with a sweep of his hand, they were on the balcony, overlooking the courtyard. And Rajani beheld all the Rone people she had ever met, dead on the ground before her eyes.
 
   “No, this is wrong.”
 
   “But you want it.”
 
   “Perhaps, in some dark part of my mind. But I know it is wrong.”
 
   “You fear the end of our people, too,” Eric insisted. “Don’t deny that fear.”
 
   “I don’t. But if our people must fade, we will do so honorably. Not with slaughter.”
 
   “But the slaughter was started long ago. And not by us.”
 
   “We are not innocent. Nobody is.”
 
   “Then it doesn’t matter who wins. We must take the initiative.”
 
   “No!”
 
   “What would your father say?”
 
   And Rajani found herself on the battlefield of Hartstone. She had never been to the city in real life, so she only knew it by the painting in the Hall of Saint Michael. So she imagined herself there, in the painting. The earth was made of puddles of brown paint. The sky was a flowing sea of midnight blue. Painted people fought and died all around them. The echoes of battle rang all around them. 
 
   But Rajani’s eyes were fixated on just one point. A body on the ground before her, with a Rone soldier spearing him in the heart. She didn’t know the specific circumstances of her father’s death. But she knew he had died at the Battle of Hartstone. And his face was now brushed onto this soldier’s body.
 
   “How can you search for peace with such brutes?” said the voice behind her, but it wasn’t Eric. She turned to the voice, and found herself once again in her own quarters, standing before a creature. The tall beast with leathery skin.
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “I am Grimsor,” the demon announced himself. “I am the only one who can free you from the chains of your responsibility. So that you may pursue the path of vengeance.”
 
   “I seek only peace.”
 
   “Your mind seeks peace. But your heart cries for revenge. And that war has raged in your soul for too long. You are crippled by it.”
 
   “I wish no harm...”
 
   “You lie. You are not as pure of heart as you wish to be. I see your true desires. You have been Turned.”
 
   And he clasped his hands, one over each ear, and her hair singed as the fire burned through her mind and her soul...
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 33: The Tundra
 
    
 
   Duncan did not understand why people would agree to live in Aceley. The island-continent was as far north as civilization went. The landmass covered the north pole, but only the southern coast actually had any settlements. In Duncan’s mind, if they were smart enough to stay on the south side of the island, they should have been smart enough to move off the island altogether.
 
   The good news was the city they had arrived in, Karlsvanja, was a high traffic port for the northern trade routes. People from all ends of the world were passing through. And since Eric had the foresight to have them Shadow Travel into an empty alley, nobody looked twice at a company of three Rone and one Turin strolling through town.
 
   Duncan had to pull out his broken Acelean, from a class he had taken six years ago, in order to get them two rooms at the Tavern. After a good night’s sleep and a hearty meal, they struck out of town, heading due north.
 
   ---
 
   They followed a hunting path for several miles, but the wind was fierce. Even with scarves wrapped over their faces, the cold stung at their skin. They crossed a hunting party returning to town with a pair of elk. Both parties gave each other a wide berth. Sure, there were probably laws against killing people, but it wasn’t like a constable was going to show up and keep the peace.
 
   But soon the path disintegrated in the growing snow drifts. Their footsteps cracked over virgin snow, blazing their own trail. Except for the occasional tracks of other hunters, and sometimes of hooves and paws. Landora led the group, veering away from all of those tracks.
 
   “You know where you’re going?” Duncan asked.
 
   “I do,” Landora retorted. “Though I’m not eager to get there.”
 
   “We have to find out what we can.”
 
   “This power...” Landora prodded, “It attacked the Countess. But you do not seek vengeance.”
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Because I know what vengeance looks like. And what it feels like. It is not in your heart.”
 
   “I want to make sure that whoever attacked Vye doesn’t hurt anyone else.”
 
   “I find it strange. That they could murder one so close to you, your liege, your Master, and you could remain so...composed.”
 
   “It’s a facade. I want to hurt these villains. I want to cause them pain.”
 
   “Perhaps. But you have tamed your anger. Your vengeance isn’t driving you,” Landora concluded. After a moment, she added, “Are you noble?”
 
   “I’m high-born, if that’s what you mean. My father is Lord Kelliwick, a minor Baron in Arwall. So, I’m probably only medium-born.”
 
   “But you are also valiant.”
 
   “If I’m valiant, then you are twice so.”
 
   “Not true.”
 
   “You have worked hand-in-hand with us, helping us solve a problem from another country. And one of our party killed your sister.”
 
   “You don’t understand. The danger you have discovered affects us all. Argos has ruined the Turin. He led us into a disastrous war. Diminished our numbers. But even worse, he desecrated our way of life. He dishonored us, communing with this evil power. I am driven to restore our honor.”
 
   “The Turin will recover. You are a resilient people.”
 
   “Maybe. But every year, we have fewer children. Our numbers dwindle, and I fear there will come a day when we are no more.”
 
   To this, Duncan had no answer. No way to comfort her. He had been thirteen when the War had come. And for a brief time, the possibility that the Kingdom would be wiped off the face of the earth felt real. They had survived, and a record number of births were recorded nine months after the war was won.
 
   But for the Turin, the news was not so good. Their death toll, while much smaller than that of the Rone, was nonetheless a much higher percentage of their population. And it was largely their young, healthy men and women. To make matters worse, the next two winters had been particularly harsh, and sickness ravaged the Turinheld. Usually, the Turin-Sen magic would have cured the sick, but Eric was alone, and could only do so much.
 
   “We will help your people survive,” Duncan offered, though he knew he was in no position to do anything.
 
   “We are your enemies.”
 
   “You’re not my enemy.”
 
   “Nor I yours. But our two peoples cannot both live on our land.”
 
   “There’s a Peace Festival happening right now. We’re allies.”
 
   “Amongst the Turin, many are convinced that this truce is temporary. That it will be but the eye of a storm. That the cruel Rone will grow bored of peace, and will once again move north.”
 
   “I would never let that happen,” Duncan said, again unsure of how he meant to back up those words.
 
   “You are not the King. Or the Queen. How will you stop your people? How will you tame their unbridled aggression?”
 
   “I don’t know. But I promise, I will do everything I can to make sure nothing happens to you,” he said. Then added, “To your people, I mean.”
 
   But Landora smiled under her mask.
 
   ---
 
   It got dark early, and quickly. Landora directed the others to construct a campsite in the cover of a large snow drift. They dug out enough of a trench that the wind wouldn’t freeze them to death and started two fires, one on either end. It was actually quite cozy.
 
   But the night wasn’t peaceful. Because the Aceley White Bear likes to hunt at night.
 
   The Aceley White is a formidable creature. Coated in white, camouflaged against the tundra, it’s surprisingly quiet for a fifteen-hundred pound beast. The only parts that aren’t white are its beady, black eyes, its black nose, and its vicious black claws.
 
   Attracted to the light, the massive creature padded to the campsite. But one thing about being fifteen hundred pounds is you displace a lot of snow. And a coating of freezing cold snow was just the sort of thing to wake Landora up.
 
   She saw the beast snarling down at her, and she called out, waking the others. She reached up, prepared to sear the monster with whatever magic she could call up, but then she learned that Aceley Whites are also fast.
 
   The bear snapped its surprisingly long neck into the alcove, clamping around Landora’s arm and whipping her out of her blanket. Landora tried to concentrate just long enough to release her will against her enemy, but then it planted her in the snow, face first, flash-freezing her mind and body.
 
   The others stirred, though only Noble was ready to fight in a moment’s notice. He grabbed his sword and leapt up onto the embankment, facing off against the frightening creature.
 
   But the Aceley White was a cunning creature. It held Landora in its jaw, keeping her between Noble and its own body. Landora was dazed, unable to even struggle against the bear’s gripping jaw.
 
   Noble strafed around, trying to flank the bear. But in eighteen inches of snow, he couldn’t move fast enough. The bear kept turning to face him.
 
   Duncan and Nuria fought off their fatigue, crawling to the edge of the pit. Nuria gasped when she saw Landora.
 
   “I’m going to help Noble,” Duncan said, “You stay here.”
 
   “I can also help.”
 
   “Landora is going to need you to heal her. You need to stay safe.” And he grabbed his sword.
 
   Noble spotted Duncan climbing out of the pit, sword in hand. Maybe the diplomat wasn’t a great fighter, but if Noble could keep the bear distracted... He sidestepped again and again, each time forcing the White to turn, degree by degree. Duncan waited for his moment...
 
   And as soon as the bear had its back to the trench, Duncan charged out. His footing was unsure, trampling through the snow, but he launched himself at the bear’s hindquarters...
 
   The bear kicked him in the chest with its back foot. Duncan flew back, sliding across the ice, a splattering of blood drizzling over the pure white snow.
 
   And now the thing was spooked. It took off and galloped across the land, Landora still in its jaws. Noble gave chase, but the beast was much better suited for running on ice than he was...
 
   He collapsed onto his knees, panting and spent. The white bear faded into the darkness of the night...
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 34: The Dreams of the Dead
 
    
 
   “Why am I here?” Vye asked.
 
   They were deep in the Caves of Drentar. Down in the corridors of the Castle Zenith. She already knew the answer to her own question, but she needed to pretend she didn’t, for her own sake.
 
   “You’re trying to find someone who died here,” Frost said. “Do you know who?”
 
   “Yes,” Vye admitted. It was Halmir. Ever since Frost had mentioned that she would be speaking to the dead, he was the first person she thought of. Why him? Why not Michael? Or Gabriel? Or her dead brothers? Had she been in love? Had they even known each other long enough for that to happen? But the only question she asked out loud was...
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   “He will be here when he is ready,” Frost said. “But I need to prepare you for this. This isn’t like talking to the living in a dream.”
 
   “I’ve already seen dead people in some of these dreams.”
 
   “You’ve seen the memory of them. The echo. The image and the sound of a person. But nothing you did or said in those dreams would affect that person, because he or she wasn’t really there.”
 
   “And now...”
 
   “When someone dies, their being... their essence... drifts into the Land of the Dead. And the Dreamscape is connected to it. But the transformation is profound. The Dead exist in a whole new way. And we can’t explain it and we can’t comprehend it, but we do know one thing. Speaking with them is a daunting task. Exhausting. You can’t do it too often. You have to be careful about who you contact. They can be very, very dangerous.”
 
   Vye nodded. In her eagerness to see Halmir, it hadn’t occurred to her that this sort of thing could, and probably should, be very dangerous.
 
   “Alright,” Vye said, “How do I contact him?”
 
   “He’s standing right behind you,” Frost said.
 
   Vye turned. And as she did, she felt the weight of the world changing around her. She was standing on an emotional precipice. A cliff of the soul. Frost faded from the corridor, turning ghostly white. As though he were a memory to her. And in front of her was Halmir.
 
   He was standing upright, probably right in the spot where he had died. He didn’t look dead. He wasn’t wounded, nor did his skin have the pallor of death. He was alive, though Vye would have described his expression as bored.
 
   “Halmir,” Vye said. “Halmir, can you see me? Can you hear me?”
 
   “I can see you,” he finally said.
 
   Vye hugged her arms, feeling a chill. There was something...off about the world. The Land of the Dead knew she was there. She was like a grain of sand in an oyster’s shell. A beating heart in a land of stillness. A point of light in the darkness.
 
   “Have you been here, this whole time?” Vye asked, “Since you died?”
 
   “No,” Halmir said. His voice was expressionless. His body stiff. “In death, I am no longer tied to any one place or time. I have been to many places and seen into many times since we last stood together. But when I felt you searching for me, I came here.”
 
   “Because this is where you died?”
 
   “Because this is where your mind would think to look for me.”
 
   “I have something important I want to say to you,” Vye finally confessed. But Halmir’s expression and body language gave her nothing. It was like he didn’t care that she was there. “I kinda feel silly now.”
 
   “You came to tell me you loved me.”
 
   Vye nodded. Silence filled the corridor. The deep, dark corridor of Halmir’s death. He only stared into her eyes, unmoved by her words.
 
   “I cannot give you an answer to the question you want to ask,” Halmir finally said.
 
   “How do you know what question I want to ask?”
 
   “You want to know if I loved you, too.”
 
   “And you didn’t,” Vye concluded, crestfallen.
 
   “I don’t know. Love is something that the living can experience. Perhaps I did love you when I was breathing. Now, if I am capable of it at all, I wouldn’t understand it, and I couldn’t express it.”
 
   “For all I know, you could be the dream of my delirious mind.”
 
   “In your dreams, I would have said yes.”
 
   “I have nightmares, too.”
 
   “In your nightmares, I would have said no.”
 
   “I love you. Can’t you say that you used to love me? Can’t you pretend that you still love me?”
 
   “As I’ve said, I’m not the man you remember. I am that part of him that can reach into the world of the living. You should return to that world. I cannot return with you, and you cannot come with me. Not yet.”
 
   “I don’t want to leave you.”
 
   “Don’t be so eager to follow. The things I have seen since my death will startle and amaze you, but only if you lived while you were alive. Otherwise, they might seem mundane. Return to your world for now. There will be plenty of time for wonder when you’re dead.”
 
   “Kiss me,” Vye said.
 
   “No,” Halmir said. “It won’t be what you’re looking for. And it may be more dangerous than you realize.”
 
   Vye didn’t care. She leaned in to kiss him, but then was suddenly engulfed in darkness. Her dream had come to an end.
 
   She was back on one of the plushier chairs in the room with the fireplace. Frost was pacing the room.
 
   “I wish you hadn’t done that,” he said.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Vye said. “I had to try.”
 
   “This isn’t about you or your feelings or your loss,” Frost scolded her. “A great threat is awakening in your world, and you need to be prepared. And one of the things you might need is this, your most powerful tool. To ask questions of the dead. Don’t waste it on your petty needs.”
 
   “It wasn’t petty,” Vye argued, but shied away from Frost’s glance. “Fine. It was a little petty.”
 
   “We will have to try again,” Frost said. “But not now. Now you need to rest.”
 
   “I’m in a coma.”
 
   “Your body is as well rested as it could possibly be. Your mind...”
 
   And Vye’s dream faded to black...
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 35: The Hunt
 
    
 
   Duncan felt a warm, relieving sensation spreading across his chest as he awoke. He had felt it before, when Vye healed him from minor scrapes and bruises. But now it was a gash across his chest. And a broken rib. He opened his eyes to see Nuria leaning over him.
 
   “How long--”
 
   “Maybe three minutes.”
 
   Noble hopped into the trench, checking on Duncan.
 
   “You OK?”
 
   “I’ll live. Landora?”
 
   “The bear carried her away.”
 
   “We have to move.”
 
   “I don’t think we can catch it over this terrain. At night.”
 
   “We have some time, but not much.”
 
   Duncan sat up, stretching out his arms. He grabbed his sword.
 
   “She’s probably dead already,” Noble lamented.
 
   “No, that was a female.”
 
   “You can tell?” Noble was shocked.
 
   “I saw more of it than I ever wanted to. This time of year, she probably has young cubs. She’s going to carry her prey to the cave. The cubs are only going to want to eat if their meal is still alive.”
 
   “You actually know this much about the Aceley White?”
 
   “Benefits of a classical education.”
 
   “So how much time do we have?”
 
   “The cubs wake up hungry at dawn. That gives us just under two hours.”
 
   “Can you walk?” Noble pressed.
 
   “I can run.”
 
   “I’ll take the girl.”
 
   “The girl is named Nuria,” the girl chimed in, “And I don’t need to be carried.”
 
   “Nuria, you are very brave and very smart,” Noble knelt beside her. “But you are also very short. That’s a foot and a half of snow, which means Sir Duncan and I will already be slow. You’ll be waist deep.”
 
   “This is going to be very undignified,” Nuria concluded.
 
   ---
 
   They were off and running in minutes. They buried most of their equipment in the snow, carrying only their swords and canteens. Duncan hoped that they could find their way back to camp, but for the time being, they couldn’t pack it all, and carrying it would slow them down even more.
 
   None of them were particularly good trackers, but the White had made it easy for them. Paw prints accompanied a steady stream of blood. Just a few drops here and there, but after trekking a couple of miles over the snow, Duncan began to worry that Landora wouldn’t have much left for herself.
 
   The sky had turned dark gray when they found the entrance to the cave. The sun wasn’t up yet, but it was thinking about it. Noble placed Nuria on the ground as the three of them crouched behind a ridge.
 
   “Only one entrance,” Noble pointed. “It’s going to be hard to sneak in there.”
 
   “Can we fight our way in?” Duncan asked.
 
   “We don’t know what the inside looks like,” Noble said. “If we can’t stand and move, or swing our swords...”
 
   “Nuria?” Duncan asked. It was sort of his blanket shorthand for, “Waddya got?”
 
   Nuria closed her eyes, focusing on the cave. She had practiced this with Vye. Reaching out. Sending out magical tendrils, antennae...
 
   She could sense the inside of the cave. Small. Cozy. Short. The men would have to crouch if they went in there. There was the mother. Tired. Hungry. And three sleeping cubs, also hungry.
 
   And on the ground, somewhere between delirium and agonizing pain, was Landora. The blood was dribbling out of her shoulder. The warmth was seeping out of her body. She didn’t have much time, even if she wasn’t about to become breakfast.
 
   “She’s still alive,” Nuria reported, opening her eyes, “Barely.”
 
   “Can you bring her out,” Duncan asked, “Like you did at the temple?”
 
   “It’s going to be much harder when I can’t see her,” Nuria confessed. “And I’m guessing the mother will try to keep her from moving.”
 
   “Yeah, with her claws,” Noble pointed out. “Do these things have any natural predators?”
 
   “They’re pretty much the top of the food chain,” Duncan said. He was running out of ideas, and the sky was growing brighter by the second.
 
   “OK, I have a plan,” Duncan said.
 
   “Is it a good one?” Noble asked.
 
   “No. Nuria, can you grab one of the cubs and drag it out of the cave?”
 
   Nuria cocked her head, staring at Duncan as though he had two heads.
 
   “Yeah,” Nuria said. “I can also light all three of us on fire and make us dance like ragdolls.”
 
   “Good,” Duncan responded. “I doubt Mama bear will try to grasp the cub too violently.”
 
   “Duncan,” Noble objected, “If the cub makes it out of the cave, Mama bear is going to be right behind it.”
 
   “Yeah,” Duncan said. “But at least it won’t be in the cave.”
 
   “I liked it better when we didn’t have a plan,” Noble said.
 
   “Nuria, climb up to that ridge. Grab the smallest cub and drag it out of the cave. Try to keep it away from Mama bear for as long as you can.”
 
   “I’ll go into the cave and grab Landora,” Noble volunteered.
 
   “No, I’ll go in and grab Landora. You’ll guard the cave entrance,” Duncan responded. “If the White comes back, you’re the only one who stands a chance of hitting it.”
 
   “It’s really cramped in there,” Nuria warned. “And there’ll still be two cubs.”
 
   “I’ll take a few hits, but hopefully nothing serious,” Duncan said. “We have to hurry, the sun is coming up. Sir Noble, are you ready?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Nuria?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Go...”
 
   ---
 
   Nuria hopped up the snowy bank, finding the highest perch available. It was instinctual for her. Keep going until you could only look down. The sharp tip of the sun blazed out over the distant horizon, illuminating the white landscape in a blinding glow. When she reached the peak, she flopped onto her belly, wrapping her cloak around her, facing down the slope to the bear cave.
 
   And once again she closed her eyes and reached out with her mind. She quickly found Mama Bear again, and Landora, even weaker than she was moments before. And the cubs...
 
   They were awake. Stirring. One was already pawing at Landora, ready for its first bite of breakfast.
 
   It wasn’t the smallest cub, but it was still small enough. Nuria grabbed it with her mind, wrapping it in her magical tendrils. It resisted, but it was young, and its will was still developing. She swept the little fellow down the narrow chute of the cave. It spit out of the mouth of the cave on its bum, sledding over the flat, icy tundra. It would have been much easier to concentrate on it if it wasn’t so fucking cute.
 
   ---
 
   Duncan and Noble waited above the mouth of the cave as the cub slipped past them. They held their breath as Mama Bear followed the script and sauntered out after her errant offspring. The cub kept zigging and zagging, giving its Mom a good chase. Mama Bear was wary. She was a bear, and maybe not all that sophisticated and worldly, but it did seem unnatural the way her cub kept breaking the basic laws of momentum.
 
   Once she had cleared the entrance by a good twenty paces, Duncan hopped down and entered the cave. Noble held his hand on his hilt, his eyes locked on the huge predator, ready to jump into action if things got ugly.
 
   Duncan crouched down the short tunnel until he got to the cozy recess of the cave. The other two cubs were awake now, though they hadn’t started in on Landora yet, possibly because of the strange punishment their sibling had received for trying.
 
   Duncan was fighting the darkness. It hadn’t occurred to him that the bears had better night vision, and Duncan was relying on what little light leaked in from the morning sun. But he could make out Landora clearly enough, so he stepped in, lifted her, and turned to flee.
 
   The two cubs finally leapt into action. Taking their breakfast was not the best way to make friends with them. One leapt onto Duncan’s back, clawing and scratching. Duncan shouted in pain. Those claws were pretty developed for such young creatures. His books never mentioned how much it would hurt if one of them ran its paw down his back.
 
   The other one latched onto his leg with its jaw. Duncan jostled his way forward, now dragging the combined weight of Landora and the two cubs. The pain was searing, and his leg was dragging, and he smashed Landora’s leg against the cave wall, but eventually he could see the exit.
 
   And he didn’t like what he saw.
 
   Blood.
 
   And Noble’s sword.
 
   And Mama Bear. Who roared.
 
   Acoustics being what they are, Mama’s roar exploded into the entrance of the cave and bounced around, hitting Duncan’s eardrums over and over. The good news was the cubs backed off. The bad news was Duncan dropped Landora and clasped his ears.
 
   Duncan was about to become lunch when Noble charged in. He was bleeding, and he had lost his sword in the first face-off with the bear, but he was big enough and his armor made him heavy enough that when he leapt onto the bear’s back, she had to respect him.
 
   Duncan’s head cleared just enough to see the opening. He lifted Landora again and scampered out of the cave, running past the third, confused cub, and trying to get as far from the danger as he could
 
   He charged up the slope, hoping he was still facing in the direction where Nuria was waiting. Behind him, the growling, snarling wrestling match between Mama Bear and Noble continued. The sun had turned the world into a blank canvas. White on white on white.
 
   Duncan’s back and leg stung. His lungs burned. Landora didn’t weigh much at all, but Duncan wasn’t the most athletic person anyone knew, and he was hurt. He collapsed halfway up the hill.
 
   ---
 
   Nuria descended from her perch. She just rode the soft snow down, skidding down the slope in her boots. She was focusing on Noble, who was still tangled up with the bear, and wouldn’t last long in that showdown. But she was exhausted. She hadn’t gotten a good night’s sleep, had been carried for miles, and had only moments ago dragged a cub around in the snow. She was having almost no effect on the raging bear.
 
   “Nuria...” came a voice from the snow. She flopped to the ground, the only sure way she knew to halt her descent. It was Duncan, calling up from the pile of limbs that he and Landora had become.
 
   “I have to help Noble! I’ll come right back,” she said, getting ready to move again.
 
   “No...” Duncan wheezed. “She’s dying.”
 
   Landora looked to be in awful shape. The trail of blood followed Duncan up the mountain. Some his, some hers. But the spot where they had collapsed was turning pink, then red, as Landora’s life oozed out of her body.
 
   “Nuria... We need her to live...”
 
   Nuria reached over and placed her hand on Landora’s shoulder. She focused on the wound, sealing the skin, healing the torn muscles and ligaments...
 
   She heard Noble scream. In pain and terror. Mama Bear had gotten the upper hand. Noble was dying, if he wasn’t dead already. But Nuria knew what Duncan was saying. Landora was crucial to this quest. She kept her hand clamped on Landora’s arm...
 
   And she stretched her other hand out to Duncan, and held it against the small of his back. And she focused on the cuts and tears that lacerated his body. From her one small frame, she leant her will and energy to them.
 
   Landora snapped awake as Nuria passed out. Duncan came around a second later. He looked down the hill at Sir Noble, but there was no more Sir Noble. There was only a corpse, slaughtered by the Aceley White. The bear clamped her massive jaw over Noble’s ankle, dragging his limp body into the cave.
 
   “Can you walk?” Duncan asked Landora. She nodded. “Grab her,” he said, indicating Nuria. “We have to go.”
 
   Landora lifted the unconscious girl and followed Duncan down the far side of the mountain.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 36: The Return of Count Deliem
 
    
 
   Twenty Years Ago...
 
    
 
   Michael knew he was in trouble the moment Landos knocked on the door.
 
   His father had been gone for a total of six months, and for the most recent two months, Michael had been sleeping with Lady Vivian. He knew things would change when the Stormbearer returned to port. As it was just past midnight, he hoped to deal with it over breakfast in the morning.
 
   But Michael had underestimated his father’s libido and lecherousness. If Michael’s father could do without Vivan for six months, surely he wouldn’t insult Michael’s mother by running to her the moment he got back. He would wait a couple of weeks. Or a couple of days. Or at least one night...
 
   But there was that knock on the door, and there was Landos.
 
   “Sorry to disturb you, Master Michael,” Landos said. “His Grace, your father, has requested your presence in the Audience Chamber.”
 
   “Did you get the impression that I should bring a rapier and shield,” Michael asked.
 
   “Your own casket might be more helpful,” Landos said.
 
   “Well,” Michael said, pulling out a ducat, “Here, in case this is the last chance I get to tip you.”
 
   “Thank you, Sir,” Landos said.
 
   “Do me a favor?” Michael said, grabbing some parchment and scribbling down a note.
 
   “Yes, sir?”
 
   “Check in on Lady Vivian, on my orders,” handing Landos the note.
 
   “At this time of night? Then I’d ask to borrow your rapier and shield.”
 
   “Just check in on her.”
 
   “To what end, My Lord?”
 
   “This is going to have to be one of those times where you figure out what I’m asking without me asking it correctly.”
 
   “I understand, My Lord,” Landos said, waving the ducat at Michael, pocketing it, and then heading down the hall.
 
   Michael slowly made his way to the Audience Chamber. But no matter how slowly he tried to walk, still his feet kept bringing him closer, and his mind was nowhere near ready to deal with the situation.
 
   He entered to find his father standing at the foot of the dais.
 
   “Michael,” he said, with no patience in his voice, “Come here.”
 
   Michael came closer, but intentionally stopped several paces away, clearly out of striking range. In case his father forgot he was eighteen and was planning to resort to a good ol’ fashioned spanking.
 
   “Yes, Father?” Michael said.
 
   “You changed the Fenrow,” his father started with. Not what Michael was expecting. But he could play that game.
 
   “Yes,” he answered.
 
   “Why?” Alexander asked.
 
   “Because I wanted to.”
 
   “Do you have anything else you’d like to confess?” Alexander continued, pacing in a wide circle around Michael, establishing a predatory dominance in the conversation.
 
   “Nothing comes to mind, Father.”
 
   “Nothing at all?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Not even about Lady Vivian?”
 
   “What sort of confession did you have in mind?”
 
   “Did you think I wouldn’t find out? Did you think that Vivian would just go back to me without mentioning you?”
 
   “I thought no such thing?”
 
   “Why did you do it?”
 
   “Do what, Father?”
 
   “You know damned well what! You slept with my mistress!”
 
   “I know, I was there!”
 
   “Michael! Why would you do such a thing?”
 
   “You sleep with her. You should know.”
 
   “Michael, this level of disobedience—”
 
   “Disobedience?!” Michael now started walking around his father. “You never gave me an order not to sleep with her. But you did make a promise not to sleep with anyone other than your wife. Or did you forget?”
 
   “Vivian’s older than you.”
 
   “Only by a few years.”
 
   “She’s not that pretty.”
 
   “She is, if you know how to look.”
 
   Michael had completed a lap around his father, and now stood defiantly at the foot of the dais, while his father was now out on the carpet.
 
   “Michael,” his Father said, “You’re a bright young man. You could have found another wench to warm your bed. Why would you choose her? Are you in love with her?”
 
   Michael was caught off guard by this question.
 
   “I don’t know,” he admitted. “I’ve never been in love. I don’t know what it would feel like.”
 
   “If that’s your answer,” Alexander said, “Then your answer is no. And if that’s the case, I can only think of one reason you chose her.”
 
   “Me too,” Michael said, “So that you would stay away from her.”
 
   A dead silence filled the room. Michael had never spelled his plan out, to himself or anyone. It dawned on him that in his attempt to stop his Father from being an asshole, he had possibly done worse.
 
   “What makes you think I’ll stay away from her?” Alexander asked.
 
   “Because whatever else you were to her,” Michael said, “You were less of a man than I was.”
 
   “I’ll draw a sword on you, son,” Alexander said, but his uncertainty undermined his rage. “I’ll fight you.”
 
   “Over her?” Michael said. “Over Vivian, who neither of us love?”
 
   “You know I’ll just find another girl,” Alexander said. “You know I would have anyway. Vivian was getting a bit old for my taste. I can find another young girl who would enjoy living on the shore for a few years.”
 
   “Perhaps,” Michael said, “But I’ll just stop you again.”
 
   “You think you’ll be able to seduce all the women I find?”
 
   “Maybe not,” Michael said. “But I can find other ways.”
 
   “Why do you hate me, Michael?”
 
   Well, now it was out there. Michael would never have said it out loud, but he did hate his father. He hated him something fierce. And Alexander knew it too. But it should never have been said out loud. It should have gone to both of their graves.
 
   “I don’t…” Michael tried, but his voice faded.
 
   “Just answer the damned question!” Alexander said, his rage storming through his voice.
 
   Michael gave it a good thought. He knew it was true. And he knew why. But even his desire to crush his father’s spirit wasn’t as strong as his compassion. He wanted to word it well.
 
   “Because you’re the Count of Deliem,” Michael said. “On our continent, you are one of the twelve most powerful people under the King. You are a leader of men. They will follow your banner. They will die at your orders. You are a leader among men, and you have to act like it. You have to lead by example. You have to behave in the way you would want your subjects to behave. Honorably. And what does it say if you behave this way toward some people, but not to the woman you promised yourself to?”
 
   “I was betrothed to your mother by my parents,” Alexander said. “I didn’t have a choice.”
 
   “But you do love her,” Michael said.
 
   “Yes,” Alexander said. “Very much.”
 
   “So it doesn’t matter. This is about your word, as a man. You promised to be hers, forever. And if you don’t love her, or if you don’t want to, we can figure it out. I’ve studied these laws. I know how to nullify a marriage. Is that what you want?”
 
   “No.” Alexander was now very solemn. He was still angry at his son in a fierce way. But suddenly, he was also proud.
 
   “Then be a man,” Michael said. “Don’t make a fool of your wife.”
 
   “Lorraine is no fool,” Alexander said.
 
   “I know,” Michael said. After a moment of silence, he left the room.
 
   That was as close as either of them would get to reconciliation. They still dined together, and they still spoke in a civil tongue in formal occasions. But they would never be alone in the same room again, not for the next six years, leading up to the carriage ride that killed both Alexander and Lorraine Deliem.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 37: The Cage of Grimsor
 
    
 
   Duncan, Landora, and Nuria returned to the campsite. About halfway there, Nuria awoke, though she was still fatigued. Landora continued to carry her. When she learned that Noble was dead, she was quiet. They were all quiet.
 
   There were still plenty of hours in the day when they dug up their equipment. They salvaged what they could and packed their site, leaving behind roughly one-fourth of their stuff. Duncan insisted that they all rested for an hour, if only to catch their breath. Nuria curled up in her blanket and fell asleep.
 
   Landora sat against the drift, staring east, while Duncan sat beside her, facing west. They wouldn’t allow themselves to be ambushed again. But Landora was uneasy, and Duncan could tell.
 
   “He died to save me,” she said.
 
   “Did you doubt he would?”
 
   “Not for a moment,” Landora confessed. “But I can’t be sure I would have done the same for him.”
 
   “You would have,” Duncan assured her.
 
   “You don’t know me that well.”
 
   “I don’t think you would be capable of it,” Duncan said. “If Nuria was in trouble, you would save her?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “And if I were in trouble, you would save me?”
 
   Landora finally turned to Duncan. Was there a question behind the question? Or was this just a mental exercise for him?
 
   The truth was Duncan was just having a friendly debate. But he turned back to her, and their eyes met. Only inches away, cold, sad, pumped full of fatigue and adrenaline. So they kissed. Because that’s what people do in those situations.
 
   Which is of course when Nuria woke. She watched the two pull away from each other, their lips sticking together for just a second as the frost melted. She knew she should say something, but she felt as though she could get away with a moment of eavesdropping before she was really doing anything wrong.
 
   “I’ll take that as a yes,” Duncan said.
 
   “You’re a lip-reader, too?” Landora quipped. They smiled, but only for a second, as the sadness of their plight washed over them again.
 
   “Then I believe,” Duncan said, “That you would be incapable of letting Noble die if you had a chance to save him. I don’t think you could have such a cold heart.”
 
   And their heads lulled in again, their lips pursing...
 
   Nuria made a conspicuous yawn, stretching herself out. Duncan and Landora snapped back to watching the horizon.
 
   “Well,” Nuria said, making a point of rubbing her eyes and sitting up, giving the others time to not look so guilty, “I feel much better now.”
 
   “Good,” Duncan said.
 
   “Good,” Landora agreed.
 
   “We should do something,” Nuria said, “For Sir Noble.”
 
   “I agree,” Duncan said. “But it will have to wait until we get back to Rone. We need to focus on our mission, and we can’t have a proper ceremony out here anyway.”
 
   “We should get back on the road,” Landora said.
 
   “We’ll stay on the path as much as we can so the snow doesn’t slow us down too much. We can still get a solid five or six hours of marching in before sunset.”
 
   With that, the trio gathered their belongings, bundled up, and headed north.
 
   ---
 
   The sun was setting once again when Landora faltered.
 
   “Are you alright?” Duncan leapt to her side. Nuria noticed how quickly he moved to hold her up. Had he ever been so desperate?
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Landora said, steadying herself. “But we are close.”
 
   “How close?”
 
   “I sensed it very suddenly, and it’s really strong,” she said. “Much closer than I expected.”
 
   “It’s getting dark,” Duncan said, “We should wait until morning.”
 
   “Morning or midnight, it won’t matter,” Landora said. “This place is haunted in its soul. We should keep moving.”
 
   It was less than twenty minutes later that they came to a wall in the ice. It loomed over them, taller than Red Oaks. A flat, sheer barrier. With a single cave entrance.
 
   “This is it,” Landora announced.
 
   “I can feel it now, too,” Nuria said.
 
   “Can we enter?” Duncan asked.
 
   “Yes,” Landora said. “Even you can. But it will be dangerous.”
 
   “Now you tell me,” Duncan said, striding into the cave. Landora and Nuria followed as the sun dipped below the horizon.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 38: Absolution
 
    
 
   Landos woke up in his own bed.
 
   For the last three nights, he had slept in his own quarters instead of the Queen’s. In theory, it was because of the Peace Festival. Hard enough trying to hide an affair with the Queen under normal circumstances, it would be a nightmare trying to keep it a secret while the Turin delegation was there. But Landos feared it was something more. He feared losing Sarah. He feared that she was now a stranger to him, a sinking feeling made all the worse by having loved her so much.
 
   Fortunately, the Baron Dubon von Wrims had become his close friend and confidant. Landos would never be able to tell Dubon everything, but it helped to talk to him. Not as much as it would have helped to hold Sarah in his embrace, but you had to take what you could get.
 
   Landos had only just clasped his Chain of Office around his neck when a cut of parchment slid under the door.
 
   That was strange. Messengers always knocked. If it was important enough that it couldn’t wait until open court, it was important enough to wake up the Magistrate. Why would somebody leave a message so subtly?
 
   Landos unfolded the fine parchment to find a simple note: “I know what you did.” That was easy enough to digest. It was the signature that really got him. “King Michael Rone IV.”
 
   That was a joke. Obviously. A joke in very poor taste. A message from beyond the grave. Somebody was trying to scare him. Except...
 
   Landos ran to his bookshelf, opening an old wooden box. Small keepsakes cluttered the small coffer, mementos from across the years of his life. He dug up the oldest piece of paper. The first note Michael had ever written to Landos. Before he was King Michael, or even Count Michael, when he was just Master Michael, and he wanted Landos to check in on Lady Vivian.
 
   He held the newest message against the oldest message. The handwriting was the same. The same hand had written both notes.
 
   So what was happening here? Perhaps Michael had written this note just before he died, and somebody was holding onto it for the last six years? No, that seemed unlikely. The note was signed “King Michael,” which was his title for only hours before his death. And in those hours, he had fought a dragon, consummated his marriage with Sarah, and died in the Battle of Hartstone. Why would he bother writing this note?
 
   Landos found himself wandering down the hall, holding the parchment in both hands in front of him, like a cipher. Like a diving rod, leading him to the truth. His feet led him down the stairs and into the Hall of Saint Michael, once again without even thinking about it.
 
   And he stood before the Statue. With its blazing green eyes staring down at him. Had he been summoned down here? Had the spirit of Michael brought him to the basement to confront his demon?
 
   “What do you want?” Landos called up to the Statue. “What?”
 
   He paced like a caged wolf, pacing back and forth in front of the cold, stone fixture.
 
   “I can’t fix it,” Landos said. “It’s too late for me to fix it. I can only hold together what we have left.”
 
   Still the Statue said nothing. Was it judging him? The eyes glinted as a few determined rays of sunlight fought their way down the stairs.
 
   “What should I have done, Michael?” Landos said, “Sorry, Your Majesty...” But then he heard the contempt in his own voice, and bowed his head. “Sorry. Sorry. You were the King. You deserved the Kingdom. And I would give almost anything if you could live once more.”
 
   Landos stepped forward, confronting the stoic slab of stone.
 
   “But you didn’t deserve her. I know it’s hard to hear, but your rank and title, the blood that runs in your veins, none of these things give you domain over love. I loved her. She loved me. Queen Sarah is the most wonderful woman I’ve ever met. Or will ever meet. And I was in love with her. And I’m still in love with her. And it didn’t matter that my best friend was also in love with her.”
 
   Landos fell to his knees, his voice cracking as he continued his confession to the silent idol.
 
   “Michael... Please forgive me. It started when we thought you were dead. But it became more than that. Even when you were away, uniting the Kingdom, we spent the nights in sin. Oh, Michael…”
 
   Landos groveled at the pedestal, a breakdown six years in the making. 
 
   “I love her so much,” he went on. “And I loved you, too. And I couldn’t make things right while you were alive. And I haven’t been able to make things right since you died. Please forgive me. I fathered a child with her, before you even went to your marital bed with her. I slept with her, and we made a child. William is a strong boy. My son. My son!
 
   “I wish you had lived. I wish you had lived and could have punished us. But you died, and the Kingdom needed an heir. We lied in your name. We lied to keep the Kingdom together. We had to Michael. We had to.”
 
   The emerald eyes of the statue made no move and said nothing. Landos wept, sobs wracking his body. And that’s when he noticed something was missing. The depiction of the Battle of Hartstone had been replaced by something else entirely. When had that happened?
 
   Landos wiped his eyes, hefting himself to his feet. He staggered over to the new painting. But it wasn’t a new painting. It was an old painting. And Landos recognized it. A Fenrow. A family portrait done in a style popular some twenty years ago. This one was the Deliem family.
 
   There was Alexander and Lorraine, Michael’s parents. There was a young Michael, his younger sisters, Lord Vye, Julia and her brothers. And in the periphery, the servants. Including...him.
 
   And Landos hadn’t realized it until he saw it now, but the Prince looked exactly like him. Anybody else who saw this painting would have to at least entertain the possibility that Prince William was Landos’ son.
 
   Landos looked over his shoulder. Nobody was around. He could hide the evidence before anybody else saw. He stretched his arms out, grasping the frame and lifting it off its mount...
 
   Only to find a hollow wall behind it. And in the hollow wall, Emily Brimford, James Avonshire, and the rest of the Council stood in the silence and the darkness. Had they been there the whole time?
 
   “Magistrate,” Emily said, “We are placing you under arrest for treason.”
 
   “What?” he said, “You can’t.”
 
   “We heard everything,” James said. “And we’ve seen the painting.”
 
   “We received a note,” Emily said, “From King Michael. It asked that the Council stand behind this wall in silence until you arrived.”
 
   “How... Who sent the notes?”
 
   “We don’t know,” Emily said, “But we’ll have to sort that out after your arrest.”
 
   Emily and the Council stepped out to grab Landos, but he spun back, leapt onto the pedestal, and grabbed the sword out of the Statue’s hand.
 
   “Landos, put that down,” James said. “It’s not a real sword.”
 
   “Yes it is. The Baron said it was.”
 
   “Don’t make this harder for yourself,” Emily pleaded. “We all heard you. We all saw the painting. And we have your written confession.”
 
   “What?” Landos said. swinging his sword at the Council, keeping them at bay.
 
   “A letter in your handwriting,” James said. “Confessing to all the same sins you just revealed.” He held out the incriminating note. It was the letter he had written in the Baron’s room. The one he thought he had burned.
 
   “That’s a forgery,” Landos insisted.
 
   “Enough lies!” James insisted back.
 
   “You can’t do this to me! The Kingdom is in danger. Countess Vye is dead! We need to think of the best interests of the Kingdom. I need to stay free so I can protect the Kingdom.”
 
   “You’re not protecting the Kingdom,” Emily insisted. “You’re protecting your son. Surrender before you hurt somebody.”
 
   “No!” Landos shouted, leaping from the Statue and bounding up the stairs...
 
   ---
 
   Landos barreled frantically through the Castle. Every time he passed a Guard, he told them to alternatively detain the Council in the Hall of Saint Michael, or to gather the Queen and the Prince and bring them to the stables. He could fix this. He just needed a few moments to gather himself.
 
   Landos fled into the north stairwell. He couldn’t go to his chambers. They would be looking for him there. Eight members of the Council. Well-respected witnesses. If they all repeated the news that the Prince was a bastard, the Kingdom was doomed. The Turin would attack, knowing once again that the Rone didn’t have a leader.
 
   He would have to have the Council killed. Nobody would believe eight accidents, so he would just have to make it look like the Turin did it. Yes, it would undermine the Peace they were working on, but Landos had to think about the safety of the Kingdom. The death of the Council would be a rallying cry. And they could invade the Turinheld, and finally serve them justice for killing King Michael and so many others.
 
   Landos reached his destination. He scrambled into the chambers of the Baron Dubon von Wrims without knocking and slammed the door behind him. He lowered the latch. He just needed to catch his breath before he instigated his plan. He scrambled over to the desk to find some parchment. He needed to start writing out orders...
 
   “Good morning, Landos,” said a voice behind him. Landos spun to see the Baron von Wrims standing at the fireplace. But something was wrong...
 
   “What happened to your voice?” Landos asked. The Baron’s accent was different. It no longer had the comedic northern affectation. It was a crisp, southern inflection. This man had been educated.
 
   “What about my voice?” Dubon said. He tugged at his beard, and the hair started coming off. Landos backed away, the sword slipping from his hands.
 
   “Who the hell are you?”
 
   “The Baron Dubon von Wrims...” Dubon started, as though that was his answer. But then he continued, “...was devastated at the loss of his wife and children. He wandered the seas, far and wide, trying to find comfort. But there is no comfort when your family is dead. Murdered in an unjust war.”
 
   The Baron had now completely removed his beard. He started pulling at the skin on his cheeks and nose, which Landos realized were some sort of prosthetic make-up.
 
   “I met him,” the man who, until recently, had claimed to be the Baron said. “About a year ago. He had finally returned to the Kingdom of Rone. He said he wanted to die here. I buried him, not five miles from the Castle Hartstone. Such a sad, sad man.”
 
   The man removed the last of the makeup around his nose. Then, he reached behind his ears and unclasped his wig. He leaned forward quickly, took the wig off, and stood back up again.
 
   “I know you!” Landos said, staggering back.
 
   “I know you, too, Landos.”
 
   “It can’t be! It’s impossible!” Landos tripped over the rug, but still he scuttled away from the advancing man.
 
   “Nothing is impossible, my foolish Magistrate.”
 
   “It can’t be you! You’re dead!”
 
   “Do I look dead to you?”
 
   “I had you killed! They told me you were slain!”
 
   “I know you tried. But it wasn’t me.”
 
   The man leaned over, his breath in Landos’ face. The specter of a long lost friend shouting at him. Landos froze, eyes wide in terror. It was impossible, but it was also undeniable. He knew the man who stood before him...
 
   “Jareld…”
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Chapter 39: Escape From Goldmere
 
    
 
   Two Years Ago…
 
    
 
   Jareld was sick of the darkness. He had been a prisoner at Goldmere for four years with no companionship or light. He had become convinced, almost a year ago, that he would never breath free air again.
 
   But then hope came to him. It came in the form of a spoon.
 
   Usually, the guards gave him a cheap, tin spoon to eat with. But one day, probably through laziness, they had given him a good spoon. A real silver spoon. Clearly, whoever had been in charge of preparing the dinners had confused the silverware of the guards with the silverware of the prisoners.
 
   Armed with a spoon and as much time as he needed, he started to dig. He had seen the layout of the dungeons when he had first entered, years ago, and he knew that each cell was actually at an endpoint. If he dug from the back of his cell, he would clear the Tower in relatively little time.
 
   Day by day, he dug. It was grueling work, but he had literally nothing else to do. When he felt he was making good progress, he would dig late into the night and just keep digging. It didn’t matter if he slept late. The only thing he had to be sure not to miss was his dinner. He couldn’t dig if he didn’t have the energy for it.
 
   This continued for eight months, until finally he had angled his way up to the surface. He very, very carefully opened the ground above him, and for the first time in years, he saw the stars. He desperately wanted to climb out just then, to yell at the top of his lungs and then flee into the night, but he knew he shouldn’t. He knew he had to be more careful than that.
 
   So he waited. He sat in his tunnel for another four months, observing the situation around him. He watched the guard movements, and waited for an opportunity to run. But he knew he was in no shape to try and outrun these guards. He would have to be more subtle than that.
 
   Finally, opportunity came. Three horses came up with three new guards. An older man came out to meet them, the Warden, Jareld guessed. He welcomed the new guards to the Tower at Goldmere. They left their horses at a postern by the road.
 
   Then, one of the guards already stationed at the Tower came out, took a horse, and rode off. About twenty minutes later, another did the same thing. Jareld knew this was going to be his best chance. He had to get that third guard.
 
   Jareld took a chance and peeked his head all the way out of the tunnel, so he could see in all directions. Fortunately, it was dark, and nobody would see him. The third and final guard was going to his horse.
 
   “Hey!” Jareld yelled out in a hoarse whisper, then immediately ducked his head back down.
 
   The guard turned, sure he had heard something. But there was nothing there except the Tower, and surely it had not just called out to him.
 
   “Hey!” Jareld did the same trick again. This time, the guard started moving towards the sound. Jareld held his breath as the guard got closer and closer.
 
   “Who’s there?” the guard demanded, standing now just over the opening to the tunnel. Jareld made a silent prayer to himself, then leapt into action.
 
   He scurried out of the hole, just behind the guard, who had fortunately turned around at that moment. It was one of those little breaks of luck, because if the guard had been facing the right way, then a year’s worth of work would have been lost and Jareld would have died in prison.
 
   But the guard was facing the wrong way, so Jareld was able to trip him backwards so that he fell into the tunnel, headfirst and upside-down.
 
   Jareld then jumped back into the tunnel on top of the guard, pushing him down the canal. The guard was knocked out by the impact of hitting his head on the stone floor of the cell when they landed.
 
   Jareld moved quickly, taking the guard’s uniform and sword, then his favorite silver spoon, then climbing back up through the tunnel. On his way up, he used the spoon to collapse the dirt in behind him. Finally, he reached the surface, patched up the hole in the ground with his new boots, and made for the horse.
 
   Each step toward the horse seemed like an eternity, and he was waiting for someone to sound the alarm. But his plan had worked more brilliantly than he could have hoped. The guards didn’t suspect a thing.
 
   And so it was that one poor guard resided in Jareld’s cell. That guard stewed in prison for a year, his beard growing long, his face dirty. He was so changed that when the Warden came down to kill Jareld, he didn’t realize it was one of his old guards. By that time, Jareld was long gone...
 
   ---
 
   Although Jareld had been locked away for years, he had not been idle. A thinker is never doing nothing. He had thought about getting revenge on Landos. He had thought about challenging Landos to a duel, which would naturally happen on the parapet, in stormy weather. Emily would be there. Maybe tied to the tower so that Jareld could save her.
 
   But that wasn’t the revenge he wanted. He needed to destroy Landos. To undo him. To expose his lies to the Kingdom, remove him from the capital, and denounce his bastard son. Jareld wasn’t sure anymore if it was right to rule because of your heritage, but if you were, you damn well better be the son of the King, not the King’s conniving friend and an unfaithful Queen.
 
   And Jareld was a historian. He was going to set things right. He was going to show the world that Landos was a liar.
 
   But now that he was free, sneaking through the countryside, it occurred to him that this wasn’t an easy task. The most frightening part was not being sure who he could trust. He thought he could trust Landos and Sarah, but they’re the ones who locked him up. He wanted to trust Countess Vye, but she had been such close friends with Landos for so long. Would she help Jareld tear down her friend?
 
   Of course, the person he wanted to see most, the person he wanted to trust the most, was Emily. But he knew that was a more complicated mystery to unravel. Would she still love him? Had she thought about him as much as he had thought about her? As the years passed in the prison, Jareld had become convinced that Emily would remarry. Someone so wonderful wouldn’t wait so long for someone like him.
 
   So he put her out of his mind. He decided he could only trust two people. Everyone else would have to think he was dead. Even the ones he loved.
 
   Jareld arrived at the docks of Hartstone, looking for one of the people he could trust. By the strangest turn of luck, a ship had just docked, and the passengers were disembarking. The first man off the ship was the Baron Dubon von Wrims. The Baron looked bewildered and confused, and Jareld saw an opportunity.
 
   “Baron von Wrims, welcome to Hartstone,” he said.
 
   “My apologies,” the Baron said, “I did not know I was to be expected.”
 
   “I’m not sure you were,” Jareld said. “Can I help you with anything?”
 
   “How do you know who I am?” the Baron asked.
 
   “Your colors, sir,” Jareld explained. “And I’ve seen a portrait. A Fenrow, I believe.”
 
   “Zis is correct,” the Baron said, mildly impressed. “You were sent by zee Countess to meet me?”
 
   “No,” Jareld admitted, “I have other business. Why have you come to Hartstone?”
 
   The Baron gave some vague response, explaining that he had returned to see some of the sights of Rone from his childhood. He found Jareld was extremely knowledgable about many of the places to which he was referring, and offered to hire Jareld for the week as a tour guide.
 
   But the Baron had no intentions of spending a week in Rone. He merely wanted to be back on Rone soil before he died. He had bought a terrible poison from a merchant of questionable morals in Khiransi. He and Jareld traveled to a rather upscale inn, where the keeper had a separate manor house. The Baron rented out the manor house while he paid for Jareld to have a private room in the inn itself.
 
   Why did the Baron bother to hire Jareld? Perhaps even he wasn’t sure. It was an extremely lonely thing to come home to die. Perhaps he just needed one witness. One person to know his name when he died. He had been gone so long, and so many of the people he knew had died during the war. If he hadn’t happened upon Jareld, his return and death might have gone unnoticed.
 
   Instead, with Jareld’s help, his return and death would become part of a greater legend. Jareld checked on the Baron the following morning to find him dead. He had composed a long and depressing letter explaining his loss and his intentions, and requesting to be buried anywhere in Rone soil. He explained that he did not want a ceremony. He just wanted to be done.
 
   He left no instructions for the two chests of gold under his bed.
 
   Jareld was not one to become enamored of material gains. But he had a mission, and he couldn’t deny that, tragic though it was, the Baron’s return was a boon to him. He was saddened, but he thought he now had a fighting chance.
 
   Jareld took it upon himself to bury the Baron the next evening. But until it was done, it hadn’t even occurred to him that nobody else knew the Baron was dead. It would take a while to formulate his plan in full, but he knew he could take advantage of that.
 
   He told the keeper that the Baron wasn’t feeling well, but he wanted to remain in the inn for a short while. Jareld gave a small advance to the keeper, which was gladly accepted. The instructions that the Baron wasn’t to be disturbed under any circumstance were also gladly accepted.
 
   Jareld went into town. There was an acting troupe in the center that evening, performing a bit of comedy. Jareld found them to be witty and entertaining, and gladly cheered and provided the company with a healthy tip. As a result, they asked him to join them for drinks at a nearby tavern.
 
   Jareld found that his free-flowing coins led to free-flowing ale, which led to free-flowing friendliness. He found himself in a long conversation with the two leads of the show, the two innamorati.
 
   “I find it amazing, what you do,” Jareld said. “To be another person.”
 
   “Not as difficult as you might imagine,” the man explained, “You just have to be willing to lie.”
 
   “Never been good at lying,” Jareld said. “Which has gotten me into a lot of trouble.”
 
   “Oh, you gotta learn to lie,” the actor continued. “Makes life so much more fun. Also, girls are much easier to get with lies than truth.”
 
   “Hey,” the young actress protested.
 
   “Oh, come now, Gabrielle,” the actor retorted, “Would you have slept with me if you knew what you know now?”
 
   “Absolutely not!” Gabrielle said, but she was laughing.
 
   “See,” the actor concluded. “Hey, never got your name, by the way.”
 
   Jareld realized he had done all this socializing without ever giving his name. The actor’s lesson, and the free-flowing ale, gave him an idea.
 
   “I’m the Baron Dubon von Wrims,” Jareld said.
 
   “Well, Baron,” Gabrielle said, leaning into him, “What brings you to Hartstone?”
 
   “I’m actually...looking for acting lessons. I want to learn how to do what you do. Not saying I’ll be good at it, but I could get better than I am now, and I have money to spare.”
 
   “Well, when you put it that way...” the leading man smiled.
 
   For the next two weeks, the acting troupe helped Jareld learn what he could about acting. Jareld wouldn’t have really fooled anyone so easily, but he found he was becoming more and more willing to lie and cheat to get what he wanted.
 
   As he got to know more members of the troupe, Jareld learned other skills, like make-up, prosthetics, and wigs. One of the older actors also helped him with his northern accent. Most people could do a basic imitation of a northern accent, as southerners were prone to making fun of them. But under expert guidance, Jareld refined his use of certain words and phrases.
 
   Eventually, the troupe had to travel to Trentford, and Jareld felt he had to move on himself. He thanked the troupe for their help and was on his way.
 
   ---
 
   So now Jareld had the funding and the skills. But he needed an approach. He needed to find one of the people he trusted: Corthos. He donned a fake beard and wig. He added prosthetics to his cheeks and chin. He took a smaller chest and filled it with a small amount of gold. Then, he took the Baron’s ship, a fast schooner, and sailed it out into the Deliem Bay. There, he opened his treasure chest, full of shiny gold, and started counting the coins. He made sure to wipe down some of the coins, so that they would glint in the sunlight.
 
   It wasn’t long before he was captured by pirates. Jareld remembered his lessons on the subject of being a pirate, and quickly offered a healthy ransom if his captors could deliver him to Corthos. They sailed for two days until they came to a small island.
 
   Corthos had been busy since Jareld had last seen him. Having earned the starting capital to become a legitimate pirate, he had pillaged and plundered with great success. He now commanded a small fleet of pirating ships, including the one who had captured Jareld. He still went out on his flagship, the Leaking Tub II, from time to time, but he spent a lot more of his time on the island, drinking and entertaining the sort of women who were attracted to the sort of guy who controlled his own island.
 
   Jareld was brought to Corthos’ small hut. His captors knocked respectfully, for once they had failed to knock, to the great embarrassment of Corthos, the pirates, and two of the sort of women who were attracted to the sort of guy who controlled his own island.
 
   Corthos appeared at the door. He still wore an eyepatch over his perfectly healthy eye, just for the style points. He was, to the great relief of all present, wearing clothes at the moment. There were no impressed women in the cabin.
 
   “What is is, maties?” Corthos asked to the crowd at his door.
 
   “We picked up this nobleman,” his underling said. “Says he can triple our earnings if we brought him to you.”
 
   “Aye?” Corthos said, examining Jareld. Jareld was proud that Corthos couldn’t recognize him through the makeup.
 
   “I zink zat you will find my offer most lucrative,” Jareld said, practicing his northern accent. “But I must speak to you alone.”
 
   “It be a trap,” one of the pirates said.
 
   “Nay,” Corthos said. “Methinks this man is not dangerous at all. Bring him inside and leave him with me.”
 
   “But, Admiral…”
 
   “Neveryemind,” Corthos said. “D’ya think I cannot handle meself?”
 
   So Jareld was brought into the bungalow and tied to a chair. Corthos shut the door.
 
   “What is yer offer, matey?”
 
   “Corthos, it’s me.”
 
   “Yer accent. What became of it?”
 
   “Corthos, it’s me. It’s Jareld!”
 
   Corthos was stunned into silence. For the first time since Jareld knew him, he lifted his eyepatch so he could look at Jareld with both eyes. He quickly untied Jareld. They hugged. Jareld removed his beard and some of the simple prosthetics.
 
   He outlined his plan. His design to bring about Landos’ downfall. His means by which to restore the Kingdom to what he perceived as Justice. And though it was a long-winded plan with a long incubation period, Corthos was all too happy to help. Jareld had saved them all in the Caves of Drentar, and even though Corthos had no loyalty to the Kingdom, he would sail over the edge of the world if Jareld needed it of him.
 
   They went to work. They refined the plan. They gathered supplies. They figured out the timing. Jareld maintained the disguise at all times unless he was alone with Corthos. One night, while going over some maps, Jareld turned to Corthos.
 
   “Whatever happened to Flopson?” he asked.
 
   “I dunnot rightly know,” Corthos admitted. “He helped me in getting the sword and burying it, but I ha’ not seen him since.”
 
   “Shame,” Jareld said. “We could have used his help.”
 
   “Nay,” Corthos said, “Ya would nawt want him on this job. After tha sword were buried, his mind slipped away from ‘im.”
 
   “It was Flopson. How could you tell?”
 
   “Trust me.”
 
   “Can you bring me to the Saintskeep?” 
 
   Corthos consulted maps, and sailed them six days south, into the warmer climate. There, they came upon another small and non-descript island. Jareld would have found it amazing that this was the same island Selene and Helios would sink, almost exactly one year later.
 
   They found the spot and dug up the weapon. Jareld drew it out of its sheath. The Sword of Kings. The Saintskeep. Five years ago, it had been the impetus. The thing that sent him away from home. The reason Thor died. The reason Michael was able to defeat Devesant. The reason Jareld, alone in the Kingdom, discovered the infidelity of the Queen.
 
   He wanted to think that now it was just a sword. But it wasn’t. Even as he drew it, he could feel its majesty. There was something there, and perhaps its full potential had not even been reported.
 
   They returned once more to Corthos’ island, where they made final arrangements. Corthos left the fleet in the charge of one of his underlings, and the two of them returned to Rone in the Baron’s ship.
 
   Jareld presented himself as the recently returned Baron Dubon von Wrims. Corthos, without the eyepatch and having shaved his head, was unrecognizable to anyone who knew him as Corthos the Pirate. So Jareld introduced him as Dubon’s body man, Krugg. Corthos wasn’t sure he could mask his accent, so they added the detail that Krugg was mute.
 
   Jareld attended a formal event at Anuen, and finally “introduced” himself to Landos. He was nervous as all hell. But he managed it. He managed to get through the first conversation, and then the second was easier. He convinced Landos to let him commission the artwork in the Hall of Saint Michael. He convinced Landos to allow him to make the statue and the oil painting.
 
   And since then, he had slowly been gaining the Magistrate’s trust. He “confessed” to Landos about killing someone. And though he made up the details, he was thinking of his encounter with in the Caves of Drentar. Of the one man he had actually killed.
 
   He convinced Landos to write out his confession. And of course, when Krugg skewered it onto the fire poker, he had swapped out the parchment. He found the Fenrow when he visited Deliem. It felt strange, lying to Countess Vye as he asked to loan it out for the Hall of Saint Michael. It felt weird sitting across from her as a Baron, when really he counted her as a friend.
 
   But the final weapon in his arsenal was the Saintskeep. The Sword of Kings held power over anyone who stood before it. It commanded you. So Jareld had the marble statue of Michael carved. And he placed the Saintskeep in its hand. Hidden in plain sight. Jareld knew that if Landos kept standing in front of the Statue, it was only a matter of time before the Sword bent his will to confess.
 
   When all the pieces were in place, he wrote letters to Landos and the Council, forging the handwriting of King Michael. The Council was summoned to hide Within the Hollow Wall, while Landos naturally found his way to the Statue. Jareld knew he would be drawn to the Sword. That his will would be weak.
 
   And he knew if Landos escaped the Council, he would flee to the Baron. How could he have predicted such a thing? Couldn’t the Magistrate flee the city? Wouldn’t he run for the stables and escape?
 
   Jareld was certain he wouldn’t. He had seen into the mind of Landos. Landos didn’t want to be free. He wanted to be right. He wouldn’t accept defeat. And he wanted to be loved. To be a friend. No, Landos wouldn’t run right out of the Castle. He would try to fix it, and the first person he would ask for help would be his new confidante, the Baron.
 
   ---
 
   And now Landos was undone. He sat against the door, his back pressed into the wall as though his spine could tunnel a way out. Jareld leaned over the shocked Magistrate...
 
   “It can’t be you. It can’t be you,” Landos repeated, mumbling.
 
   “It is me,” Jareld said. “The sooner you come to accept that, the sooner we can get this over with. Now, I want you to drink this.”
 
   There was a pounding at the door. Landos, already jumpy, leapt to his feet, backing away from the knocking.
 
   “Landos!” Emily Brimford shouted, “Open the door!”
 
   “Don’t listen to them,” Jareld said. “Just drink this.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “It’s not lethal,” Jareld said.
 
   “How can I trust you?” Landos sniveled.
 
   “Landos!” came the door again, this time a man’s voice. “Open up in the name of the Royal Council!” It was James Avonshire. The whole Council was probably there, likely backed up with some guards.
 
   “Landos,” Jareld said, resting his hand on the Magistrate’s shoulder, like he was comforting a small child, “How many times have you trusted the Baron in the last year? How many times did you turn your back to him? How many times did you accept his wine or his tea? Do you imagine, for even a moment, that if I wanted you dead, you would still be breathing?”
 
   “No...” Landos stuttered. The knocking on the door had turned to a rhythmic pounding. They were using something as a battering ram. The wood began to crack and splinter.
 
   “Landos, it won’t kill you, I promise,” Jareld said. “Drink now.”
 
   “Why should I?”
 
   A head of marble burst through the door. The statue that they were using as a battering ram would destroy the barricade in seconds.
 
   “Because I won,” Jareld said. “You lied. You locked me away and you tried to have me killed. You carried on an affair with the Queen and tried to elevate your bastard son to the throne. And I...Still...Won.”
 
   Landos looked at Jareld contemptuously, then drained the vial. Jareld casually walked back to the desk and stood behind the chair. He picked up the sword that Landos had been carrying.
 
   The door burst open. Emily, James, and the entire Council burst in. Jareld held the sword out to James.
 
   “Sir Avonshire,” Jareld said, “Please take care of this. It isn’t just a model, it’s the actual Saintskeep.”
 
   “Jareld?” Emily said. She ran over and hugged him. “You’re alive!” Her heart sang a thousand choruses of joy.
 
   “Yes,” Jareld said. But then Emily saw the wig and fake beard on the ground.
 
   “You were the Baron?” Emily asked, backing away from Jareld.
 
   “Yes,” he answered. And Emily’s heart broke all over again. And the look on her face, the sadness, the betrayal, broke Jareld’s heart in turn.
 
   “What happened?” James asked.
 
   “He drank that poison,” Jareld said. “I tried to stop him, but he was determined. He must have been carrying it with him, in case he ever got caught. He’s dead.”
 
   “It’s so hard to believe any of this,” Emily said. Jareld couldn’t tell if she meant Landos’ confession, Landos’ death, or the fact that Jareld was alive but had never contacted her.
 
   “I know,” Jareld said.
 
   “What about the throne?” James asked.
 
   “What do you mean?” the Trentford representative, Gaelin, asked.
 
   “Landos’ confession means Prince William isn’t the Prince. And what of the Queen?”
 
   “We will have to try her for treason,” Emily said.
 
   “Perhaps,” James agreed, “But we can’t do anything until after the Peace Festival is over.”
 
   “Agreed,” Emily nodded. “Guards, find the Queen and the Prince. Bring them both to her quarters. See that they have whatever they need, but they are not to leave that room until today’s brunch. I will be up shortly to explain.”
 
   The Guards froze, staring at one another.
 
   “Do we even have the authority to do that?” James Avonshire wondered aloud.
 
   “Yes,” Jareld said. “Or, at least, you will shortly. Guards, follow Lady Brimford’s orders. I think I have a way to solve our problems.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 40: The Bliss of the Dead
 
    
 
   Vye was dreaming again. She had stopped dreaming for a while, as her mind rested, but now she was back. There was no beginning of the dream. She just found herself, once again, in the room with the fireplace. She was comfortable with the fact that this room didn’t exist. That her entire experience since meeting Frost had been a sort of visual and auditory metaphor.
 
   Frost was pacing the room, as though waiting for something. Vye realized she was sipping tea, though she couldn’t remember picking up a mug.
 
   “Have you decided?” Frost asked.
 
   “Decided what?”
 
   “I must train you to speak to the dead,” Frost said. “Not to just exchange words with them, but to learn from them. You must choose someone else. Someone who has something to teach you.”
 
   “Teach me...” Vye repeated, more for herself than anyone. “Alright, I know who to choose.”
 
   “And you know what you want to ask?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   And then they were somewhere else again. A place so familiar that Vye gasped. The smell of iron and sawdust. The roar of the furnace. It was Gabriel’s room in the basement of the Castle Hartstone. The old one, from before the War. Vye insisted on building a similar room in the new Hartstone, but the architect had trumped her nostalgia with pragmatism. 
 
   And there was Gabriel, as Vye so often found him, working on some piece of armor or another. Rivets, rings, knots... Something was always torn, bent, or broken, and Gabriel’s tireless fingers were always mending.
 
   Once again, Frost faded from the room. He didn’t disappear, he just wasn’t as there as he had been moments ago. Vye stepped up to Gabriel.
 
   “What do you want?” Gabriel growled. Even though he greeted her with the same words now as he had when he was alive, there was no warmth in them. He seemed bitter, angry, incensed at the world.
 
   “Hello, Master,” Vye attempted to appease the curmudgeonly spirit.
 
   “I’m busy. Go away.”
 
   “Master, I--”
 
   “You don’t have to call me Master anymore!” he snapped at her.
 
   “Gabriel...” she murmured, her voice softer now. “Please, won’t you speak to me?”
 
   “Why should I? What do you want?”
 
   “You told me, once, that you had been in love. When you were younger.”
 
   “I don’t remember telling you that.”
 
   “You did.”
 
   Gabriel redoubled his efforts on the broken chain link he was fixing. It hadn’t been a chain link moments ago, but that didn’t matter.
 
   “So what if I did? What about it?”
 
   “Can you tell me her name?”
 
   “It’s not important.”
 
   “Please.”
 
   “Vye, it was a long time ago. Why bring it up now?”
 
   “I want to know her name.”
 
   “I can’t remember.”
 
   “I don’t believe you.”
 
   “I never lied to you.”
 
   “Then why start now?”
 
   “Of course I remember her name.”
 
   “Then tell me.”
 
   “What difference could it possibly make?”
 
   “Gabriel, you were...so important to me. You never would have let me say so when you were alive. But you meant the world to me. Yet I know nothing about you. I know who you are. I trust you and I love you. But I don’t know how you became the man you were. I don’t know your story.”
 
   “And you think there was a girl? You think of all the things that happened in the fifty years of my life before you met me, there was just one girl, one time, who changed everything? Who lifted me higher than I had ever been and broke my heart so fiercely that it would never again be mended? Is that what you think?”
 
   “Pretty much, yes.”
 
   And then they were in a theatre. Rows of seats faced a raked stage. Balconies lurked above them on all sides. Gabriel and Vye sat in the middle of the house, though there were no other patrons.
 
   “There was someone,” Gabriel admitted. “It’s a long story. And I won’t tell it to you.”
 
   “Why not?” Vye asked.
 
   “Because it is sad, even for the dead.”
 
   And then a dancer breezed onto the stage. She was foreign, though Vye could only guess where from. Her eyes were dark, her skin gently tanned. Her auburn hair flowed behind her as she spun, leapt, and pirouetted across the floor. She was beautiful. Exotic.
 
   But it was the way she moved that made her mesmerizing. Vye had never been able to sit through a dance. She would always grow restless. Bored. But now she was enthralled. The dancer had turned grace into a moving, breathing thing. Vye spotted a tear rolling down Gabriel’s cheek.
 
   “She’s amazing.”
 
   “She was.”
 
   “What was her name?”
 
   “Why do you want to know?”
 
   “I want to know this side of you. I want to carry it with me.”
 
   “Her name was Valentina,” Gabriel said, his voice faltering at the end of her name. He was becoming quite emotional for someone so dead.
 
   “Valentina...” Vye whispered, and then she was back in the room with the fireplace. Frost was reclined on the couch, staring back at her.
 
   “Well done,” he said.
 
   “Will he ever meet her again?” Vye asked. “Can he be with her in that world?”
 
   “I don’t know. It’s possible.” 
 
   Vye suddenly noticed that her face was wet. She felt the water dripping down her cheeks. She tried to wipe it away, but it just stayed wet.
 
   “What’s going on?” she asked, alarmed.
 
   “It seems the waking world is intruding on us here,” Frost said, though he sounded kind of distant.
 
   “What?” Vye said, and suddenly found herself lying on the couch. Frost was still speaking, though he must have been behind her, because she couldn’t see him.
 
   “The real world,” Frost was saying, “You’re starting to wake up, and elements of it are leaking through.”
 
   “I’m waking up?” Vye said from the couch. Except it wasn’t a couch anymore. It was a bed. And the walls were changing color, and the room was changing shape, and Vye was getting dizzy.
 
   “Will I be able to contact you?” Vye asked.
 
   “In certain ways, at certain times.”
 
   “You never get tired of that cryptic shit, do you?”
 
   “Comes with the territory.”
 
   Vye felt a splash of water on her face--
 
   ----
 
   --Vye startled awake. She was in Duncan’s quarters in the Castle Hartstone. The new one, from after the War. A nurse was washing her face, gently running a damp cloth over her brow.
 
   “Hello?” Vye tried to say out loud, but really she said, “Herrfghr.”
 
   The nurse had grown so accustomed to Vye being in a coma, she jumped at the sound of Vye’s voice.
 
   “Hefellah,” Vye managed, but she started to drool a little.
 
   “I’ll get your brother,” the nurse said. “I’ll be back in a second.”
 
   Vye’s nose itched. She tried to scratch it. Her arm flopped onto her belly, but she couldn’t coordinate it enough to scratch. The nurse returned, as promised, with Luke. He stood at the bedside.
 
   “How are you?” he asked.
 
   “I had… a very… bad… dream,” Vye managed to say.
 
   “Well, it’s been no picnic for us around here either,” the nurse said, wiping Vye’s hair away from her face.
 
   “Scratch…my nose,” Vye also managed before she swooned into a light slumber.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 41: Jareld and Emily
 
    
 
   Everybody had questions.
 
   Each member of the Council asked Jareld something about his escape and subsequent adventures. How had he gotten out of Goldmere? How had he met the Baron? Who else knew? They all kept asking and asking...
 
   Except Emily.
 
   None of the Council Members even noticed when Corthos (still looking like “Krugg”) took Landos’ body away. As Jareld had promised, the poison was not lethal. But it put Landos into such a deep sleep that he seemed dead. Jareld had plans for the Magistrate, and they didn’t involve the legal system. And it was the perfect time to move the body, since everyone was talking to Jareld.
 
   Everyone except Emily.
 
   Emily, after embracing Jareld and exchanging those first few words, had backed away and just stood and stared. The rest of the Council was eating up his story, devouring every word. But she didn’t speak. Or move. She barely blinked.
 
   Finally, Jareld put an end to the questions, “I’m sorry to have deceived so many of you. And I’m glad my tale is entertaining, but we have work to do.”
 
   “Are you in charge?” James challenged him.
 
   “It seems like it, doesn’t it?” Jareld said. “Lucky for all of you, in charge is the last thing I want to be. The Council will meet in one hour. I will draw up a document that will allow them to appoint a temporary leader.”
 
   “You’ll be able to write that in an hour?” one of the Council Members asked.
 
   “It’s already written in my head,” Jareld said, “I just need to get it down on paper. Now, if you’ll all excuse me...”
 
   The Council shuffled out as Jareld sat at his desk. But when he looked up, there was still one person in the room.
 
   “You’ve been thinking about all this for a while, haven’t you?” Emily asked, once they were alone.
 
   “Years, in fact,” Jareld said. “I knew that when I made the truth known, we would need new leadership. And I’ve had six years to think about it.”
 
   “And you’re sure you don’t want to be the leader?”
 
   “Great Halinor, no,” Jareld laughed. “I’m here to fix the problem. Then, I want to disappear again, but on my terms. Open a library. Teach five students at a time. Drink tea on a second story balcony that overlooks a bay. Or perhaps fields of grass. I haven’t decided which.”
 
   “Even with six years to think about it?”
 
   “Can’t rush these things.”
 
   “Apparently not.”
 
   “I’m sorry about the Baron,” Jareld said, but his tone made it sound like he was apologizing for spilling a cup of milk.
 
   “I’m so fucking confused right now, I don’t know if I accept.”
 
   “That’s fine. I didn’t expect you to.”
 
   “Do you even want me to? I mean, do you care about anything any more?”
 
   “Alright, enough of that. I spent four years in a—”
 
   “Yes, yes, I know. We’re all terribly sorry for you and impressed with you and everything. But you got out and you decided to put on this elaborate charade and lie to us and manipulate us and… ugh. What do you want?”
 
   “I told you. I had to fix the situation here. I had to come back. I’m not sure if it was all noble. I was pissed at Landos. I mean really, really pissed at him. And I wanted to stop him. To defeat him. There was nothing noble about that. But once it was done, I really have this image of a small hut with a library in a faraway place.”
 
   “And where am I in this image?”
 
   “Where do you think? If I had my way? If all my dreams were to really come true? You would be right there with me. I know you’re tired of hearing it, but four years is a long fucking time. I know you think you know how long four years is, but when you’re locked up and you don’t speak to anyone, and you don’t know if you’ll ever be free again, it’s all the longer. There was only one thing that kept me sane, and it was you. I wouldn’t have lived this long if not for you.”
 
   “You escaped two years ago...” Emily said, her voice even and fierce.
 
   “I couldn’t come to you. You understand that, right? I had a mission. I had to stop Landos first. Then I could return to you. But not before. I had to be a Man of the Kingdom.”
 
   “King Michael used that same expression.”
 
   “I was borrowing. Emily, I know all this is confusing, but can’t we just be together again?”
 
   “I just got over you. The Baron convinced me to get over you. I mean you convinced me... You get it, right?”
 
   “I just wanted to kiss you.”
 
   “No, that’s not it. You lied to me.”
 
   “I was playing a part.”
 
   “I never would have imagined you were capable of that level of deception. Part of what I loved about you was how honest you were.”
 
   “Honesty took me away from you,” Jareld said. “I couldn’t defeat Landos the way I used to be.”
 
   “I need time to think, Jareld. I’ve missed you for so long and I didn’t want to get over you, because missing you and loving you were the purest things I’ve ever felt. But finding out that you’ve become a manipulative prick is worse than finding your corpse.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I had to.”
 
   “I’m not sure I believe you. But even if you’re right... I’ve been dreaming, too, Jareld. For six years. I imagined that you would come riding up to the Castle one day. You were bruised and cut, and your hair was a mess, but you had just fought your way free of some brigands, or pirates, or something, and thank Halinor you were alive. And in my dreams you kissed me with such passion that you were knighted for that alone, and we were married and went off to live in the country, in a little house with a balcony overlooking the bay. Or sometimes fields of grass.
 
   “You are not the same man who appears in my dreams. I don’t know if I can love this version of you.”
 
   “I’m still me. Emily, please believe one thing. Whatever else has changed about me, I love you as much now as I ever have. And I’ll never hurt you.”
 
   “You already have,” Emily said, but her voice was cracking. “You should get to work. I’ll see you at the Council Meeting.”
 
   And she rushed out the broken door, not wanting to break down completely in front of him. Jareld was still for a moment. He had come so far, and overcome so much, and only now worried that his priorities might not have been set right.
 
   He reached for his parchment. He did have work to do. And once again, he had to put aside his feelings for Emily to get the job done.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 42: A Memory of Fire
 
    
 
   Duncan, Landora, and Nuria entered the cave.
 
   The layout was familiar, though larger in scale. A pedestal in the center of the room, under a hole in the ceiling. Arcane symbols decorated every surface, from the walls to the edges of the steps.
 
   Landora felt a flash of fire in her brain. An echo, a memory of her encounter in the temple in the Turinheld. This was the place. There was no doubt. But it should have been more powerful. It should have been more dangerous. Yet even Duncan was able to keep his feet in here.
 
   “What are these symbols?” Nuria asked. “We saw something like this in the forest.”
 
   “It’s an ancient language,” Duncan said, “I recognize some of the characters. But it hasn’t been written or spoken in thousands of years.”
 
   “Can you read any of it?” Landora asked.
 
   “I can guess,” he knelt at one side of the pedestal, scanning over the strange symbols. He was drawing on a single class in ancient languages to try to read it. It was like playing charades with a drunk man.
 
   “OK, so this line says, ‘The Prince is dead,’ or possibly, ‘Then the Prince died.’ There are a couple of words I don’t know... Then it’s talking about a tomb, or a grave. In a distant land. And then the stone is cracked here--”
 
   “It’s cracked on all four sides,” Landora said. “Look. Each side of the pedestal has lettering. And they’re all broken.”
 
   “These cracks are old,” Duncan observed. “Except for the east side. This is less than a week old.”
 
   “It’s a prison,” Landora said.
 
   “What?” Duncan turned to her.
 
   “Nuria, run your hand along the crack in the stone,” Landora said. Nuria did so, and her eyes flashed open.
 
   “She’s right,” Nuria said. “These words... In the ancient language... They’re seals. Or they were. They’ve been broken.”
 
   “Whoever I saw,” Landora continued, “When I stepped on the pedestal in the Turinheld. The... creature. The beast. It was made of fire. Or at least that’s how it seemed in my mind. He was trapped here. And now he’s gone.”
 
   “What does the newest seal say?” Nuria asked.
 
   Duncan moved to the next engraving, “I can’t make it all out. It says something like, ‘The island sinks’ or, ‘Then the island sank.”
 
   “Sunk,” Landora corrected
 
   “Sanked?” Nuria tried.
 
   “Sank,” Duncan repeated, and then he realized. “Losmourne...”
 
   “The island?” Landora asked. “What of it?”
 
   “Just before we left Anuen, there were whispers that the island had disappeared. I chalked it up to drunk sailors starting a rumor. But if it’s true...”
 
   Duncan paced around the cave. Even if the writing wasn’t in a forgotten language, he could tell it was old. Older than the Kingdom of Rone. Possibly from before the people of Rone even came to their continent. And somebody had gone through the trouble of locking up this fearsome thing in this cave.
 
   And somebody else had gone through the trouble of letting it out. The same somebody (or somebodies) who attacked Vye in Deliem. Because Vye would be the only one who could stop it.
 
   Duncan knelt at the base of the dais. There was one character, written in the same language. Larger, bolder. An important symbol.
 
   “What does it say?” Nuria asked.
 
   “There’s no good translation. It represents half a thought. Or an unfinished phrase. Like it’s building to something.” And after a moment of thought, he added, “Landora, I need you to step onto the pedestal.”
 
   Landora glared at Duncan in disbelief.
 
   “I made that mistake once,” she protested, “And that was from a thousand miles away.”
 
   “I’m hoping that this creature is now a thousand miles away,” Duncan said. “And he was here for thousands of years. He must have left some kind of...magical residue. Something you could glean something from.”
 
   “It’s too dangerous,” Landora said again.
 
   “She’s right,” Nuria said. “I could barely get her out last time. I’ll do it.”
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous,” Duncan dismissed her.
 
   “Landora is more powerful than I am,” Nuria explained. “If I get in trouble, she has a better chance of getting me out than I have of getting her out.”
 
   “You’re just a kid,” Duncan said.
 
   “You decided that Sir Noble could die because saving Landora was more important,” Nuria faced off against him. At this, Landora glanced at Duncan, but neither had a chance to say anything, “Now I’m telling you that it’s more important for Landora to stay back.”
 
   “Fine,” Duncan said. “But we’re taking some precautions.”
 
   They tied a harness around Nuria’s torso, a sturdy rope hooked to the back. Duncan held that rope tight, ready to yank her away at a moment’s notice. Landora stood at the ready, hoping to render whatever help she could to whomever needed it.
 
   And Nuria stepped onto the pedestal...
 
   ---
 
   The fire was everywhere. It was a familiar flame. A sharp, stinging memory. It was the same power that attacked Vye in Hartstone. The same one Landora struggled against in Argos’ temple in the Turinheld. It was strong and it was everywhere.
 
   But it was also faded. It was painful and difficult to endure, but it wasn’t as concentrated as it had been before. Like the leg of a table that rested in the same spot in the same dusty room for decades, when it was finally removed, it left an impression. A clean square on the floorboards. There was clarity, but no power.
 
   But there were still eyes. And they were still looking at Nuria. She scoured the world of fire to seek it out. The creature. The being that had terrorized them. And there it was, searching her mind. And Nuria realized the door swung both ways. If it could look into her mind...
 
   She glared back at the monster, focusing on the fire in its eyes. She searched behind its eyes, trying to read the book it kept hidden there. She found sights and sounds, memories and dreams gathered over thousands of years, from places near and far. Lands and times forgotten, reborn for a glimpse of this demon’s remembrance.
 
   But one moment stood out to Nuria. A pivotal point in the landscape of his life. Before this moment, the world was a vast and unforgiving fire. After this point, the creature’s memories felt more like Nuria’s world. There was a moment of transition. When he went through a portal. A gateway...
 
   Nuria focused on that memory. She relived it, through his eyes, a hundred times in the blink of an eye. She studied it, examined it, collected small hints and clues each time. This was the answer. This was what he most remembered. And what he most feared...
 
   ---
 
   Nuria woke in the cold snow, just outside the cave. Landora and Duncan were looking her over.
 
   “What happened?” she mumbled.
 
   “You were writhing in pain,” Duncan said. “So we pulled you out.”
 
   “Your skin was burning up. We thought the cold might help you recover,” Landora explained.
 
   “Are you alright?” Duncan asked.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Nuria said.
 
   “Did you see anything?” Duncan asked.
 
   “I know what we have to do to defeat this thing,” Nuria declared.
 
   “What?” Landora asked.
 
   “We have to open a portal,” Nuria said, “And send it back to the Abyss.”
 
   “And how do we do that?” Duncan asked.
 
   “That...” Nuria said, “I don’t know.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 43: Things to Talk About When Dining With the Queen
 
    
 
   The Council meeting went well. Jareld came in with his proposal, and everybody agreed to the terms. They seemed radical. They sounded preposterous. But they were fair, and they made sense, and nobody could deny that the Kingdom would be better off with them than they had been before.
 
   The Council would appoint a new High Magistrate. This person would have the authority of the King in all domestic issues, but would need the Council to approve any major changes in taxes or in declarations of war. The Magistrate would serve for exactly one year, and then, the Kingdom of Rone would hold elections for the new King.
 
   That took hours of debate. Nobody liked the idea of commoners voting for a King. The King was appointed by divine right. Bloodlines and all that. But Jareld pointed out that the bloodline of the Kings had dissolved. All that was left was for them to look forward.
 
   It wasn’t the most egalitarian election system ever. Only those who held the rank of Knight or higher got a vote. What’s more, Knights only got one vote, but Barons got three, Counts five, and Dukes eight. Like the Turin, they would hold elections once every ten years.
 
   Jareld declared that because he was the one who wrote the document, he would be ineligible to be the new Magistrate or to be elected King. Also, whoever was appointed as the Magistrate would be ineligible to become the King. These failsafes were there to prevent anyone from grabbing power.
 
   “Why are you doing this to yourself?” James Avonshire asked during the meeting. “We would probably all have voted you in as the Magistrate.”
 
   “He’s trying to appear modest,” Emily said, her tone flat. And the veiled insult ringing loud and clear.
 
   “On the contrary,” Jareld said. “If I become the magistrate, my legacy will last for one year. If I write the document that dictates how our land is governed for generations to come, my legacy will last for centuries.”
 
   The Council approved Jareld’s plan. They would meet the following morning to decide who would be the new Magistrate. But in the meantime, there was a formal brunch to attend, the end of the Peace Festival. The Council would be expected, and they had to come up with an excuse for Landos’ absence. Fast.
 
   ---
 
   The Turin were already asking questions, since they had heard a commotion that morning. Guards and Council Members running around the Castle, doors being knocked over with statues. The Turin didn’t know what kind of trouble they were in, so they sent most of their delegation back to the Turinheld, just to be safe. Only the Regent, Master Eric, and Orlean remained in Anuen. But they demanded to know what had happened.
 
   Emily was the one who came up with the answer: Landos had fallen over, breaking his leg very badly. Unfortunately, he had been behind a locked door when this happened, so they had to break into the room to get to him. They apologized for the confusion.
 
   “It seems silly now, doesn’t it?” she said to the Regent. “We should have sent someone to tell you what happened. We were just so caught up in the emergency that it never occurred to us.”
 
   “It is quite alright,” the Regent responded, translated through Orlean. “I hope he is resting.”
 
   “He is,” Emily lied, “And they said he should not be disturbed. So we apologize for his absence. The Baron von Wrims will take his seat at the table.”
 
   “Is the Queen still planning to attend?” the Regent demanded.
 
   “Of course,” Emily snapped back, a little too quickly for her own taste. In truth, she was uncomfortable about the Queen being at the brunch. Emily and James were the ones who went up to Sarah’s room to tell her about Landos’ death. And she barely responded. The Prince cried, and Sarah comforted him. But there was no emotion in Sarah’s eyes.
 
   Emily supposed that the Queen was mourning in her own way. That perhaps she wanted to put on a strong face. To do her crying in private. But it didn’t...feel right. Sarah didn’t respond with shock or denial. She simply nodded.
 
   The Queen had also not been on her best behavior during the Peace Festival. Emily was sure something was wrong. But so many things were wrong, and Emily had so much on her mind, that the danger didn’t register. The Turin delegation would be leaving in a few hours. Once they were out of Anuen, then Emily, and Sarah for that matter, could deal with the mess.
 
   Emily thought the worst part of the brunch would be seeing Jareld dressed up as the Baron. Bad enough they were hiding the death of the Magistrate. Bad enough they were keeping up the charade that Prince William was of the Royal Bloodline. Now the Council had to pretend Jareld was Count von Wrims, even though they all knew that man was dead.
 
   But Jareld’s disguise wasn’t the worst part of the brunch...
 
   ---
 
   “Her Majesty, Queen Sarah Rone,” the herald announced.
 
   Sarah felt herself walk into the Dining Hall. It had taken three hours to dress her. It was supposed to look effortless, but it wasn’t. A shimmering white gown with a flower on the shoulder.  Her hair up in stylish design. Sarah didn’t know why she was dressed in white. But she knew it had to be white. For some reason.
 
   She felt her feet carry her up to the main table. Raised on a platform, so that the entire Hall could see her sitting beside the Regent. Symbolically eating a meal together at the end of a Peace Festival. That image would carry the people of Rone into a future where there were no wars between their peoples.
 
   But Sarah knew something was wrong. For days, she had been watching a performance. A play in which the main character was her own body. But Sarah didn’t know what that character was going to do next. It was a puppet show. Somebody was letting her watch. A voyeur on her own life.
 
   She had insulted the Regent and the Turin people during the visit to the Hall of Saint Michael. She had heard that Landos was dead, but could not cry. Not only could she not cry, she was having trouble feeling anything. His death should have destroyed her. And instead she sat at the main table in the Dining Hall, waiting to see what she would do next.
 
   “Regent,” she said, “Today is our last meal as a part of this Festival. But I hope there are many to come in the future of our friendship.”
 
   That was right. That was part of the script. Part of the script that Landos and Duncan and Rajani and everyone had worked out. Sarah wanted to say that, even though she had no control over the words. But it wasn’t her will that made her say it. It was...something else.
 
   “Your Majesty,” Rajani said in her own language, as Orlean translated, “Vengeance is mine.”
 
   And the Regent lifted the steak knife and stabbed the Queen in the heart.
 
   Sarah saw Rajani’s hand move to the knife. She saw the Regent stand and turn. She saw the knife coming down on her chest. But for some reason, Sarah couldn’t move. She was frozen. Paralyzed. Whatever was making her act the way she was acting, say the things she had said, it also stole her ability to defend herself.
 
   The Regent had no expression on her face. Sarah stared up at the Turin woman as the knife came down again and again, shredding her dress and her skin. Sarah pleaded with her eyes, since her arms and legs would not make any move to shield her body. And Sarah could see in Rajani’s eyes that the Turin leader was in the same position. Someone or something had taken her body. And only the two of them knew.
 
   As the blood splattered over both Sarah and Rajani, over the porcelain plates, and the starched-white napkins, Sarah’s mind came back to her. But her body was so far gone, she couldn’t move anymore. So all she could do was spend her last breath on one word...
 
   “Michael...”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 44: The Apology
 
    
 
   Twenty Years Ago...
 
    
 
   Michael went down to the docks when he heard Lady Vivian was leaving the city. He rode his horse up to her carriage. A valet was getting her bags and a young dockhand was helping them load her things on a yacht. She saw Michael and turned away, averting her eyes as an insult.
 
   “Lady Vivian,” Michael called, “Where are you going?”
 
   “Home,” she said tersely.
 
   “Were you going to say goodbye?” he asked, trying to make his voice sound playful. But it’s not easy to force such an effect.
 
   “Goodbye,” Vivian returned, still looking at the boat in lieu of Michael.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Michael asked.
 
   “I heard what you said,” she answered, “When you spoke to your father last night. I think he hoped it would help him win me back, but instead it makes me think you’re both miserable assholes.”
 
   The valet and the dockhand tried very, very hard not to hear what had been said, but as it had been said with a ton of malice and no subtlety whatsoever, this was a performance no actor could have pulled off.
 
   Michael dismounted so that he could speak to her at a more intimate and hopefully quieter distance.
 
   “What did my Father say?” Michael said.
 
   “He told me why you seduced me. That it was a game to you. That you were doing it to get back at him for something.”
 
   “Well, of course he would say that, just to get back at me.”
 
   “But get back at you for what? Your father and I had a good time, but we weren’t in love. Why would he care if you slept with me.”
 
   “Just because it’s me.”
 
   Vivian softened, just a teensy-tiny bit.
 
   “So it isn’t true?”
 
   Michael took one second too long to say anything.
 
   “Of course not,” he finally said.
 
   “At all?”
 
   “My father and I have a very complicated and adversarial relationship.”
 
   “Well, I hope you find some other way to be complicated and adversarial. Next time try to pick a fight over a football. It doesn’t mind getting kicked around as much.”
 
   Vivian turned to board the yacht. Michael chased her down.
 
   “Don’t go,” he said.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I don’t want you to go.”
 
   “Are you in love with me?”
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   “Then the answer is no.”
 
   “How can you be sure? People are always saying that, but maybe love is different for different people, and maybe some people won’t be as sure about what it is when it happens to them. How can you be sure that I’m not just because I’m not sure?”
 
   “Because I have been in love,” Vivian said. “And I know it’s not something you can be mistaken about.”
 
   Vivian turned and boarded the ship. It was only then that it occurred to Michael that she might have meant him.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Michael called out. But she was out of sight. The young dockhand descended from the plank and removed it.
 
   “Methinks she didn’t hear you,” he said. Michael noticed he was wearing an eyepatch.
 
   “I’ll send her a letter,” Michael said, handing the dockhand a small tip.
 
   “That ought’ter work wonders,” the young dockhand said, rolling his visible eye and moving off.
 
   Michael mounted his horse and left the docks. He remained on the hills just behind the docks until the yacht sailed west and out of sight around the bay.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 45: A War Made of Lies and Murder
 
    
 
   For five whole seconds, nobody moved.
 
   The Peace Festival had been going well. The Rone and the Turin were all behaving themselves. They were all being cordial. Sure, a lot of people probably wanted to stab a lot of people, both Rone and Turin alike. But this was just a stupid Festival. Everyone just had to smile and get it over with.
 
   So when the Turin Regent grabbed a knife and stabbed the Rone Queen eleven times, nobody could process it. That hadn’t been in the scripts they had rehearsed.
 
   When someone finally did move, it was one of the guards patrolling the catwalk that overlooked the Dining Hall. He lifted his crossbow, aimed at the Turin Regent, and fired. He wasn’t quite sure what he was supposed to do. Landos had a long talk with all the guards about going out of their way to protect the Turin guests. If anything happened, the Turin had to believe that the Rone had done everything they could to protect the Regent.
 
   But this particular guard didn’t suppose that covered the scenario in which the Regent was stabbing the Queen to death.
 
   Unfortunately, Orlean, the Regent’s translator, was also amongst the first to move. He had tried to grab Rajani around the waist and pull her off the dying Queen. But he had barely gotten his arms around her when the crossbow went off, and the bolt lodged in his back, just below his shoulder.
 
   Finally, chaos, who had been sitting quietly for those five seconds, took over. Guards surrounded the Queen. Eric stood and stunned everyone within thirty paces of the main table. He had precious little time to think. The guards would only be stunned for seconds. He could try to heal the Queen, but even his magic wouldn’t do much good against all those wounds. And it was unlikely the Rone would leave him unmolested while his hands were on her body.
 
   So he had only one other move. He had to get Rajani out of Anuen. He focused on opening a portal, right there on the brunch table. He had to rush through the spell, but he got the smoke to appear just as the guards regained their bearings.
 
   Everybody came charging at Eric. But he grabbed the Regent and leapt through the portal. And he was gone...
 
   ---
 
   The Council found themselves convening once again. Jareld had taken off the fake beard, wig, and prosthetics of the Baron, but he was still wearing the robes he had on when he tried to save the Queen. Emily’s dress was also speckled in blood. They had been the closest to Sarah when the attack had occurred. They both tried to hold her wounds closed with their bare hands. And they had both known, as the Queen died, that it had been hopeless.
 
   “Fuck the Turin,” James Avonshire said, opening the informal meeting.
 
   “Jareld, we need to declare war on them, immediately,” said Sir Gaelin, from Trentford.
 
   “I can’t help you with that,” Jareld said.
 
   “Why in the blazes not?” Avonshire demanded.
 
   “I know you’re angry,” he said. “I’m angry too. But don’t you remember? Five hours ago? When we all signed a document that said a new Magistrate had to be selected? That still stands. Right now, I’m just a guy in a bloody robe.”
 
   “Then we select you,” Emily said, her expression hardened. She still hated what Jareld had done. But for the moment, she hated the Turin more.
 
   “I told you,” Jareld insisted, “I’m not eligible. Otherwise--”
 
   “But you just said you can’t make any declarations, right?” Gaelin interrupted.
 
   “Yes, so--”
 
   “Then I don’t care if you think you’re ineligible,” he continued. “I nominate Master Jareld to be the new High Magistrate.”
 
   “I second,” Avonshire chimed in.
 
   “All in favor?” Emily kept the train moving. All eight members of the Council raised their hands. “It is so declared. Congratulations, Master Jareld. You’re the new High Magistrate. Declare War. Now.”
 
   “No, no, no, wait,” Jareld said, waving his hands, “Remember, the Magistrate can’t handle foreign matters without the approval of the Council. So--”
 
   “I propose we support the Magistrate in a Declaration of War on the Turin?” Avonshire called out.
 
   “Guys,” Jareld said, “We should think about--”
 
   “I second,” Emily cut him off. “All in favor?” Again, all the hands went up. “Magistrate,” she addressed Jareld, “The Council supports your Declaration of War. If you so choose to make one...”
 
   All eyes were on Jareld. For the briefest moment, he wondered if his cell was still available back in the Tower at Goldmere. The fact that it was covered in blood wouldn’t have been a deal breaker, either, considering his current garb.
 
   “What are you waiting for?” Avonshire pressed.
 
   “We can’t...” Jareld began. “I’m not sure. Something’s not right here. Did you see the way Eric reacted? He wasn’t prepared for the Regent to make that move.”
 
   “So?” Emily asked.
 
   “So maybe she acted alone.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Sir Gaelin said. “She’s in charge. If she acts alone, she’s still speaking for the Turin government.”
 
   “Maybe,” Jareld reflected. There was a sort of legal purity to that argument. But he still couldn’t bring himself to start a war. Even if it was right, he didn’t want to be the one who did it. “I need time... I need to think about this.”
 
   “Every second you delay gives them the advantage,” Avonshire said.
 
   “Perhaps,” Jareld agreed. “Here’s what we’ll do. Summon our standing army. Call up the reserves. Start plotting out marching formations and supply lines. We’ll meet back here in a few hours. And if we decide to declare war, we’ll be ready to go.”
 
   ---
 
   Jareld was exhausted. He had gone from a fake Baron to a real High Magistrate in less than a day. And he had been placed in the middle of a situation that demanded a war. He couldn’t help but think that this was all wrong. But there would be no way to convince the Council not to go to War. They had all seen Sarah die a bloody death at the hands of the Regent.
 
   He decided to lock himself in his room and make himself some tea. It was probably inevitable. The War. But he was going to think about it for a couple of hours and see if he couldn’t find a way out.
 
   He stepped into his quarters, shut the door, and bolted the lock. But for a second, his mind tripped on something. Hadn’t the door been destroyed? Hadn’t the Council come bursting into his room just that morning?
 
   And that’s when he realized he was dreaming.
 
   It had all happened. It was all real. He was the Magistrate, and he was in charge of a Kingdom about to go to War. But he had left that meeting hours ago, and he had drifted off at his desk. He had left the world of the waking behind while his body rested.
 
   And suddenly, he wasn’t in his quarters at the Castle Anuen, but now on a balcony of a small house, overlooking a bay. It was a house that belonged to his uncle. A place he had been to twice in his youth, that had stuck in his mind as a sort of ideal home. It was the place he imagined whenever he hoped he would grow old with Emily by his side.
 
   But there was an eerie silence around him. The water was still. There was no breeze. No animals. No other voices.
 
   He was alone.
 
   The sky darkened. Like a storm was coming. But there was no thunder. No drizzle. The blue sky just faded to white, then grey, then smoke, then black. But there were no stars.
 
   “Emily?” Jareld called out. If he was here, she should have been here too.
 
   “She is not here,” bellowed a voice from across the water.
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “I am the thing of nightmares,” the deep voice echoed. “I have come to take the stars from you.”
 
   Jareld ran into the house--
 
   --but found himself in his cell, back in the Tower of Goldmere. The place that had been his home for four years. Every nook familiar to him. Every pebble an old friend.
 
   “I’ve faced worse nightmares than this,” Jareld shouted to the darkness.
 
   “Do you think I cannot find out what scares you?” said the voice. Jareld turned to the door of his cell. It was opened. It had only been opened once in the entire time he had been there. When he was placed in it. Since then, food trays had been slipped under the door, and he had crawled out through the dirt.
 
   But now the hallway that lead out from his cell glowed. Like a fire raged at the other end of the passage. A growing fire, closing in on him.
 
   “Loneliness doesn’t bother me,” Jareld said. “I was alone for years.”
 
   And he was back in his quarters. But it was a memory of earlier that day. He and Emily were talking for the first time as themselves. Just after the Council left. Just after Landos had “died.”
 
   She was accusing him of being different. Of being a liar. She wasn’t saying words, per se. But Jareld felt the twist in the conversation. He felt the sting in his heart. He had hoped that his triumph over Landos would bring him back to Emily. But it had possibly moved them further apart.
 
   “I lived without her for years as well,” Jareld said. “And she still loves me. If she didn’t, she would have married someone else. If she didn’t, she wouldn’t have stayed in this room and argued with me for so long.”
 
   The room glowed red, as though the fireplace had grown to the size of an elephant. And then Jareld found himself back in the Tower of Goldmere. In his cell.
 
   “Her judgement doesn’t bother you?” the evil voice called.
 
   “Of course it bothers me,” Jareld answered, “But we’ll find our way again. You can’t frighten me. I’ve already lived through worse than you can summon!”
 
   And then the voice laughed. A deep, booming, terrifying laugh. Jareld felt his stomach sink. He knew he wasn’t as strong as he was pretending. Did this evil creature know as well?
 
   “Then explain it to him,” the voice concluded.
 
   And now Jareld was in the hallway outside his cell. He was walking with Queen Sarah, as a visitor to the Prison. She was pregnant. This was six years ago. When she and Landos had first locked him up. And she had come down to plead with him. To ask him to keep their secret.
 
   And when Sarah knocked on the cell door, Jareld saw what the voice meant by “him.” It was the younger Jareld. The one who had been locked in that cell. The one who held onto naive and simple principles such as hope and justice and doing the right thing. It was a Jareld who had only been in jail for a few months. Who hadn’t escaped and trapped a man in his place. Who hadn’t met the Baron and buried the homesick noble. Who hadn’t learned to lie.
 
   And now the Queen was gone, and it was just the younger Jareld, staring out from the barred window in the door. He was accusing the older Jareld with his eyes. Jareld remembered those days, but he suddenly realized he wasn’t thinking of them as an earlier time in his life. They felt like someone else’s life.
 
   “What have you done?” the younger Jareld asked the older Jareld, disapproval dripping from his words.
 
   And older Jareld knew the accusations were true. If young Jareld had heard about a man who did all the things old Jareld had done, he would have dismissed him as an immoral man. He wasn’t the same man who had gone into that prison. He was a worse man.
 
   Older Jareld turned and ran, and found himself in the halls of the Castle Anuen once again. A creature was pursuing him, chasing him with fiery feet until Jareld ran out of breath.
 
   He collapsed on the ground, turning to see the beast once and for all. Its eyes were aflame. It held its hand out over Jareld’s head...
 
   “I know your fears and your guilt. I am the one who can wash them clean from your mind.”
 
   “Stay away from me...”
 
   “You have been Turned.”
 
   And he clasped his burning hand over Jareld’s eyes...
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 46: Sibling Rivalry
 
    
 
   Vye spent her first day awake remembering she had muscles. It took some doing, but she managed to walk across the room by the end of the day. And whenever she felt rested enough, she was able to spend a little, just a smidge, of her energy to heal herself. It was a double-edged sword, since healing her also wore her out. But her body was in much worse shape than her mind at the moment.
 
   Luke had summoned three younger cousins from their Mother’s side, to stay with Vye and act as her nurses. He didn’t want the castle to know she was still alive, and he trusted the family members to keep their mouths shut.
 
   Even now that she was awake, he was keeping it a secret. Duncan hadn’t known much about who attacked her, but he made it clear that they couldn’t know she was still alive. At least until she was ready to fight them again.
 
   It was the youngest cousin, Camilla, who was helping Vye on the second morning of her recovery.
 
   “Just take one more step towards me,” Camilla insisted.
 
   “If I take one more step to you, it’ll be another step back to the bed,” Vye complained.
 
   “I know,” Camilla rejoined. “And you’ll be stronger for it.”
 
   “What if I stumble?”
 
   “Then I’ll catch you.”
 
   “What if I throttle you?”
 
   “Then we’ll know you’ve made a full recovery.”
 
   Vye grimaced and stepped forward. Her legs ached, her knee almost buckled, but she steadied herself and fought to stay upright.
 
   “There, see?” Camilla said, “Wasn’t that hard, was it?”
 
   “My fingers could use a workout,” Vye threatened.
 
   Camilla took a step back.
 
   “Fine,” she said. “Come here and throttle me.”
 
   But then Luke showed up at the door.
 
   “No throttling, thank you very much,” he insisted. “I promised Aunt Maristella that you’d be returned in full health.”
 
   “You got lucky on this one,” Camilla said, taunting Vye.
 
   “Can you wait outside, Cam?” Luke asked.
 
   She nodded, curtsying to Vye out of habit, and hustled out of the room.
 
   “How are you doing?” Luke asked.
 
   “Peachy,” Vye answered. “Nothing like a fight with powerful mages followed by three weeks sleep to make you feel great.”
 
   “Do you need help getting back to the bed?”
 
   “I’ll manage,” she said. She started the arduous process of turning, one foot at a time, back to her cozy, if overused, bed. “Were you just checking in on me?”
 
   Vye didn’t hear an answer from Luke. Instead, she heard the sound of metal running against metal. A blade being drawn from a sheath.
 
   And then she felt a knife stab her in the back. Right at her heart. She stumbled forward, miraculously keeping her feet until she could support herself on the bed. She turned to face Luke...
 
   And he approached her, malice in his eyes. Vye didn’t understand why, but she knew without any doubt that he wanted to murder her.
 
   “Luke!” she called, “Snap out of it.”
 
   She reached behind her, trying to grab the dagger that protruded from her back. It was like that itch you can’t quite scratch, except it was an eight inch metal blade digging into her heart.
 
   Luke stepped up, ready to strike her. Vye instinctively stepped into the fight, elbowing him across the face. And even though she wasn’t leaning on the bed anymore, she was standing firm. She had been reunited with an old friend.
 
   Adrenaline.
 
   It coursed through her. The agent of desperation. The drug of defiance. The tonic of going one step further than you can. 
 
   She stretched her arm over her shoulder, yanking the blade out of her body. She pressed her hand against her own chest, closing the wound. Not completely. She wasn’t back to full health. She had to save some of her energy. But she wasn’t about to die, either.
 
   Luke recovered from Vye’s hit, stalking back at her. He took a haymaker swing at her. Vye wasn’t in the mood to bob and weave. Her legs were still a little stiff, and she wasn’t sure she could move fast enough. So she just blocked his arm, locked it under her shoulder, and headbutted him.
 
   Luke crumpled to the floor. Out for the count.
 
   “Sorry, brother,” Vye said. “But you’re not yourself. Cam!”
 
   Camilla scampered back at the sound of Vye’s shout. She gasped at Luke’s crumpled body.
 
   “What happened?” she asked.
 
   “He tried to throttle me,” Vye said.
 
   “You know, if you just showed a little more patience...”
 
   Vye pulled Luke’s eye open, staring into his vacant pupil. But Luke wasn’t the only one there. The body was unconscious. Luke was out for the count. But somebody else was hiding behind his eyes. Someone dangerous. Someone who had usurped Luke’s will.
 
   “OK, listen to me,” Vye said, staggering to the bed. “I’m about to pass out for a few minutes. I need you to call the guards and have him locked up.”
 
   “Listen, I know he’s your brother, and he pisses you off sometimes--”
 
   “Just do it.”
 
   Camilla nodded. Vye flopped back into the bed, falling into a deep slumber...
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Chapter 47: The Nightmare of the Turinheld
 
    
 
   The return journey wasn’t very eventful. Duncan, Landora, and Nuria marched south, back to the docks of Aceley. There, Duncan spent what few coins they had brought to arrange passage on a merchant ship heading south. It would enter the Equinox River on the west side of the continent, where they could disembark and hike back to Sayil in the Turinheld.
 
   They were silent for most of the journey. What was there to say? Four had gone north, three returned. It was nobody’s fault, really, except for a hungry bear, and nobody wanted to argue the point with it. Landora suggested, as they marched back across the tundra, that they could perhaps retrieve some part of Sir Noble’s body for a proper burial. But Duncan told her what she already knew: It was impractical. They would have a memorial for him when he returned to the Kingdom. Noble’s body belonged to the wild now.
 
   The trio stayed below decks for most of the journey on the merchant ship. But during those few days, Landora and Nuria spent a lot of time together. Nuria had a lot of questions, and Landora had some of the answers. They compared and contrasted Landora’s teachings with Vye’s. Taught each other tricks. Nuria helped Landora learn a few things about the Rone language. And Nuria learned a few helpful phrases in the Turin tongue.
 
   The ship arrived at the edge of the Turinheld woods in the morning, the trio began their march into the forest immediately. It was close to midday when they heard a commotion coming from along the river.
 
   They took cover, letting the sound come to them. And then they noticed that it was a Turin army. A very large Turin army. But why were they marching west?
 
   Landora stepped out of hiding, exchanging a few words with the mounted general of the unit. He would have respected her rank as a member of the Turin-Guarde, but he also seemed very willing to share his thoughts with Landora. She seemed upset when she returned to Duncan and Nuria, still hiding in the woods.
 
   “What’s going on?” Duncan pressed her.
 
   “The Kingdom of Rone has declared war on the Turinheld,” she reported.
 
   “What?!” Duncan exclaimed. “I have to get back to Anuen immediately.”
 
   “There’s more,” Landora insisted. “Apparently Regent Rajani murdered Queen Sarah. Stabbed her to death during the closing meal of the Festival.”
 
   “OK, but...” Duncan was processing a million thoughts in his mind, “Why are they marching west? If the Rone are coming, they should go to the River.”
 
   “They’ve been ordered to march to Mount Pyre,” she reported.
 
   “What’s there?”
 
   “Nothing. It’s just a volcano. Nobody lives there. No enemy would march past it to get to us. The General implied that the Regent had lost her mind. She’s sending every able-bodied soldier to that location.”
 
   “We better find out what she has in mind,” Duncan said.
 
   ---
 
   Landora disturbed the General once again to ask for horses. When a member of the Turin-Guarde asks for something, it isn’t technically an order. But someone would eventually ask you why you said no, and it was much easier to just oblige. The trio tired their horses out, racing back to Sayil. They approached the Regent’s Stronghold as the sun set over the treelined hills.
 
   “Who goes there?” a Guard challenged them at the entrance.
 
   “Landora, of the Turin-Guarde. We have urgent business with the Regent.”
 
   “The Regent is not taking audience with anyone,” the Guard retorted, “You should leave. You and the girl should clear our borders as fast as you can.”
 
   “The girl’s name is Nuria,” Nuria sighed.
 
   “I don’t care if your name is Rone the Great,” the Guard retorted. “The Regent will not take kindly to the presence of foreigners at the Stronghold.”
 
   “Come,” Landora said to her companions, “We’ll head to the Lunapera. Master Eric will be able to advise us.”
 
   “You won’t find him at the Lunapera,” the Guard said. “He’s been at the Stronghold since our return from Anuen.”
 
   “The Council?” Landora pressed.
 
   “Also inside,” he said. “All of them have been sequestered at the highest level of the Stronghold since the Festival.”
 
   “Something’s gone wrong,” Landora said aloud, feeling stupid for even having to give her thoughts voice.
 
   “What’s wrong with the girl?” the Guard said.
 
   “Don’t call her ‘the girl,’” Landora corrected him. “She doesn’t like that.”
 
   But then she turned to see Nuria slipping off her saddle. Duncan caught her just before she plunged to the ground. Landora eased her to the ground. She had passed out. From the long ride? Maybe. But a moment later, her eyes fluttered open.
 
   “Nuria, what happened?” Duncan asked.
 
   “Vye...”
 
   ---
 
   Nuria couldn’t remember exactly how it had happened.
 
   She had been on her horse, next to Duncan, while Landora and the Guard spoke in hushed tones. She had heard a rustling sound, a breeze sifting through the branches behind her. Fearing some approaching danger, she had turned to look...
 
   But only found herself alone. She was still in the Turinheld. Still in Sayil, at the entrance to the Regent’s Stronghold. But the others were gone. Her horse was gone. The forest was silent.
 
   And then a figure stalked in through the trees. Nuria held her hands at the ready, hoping she wasn’t too tired to put up some kind of defense. But it was unnecessary. The figure was Countess Vye.
 
   “Nuria,” she said. “Sorry to barge in on your mind.”
 
   “On my what?”
 
   “Sorry,” Vye said, “This is going to be a little confusing for you. You dozed off for a second. You’re dreaming right now. Don’t worry, I’ll put you back when I’m done. But I needed to tell you what I’ve learned. And I need to know what you’ve learned.”
 
   The two strolled through the woods, exchanging everything either could remember. Nuria found it disorienting that no matter how far they seemed to walk, when she looked up, they were always in front of the Stronghold. But she reported what she could. About the temples. Their quest. The being of fire.
 
   “Grimsor,” Vye said. “That’s the being of fire. A demon from The Abyss. He can invade our dreams and take control of us if we’re not careful.”
 
   “That might explain our current problem. The Regent has ordered all the Turin troops to stand around an active volcano.”
 
   “Grimsor is behind this. He must have taken command of the Regent.”
 
   “And the Council. And Master Eric of the Turin-Guarde.”
 
   “He took my brother as well. I’ve had to lock him up for safekeeping.”
 
   “Can you come up here and help us out?”
 
   “Not yet. I need more rest. I basically just woke up. Oh, thanks for the heartbeat, by the way.”
 
   “I had plenty to spare.”
 
   “Don’t try that shit again.”
 
   “Yes, Ma’am.”
 
   “OK, here’s what we’re going to have to do: Tonight, when you go to sleep, I need you to concentrate on Eric. He’s the key. With his help, we can free the others. You’re going to have to confront him in your dream, the same way I’m talking to you in yours. You’re going to have to undo the control Grimsor has over him.”
 
   “I don’t understand half of what you just said.”
 
   “That’s fine. I’m going to send help. You still need to do it yourself, but he can guide you through it.”
 
   “Who are you sending?”
 
   “You’ll know him when you see him.”
 
   And a rustling wind swept through the trees...
 
   ---
 
   Nuria felt her body slipping from her horse. Duncan caught her, and Landora eased her to the ground. She fought off some vertigo, opening her eyes again.
 
   “Nuria, what happened?” Duncan asked.
 
   “Vye...” was all she could manage, before she remembered where she was. “I have to... We have to go.”
 
   “What?” Landora asked.
 
   “It’s getting dark,” Nuria said. “We have to go somewhere safe.”
 
   Duncan and Landora exchanged a look. Duncan was willing to listen to anything Nuria had to say, since the first word she had said was “Vye.”
 
   “The Lunapera...” Landora suggested.
 
   “I told you, Master Eric isn’t there,” the Guard chimed in.
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Landora said. “It’s the safest place I know.”
 
   “Nuria, can you ride?” Duncan asked.
 
   “Yeah, I’ll manage.”
 
   Landora helped Nuria onto her saddle before mounting up herself. The trio rode off down the road, slowly climbing the slope up to the Lunapera.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 48: The Council of Jareld
 
    
 
   The Council met at midnight.
 
   Jareld was changed, refreshed, and energetic. Emily had also changed out of her bloody dress, electing for a drab outfit. She wanted to sleep, but was so shaken up by the events of that morning, that she had wandered the entire Castle, floor by floor, until it was time for the Council to meet again. And just as the blood had come out of their clothes, so, too, had the fire gone out of their words. They were a calmer Council. A steadier Council.
 
   But also a Council ready to go to War.
 
   Jareld conceded the need for a Declaration of War. Emily thought it was a little too easy. That he acquiesced too suddenly, considering how reluctant he had been just hours before. But there really was no getting around it. Stories of the Queen’s blood-soaked demise had spread across the Kingdom like an unstoppable wave. There was no stopping the growing rage.
 
   So Jareld made a series of declarations, each of which the Council ratified unanimously. Mustering the largest army the Kingdom had ever seen? Check. Moving food stores south from Trentford? Check. Reinforcing security measures around the Castle Anuen? No problem.
 
   “And finally,” Jareld said, holding up a slip of parchment, “A troop movement order.”
 
   “Where are we moving the troops?” Emily asked through a yawn.
 
   “Just some simple, strategic adjustments,” Jareld said, passing the paper around. Each Council Member in turn gave it a perfunctory glance before it made its way to Emily.
 
   She gave it a perfunctory glance as well. If the rest of the Council was OK with it, it couldn’t be that provocative. Everything seemed to be in order. The five largest standing units, along with the two proposed newly mustered units, would all be repositioned...
 
   “Hang on,” Emily said, sitting up. “This has all the troops being repositioned along the shoreline.”
 
   “Yes,” Jareld said. “How many vote ‘Yea?’”
 
   “Wait,” Emily said, “I want to open the floor for discussion.”
 
   “It’s been a long day,” James Avonshire said. “Can we just get the vote through?”
 
   “No, we can’t. Not until we consider this order.”
 
   “Emily,” Jareld said, dropping all formalities in addressing her, “It’s a simple troop movement.”
 
   “Why are we putting all our troops on the shore? If the Turin invade us, it will be over land or by magic transport. We gain nothing by moving our defenses to the beach. This document has our troops standing ankle deep in the high tide.”
 
   “I’ve thought through all the angles, and trust me, I know how this is going to play out. The coastline is the best position for our army,” Jareld argued. And Emily could tell something was wrong. Because despite how much she resented Jareld, she knew he would never be this reckless. And he would never pretend to know what the best military move was.
 
   “I call for a vote,” James said.
 
   “I object,” Emily said.
 
   “Anyone second the objection?” Jareld asked. None of the Council Members raised a hand. Emily looked around the room in disbelief...
 
   And for the first time really saw the Council. She had been sitting through the meeting, thinking about the Queen, about Jareld, about everything else. Now she finally made eye contact with everyone else, one by one. They all had the same vacant stare. The same daydream behind their faces.
 
   If it had been only one of them, or if they had each looked tired in his or her own way, Emily wouldn’t have noticed. But the fact that they all looked exactly the same made it eerie.
 
   “No objections,” Jareld concluded. “Let’s vote.”
 
   The motion passed seven to one. It was ludicrous, but the Council had moved the entire army onto the sand. As though that was a normal place to keep an army. As though a vacant stare was the normal expression to have.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 49: Counteroffensive
 
    
 
   The stars were already shining when Duncan, Landora, and Nuria arrived at the Lunapera. They set up a campfire while Nuria described her encounter with Vye, and what she had to do.
 
   “I should be the one to enter the dream,” Landora said. “Especially if we are trying to get to Master Eric.”
 
   “Countess Vye indicated I should go,” Nuria pointed out.
 
   “I thought the Countess was dead,” Landora protested.
 
   “We lied,” Duncan explained. “We didn’t want anybody to know she had survived.”
 
   “And you didn’t think to tell me the truth?”
 
   “I thought about it,” Duncan answered, piling firewood over the growing blaze. “But it didn’t seem important.”
 
   “We have been through many dangers together,” Landora said. “I would have trusted you with my secrets.”
 
   “And I would have trusted you with ours,” Duncan said. “It just never came up.”
 
   “We spoke of the Countess. In the cave in Aceley. You continued to speak as though she were dead.”
 
   “Yes, because we were in the heart of the enemy’s territory. I didn’t think it was the best time to reveal our secrets.”
 
   “But in the days traveling home?”
 
   “Both of you, shut up,” Nuria broke into the debate. “Great Halinor, it’s like listening to a nest of baby parrots. Duncan, we should have told her. For my part, I’m sorry I kept it a secret. Landora, Duncan doesn’t have a dishonest bone in his body. He didn’t tell you because he thought that was the best thing to do. Now, can you tell me what all those lanterns are off in the distance?”
 
   Landora and Duncan turned, facing down the mountain. Indeed, the path leading up the slope was littered with torchlight. A procession was coming to the sacred place.
 
   “Soldiers,” Landora reported.
 
   “I thought they sent all the soldiers to the volcano.”
 
   “These are the Regent’s personal guards,” Landora said, scanning their uniforms, “Forty in total. Probably here to capture us. Maybe kill us.”
 
   “OK, I have to start this dream now!” Nuria announced.
 
   “We’ll watch over you as you sleep,” Duncan said. “We’ll make sure you have time to finish your...dream.”
 
   “Those soldiers are only minutes away. I can’t fall asleep under these circumstances.”
 
   “Do you trust me?” Landora asked.
 
   “Yes,” Nuria said.
 
   “Close your eyes,” Landora said. Nuria did so. Landora pressed her hand over Nuria’s eyes, and concentrated. A quick, silent burst of energy shocked Nuria’s mind, sending her reeling to the ground...
 
   ---
 
   ...Nuria glanced over the Lunapera. The precipice jutted out above the forest below, like the crest of a wave over a sea of green. The full moon beamed down at the world, a white lantern hovering in the night sky.
 
   Nuria turned away from the cliffside, facing down the gentler slope of the mountain. A man stood there. Not a very interesting man. Nuria wouldn’t have been able to describe him to anyone. He was just, you know, a guy. The only thing Nuria could see was that he was standing beside a crumpled suit of armor. The same one Nuria had used to rescue Vye from under the collapsing tower.
 
   “Hello Nuria,” the man said, “My name is Johann Frost.”
 
   “You’re the one Vye sent to help me?”
 
   “Yes. How did you know?”
 
   “Vye left a clue,” she said, pointing to the armor. “Can you explain what’s going on, or are you going to be all mysterious and vague like she was?”
 
   “I will tell you what I can, but we don’t have much time. Not nearly as much as Vye had to deal with this.”
 
   Frost delved into his explanation of the Dreamscape, of the demon Grimsor, and of what it meant that the leaders of the Turin were under his domain. But before he was done with every aspect of this explanation, Nuria realized they were surrounded.
 
   They hadn’t snuck up, nor faded in, nor appeared in a flash of light, nor stepped through a smoking door. They were just there, as though they had been there all along. Nuria recognized the Regent, Master Eric, and a number of other Turin, most likely the Turin Council.
 
   “Well,” Frost said, “It seems we’ve arrived at the party.”
 
   “Nuria,” the Regent said, “Welcome to our dream.”
 
   “I was hoping it would be my dream,” Nuria responded.
 
   “It’s all the same dream,” Frost pointed out.
 
   “Is it just the two of you?” Eric taunted. “To face all of us?”
 
   “Yeah, I guess so,” Nuria answered.
 
   “Your will cannot outlast ours,” Eric warned. “Not all of us together.”
 
   “Then she will have to face you alone,” Frost answered. He turned to Nuria, kneeling beside her. “I need you to jump off the cliff.”
 
   “What?!”
 
   “It’s a dream, remember? Haven’t you ever dreamed that you could fly?”
 
   “Yes,” Nuria answered, staring down the sheer cliffside. “But as soon as I realize it’s a dream, I always fall.”
 
   “Well,” Frost said, as he tossed Eric off the cliff, “Try to get over it.”
 
   And then he shoved her off the cliff, too.
 
   ---
 
   Duncan laid Nuria out by the fire, easing her head onto a rolled up blanket. No time to make her comfortable. Just enough to make sure she didn’t crack her skull on the ground.
 
   Landora drew her sword, looking down at the approaching platoon. Duncan drew his weapon and stood beside her.
 
   “These are my comrades,” Landora said.
 
   “I’ll try not to kill any of them.”
 
   “Not good enough. They are innocent in this. Following orders that they think are given in good faith from the Regent. Or else they are under the influence of the same monster that has taken the Regent and my Master. Either way, I will not accept any of their deaths.”
 
   “OK, what’s the plan?”
 
   Landora scanned the area. Not a lot of room to move around. They had the advantage of having their backs to a cliff, but they also had the disadvantage of having their backs to a cliff.
 
   “I’m going to that ledge. It’s the steepest part of the climb. I think I can hold off a lot of them there. Treat it as a sort of bottleneck. You stand over the cave. If they want to get around me, they’re going to have to pass right by you. Throw rocks, branches, whatever. Keep them at bay. But no killing.”
 
   “Don’t worry, my aim isn’t that good.”
 
   “Go!”
 
   Duncan ran to position as the Turin soldiers stepped up to the ledge...
 
   ---
 
   Nuria plummeted down the side of the cliff. The trees below growing larger and larger as she fell further and further.
 
   Great, she thought. I’m going to die falling into trees. Well, except they weren’t really there. They were just the memory of trees. The illusion of a forest. Maybe Nuria couldn’t stop herself from falling, but she could pretend she was anywhere else.
 
   And then she was in the clouds. Still falling. Still in the grasp of gravity, but not close to the ground. She pierced the layer of clouds, speeding ever downwards. She was higher than the birds. She could see the Castle Hartstone below her. Only the size of a marble from up here.
 
   And again she realized she wasn’t alone. Master Eric stood beside her. It was weird, that he seemed to be standing while Nuria was falling through the empty air. But that’s what it looked like. It looked like he was standing, still and calm, in thin air. The wind didn’t even brush through his hair.
 
   “Hey there,” Nuria said, unable to think of anything better to say.
 
   “You’re falling.”
 
   “You’re very observant.”
 
   “I can help you.”
 
   “Don’t need it.”
 
   “You will hit the ground eventually.”
 
   “I have some time yet.”
 
   “In the meantime, I must bring you into our fold.”
 
   He reached over to her, but Nuria spun around, distancing herself from him. It was dizzying. He seemed to be pacing over, like he was taking a leisurely stroll along the castle corridors. And she seemed to be falling, turning her body as though in a swan-dive.
 
   Nuria saw that the ground was getting much closer. The Castle Hartstone now looked more like the size of a coconut.
 
   “Do you really expect to outlast my will?” Eric said.
 
   “Not sure,” Nuria said, “But I’m definitely not giving up that easily.”
 
   “The demon you are opposing is too great for one so small.”
 
   “I don’t see a demon here. Just you.”
 
   “I am too great for one so small.”
 
   “I’ve heard that before. More than once.”
 
   The Castle had grown to the size of a carriage, and seemed to be growing faster and faster. Nuria was getting nervous.
 
   “You cannot even stop yourself from falling,” Eric pointed out. “How do you expect to outmatch me and my fears.”
 
   “Your fears?” Nuria said, “Right. That guy said it was something about your fears. That the demon controlled you by your fears.”
 
   “Yes. And you cannot even master your own.”
 
   The Castle now looked the size of a galleon. They would hit it in seconds...
 
   “I’m not afraid of falling,” Nuria said, “I’m afraid of hitting the ground.”
 
   And once again, they were somewhere else. Way high up in the frigid air, above Aceley. The terrain below was an even white. The snow and ice spread out for as far as the naked eye could see. Though they couldn’t see anything from this height, Nuria knew they were right above the bear cave. Where Sir Noble had died.
 
   And they were still falling. No matter what, she couldn’t shake the sensation of dropping. Her dive continued, while Eric only stood, calmly, arms crossed, glaring at her.
 
   “So,” Nuria said, “What are you afraid of?”
 
   “My worries are too grand for your young mind.”
 
   “Then you should show them to me. Defeat me once and for all.”
 
   “Very well,” Eric said, “Prepare to enter my mind.”
 
   ---
 
   Landora opened with a concussive blast. Similar to what she used on Nuria, but stronger and with a wider blast radius. She hit the first half-dozen soldiers who approached the ledge. It wouldn’t knock any of them out, but they all stumbled back, some bumping into others further back in the ranks. It made them stumble on their first assault.
 
   But it was only seconds before the next line approached the same position. Landora swung her sword around, parrying attacks, beating them back, but never going for the killing stroke. She managed to use the flat of her blade to smack some of the soldiers, but it wasn’t much damage. At best, it would pause a handful of the attackers for a minute. At best.
 
   Duncan saw five of the soldiers break off from the main attack, heading for the passage by the cave. Either they hadn’t seen Duncan take a position up there, or they didn’t care, for they climbed the rocky facade without caution.
 
   Duncan knew he couldn’t hold off five trained swordsmen, even with the high ground and a bit of a bottleneck. He had the element of surprise, but after that, the only surprising thing for the Turin would be how bad he was at fighting.
 
   The five soldiers were scaling the rockface in close formation. Duncan could only see one maneuver, and it was going to hurt. He grabbed a lose branch. One that still had a lot of pine needles on it. And he slid down the side of the cave, feet first, holding the branch out in front of him.
 
   It worked about as well as he could have hoped. The needles got in the lead Turin’s eyes. Duncan’s feet broke the Turin’s fingers, forcing him to lose his grip. He fell into the second Turin, who fell into the third. Duncan and the three assailants tumbled ten feet down the rocky slope, crumbling over each other as they smashed onto the path below.
 
   Duncan felt it when his ankle broke. And that bruise on his shoulder sucked, too. But he didn’t stop moving. He kept waving the pine needles around, hoping to keep the soldiers off him, as he limped away from the fray. As he had hoped, the three soldiers he had knocked down had taken the worst of the fall. They weren’t dead, but they were all badly bruised.
 
   The only problem now was that the other two soldiers were healthy and Duncan wasn’t at the bottleneck anymore...
 
   ---
 
   Nuria was still falling.
 
   But now the sky had become more populated by one. Eric was still standing there. Like he was on solid ground. And beside him was the Regent. She wore the most elegant silk gown. Her dark skin glistened in the sun.
 
   And she was facing away from Eric.
 
   Nuria realized right away that the Regent’s mind wasn’t there with them. Not in the way she had been on the clifftop. This was Eric’s memory of the Regent. His projection of her.
 
   “Your greatest fear is a woman in a dress?” Nuria asked.
 
   “Do not mock me,” Eric said. “I still have the strength of a hundred men.”
 
   “So, what’s the problem? Your genitals only have the strength of a crippled boy?”
 
   “Silence,” Eric said, though he wasn’t facing Nuria. He was facing the Regent, even though she wouldn’t meet his gaze. He knelt beside her, lowering his head. Like he was offering his fealty.
 
   Nuria saw that the ground was almost upon her again. She changed their location one more time, now miles above the blue ocean. It could have been anywhere.
 
   “Why won’t she turn to me?” Eric said. He reached into his chest, fingers digging beneath his skin, as though he intended to tear his heart out of his ribcage. But instead, his hand emerged with a glowing white ball of light. His soul, out in the open.
 
   The Regent took the gift, without ever looking at Eric. She considered it like a bauble. A cheap trinket. And she discarded it. The little ball of light fell faster than Nuria, plunking into the ocean below within seconds.
 
   “I would give her everything,” Eric lamented, “But she does not see me.”
 
   Nuria laughed.
 
   Eric stood, turning to Nuria. Even though she was still plummeting to the sea below, and upside down, and so much smaller than him, she was still bursting with the giggles.
 
   “What do you find so amusing?”
 
   “This,” Nuria said. “Look at you. The greatest mage in the Turinheld. One of the two most powerful wizards on the continent. And your greatest fear is that you will not have the love of a woman?”
 
   “You are too young to understand.”
 
   “Fuck that. I understand. I’m just glad that’s your greatest fear. That I can deal with it.”
 
   “Perhaps, but you cannot deal with me!” Eric’s voice had changed. Nuria had dug deep enough to find Grimsor, hiding under the surface. “I know your greatest fear, and you will fall before me.”
 
   Nuria felt the ground approaching fast. She tried to change her location again, but found herself stuck. Eric was smirking, making sure she couldn’t move. Grimsor was going to make her hit the surface...
 
   ---
 
   Landora still had a couple of concussive blasts left in her, and she managed to keep the assault at bay. But she was wearing out, and by her own rules, she hadn’t killed any of the attackers. It was only a matter of time before they tired her out. And she was even more concerned that, when she could spare a second to glance at the cave, she couldn’t spot Duncan.
 
   Duncan watched as one of the two healthy guards started climbing the side of the cave, hoping to get to Nuria before anybody could stop him. Duncan limped in to grab the guard’s leg, but the last healthy guard drew his sword and blocked his way. There was no way to get to the climber without engaging the swordsman.
 
   Duncan knew that would be a losing fight. Besides having been bruised by his fall, and only one working leg, he wasn’t a good fighter to begin with. So, he was going to have to do something else that was crazy.
 
   He flailed around with his sword, forcing his opponent to back away. And then he turned and fled down the slope. On one good ankle, he wasn’t moving very fast, but he let gravity drag him down the hill when he could. As he had hoped, the last guard pursued him, sword leading the way.
 
   Duncan stopped when he got to the largest tree he could find that rested along the side of the path. He grabbed a clutch of vines, hacking them just below his grip. He turned and flung his sword at his pursuer. It wasn’t a good throw. There was no chance it would kill, or even injure the guard. It would just force him to stop for a second.
 
   And with that second, Duncan leapt off the path.
 
   He swung on the vines, arcing around the trunk of the tree, to the other side of his pursuer. The vines shortened as they wrapped around the massive limbs of the oak, and Duncan had to let go, flinging himself back onto the side of the cave. As luck would have it, right by where his sword had landed.
 
   He grabbed his weapon and ascended the side of the cave. He was a good ten feet below the climbing guard, but he might still be able to catch him before he hit the top of the slope...
 
   ---
 
   “Submit to my will,” Grimsor said.
 
   “Not gonna happen,” Nuria protested. The sea was close now. So wide in her sightlines that she couldn’t see the horizon.
 
   “Perhaps your master could match my will for a fleeting moment,” Grimsor said. “But you are a pup. You will be mine.”
 
   Nuria couldn’t think of anything to say. She couldn’t think of anything at all. She felt the mist of the water on her face as the ocean sped up to her.
 
   “Wait!” she said. Fuck falling. Fuck hitting the ground. She didn’t need to defeat him. She didn’t need to avoid the ocean. She needed to free Eric.
 
   “Eric, listen to me!” Nuria said, rushing her words as her fall continued. “Don’t let this monster use your love against you. Your love is more powerful than your fear. Embrace it! Fight with it, not against it!”
 
   “Are you done, little girl,” Eric’s voice was still the deep, gravelly whisper of Grimsor. “Do you want to hit the water?”
 
   “No, please!”
 
   And she stopped falling. She was on solid ground. On the Lunapera once again. Grimsor appeared in his natural form. The leathery-red demon, with the blazing fire above his horns, the reptile wings, and eyes from beyond the netherworld.
 
   “Leave me alone,” Nuria called out, but her voice was weak.
 
   “I will not,” Grimsor said, holding his fiery hand out. “You have been Turned.”
 
   And he pressed his paw over her eyes. Nuria screamed...
 
   ---
 
   Landora backed away. Her sword arm was worn down, and still the enemy assault continued, their numbers only thinned by a fraction. Sure, Landora could hurt a couple of them, carefully, to make sure they wouldn’t die, but also wouldn’t continue the fight. But there were still thirty of them coming at her.
 
   She backed away from the ledge, giving up the bottleneck position. She could only swing her sword once every five seconds now, and they weren’t good swings. She instead just kept shooting off concussive blasts, hoping to topple a few of the enemy. But she was now only a few paces from Nuria’s sleeping body, and she was running out of energy.
 
   Duncan’s luck was only slightly better. He climbed as fast as he could on one foot, pulling himself up by his weary arms. He ignored the stinging in his shoulder from the bruise. Nothing he could do about that.
 
   Above him, one of the guards climbed higher. But he wasn’t an experienced climber. By luck, Duncan was actually gaining on him. But below Duncan, the last of the healthy guards, the one who had pursued him down the path, was now climbing up after him.
 
   Duncan didn’t have a lot of options. He gained a few more feet on the man he was pursuing, and then braced himself against the rocks. He drew his sword and stabbed up, cutting the man’s foot. He was thankful he didn’t cut the Achilles tendon. But a nice cut in the foot would make sure this guy didn’t get to the top too fast.
 
   Which meant Duncan had a second to breathe. He let the guard below him close in, and, at just the right moment, Duncan loosed his grip on the rocks. He slid, only for a couple of paces, and planted his boot in the bottom guard’s face.
 
   Again, it wouldn’t be enough to kill anyone, but the pursuing guard fell off the wall, collapsing to the ground below, onto the pile of the other injured guards. Duncan only had the one guard left. He continued his climb...
 
   ---
 
   ...Nuria screamed. Her mind was wiped clear. Her will swept away. Grimsor had taken her.
 
   “Stop!” said a thundering voice behind Grimsor.
 
   And Grimsor stopped. Shocked that anyone could find him in this part of the dream. Usually, by the time he had gotten his victim to submit to his will, nobody could reach that part of the memory.
 
   “Let her go!” the voice said. And Nuria recognized the voice. It was Eric. The first Eric she had met. The proud leader of the Turin-Guarde. The loyal soldier. The good guy.
 
   “You will release her,” Eric said. “For she has already released me.”
 
   “An acceptable trade,” Grimsor said. “This one is more valuable to the Countess Vye.”
 
   “Nuria, you do not need to bend to his will,” Eric called out to the mentally imprisoned young woman. “If you can free me, you are already stronger than him.”
 
   “Too late,” Nuria said, with a devious smirk. “I know all the secrets now. And if I know them, Grimsor knows them too.”
 
   “The battle isn’t over yet,” Eric insisted. And he waved his hands.
 
   And they were falling again. All three of them. Grimsor spread his wings, steadying himself. Though he stayed beside the others, he was in no danger. It was as if he was hovering.
 
   But Nuria could only look down at the stone ground below. It wasn’t a real place anywhere in the world. It was just an unforgiving stone quarry, stretching out to every horizon. Eric’s version of Nuria’s nightmare.
 
   “What do you think you can prove?” Grimsor taunted them.
 
   “Nuria, listen to me,” Eric said. “If you want, Grimsor can save you again, and you can continue to submit to his will.”
 
   “If you don’t,” Grimsor warned, the snarl in his voice digging into Nuria’s deepest fears, “I promise you will hit the ground. He will not be able to stop it.”
 
   “No, I can’t,” Eric said. “But I can teach you how to land. I can help you. I can support you.”
 
   Nuria glared into Eric’s eyes. Her own pupils reflected the sky, like mirrors. And deep inside her, her will reached out, and fought off the fear, only for a second. Only long enough to say...
 
   “Save me...”
 
   Eric hugged her, pulling her body in close to his. She shut her eyes...
 
   ---
 
   Landora knelt beside Nuria. She held her hand out, causing sparks to fly out of the campfire. They hit the soldiers as they closed in. The burns forced the assailants to back up, but only for seconds at a time.
 
   Duncan crawled along the ground. The guard he had been chasing was limping to Landora’s flank. And the weary Turin-Guarde wouldn’t know what hit her. She was too distracted by the other attackers.
 
   Duncan hefted himself to his feet, charging forward, even with the stinging in his ankle, tackling his guard to the ground. The guard, trapped in close quarters, drew his dagger and planted it in Duncan’s ribs. Duncan rolled off, clutching his wound.
 
   Landora felt the guards close in on her. They grabbed her, and she was so tired, she couldn’t even lift her arms to fend them off. They dragged her away from Nuria...
 
   ...but the weird part was that Nuria was standing. And Eric was standing with her, his arms wrapped protectively around her.
 
   “Stop!” Eric shouted in Turin. The guards all froze at the sound of his voice. They let Landora go. She dragged herself to the injured Duncan.
 
   “What’s going on?” one of the guards asked.
 
   “We have all been tricked,” Eric responded. “And we have a lot of work to do.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 50: The Lonely Souls
 
    
 
   Emily knocked on Jareld’s door. He kept the same quarters that he had as the Baron von Wrims. They were technically noble quarters, but nobody wanted to reassign him. He had, after all, uncovered Landos’ betrayal. He was, in fact, the Magistrate. And he had, in a few strokes of his pen, restored order to the Kingdom.
 
   “Come in,” Jareld called.
 
   Emily entered. The room was the same as when she had left it, but the desk was overrun with papers. Jareld’s obsession with creating a new Kingdom, one with elements of democracy... It had taken over the scholar’s mind and his room.
 
   “What can I help you with?” Jareld asked, sitting at his desk again. “I’m very busy.”
 
   “Something’s wrong with you,” Emily said.
 
   “Nothing is wrong with me.”
 
   “You don’t seem to be yourself.”
 
   “You’re confused, Emily. I pretended to be the Baron. But now I’m just me.”
 
   “No, it’s more than that. The meeting we had last night...”
 
   “What about the meeting this morning?” Jareld said.
 
   “We haven’t had a meeting this morning yet,” Emily insisted. “Though... Wait a minute. We should have had one this morning, right?”
 
   “Would you mind shutting the door?” Jareld waved to the doorway. Emily turned to the door, then remembered that it should have been destroyed. That only a day ago, she and James Avonshire had plowed through it to get to Landos. She turned back to Jareld...
 
   He smirked. Like he was capable of pure evil. And that’s when Emily realized she was dreaming.
 
   “No...” she said.
 
   “It’s too late,” Jareld said, but his voice was deeper. More sinister. “We already have the rest of the Council. We already had the Queen and the Regent...”
 
   “You don’t have me,” Emily said.
 
   “We wanted to do something special for you.”
 
   And then they weren’t in Jareld’s quarters. But instead on the jousting fields, standing below the tents. It was a bright summer’s day. The first day of summer. The day her family died. There they stood, like porcelain dolls. Her Father and Mother. Her Brothers and Sister. Lined up, expressionless, looking down on her with glassy eyes.
 
   Of course Emily knew that they didn’t all die that day. Her older brother was killed in Hartstone on the same day. Her younger brother would die more than a week later, in an ambush on the road. But that didn’t lessen the blow as the figurine of her father shattered. The crystalline pieces of him crumpled to the ground.
 
   “Does it ever get exhausting,” Jareld asked, though now Emily knew it wasn’t really Jareld, “Saying goodbye?”
 
   And then her Mother shattered, falling to pieces. Emily reached out, shrieking as she watched the Queen disappear.
 
   “Everyone you love,” Jareld said, circling her, “Taken from you before their time.”
 
   And her two brothers cracked open, like eggs slammed against stone. The shards of them slipped away. Only her sister Helena remained. Emily reached out to her, hoping that somehow her outstretched arm could save her last sibling.
 
   “Do you ever wonder if you are cursed?”
 
   “Helena!” Emily called out, but she had lived through this nightmare before. Her sister fragmented, exploding in a mist of dust. Blown away in the wind. Erased from sight and mind.
 
   “And why stop there?” Jareld said. “Your husband died during the War. You had faith in Michael, but he also left you.”
 
   “Stop it,” Emily said, “I’ve lived through these things. I don’t need to live through them again.”
 
   “And then the Council turned on you,” Jareld added. “You will always be alone. Betrayed. Abandoned. The Council all fell before me...”
 
   And now the Council was standing behind Jareld. And they all had the same blank expressions they had during the meeting. Their wills had been broken in the hands of some terrifying force.
 
   “But that wasn’t the worst of it, was it?” Jareld said, stopping right in front of her. Staring her down. “I was the worst of it. I vanished. Your curse even chased me away. And when I came back, I wasn’t me. I was transformed...”
 
   And with that, Jareld began to grow. He became taller, stronger. His muscles tore through his clothes as his skin became scaly and tough. He had become Grimsor, the fiery demon of nightmares.
 
   “I saved you for last,” Grimsor said, “Because being alone would scare you the most.”
 
   “Please, take them away,” Emily said, cowering, pointing at the Council.
 
   “Emily Brimford,” Grimsor said, “You have been--”
 
   “OK, enough of that,” said Vye. Grimsor and the Council spun around to see Countess Vye sitting in the King’s Pavilion. On the throne, of course. Arms crossed, like she was pissed and impatient with everyone. Emily backed up to stand below the Pavilion. To face the Council with Vye. She spat at Grimsor.
 
   “You know what I learned from all these tragedies?” she said to Grimsor, “I’m never alone.” She looked up at Vye, “Took you long enough.”
 
   “Sorry,” Vye said, “I had to make sure they were all in the same place.”
 
   “What are you doing here?” Grimsor screamed at the Countess.
 
   “I had a little chat with Emily,” Vye said, “When she fell asleep tonight. We figured out what happened to the Council, and we’re here to fuck up your plans.”
 
   Vye swept her arms out. A fierce wind howled across the field, whipping against everyone’s skin. Vye glared at each member of the Council in turn, finding his or her own inner strength and will, turning it against Grimsor’s grasp, helping each of them fight off the Demon’s control.
 
   She found the memory in James Avonshire’s mind, the one where his father was murdered, and he did nothing. Nevermind that he was five years old at the time, Grimsor had twisted his guilt into a cage for his mind...
 
   She learned that Sir Gaelin of Trentford had once slept with his brother’s wife. Passion and wine had overwhelmed their sensibilities for a night. Not so great a sin, except when his brother found out, he started drinking, and hadn’t stopped for three years now. And he started hitting his unfaithful wife. Was it Gaelin’s fault? Grimsor made him think so...
 
   Vye found secrets and sins that each of the Council Members held close to their hearts. She saw how Grimsor had manipulated them. Weakened their resolve with fear. Not the fear of revealing their sins. But the fear we all carry, that we are, at some level, terrible and flawed people. Undeserving. Evil.
 
   In a dream that lasted only minutes in the real world, Vye’s mind felt like she was contending with Grimsor for days. Weeks. For every two minds Vye freed, Grimsor would retake another. She was going nose to nose with an evil older than the earth itself, fighting for every inch of his slaves’ minds.
 
   And there was no measurement for their proximity. Two people clasping hands would have been further away than Grimsor was to Vye at that moment. For in the Dreamscape, they were scraping their raw wills against one another. Beating each other up with ethereal punches. Whaling on their souls with roundhouse epiphanies.
 
   But Vye felt the battle start to turn, slowly. She learned the secret. The same secret she had shared with Emily. She was not alone. And though Grimsor was ancient, he could not contend with living, human souls if they were determined to fight them.
 
   So she had to show the Council that their fears and guilt were real, but they were not alone. She opened herself up to them, and showed them her last battle with Argos, on the Lunapera, six years previous. And she didn’t just show it to them, like an actress in a play performing a scene. She let them live through it.
 
   They each felt the sting. The grasp on their hearts. The moment of Rage that Vye had never been able to shake from her memory. The time she had reached into the deep recess of her hate and murdered Argos. He needed to be murdered. He had to be stopped. But Vye knew she had tapped into something dark and carnal when she did it.
 
   A searing white light burst through the dream. Emily, Vye, and the Council all stood facing Grimsor on the desolate fields of some forgotten war. They had won. They were free. But Grimsor only laughed at their victory.
 
   “Very well,” he snarled. “Your minds are free for now. But you have spent yourselves on this battle. You have worn out your wills. And I am here now.”
 
   “Where?” Vye asked.
 
   “At your front door,” Grimsor said, and vanished.
 
   ---
 
   Emily woke. She was disoriented. She had been through a strange dream. It had started with her talking to Vye, even though Vye wasn’t on her mind when she went to sleep. And they had made some kind of weird plan. And then others were there. And then there was a long and tiring struggle.
 
   She rose from her bed with a sense of urgency. She had to get to the west tower. She slipped into her boots and she scrambled up the flights of stairs until she was on the parapet facing the western sea.
 
   The rest of the Council was there. None of them could explain why they all felt the need to be there. None of them could fully remember the strange dream they had lived through. None of them had the training in the Dreamscape necessary to hold onto it.
 
   They all exchanged glances. Like they all knew some secret. Like they had all shared some embarrassing moment. A drunk party. But none of them said a word. Because the sight on the horizon was too startling.
 
   A fleet of ships. Thousands upon thousands of small rafts. Thousands upon thousands of soldiers. An invasion fleet.
 
   But even worse than that. Before the fleet. In front of it. The water was rising. A wave was building up. Every second it grew taller. It wouldn’t hit land for another ten minutes, but when it did, it would be a hundred feet high, and it would wipe out the city.
 
   Doom was coming for Anuen...
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 51: The Turin Initiative
 
    
 
   Duncan was the first to be healed. His was the only wound that was even close to fatal. Landora collapsed into a stupor, recovering her strength while Eric collected the injured Turin soldiers and fixed them up. Nuria helped when she could, but she was also weak from her dream encounter.
 
   As the sunlight crept over the horizon, Eric took council with Duncan and Landora.
 
   “The Regent is still in the grips of this demon,” Eric said.
 
   “We can rescue her,” Landora said. “We can all go into her dream together.”
 
   “First, we need to move the troops,” Eric said. “They will have arrived at the volcano by now. And Grimsor knew it was going to go active very shortly.” 
 
   “Do you have the authority to override their orders?” Duncan asked.
 
   “No,” Eric shook his head. “We would need the Regent’s signature.”
 
   “Surely this is a time you’d be willing to cheat,” Duncan suggested. “Issue fake orders?”
 
   “Forgery isn’t one of my best skills,” Eric argued.
 
   “OK, but you can transport the troops faster than they can march, right?”
 
   “A Shadow Gate?” Eric said, “For an entire army?”
 
   “Can it be done?”
 
   “I’ve never opened a Gate for so long.”
 
   “We could help,” Landora suggested. “Nuria, too. And you could even bring the twins.”
 
   “But none of you know how to open the Gate.”
 
   “We don’t need to open it,” Landora said. “You’ll open the Gate. We just have to help keep it from closing.”
 
   “Can it be done?” Duncan asked.
 
   “Desperate times...” Eric said.
 
   ---
 
   Nuria caught her proverbial breath, curled up under a blanket by the fire. All around her, the Turin soldiers who had recently been trying to kill her milled around, whispering in their own language. All of them sent unabashedly awkward looks her way.
 
   But she felt too cozy to care. The wind was chilling across the high plateau. But the fire was warm, and her blanket was snug, and anyway, Vye was sitting across from her. Wait...
 
   “Oh, for crying out loud,” Nuria said. “Am I dreaming again?”
 
   “You just nodded off for a second,” Vye said. “Figured I’d pop in for a chat.”
 
   “You know, sometimes I have the kinds of dreams you wouldn’t want to see,” Nuria said.
 
   “Nothing I haven’t dreamed before.”
 
   “He got me.”
 
   “What? Who?”
 
   “Grimsor. Just for a minute. When we were rescuing Eric.”
 
   Vye, or at least the dream projection of her, stood and raced to Nuria’s side, wrapping her arms around her pupil. It may have been the most maternal thing she’d ever done, and it wasn’t even in real life.
 
   “Are you alright?”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “What did you tell him?”
 
   “What?” Nuria pulled away from Vye’s embrace. The way Vye had said it made it sound like an accusation.
 
   “He controlled you. He knows what you know.”
 
   “It was only for a moment.”
 
   “A moment in your dream. But your mind was opened.”
 
   “I wouldn’t have told him anything.”
 
   “Not on purpose. But any secrets you had, he knows them now.”
 
   Nuria looked around. Even in her dream, the Turin soldiers still milled around the campfire. And over by the cave entrance, Eric, Landora, and Duncan took quiet council. Nuria stared at Duncan...
 
   “I’m in love with Duncan,” Nuria said. “He must know that now.”
 
   “That is not a dangerous secret,” Vye insisted.
 
   “He knows what we saw. In the cave.”
 
   “Show me.”
 
   And they were in the cave. Just Nuria and Vye now, wandering around the perimeter of Grimsor’s cage. Even in the dream, Nuria didn’t place them on the pedestal.
 
   “It looks so different,” Vye commented. Nuria gave her a strange look, to which Vye added, “Frost showed me his memory of this place. But he hadn’t been here in thousands of years. Your recollection is much more precise.”
 
   “We found these markings along the walls and floor,” Nuria said, “But I’m not sure they look right in my dream. They were all gibberish to me. Duncan said one of them was about sinking an island. Losmourne, he said.”
 
   Vye staggered in her steps. Nuria offered a hand of support, but Vye wasn’t really falling, just as she wasn’t really in this cave.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Nuria asked.
 
   “Something’s happening,” Vye reported. “I was just in a dream with the Council Members in Anuen. And I don’t know what happened after they woke up, but... I think they’re in trouble.”
 
   “You should go,” Nuria suggested.
 
   “I will, in a minute. You should see if Eric can send any kind of help.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   Vye leaned against the cave wall. She noticed that all the markings kept changing. Every time she turned her head. They were random, shifting patterns. Except for one...
 
   “What’s this marking?” Vye said.
 
   “Oh, yeah, that one’s real. Duncan made a point of it. It means something like an unfinished thought. Or an incomplete--”
 
   ---
 
   Nuria startled awake. Duncan had nudged her from her slumber.
 
   “Nuria, how are you feeling?”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “I hope you’re well-rested. I need you to come with us and help Eric.”
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “To an active volcano. Leave the blanket. You won’t need it.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 52: The Secrets of the Dead
 
    
 
   Vye sipped her tea. It tasted really good, but that was because it wasn’t real tea. It was dream tea. She wanted it to have a dash of honey and a splash of lemon, and, because it was her dream, it was even the perfect temperature.
 
   She was back in the room with the fireplace. Her dream vacation home. Her mental convalescence suite. And Johann Frost was there, tending to the fire, even though you really didn’t need to do that sort of thing in a dream.
 
   “Can you sink an island?” Vye asked.
 
   “Well, hello to you, too,” Frost retorted.
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t realize we cared about formalities in here.”
 
   “Doesn’t hurt to be polite.”
 
   “Can you sink an island?”
 
   “No. Why, is there an island that’s bothering you?”
 
   “Losmoure.”
 
   “Really? It always seemed so peaceful.”
 
   “It’s not bothering me. The fact that it disappeared is bothering me. I fought Argos. And I fought Selene and Helios. They were fucking powerful. But I don’t think they could have just drowned an entire island. Not one that big.”
 
   “It would have taken a massive amount of energy,” Frost explained, stoking the fire some more. But for fun, he also made the fire green. “Maybe if they had stored up magic over time.”
 
   “How does that work?”
 
   “Look, places and things and people all have magical energy, whether or not they know how to use it. So does time. So, basically, you could cast the first half of a spell. And then you let it sit there, collecting energy over the years. And when there’s enough energy there to, say, sink an island, you cast the other half of the spell. And the island sinks. It’s sort of like a dangling phrase or--”
 
   “--an incomplete sentence?” Vye asked.
 
   “Precisely.”
 
   “The prison... The cage you built...” Vye stammered. But since she was at a loss for words, she just brought him to the same place. The place where Nuria had just brought her.
 
   The room was hazy and blurry. It was a dream of a memory that belonged to someone else. But Vye didn’t care. She only wanted to show Frost one thing.
 
   “It had this symbol on it,” Vye said.
 
   Frost crouched over the foot of the pedestal, staring at the symbol. A chill ran through his soul. That marking wasn’t in his memory of the room. But it was so familiar. It was so intimate in his mind. He knew he was the one who carved it. That he had chiseled the stone with his own hands.
 
   “Of course!” Frost stood, excited. Giddy. “Of course, of course, of course! We couldn’t open the portal again. Not the way I had originally, with Selene and the others. But we could imprison Grimsor. And then wait until the spell was ready to dispatch him back to the Abyss.”
 
   He hugged Vye in triumph. It was as though a dam had collapsed in his mind, and realization and recognition were flooding through him.
 
   “So, we just need to cast the other half of the spell?” Vye asked.
 
   “Yes, but...” Frost said, “I still don’t remember what spell. And I can’t even remember who else would know.”
 
   “It’s OK. I know someone who does.”
 
   “Who? Nobody alive knows about any of this.”
 
   “Yeah. I didn’t say it was going to be easy.”
 
   ---
 
   Vye stood upon the Lunapera. She had always tried to avoid this dream. Reliving her final encounter with Argos. She always woke up in a cold sweat. But now she had shared it with her friends and colleagues. And she felt stronger for it. Now she sought it out.
 
   Even though in the real world, the sun was just rising, in Vye’s dream it was night. Just as it was during her battle with her old foe. But even in the pale moonlight, she could still see one thing clearly: Michael’s corpse.
 
   His body was in full armor, the Saintskeep discarded by his side. His eyes were open, but glazed over, unseeing, unmoving. They used to feed his mind, to bring him news of the world around him. Now they were just the leftover tissue of a life cut short by the War.
 
   Vye had brought herself to this place, in this time. But this wasn’t just a dream. She was visiting the Land of the Dead. Just as when she sought out Halmir and Gabriel, she was finding them in familiar places. She didn’t know Argos that well, but she imagined that if this was where he had retreated when he fled the Battle of Hartstone, it must be important to him. It was also fresh in her mind, from sharing it with the Council.
 
   It was colder in this dream. And again she felt her own heartbeat. It made so much noise in the Land of the Dead. Like a child crying because it didn’t know the noise would attract wolves. She was a light in a world of moths.
 
   Vye knelt beside Michael’s body. And the same thought came to her mind now as had come to her mind for the last six years: Why had she lived when Michael had died? She had played the fight out a million times in her mind and in her dreams, and still he was always dead and she always lived. She never tried to change the past. She just punished herself by living through it again and again.
 
   But she wasn’t here to see Michael’s corpse. Not this time. His body was a prop. A part of a ritual. A tool for her to summon the dead person she needed to speak to. The only other person on the Lunapera that night.
 
   Argos.
 
   Vye had fought a dragon. She had recently battled with Selene and Helios. She had battled almost every member of the Turin-Sen, back when they were agents of evil. But none of them instilled the kind of fear Argos had. Perhaps Grimsor, a creature of nightmares, was worse. But Vye had only contended with that monster for a few weeks. Argos was a part of her soul. He was the key to the door that held her fears at bay.
 
   And there he was, as she remembered him. He always seemed ten feet tall, and now, in her dream, he was. His bright, white hair blew in the wind. His dark green cloak fluttered around him. His claymore was planted in the ground before him, like a six foot tall letter “T”. He rested his hands on the hilt, staring at Vye.
 
   “Why would you seek me out?” he bellowed. Vye shook at he sound of his voice. She remembered that it was deep and resonant. But without hearing it, she had forgotten how commanding it was. How it instilled fear with only its timber and pitch.
 
   “Master Argos...” Vye began, but she couldn’t complete her thought.
 
   “Was it not enough that you turned my pupil against me? That you killed my soldiers? That you ripped my life from my body? And now you must disturb me in the Land of the Dead.”
 
   “I need your help.”
 
   “How did you find me here?” Argos pondered, as he pulled his sword from the ground and stalked towards her. “Halmir may have taught you some tricks. But he wouldn’t have known how to commune with the dead.”
 
   “I have a new mentor. Johann Frost.”
 
   “Frost!” Argos almost sounded amused, an emotion Vye would never have associated with the villain. “So, Johann Frost has been sending you on his little errands. I don’t suppose he warned you about the dangers of communing with the dead, did he?”
 
   “He said it was dangerous,” Vye retorted, but suddenly Argos swung his claymore down on her. Vye parried with her own sword (though she didn’t remember having one a moment ago.) Still the swing packed such a punch that she staggered back five paces, skidding to a stop at the edge of the Lunapera. Pebbles trickled off the precipice...
 
   “Dangerous?” Argos said. “You have stepped across the threshold. Your ability to get back depends on my generosity. If I want to, I can hold you fast. I can keep you here until your body fades from the earth.”
 
   And now Vye saw they were not alone. Michael’s corpse remained still, but behind Argos, climbing the hill, were dozens of others. She identified some of them. Recognized some others. The rest all rang any number of distant bells in her memory.
 
   All the people she had ever killed...
 
   “What are they all doing here?” Vye asked.
 
   “I sensed that you were looking for me,” Argos said, “So I reached out, and found others who might have a bone to pick with you. Or off your body.”
 
   “Argos, listen, I don’t want to fight you.”
 
   Argos attacked her again, a flurry of swings with his sword that kept Vye on the defensive. She had precious little room to move her feet. She could only give ground laterally, and Argos was pressing the attack every second. Behind him, the ranks of her dead foes marched closer...
 
   “The Turin people are in trouble!” Vye tried, desperately.
 
   “I might have cared, during my life,” Argos insisted. “But you took that all away from me.”
 
   “They set you up!” Vye yelled, parrying another deadly blow from Argos. He stepped back, letting up just enough to hear her out.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Selene and Helios,” Vye said, panting, “Michael was supposed to kill you. It was part of the plan. To free Grimsor.”
 
   Argos glared at his nemesis. He would have believed she could lie about anything to get her way. He thought as little of her as she thought of him. Still, her claim fit the facts.
 
   “Selene and Helios were my allies. Frost betrayed us, but those two were still loyal to the cause.”
 
   “But you weren’t,” Vye said, inching forward. She was betting that Argos wouldn’t attack until he had heard the whole story. He backed up, step by step, as she gave herself more room to move. “You became loyal to the Turin cause. So they sacrificed you to open the seal.”
 
   Argos knew she was telling the truth. He knew that the pact he made with the others would be void if they thought they could get something useful out of him. Perhaps they hadn’t stabbed him. But his death would have opened one of the four locks on Grimsor’s prison. A fair price for his life.
 
   “Even now, after you have undone my life’s work, and murdered me, still you haunt me in death to mock me. To gloat in your victory.”
 
   He charged in again, but Vye was ready for him this time. She parried off his first swing, bobbing aside, letting him run himself right up to the cliff. She whipped her sword around, holding the tip right up to the small of his back.
 
   “I don’t know what happens if I stab a dead person,” Vye said. “Do you want to find out?”
 
   “Even if I don’t kill you, they will,” Argos said, speaking over his shoulder. Vye could hear the others approaching. Lord Stafford, the man she had dismembered in vengeance for killing her father. Selikk, one of Argos’ students, the only one that Vye herself had actually killed. Rows of soldiers from each of the battles she had fought. All coming for her.
 
   Vye parried off Argos’ desperate attacks, keeping him at bay, even as her other enemies approached. But she knew how to strike a bargain.
 
   “I’m going to die one day,” Vye yelled. “And we can strike at each other until the end of time. But if I don’t kill Selene and Helios, who will?”
 
   Argos paused his attack again. She had a point.
 
   “What makes you think you can defeat them?”
 
   “I’m a stubborn asshole,” Vye said.
 
   “They’ve been around for thousands of years.”
 
   “So were you.”
 
   “I hate you.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “If I help you, you have to promise to kill them. Not capture them or detain them. They must be dead.”
 
   “Do I strike you as the merciful type?”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   The relentless dead were creeping up on Vye, only a few paces away.
 
   “Well, for starters, can you clear up the crowd?”
 
   “Sorry, you’ll have to make separate bargains with each of them.”
 
   “Can you at least help me out?” she pleaded as her old foes surrounded her.
 
   “Watching you die is still an acceptable outcome to this situation.”
 
   “Fine, we’ll just have to do this the fast way. I need to know the identity of Frost’s ally.”
 
   “He had many,” Argos said.
 
   “The one who lived.”
 
   “Just ask Frost.”
 
   “His friend erased his memory. He doesn’t know who it was.”
 
   “He was telling the truth? We tortured Frost for months to learn his plan. When he said he couldn’t remember, we always assumed he was lying.”
 
   “Well, he wasn’t. And if you really want me to fuck up Selene and Helios, you’ll tell me who it was.”
 
   Vye’s voice was getting short and desperate. Her attackers were flanking her on all sides, poised to strike. But just before the first blade fell, the scenery changed. Argos had taken them to another place and time, somewhere in the Dreamscape.
 
   “The others will find you shortly,” Argos said, “So we don’t have much time.”
 
   “I know this place,” Vye said, “Frost showed this to me, in his dream.”
 
   It was the field where Frost had been captured. The same place where his friend had erased his memory. Indeed, as Vye and Argos stood quietly atop the hill, she could see the visions of Selene, Helios, and the young Argos capturing the young Frost.
 
   “I don’t know his name,” Argos confessed. “I can only show you what he looks like.”
 
   There he was. Frost’s unseen friend. The one whose face didn’t appear in any of Frost’s memories. But there he was, in Argos’ mind. Vye recognized the man.
 
   “That’s not funny,” Vye said to Argos.
 
   “Do I strike you as the joking type?” Argos retorted.
 
   “Now you’re mocking me,” Vye insisted.
 
   “I know not what you mean,” Argos insisted. “That is the man who was with Frost the day we captured him. And I have not seen him since.”
 
   “Will you let me go, so I can finish this?” she asked her old enemy...
 
   ---
 
   ...Vye sipped her tea. Back on the couch in the room with the fireplace. It was bitter this time. Too much lemon. Frost, the older Frost, was still stoking the fire, as if that’s all he ever did. He noticed Vye was back in the room.
 
   “Well?” he said, “Any luck?”
 
   “Yeah, I know who we’re looking for,” Vye said, “Though I’m having trouble believing it myself.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “I don’t know what his real name was,” Vye said, “But I knew him as the jester. I called him Flopson.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 53: Out of the Volcano, Into the Tidal Wave
 
    
 
   Eric opened a portal, transporting himself, Landora, Duncan, and Nuria to the home of Xerxes and Xanathos, who were more commonly referred to as The Twins. Eric’s first students since he’d started training Landora. Two fifteen-year-old boys, identical despite their best attempts to be different. They weren’t as powerful as Landora, and probably not even as versatile as Nuria, but they could use magic, and that was something Eric needed desperately.
 
   As soon as the Twins were packed and ready, Eric opened another portal, this time to the Volcano. He was worried about opening two portals just before he would be opening a much bigger, much longer-lasting Gate, but they needed to move fast. They arrived at the volcano as the sun rose above the highest of the mountains.
 
   But Duncan couldn’t see the sun. Because the smoke coming out of the mouth of the volcano was so dense it felt like midnight. He knew nothing about volcanoes, except what he had read a decade ago in a class. But he didn’t need books to tell him what his feet were telling him. The ground was shaking. This volcano would go up in minutes.
 
   The Turin army was assembled across the black rock. To their credit, they were trying to move off the fiery mountain, but there was no way to get them clear before it erupted. They were relieved to see Eric and the others appear.
 
   “Everybody get ready!” Eric called before turning to Duncan. “Where are we sending them?”
 
   “Anuen,” Duncan said.
 
   “Why!?” Eric demanded as he began to move his arms to open yet another Gate.
 
   “I have reason to believe the enemy will attack that city,” Duncan called over the roar of the mountain, “He can’t attack Sayil right away with a traditional army. You guys are too deep in the forest. So if you’re going to move an army anywhere, that would be the place to land.”
 
   “Very well,” Eric said, finishing the ritual, “We’ll go to Anuen. But you better go first. I don’t want to send a Turin army to your capital without someone to explain what’s going on. Especially after what happened to the Queen.”
 
   “Agreed!” Duncan yelled. The volcano belched a new cloud of dust and soot. For a brief moment, he thought he saw someone else, floating through the smoke high above the volcano. But he didn’t have time to think about it. They were seconds away from disaster.
 
   “Nuria! Help Eric as much as you can. I have to go first.”
 
   Nuria nodded. Already, she was getting in position next to Landora and the Twins, ready to lend her aide.
 
   Duncan almost couldn’t see the Gate at first, since it was primarily outlined in smoke. But when the other mages added their power to the spell, it widened, and Duncan could actually see a faint image through it. He could see the shores outside the Castle Anuen...
 
   “Good luck!” he yelled, “Everybody, follow me!”
 
   And he ran through.
 
   The Turin army, usually a very disciplined force, charged for the exit. They could only get through four or five at a time, and the logjam was made worse on the other side, since they stumbled upon one another at the entrance. It was everything Duncan could do to get them to clear out in an orderly fashion.
 
   And then the volcano burst. No longer content to fire black smoke into the air, it exploded. The opening at the top cracked wider as the surrounding rocks were consumed by the magma. The mountain vomited up its molten core.
 
   Landora had to think fast. She turned away from the Gate, and instead concentrated on covering the troops in their retreat. She couldn’t do much. Some of the soldiers were consumed by the fire and there was no way she could help. There simply wasn’t enough power available to her to save everyone.
 
   And the Gate narrowed as she turned away, reducing the speed of their retreat. And now the fire that had been shot up into the air was raining down on them. Nuria had to turn to help Landora protect what was left of the army. And still their numbers dwindled, and still the Gate got smaller.
 
   “We’re not going to be able to get everyone out!” Landora shouted over the thunderous din.
 
   “We’ll get as many as we can!” Eric called back.
 
   The soldiers ran, stumbling, tripping, trying to reach the shadow portal. There wasn’t room for everyone, but there was still time for each of them to hope he wasn’t one of those left behind.
 
   That was when the earthquake hit.
 
   Everybody lost their footing. Every single person on that mountain. All five mages. The hundreds of soldiers. Everyone. The ground beneath the mesa had given way. And the volcano erupted again.
 
   The Gate almost shut completely. Eric was sprawled out on the stone floor. He held his hand out, keeping the Gate from closing. But he was alone. Xerxes had been knocked out by the tectonic shift. And Xanathos was crawling to his brother’s side. Landora was lying on her back, facing up into the black and red sky, trying to keep the firmament from crushing them all. Nuria was healing her own broken leg.
 
   “We’re out of time!” Eric shouted. And he was right. “Xanathos, get your brother through the Gate!”
 
   The standing Twin cradled his unconscious Twin and ran through the Gate. Landora could see the lava streaming down the side of the hill on all sides. There was nothing more she could do. No amount of energy she spent would save anyone.
 
   “Landora! Nuria! Get out of here!” Eric shouted.
 
   Landora helped Nuria to her feet, racing to the Gate. Once they were clear, he could see his true enemy. Not the volcano, but Helios, who, with the power of the fire of the sun, had urged the mountain to explode. The evil mage hovered high in the air, summoning a storm of lava from the bowels of the earth.
 
   Eric knew he was out of time. But he also knew Helios was in deep concentration. He would never be more vulnerable.
 
   “Archers!” Eric shouted, pointing up at the hovering mage, “Shoot him out of the sky.”
 
   The ground shook. The fiery rain stormed down on everyone. But there were still more than a hundred archers, and they had still been practicing for years. They shot a volley up at Helios. He ignored them. Arrows had never hurt him before. Why would they hurt him now?
 
   But the Turin archers hadn’t used their regular arrows. They always carried one flammable arrow in their fletchers. Usually, someone would have to walk around with a torch to light all the points. But the volcano made it much easier. As each arrow rose into the thick, heated air, they blazed to light.
 
   Now Helios knew he was in trouble. He put up his defenses, preparing to deflect the burning ammunition. But Eric had counted on that. He knew that a hundred flaming arrows would distract his enemy. Eric sent a jet of magma flying at Helios’ head from the other direction.
 
   Helios deflected the arrows with one hand, holding up his magical barrier as best he could. He stretched out his other hand, instinctively hoping to deflect the stream of fiery death...
 
   And that’s when he remembered he didn’t have another hand. It was the limb Vye had severed. The one he had never bothered to replace.
 
   The slag torrent connected with Helios. He had survived two thousand years as a villainous mage. He had waited patiently, honing his skills, until he could release his Master. He had brought Grimsor back to this world, hoping to share in the spoils of the coming war.
 
   But instead, he was turned to ashes and scattered in the currents of the blazing heat.
 
   Eric smiled at his enemy’s demise, even though the Gate was now closed. He collapsed to the ground, utterly spent. And then the ground below him cracked open, and he was swallowed into the gaping maw of the hungry fire.
 
   ---
 
   Duncan helped Landora to her feet, relieved to see Nuria cradled under her protective arms. The Gate closed behind her and the smoke faded away.
 
   “We made it!” Landora shouted.
 
   “Not quite yet,” Duncan warned.
 
   “What do you mean?” she asked, but didn’t need him to answer. Because she saw it. The Tidal Wave that was rising over Anuen. A hundred feet high and climbing. And on the crest of the waves, just behind the crushing surge, Grimsor’s invasion fleet.
 
   “We have to evacuate the city!” Nuria cried out.
 
   “It’s too late,” Duncan said, “That wave will kill everyone for miles and miles.”
 
   Even the Council, standing awake on the parapet of the Castle, was frozen. What could they do? The fate of Anuen was sealed. They were all destined for a watery grave...
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 54: The Spring Festival
 
    
 
   Nineteen Years Ago...
 
    
 
   It had been a year since Michael’s parents had returned to Hartstone. Michael and his father had entered a truce. A detente. Civility during meals and formal events. Complete isolation at all other times. Even sailing to Ralsean, they managed to avoid each other entirely except for supper.
 
   The Stormbearer was taking Michael, his parents, and members of the court to the Spring Festival, an event Count Ralsean failed to make annual. Still it was enjoyable. Bards singing tales, dancers in flamboyant decor, even Flopson was there, entertaining the children. Michael stopped to enjoy the show. Landos stepped up beside him.
 
   “Thanks for letting me into the painting,” Landos said.
 
   “You deserved it,” Michael said. “How’s our clown doing?”
 
   “Pretty good, I gotta say,” Landos replied.
 
   At the moment, Flopson was juggling a bevy of colored balls in front of a small crowd of children.
 
   “I can’t find the blue one,” he proclaimed. Every time he said it, the kids would shout out, “There it is!” But as soon as they did, it would disappear again, and Flopson would look at them, brow furrowed, “Where? I don’t see it.” And they would laugh.
 
   “Somebody must have stolen it,” the juggler said. “Who took my blue balls?”
 
   At this, the adults all giggled. The kids, not getting the joke, really, laughed instead at the man’s crumpled face, who seemed to be looking very hard for his lost ball.
 
   “Did you take my blue ball?” the juggler asked of Gareth Vye, the oldest of the Vye brothers.
 
   “No,” he protested, staunchly.
 
   “How about you?” the juggler asked, approaching an awkward young girl. She was eleven, at best. Gawky. Like she hadn’t quite grown into her body yet. “What’s your name?”
 
   “Sarah” she mumbled, as though she was embarrassed to have a name. Michael then identified her as the youngest of Count Ralsean’s children.
 
   “You didn’t take my ball, did you?” the juggler asked, sweetly.
 
   “No,” the girl said, as though offended by the accusation.
 
   “Do you know who did?”
 
   “Why would I know?”
 
   “Let me tell you a secret,” Flopson said and leaned in to whisper in Sarah’s ear. Michael was astounded that he kept juggling the rest of his balls while doing all that leaning and whispering.
 
   “No he didn’t,” Sarah objected, red-faced at being the center of so much attention.
 
   “I think he did,” Flopson said, then turned sternly to Michael. His expression was very odd, as though he really were a master inquisitor, the illusion only broken by his ridiculous garb and juggling.
 
   “So you think, just because you’re going to rule all of Deliem, that you can take my blue ball?”
 
   Michael didn’t know what Flopson was getting at, but he decided to play along.
 
   “That’s ridiculous, I didn’t--”
 
   “Sarah thinks you did,” the jester continued. He winked at the girl, then turned sternly back to Michael.
 
   “Let me see something,” he said, and leaned in closer. “Open your mouth.”
 
   Michael looked from side to side, then opened his mouth. Flopson leaned in, now juggling all the balls with his left hand while his right hand produced an eye glass. He peered into Michael’s mouth.
 
   He then suddenly leaned back and coughed, “Had a bit of the garlic bread today, did we?”
 
   This garnered a laugh from everyone, including Michael.
 
   “Now, I think I see the problem,” the jester said. “I’m just going to need you to open your mouth one more time…and…” the man reached his hand into Michael’s mouth. Michael suddenly felt that his mouth was full, and the jester removed a blue juggling ball, “…there we have it!”
 
   The audience applauded as the jester added the blue ball back to the mix. “Thank you, thank you! My name is Flopson, the Magnificent, but you can just call me Magnificent, if that’s easier to remember.” Another slight chuckle. “And now, a reward for the girl who helped me find my missing ball.”
 
   Flopson continued to juggle, non-stop, until he was next to Sarah again. Then, he caught each ball, one by one, until only the blue ball was left in the air. Faster than the eye could see, he reached up with his free hand and nabbed the ball, but when his hand came to a rest, it was instead holding a little rose.
 
   “This is for you,” Flopson said. “Remember, when you’re older, that I was the first one to give you a rose.” Flopson winked, the audience awwwwed, and the show continued. Sarah smiled. And she had a pretty smile, even at that age. Michael and Landos weren’t paying attention to her. Not in that way. But that was where that smile was born.
 
   Flopson put away his gear as the crowd dispersed. Michael and Landos approached the jester, clapping their own personal applause.
 
   “Well done,” Michael said. “How did you get so good at those tricks?”
 
   “Practice,” was all Flopson could say.
 
   “Must have been a lot of practice,” Landos commented.
 
   “You have no idea,” Flopson said, skewing slightly darker than his usual sense of humor. But he quickly righted the ship. “Your Mom also helped me get really good at handling my balls.”
 
   “Very funny,” Landos sneered, but it was all in good fun.
 
   “Looks like you have a visitor,” Flopson said to Michael, and with a flick of his eyes, he pointed over Michael’s shoulder.
 
   Michael turned around to see Lady Vivian. She was heavier than he remembered. And her bosom, already the subject of many conversations around Castle Hartstone, was somehow even more pronounced now. Of course, the small boy she held in her arms might have explained all that.
 
   Michael tried desperately to gauge the boy’s height and weight. How old was that child? Two months? Four? Five? Michael realized he had no idea what a baby looked like at any given age.
 
   “I just wanted to say that he really enjoyed your show,” Vivian told Flopson, referring to what was clearly her son. Never had an infant so taken after his mother in appearance as this kid.
 
   “Thank you,” Flopson rejoined, “And I would love to enjoy this show...” he continued, referring to the impending reunion between Michael and Vivian, “But I think I’ll leave you two alone.”
 
   And with that, he and Landos traipsed off to join any festivity that was miles away from there.
 
   “How are you?” Michael asked.
 
   “He’s not yours,” Vivian said, almost too quickly. “If you were wondering.”
 
   “I was,” Michael said. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure,” Vivian said. “He’s only two months old. I don’t know if you know how all that stuff works, but he couldn’t--”
 
   “Yeah, I got it,” Michael said. “I went to the Academy. I know how...that stuff works.”
 
   “How’s your father?” Vivian asked, just before realizing it was the wrong question to ask. “Never mind. I don’t even really want to know.”
 
   “I umm...” Michael said, “I haven’t really been... I haven’t heard any news from Arwall. Who’s the... Who did you marry, in the end?”
 
   “Lord Kelliwick,” she blurted out, as though proud. “He’s a good man. Terrible at math, but he’s funny. And he’s really good at not being an asshole.”
 
   Michael nodded. He deserved that one.
 
   “Well, sorry about that. About being really good at being an asshole.”
 
   The boy in her arms tugged at her nose, as though that was his newest toy and he wanted it all for himself.
 
   “What’s that?” Vivian said, in the silly voice we all use when speaking to infants, “You want my nose? But you already have a nose. What are you going to do with a second nose, huh? Huh?”
 
   And then she smothered the child with kisses. And Michael smiled, because whatever else he was feeling, he could tell that Vivian loved this child, and that she would be an excellent mother.
 
   “Anyway,” Michael said. “It’s good to see you. You look great.”
 
   “Oh, please, I’m fat and old.”
 
   “You’re beautiful. Anyone says otherwise, I want you to send me a message, and I’ll come over and beat them up.”
 
   “I could beat you up,” Vivian retorted, but she smiled.
 
   “Well, I’ll hire someone to beat them up, anyway.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   For a moment, the two of them stared at each other, not knowing what to say. In their world, it was as likely as not that this would be the last time they would see each other. And there might have been nothing left to say, but how could anyone ever be sure?
 
   “Well, I should get back to my father,” Michael said, knowing that was the wrong thing to say.
 
   “Yeah, I have to go,” Vivian said, ignoring his gaffe. They smiled awkwardly, and turned to leave.
 
   As Vivian strolled off, she cooed at her child, smiling with a secret, “Thank Halinor he doesn’t know the difference between a two month old and a four month old, does he? No he doesn’t. No he doesn’t.” The baby tugged at her hair, as though it was even more novel than her nose.
 
   “Let go of Mommy’s hair,” Vivian said, gently removing his clutched fingers from her head. “Don’t worry, Duncan, you’ll have hair soon enough.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 55: The Goddess of Storms
 
    
 
   The wind whipped through Duncan’s hair. He felt the mist spray across the beach. The western horizon was gone, blocked by the tidal wave. He thought they had rescued the Turin army. Or most of it anyway. Yet all they had managed was to delay their deaths. Now they would perish on the shores of Anuen, wiped away with the angry sea...
 
   Of course, they wouldn’t be alone. The Rone army turned their backs to the sea when they saw the Turin army appear. The Rone thought they were betrayed again. They thought the Turin had arrived to block their retreat. Even a moment of consideration and they would have noticed that the Turin were going to suffer the same fate. But the fear had eaten away their will to consider anything.
 
   Duncan charged to the top of the nearest dune, hoping to be seen by as many as he could.
 
   “They’re not here to fight you!” he shouted, but his words were drowned out by the roaring sea.
 
   Nuria turned to Landora.
 
   “I need you to knock me out again!”
 
   “Now!?”
 
   “Yes!”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “There’s only one way--”
 
   And Landora knocked her out. She knew they didn’t have much time. The tsunami had started to lower. All of that potential energy, held so high above the city, was about to come crashing down...
 
   ---
 
   “Vye!” Nuria shouted. She was running through the Castle Hartstone. She hoped that Vye was sleeping at the moment. She hoped she could find her mentor.
 
   “Vye! We need you! Now!”
 
   Nuria ran through the corridors, but realized she wasn’t in the Castle Hartstone she knew and loved. Was it the House of Vye? No, Nuria had been there, too. She would have recognized it. This was the old Hartstone. The one from before the War.
 
   “Where are you!?” Nuria called out, scrambling through the unfamiliar halls. She ran up the stairs, to the balconies. She ran to the depths of the castle. To the forge...
 
   “There you are,” Nuria said. “What are you doing down here?”
 
   Vye was reclined on a chair, her fingers pinching her sinuses, as though she were fending off a headache.
 
   “An old friend used to live just under the forge,” Vye said. “I came here to think.”
 
   “This isn’t even the right Castle.”
 
   Vye looked around.
 
   “Huh? You’re right. Sorry, I’m exhausted. And I just found out some really...weird news.”
 
   “Well, look, we have a problem, and we need your help.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “A tsunami is about to wipe out Anuen. Armies from both the Rone and Turin are there. We’re out of time and out of options. You have to do something.”
 
   Vye sat up.
 
   “Fuck,” was all she managed.
 
   “Come on, let’s go.”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   “Master Eric of the Turin-Guarde died. Vye, you’re the only one who can do anything.”
 
   “I have nothing left.”
 
   “You’ve been sleeping for weeks.”
 
   “And all that time, my mind was racing. Learning. Hiding. I’ve held up a falling tower, been stabbed in the back by my brother, and communed with the dead. I can try to teach you...”
 
   “There’s no time for teaching...”
 
   Indeed, even as they spoke, a light drizzle swept across the room. Even in the basement, below layers of imaginary stone, the water fluttered horizontally across the room, as though carried by a strong wind.
 
   “What’s going on?” Vye asked.
 
   “The water is coming. Even in this dream, I’m feeling it on my face. We’re all about to die. You have to save us.”
 
   Vye stood up. Every muscle ached. Every ounce of her soul moaned. Even if she wanted to help, did she have anything left to give?
 
   “OK, I’m coming to save you,” Vye said. “Or at least I’m going to try. Show me where you are.”
 
   “What?” Nuria was confused.
 
   “Show me where you are, in real life, right now. If I can anchor myself in this dream, it’ll take less time and energy once I wake up.”
 
   Nuria imagined the beach where she knew her body was resting. She remembered the view she had, the position of the Castle relative to her. The direction of the Rone army and the Turin army. She made the picture as clear as she could.
 
   “Alright, I’m coming to you,” Vye said, “But this is important. You have to find Flopson.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Just ask anybody older than you. Flopson. The jester. He knows how to defeat Grimsor. And we need to find him. Now!”
 
   The wind kicked up, the rain pecking away at their faces. The cold woke them--
 
   ---
 
   Nuria snapped upright. Duncan helped her to her feet as a smoking door opened on the ledge beside her. And there was Vye. Still wrapped in bandages. Still recovering. But there.
 
   “Countess,” Duncan said, “Good to see you on your feet.”
 
   “Remember it well,” Vye said, “Because I don’t know how many more times that’s going to be the case.”
 
   She beheld the wall of water. The impending destruction of the capital and all those who lived in it. There was no way. Not a chance. She could not possibly contend with such a mighty force.
 
   But she sure as hell could try.
 
   She held out her left hand. The one she always used for her magic. The one with the veins of necrotic death crawling down her arm. The one in the gauntlet. She wasn’t even trying to do anything yet. She was just taking the ocean’s temperature. Feeling out the magical essence of the tidal wave.
 
   It was Selene. She recognized it right away. If she had time to think about it, it would have made sense. Helios, whose power was over the sun and fire, had set off the volcano. But Selene, whose power was that of the Moon, could change the tides of the ocean. And boy was she changing the tide here.
 
   But it was magic, so it could be offset. Vye just needed to put up a barrier. She just needed to hold the water at bay.
 
   She reached out again, this time with force. This time with determination. She held up a barrier against the wave. She started right in front of her, then moved out, to her left and right, spreading along the beach. Every drop of water had to fight for every grain of sand it wanted to cross.
 
   Vye felt the strain right away. Her hand stung in pain. She was overexerting herself. She knew the feeling from when she had held up the tower of Hartstone. She knew the sensation from fighting against Devesant the Dragon. She was going beyond her reserves. Drawing on something deeper and beyond what her life had left to offer.
 
   But it wasn’t enough.
 
   Vye could create a wall of force at the beachfront, but the wave was a hundred of feet high. It would crash over the barricade, hardly missing a beat. It would still kill everyone.
 
   So Vye reached out even further. She held out her other hand, as though conducting an orchestra of thousands. She expanded the wall up into the sky, trying to hold the water at bay.
 
   Up and up and up, until she didn’t even realize it, but she was rising off her feet. Airborne. The wind whipped across the beach. Sand and rain and dust surged across her body. But still she channeled more and more of her will through her hands, fending off the raging ocean.
 
   But it wasn’t enough.
 
   Nuria didn’t know what she could do to help the spell. She didn’t know what Vye was doing. But she knew how to help Vye.
 
   “Landora!” she shouted over the din. “Help her!”
 
   Nuria and Landora held their own hands up, buffering Vye, supporting her. Channeling their own will through hers. Landora called to the Twins, and Xerxes and Xanathos lent their own aide. Everyone was in this fight.
 
   But it wasn’t enough.
 
   The Tidal Wave crashed forward. Every inch it moved, it became heavier, more violent. Gravity was joining the fracas. Vye’s magical barricade was cracking...
 
   “NO!” she shouted, redoubling her effort. And she felt it in her arm. A snap. Her bone had shattered. The black lines of death had begun to glow. It burned through her gauntlet, cracking her skin down her arm. The pain was immense, but she couldn’t let up. Not for a second.
 
   She poured more and more of her soul and her essence into the barricade. The white-hot cracks in her skin crawled up her shoulder, tearing her apart from the inside out.
 
   But it still wasn’t enough.
 
   She needed more help. But she didn’t know who else could do anything to help her. There were no other mages she could think of on this continent, or even in this world...
 
   ---
 
   “Vye, what are you doing here?” Frost asked. Now he was sipping tea by the fireplace. And Vye was standing in front of him, her hair blowing in the non-existent wind, her arm glowing with energy.
 
   “I need your help,” she said. “I need to stop a tidal wave from destroying Anuen.”
 
   “I don’t know how I can help you,” Frost said. “I haven’t been in the waking world for millennia.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter,” Vye said. “You can support me. And I’m in the waking world.”
 
   “What?” Frost stood, incredulous. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “You’ve been able to affect me in the Dreamscape. And right now I’m half in the Dreamscape and half in the real world. You can lend your aide here, and I can channel that against the tsunami.”
 
   “But that much raw energy... I don’t know what it will do to you.”
 
   “That’s a problem for tomorrow.”
 
   “Just get out of there! We can find another way to fight Grimsor.”
 
   “Too late,” Vye said. “If I let go now, that wave is killing everyone, including me. You only have one chance, and that’s helping me win this fight.”
 
   Frost paced his imaginary world. He had been out of the fight for so long, he didn’t know how to be part of a real conflict. But perhaps his wanderings through the realm of Dreams and the Land of the Dead had to come to an end eventually. Perhaps he was destined to lend his help, one last time.
 
   “Fine, I’ll help,” Frost sighed. “Come on.”
 
   “Wait.”
 
   “I just agreed to help you.”
 
   “I know, but you’re not enough.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “We need others.”
 
   ---
 
   Vye floated above the earth. Her body soared higher and higher above the ground, as though she wanted to be eye level with the Wave itself. Landora and the others lent what aide they could, but they could all feel the fatigue washing over them. They had only just escaped the volcano themselves, minutes before this new fight.
 
   But Vye could sense it, when Frost fought by her side. Nobody else could see him. But he floated there beside her. She was in a living dream. The real world, laid out before her, and her dream, of the same time and place, laid over it. With all the hidden truths that we hide in our minds.
 
   Frost opened his arms and channeled his own will through Vye, and she became emboldened. The barricade was growing stronger and stronger. The Wave was getting heavier and heavier, but it wasn’t moving forward.
 
   “Did you bring any help?” Vye asked.
 
   “Here they are!” he shouted.
 
   And on Vye’s right, she could see Halmir. He did not smile. Nor did he wink. He was just there to help. A ghost of the man who may have loved Vye at one point. But deep down in whatever was left of his soul, he knew he wasn’t going to let Vye lose this battle.
 
   Vye took all the energy of the living and the dead. She molded it, shaped it, and blasted it out against the Wave. The cracks in her body crawled over her back, across her torso, down her legs, up her neck. The water was slowing...
 
   But it still wasn’t enough.
 
   “We need more help!”
 
   And there was Michael, and Gabriel, and Sir Calvin. And though they couldn’t lend their aide in such a way as the mages could, still they stood behind Vye, and she felt stronger. And now she was glowing. The cracks in her skin had become her skin. They might win this one yet...
 
   “We’re almost there!” Vye shouted. “We only need a little more!”
 
   And there was Argos. Perhaps he hated Vye. Perhaps he wanted vengeance upon her. But the opportunity to stop his old friends, Selene and Helios, was too much for him to resist. He channeled his own will through Vye...
 
   And she burst like a nova. Her hair fluttered in the wind, crackling like bolts of electricity. She had been transformed from a mere mortal. She was an Angel of Lightning. A Goddess of Storms.
 
   And the Wave had met its match. It spent its energy, crashing against Vye’s impenetrable wall and receding back into the Ocean...
 
   ---
 
   Vye found herself in the room with the fireplace again. But there was no fire. In fact, she didn’t know where the light was coming from. But she could still see. Johann Frost stood grimly before her. A sadness on his face she didn’t recognize.
 
   “Julia,” Frost said, “You have to leave now.”
 
   “Where?” she asked.
 
   “Your body is forfeit,” Frost said. “You must do as I did. Escape your body. Come into the Dreamscape.”
 
   “But the fight isn’t over.”
 
   “It is for you?”
 
   “Am I dead?”
 
   “Not if you leave now,” Frost said. “I was able to slip into the Dreamscape seconds before my body perished. And that is where you are now. Seconds away...”
 
   “I have to help my friends.”
 
   “You saved them all,” Frost said. “Now save yourself.”
 
   “I want to say goodbye,” Vye said.
 
   “You can’t.”
 
   “I don’t want to die.”
 
   “You won’t.”
 
   “I will! I’m sorry to shatter your illusion, but what you’ve been doing isn’t living. You’ve been waiting. Remembering. But you haven’t been ALIVE.”
 
   “It’s the best I can offer. I’m sorry, life isn’t fair.”
 
   “Neither is death.”
 
   “So be it, but you have only seconds to decide. Do you want to vanish from the world of the living? Or do you want to stay in the Dreamscape with me, and continue the fight? You have to make a choice.”
 
   ---
 
   The Wave receded. The rafts that had been carried on the water were swept back out to sea, ricocheting off one another, top-sizing, splintering. But they gained their bearings and righted their courses. They were delayed, but they were still determined. They would be coming ashore, one way or another.
 
   But Nuria wasn’t watching the ocean. She was staring up at the sky. Her eyes were fixated on where Vye had been when the spell had finished. Her mentor, her friend, had been floating there. Aglow with magical energy. And then, just as the wave had subsided, she had evaporated. Vye had just ceased to exist.
 
   A tear fell down Nuria’s cheek. She might have been able to play it off as the residual rain, but nobody could blame her. Vye. The Sorceress. The Countess. The indestructible one. Was gone.
 
   “What happens now?” Landora asked Duncan, both of whom stood beside Nuria, both staring at the same spot in the sky.
 
   “She gave herself so we would still be here. Now we fight.”
 
   “No,” Nuria said, turning to the ocean, and the army that descended upon them. She glared out at her enemies, enough hate in her thirteen year-old eyes to account for lifetimes of malevolence, “Now we win.”
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Chapter 56: The Battle of Anuen
 
    
 
   Duncan looked out over the beach. The Rone army and the Turin army were still sighing their relief. But they were still full of trepidation. As far as either was concerned, they were at War. They had just survived what should have been a deadly tidal wave. It seemed someone had wanted to kill them both. But now that that danger was passed, they faced off once again.
 
   Duncan grabbed Landora’s wrist and dragged her with him.
 
   “Where are you taking me?”
 
   “We have to get organized,” Duncan shouted. “And we really, really don’t have a lot of time.”
 
   Indeed, the enemy rafts were already paddling back to the shore. The receding tidal wave had washed them far out to sea, but not far enough. They would still land on the beach in under thirty minutes.
 
   Duncan ran into the Castle. A few guards here and there tried to say something, or stand in his way, but there was just something about the way Duncan kept running that made them think better of it. They had just watched Countess Vye evaporate and a Tidal Wave almost wipe out their city. Each of the guards, in his own mind, had secretly resigned. This shit was getting too real.
 
   So Duncan led Landora up to the Grand Balcony, where Emily and the rest of the Council stood.
 
   “Who’s in charge?” Duncan shouted.
 
   “It’s...not entirely clear,” Emily admitted.
 
   “Where’s Landos?”
 
   “Accused of Treason,” Emily said. “And dead.”
 
   “What?! How did this happen?”
 
   “Well, Jareld came in and proved--”
 
   “Did you say Jareld? The historian?”
 
   “Yes,” Sir Gaelin of Trentford chimed in.
 
   “I thought he was dead.”
 
   “He wasn’t,” Emily said. “Anyway, he uncovered the Queen’s affair with Landos, and proved to us that Prince William isn’t the Prince.”
 
   “OK, fine,” Duncan said. “Who’s the new Magistrate?”
 
   “Jareld,” James said.
 
   “OK, get Jareld.”
 
   “He’s not himself right now,” Emily explained. “His mind might still be under the influence of the demon. Guards are currently holding him in his room.”
 
   “Great Halinor!” Duncan exclaimed. “OK, listen, this is Landora. She’s just become the head of the Turin-Guarde. I need her to make an announcement with whomever is in charge of the Rone, so we can get our two armies not to fight each other, and to instead fight those guys out there.”
 
   “So, you need to know who’s in charge?” James asked.
 
   “You mean, right now?” Gaelin added.
 
   “Yes!”
 
   “Can we just put you in charge?” Emily asked.
 
   “What?” Duncan asked. “No. I’m just...I’m the High Lieutenant of the County of Deliem.”
 
   “Actually,” Emily said, “You’re the temporary Count of Deliem.”
 
   “No,” Duncan protested. “I’m not a Count. I barely have the rank of a Knight--”
 
   “Your Countess just died,” James said. “I mean, she kind of...vanished, I guess. Anyway, that means until her heir is formally inducted, you’re in charge of the County.”
 
   “And since,” Emily went on, “None of us here hold the rank of Count or higher, you actually are in charge.”
 
   Duncan stared at the Council. Did they not want to be in charge? Were they intentionally throwing this responsibility on him? Perhaps if he had witnessed the chaos of the previous few days, the rise and fall of factions, the rampant politics, he would have understood.
 
   But it was more than that. Duncan was walking and talking with the confidence of a leader. And they all recognized it. They all felt safer in his hands than they would have been in any of theirs.
 
   “Fine,” Duncan said. “I’m in charge. Ready the catapults and the ballista. Wait for my signal. Set up the War Room. I need to know how many troops we have and where. I’ll be there in a few minutes. Landora, come with me. We have to make a speech.”
 
   “I’m not good at speeches.”
 
   “I’ll do all the talking,” Duncan assured her. “You just translate.”
 
   Duncan ran to the edge of the balcony, overlooking the two armies. He shouted for their attention. In the silence that had followed the Wave, he actually got everyone’s attention. They were listening. Duncan began his speech, and Landora translated for the Turin:
 
   “Our people do not have to be enemies,” he said. “There is no law of nature that makes one of us superior to the other. There is no law of state that insists we be at each other’s throats.
 
   “I know that Queen Sarah died at the hands of the Turin Regent, but it was a trick. It was designed to make us enemies. We recently held a Peace Festival, right here in this city. And I know many of you are skeptical. My fellow citizens of Rone, we were taught that the Turin are a savage people. That peace does not come to them naturally. That they want nothing but to destroy us. But I have been to their lands, and I can tell you this is not true. They want only the best for their children. For their future. Except for the vicious Argos, who led them astray, they do not seek to destroy.
 
   “And to the Turin people, please know that we are not the same men and women who conquered your ancestors. We are not all good or perfect. We have flaws. We are mortal. But we are trying to learn from our past sins. We did not seek out conflict with your people. We really do wish to live in peace.
 
   “The enemy who approaches our shores is more dangerous than any we have ever faced. Greater than Rone the Great, when he conquered the Turin people. Greater than Argos of the Turin-Sen, who invaded our country six years ago. We stand no chance-- None-- if each nation fights him alone. Our only hope is to stand side-by-side. To fight as brothers. To defy him as One.
 
   “Soldiers of Rone! Will you fight?”
 
   The Rone army clapped their spears upon their shields, shouting a great, “Hoorah!”
 
   “Soldiers of the Turinheld,” Duncan said in the Turin language, “Will you fight?”
 
   The Turin soldiers drew their swords, and as one, shouted, “Tempo Avara Sai!” A common battlecry which translated roughly as, “Now is the time for War!”
 
   “Turn and face the enemy!” Duncan said, “For they are upon us. FIRE!”
 
   The catapults released. The Ballista shot their bolts. The first flurry of ammunition hit the approaching army. The two armies turned and faced the ocean as the first boats arrived on the sand.
 
   The battle had begun.
 
   ---
 
   The invading army was numerous. They outnumbered even the combined forces of the Rone and the Turin two to one. But Grimsor’s army had been counting on a tidal wave to do most of the work for them. Their entire battle plan had been to ride the wave in. Roughly a third of their ships would have coasted right onto land, their soldiers would have disembarked, and they would have been on mop-up duty, as they expected their enemy to have lost their footing to the Wave.
 
   But instead, they had to paddle extra hard against a receding current, and they floated to shore only a few ships at a time. And the Rone soldiers were right on top of them. Even on the sandy ground, they had better footing and slightly higher ground. They chopped up each crew as it landed.
 
   Xerxes and Xanathos became the de facto leaders of the ground troops. Though they could only speak Turin, their intentions were clear enough. At one point, Xerxes waved to a Rone Captain, then lifted a raft out of the water, carried it onto the sand, and turned it over. Grimsor’s soldiers tumbled out like apples from a basket, and the Rone Captain advanced his men on the pile, stabbing them to death. When the grim task was done, he returned a salute to the Turin mages.
 
   Nuria did what she could, but mostly she ran back and forth across the beach, healing any soldier she could find. The enemy ignored her, a waif of a girl scampering across the beach without a weapon. She kept running and healing until she exhausted herself. When Duncan arranged for medic tents to be set up on the hill, she retreated there, and healed any soldiers who could be carried to her.
 
   Duncan and Landora commanded things from the Castle. Emily had set up the War Room, giving them her best guess about which units were where. Duncan went to work maneuvering troops, moving supplies, calling in reinforcements and retreats. His managerial skills translated well to conducting a battle, so long as he could translate people and equipment into resources in his mind.
 
   The sky had cleared, the storm blown away in a strong southern wind. In the bright sun, the Rone and the Turin turned all their advantages to their favor, beating back the endless ranks of the enemy. For the remainder of the day, they were winning.
 
   But then Selene showed up.
 
   She had exhausted herself from miles away, launching the tidal wave against Anuen. She had expected the battle to last less than an hour after that. But Vye had countered her, and now the army actually had to win a battle. And they were motivated more by the fear of Grimsor behind them than the glory of victory before them. They had lived too long without Grimsor. They didn’t know what it meant to serve the great demon.
 
   Grimsor himself did not want to be in this battle. He had other fronts of the war to fight, namely in the minds of his enemy. So Selene would have to do cleanup in the land of the waking.
 
   She flew in, as mages are wont to do. And she wasn’t subtle about it either. She had been waiting on the galleon, way at the back of the armada, watching the progress of the battle. But as the sun set and the moon rose, she streamed out across the water. Aglow with the pale blue light, as though channeling the moon through her body.
 
   The lookout saw her coming, and the alarms were sounded. It was odd, sounding the alarms in the middle of a battle. Danger was pretty much three paces in every direction from any living person. But Selene was dangerous, and it was clear she had to be handled.
 
   She landed in the middle of the battlefield, halfway up the slope of the beach. She spun once around, a stream of lightning arching out of her fingers and smashing into every Rone and Turin soldier within thirty paces of her. They crackled in the electrical stream before falling over, dead.
 
   Landora swept into the medical tent. Nuria was there, scampering from bed to bed, healing every soldier in turn. Just enough to keep them from dying. There were so many injured, she had to conserve what energy she could.
 
   “Nuria,” Landora called, “We have to go. One of the mages who attacked Countess Vye is out there.”
 
   “I’m too tired to fight,” Nuria said. “I’m worn to the bone.”
 
   “Then you’re going to have to fight with your bones,” Landora said. “It’s going to take everything we have to deal with her.”
 
   And she ran out of the tent. Nuria took a deep breath. She didn’t think she could do much, but if anything could motivate her, it was the opportunity to hurt one of the people who had attacked Vye.
 
   ---
 
   Nuria ran out onto the beach, where she found the fight with Selene had already begun. Landora had joined the Twins, and the three of them were attacking Selene from three sides. Nuria decided it was time to make it four.
 
   Selene saw that she was surrounded, but she had other tricks up her sleeve. She launched herself into the air, floating above the others. While Nuria could do some minor levitation, and the Turin-Guarde could do a little more, none of them could maneuver the way she could.
 
   “Keep her away from the city!” Landora shouted, repeating the command in Rone for Nuria’s benefit. The mages all ran north along the beach, forcing Selene to float in their direction. The villainess fired bolts of lightning down at the others, who could only throw their hands up, deflecting the magical attacks.
 
   Nuria couldn’t keep up. She tried levitating a few feet off the ground and pushing herself north, but that only tired her out more. There was no way she could keep running on the sand at the same pace as the three adult mages.
 
   She tripped and flopped into the sand. Every ounce of her body was bruised. But she was still angry enough to want to destroy Selene. Fine, she thought. If I can’t fight her with my body, I’ll fight her with my mind.
 
   She rolled onto her back, staring up into the clear night sky. The stars sprinkled light over the naked beach, and Nuria closed her eyes. She hoped she was far enough out of reach of the battle that she wouldn’t get trampled by some random soldiers.
 
   She reached out in her mind, tracking her steps back along the beach, up the slope, to the West Tower, and into Castle Anuen. Her mind drifted down the steps, into the armory. The battle had happened so suddenly, none of the nobles had been given time to get their armor on. And even in the hours since, it didn’t seem helpful, as the sandy beach was the worst terrain for them.
 
   So Nuria found plenty of empty suits of armor lying around. Her favorite. But then, on her way to the armory, she saw something else. Something even better...
 
   ---
 
   Landora shielded Xanathos from another blast from Selene. The flying mage may not have been fighting at full strength after launching the Wave, but she was still packing quite a punch. And none of the attacks the Turin-Guarde had fired back seemed to do much at all.
 
   She got even more worried when she felt a thump in the ground. It was like four tons of rock had just dropped on the beach, and she was feeling the impact through the soles of her feet.
 
   It was, in fact, four tons of rock that had just landed on the beach. Well, not landed so much as walked. The massive collection of volcanic bluestone was actually shaped into the form of a person. Specifically, King Michael Rone IV. The Statue had come to life, and was traipsing across the beach.
 
   Nuria was a little unsteady in piloting the monstrosity. It was heavier than any suit of armor she had ever used. It had been really hard to even get the thing off the pedestal. But she had possessed the statue just as she had the suits of armor. So it wasn’t a matter of trying to break the rock. It was a question of trying to move her feet.
 
   And taxing though it was, she got it. She hopped off the pedestal (to a vibration felt inside the Castle, if not on the beach.) She launched up the stairway four steps at a time. She jumped out of the castle, and landed on her feet in the middle of the beach.
 
   And now, with long, steady strides, the stone reincarnation of King Michael marched north, catching up to the fight between Selene and the Turin-Guarde.
 
   Nuria held up the sword in her hands, not even aware that it was the Saintskeep. She would have liked to have yelled, “On guarde!” to taunt Selene, but talking through the Statue was something she hadn’t managed yet.
 
   Selene naturally tried to destroy the golem, but her lightning strike was harmlessly absorbed by the Sword of Kings. Nuria knelt down...
 
   And jumped. The Statue leapt into the air, sword over his head...
 
   And she chopped down on the airborne enemy. The sword cut clear through, from Selene’s right shoulder to her crotch, splitting the millennia-old woman in half in a matter of seconds.
 
   The Statue landed a second later, along with both halves of Selene. Nuria took the pose the Statue had been holding before she borrowed it, standing, facing the sea, and holding his sword up in the air. Then, she took her mind out of it. Her consciousness whipped back to her body, where she promptly fell asleep.
 
   Grimsor’s army, already disheartened by their depleting numbers and the resilience of the Rone and the Turin, lost all morale when they saw Selene go down. They got back in their rafts, turned, and fled, now fighting the high tide back out into the water. Duncan ordered the nearest fleet to launch into the bay, guarding against further invasion. The Battle of Anuen had ended.
 
   At least, the waking battle...
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 57: No Rest For the Weary
 
    
 
   Duncan watched with relief as the enemy fled. Anuen had been caught off guard, but they had pulled through. The Rone and the Turin had, somehow, fought side-by-side. And now that the battle was over, Duncan was hoping to have a moment of calm. He would organize the relief effort, help heal those who could be healed, reorganize the troops--
 
   But there wasn’t a moment of rest. Because while they had been occupied fighting Selene and her troops, Grimsor had been busy in the Dreamscape. As each wounded soldier fell asleep, recovering from his wounds, Grimsor invaded their minds.
 
   Turning Sarah, or Jareld, or Rajani took effort. When Grimsor wanted to command someone who wielded power, someone who had control, he had to study them. Learn their fears. Find their weaknesses. But for the common soldier, the task was much easier. They were all close to death. They all feared their families would burn in an invasion. They had all seen the tidal wave that almost wiped out their beloved city.
 
   It’s not that each soldier went down easily. Grimsor still had to catch them in a dream, and still had to Turn them. But any who put up a modicum of resistance, he ignored. He didn’t want the leaders this time. He just wanted numbers, because chaos was his friend.
 
   The first thing to go was the medic’s tent. Those soldiers who Grimsor could Turn woke from their dreams and burned it down. Next, a fire started in the kitchen under the Castle. Some of the servants who had actually managed to get to sleep once the battle had started were sent in. They used knives to kill the other servants, and then set the place ablaze.
 
   But Grimsor’s favorite move was when he captured the mind of a wounded Turin Captain. While the Turin were fighting alongside the Rone, they still took their wounded to a separate area to recover. When Grimsor caught this man, he marched him up to a Rone Captain and stabbed him in the heart. No warning, no words. He just murdered him.
 
   And that was all it really took. If Grimsor had tried this in the chaos of the Battle, it would have gone unnoticed. It would have been chalked up to an accident, or confusion. But this was clearly after the battle. This was as the soldiers were collecting the weapons of their dead enemies.
 
   Once Duncan had both fires under control, he raced back onto the beach, where there was already a large standoff. The Turin faction on one side, the Rone on the other. It was all he could do to keep the two sides on his two sides. But when he saw the eyes of the Turin Captain, he knew what had happened.
 
   Since the Turin weren’t inclined to take orders from Duncan, he ordered the Rone troops back. At that moment, Landora and the Twins returned. And in Landora’s arms, Nuria slept.
 
   “Is she OK?” Duncan asked.
 
   “She’s exhausted,” Landora answered. “But I think she’ll be fine.”
 
   “He’s here,” Duncan whispered to the others. “Grimsor. He’s in our camp. He’s taken the minds of any soldiers who fall asleep.”
 
   “How can we stop him?” Landora asked, the fatigue in her voice apparent. “I’m liable to fall asleep myself any second now.”
 
   “You can’t!” Duncan shouted. “Nobody can. Wake her up.”
 
   Landora rested Nuria against a rock, gently nudging her awake.
 
   “OK, first order of business,” Duncan said, “I have to issue an order that nobody fall asleep.”
 
   “Everybody just fought a battle,” Landora objected. “And we didn’t kill all of the enemy. If they come back, we can’t have our army sleep-deprived.”
 
   “It’s better than having half our army fighting the other half.”
 
   “It’s not even midnight,” Landora said. “You want them to stay up the whole night?”
 
   “I can’t think of a better solution for now,” Duncan said. “But you’re right. This is just a stopgap. We need to find a way to deal with Grimsor once and for all.”
 
   “Flopson...” Nuria mumbled.
 
   “What?” Duncan said.
 
   “Flopson,” she repeated, coming around. “Vye said he’s the key. He knows how to defeat Grimsor.”
 
   “Who’s Flopson?” Landora asked.
 
   “He’s...” Duncan began, but paused to catch his mental breath. He himself had never met Flopson, but he knew enough of the story. “He was a jester. He was the fool of Castle Hartstone when Michael was the Count there.”
 
   “A jester?”
 
   “I guess it doesn’t translate well,” Duncan admitted. “He was a clown. He was there to entertain people.”
 
   “And this is the man who knows how to stop a demon?”
 
   “If Vye says so...”
 
   “I guess I could have been dreaming,” Nuria chimed in. “I mean, I know I was dreaming, but I guess I could have been... dreaming-dreaming. You know?”
 
   Duncan paced in the sand. It was bad enough he was going to have to keep the Turin and the Rone from killing each other. It was also bad enough he was going to have to order the entire population of Anuen to not sleep after the exhausting battle. Now he was apparently going to have to rest all their hopes on a jester who had been missing from the Kingdom for six years.
 
   “Well, we don’t have any other leads,” Duncan said. “So we need to find him.”
 
   “How?” Nuria asked.
 
   “It would help if we had someone who knew him,” Landora said. “The more intimate someone was with the Jester, the easier it would be to make a connection. At least, that’s how Master Eric taught us to do it when we’re reaching out for someone.”
 
   “Corthos,” Duncan said. “The pirate. He was with Flopson on the quest to save Sarah in the Caves of Drentar. And they were last seen together at the signing of the Unity Treaty.”
 
   “Bring me to him,” Landora said.
 
   “OK, Nuria, gentlemen, I need you to spread the word about the not sleeping. I know, nobody will be happy to hear it. Tell them we’re working on a solution, but if they could please not fall asleep and stab anybody, we’d appreciate it. Landora, let’s go.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 58: A Dagger of the Heart
 
    
 
   Emily couldn’t sleep. It wasn’t that she wasn’t tired, nor that her body would have been too nervous to sleep. It was that she had been told she wasn’t allowed to sleep. So she wandered the halls of the Castle. The Council had been penned up in the War Room for most of the day and now the night. Each had taken a one hour break in turn, and now it was hers.
 
   And since she couldn’t just go back to her quarters and collapse into her bed, she decided to take care of one last piece of business.
 
   She approached Jareld’s quarters. The Guards stationed there were pacing, trying to stay awake. She dismissed them, telling them she had this. They were too tired to disagree.
 
   She knocked on Jareld’s door. It swung open, loose on its hinges. The broken slats had been boarded over, but the lock and frame were still just there for show. She spotted Jareld standing at the window, looking west over the beach.
 
   “May I come in?” she asked.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   She stepped inside. Just a single stride. She was too frightened to be out of reach of the door. Because Jareld had not been there in her dream. He had not been freed from the bonds of Grimsor. He had been in her dream. When Vye had freed the Council. But he had been an imitation. He was really the demon, and showed his true form in the end. Which meant...
 
   “You’re not yourself,” she said.
 
   “I know,” Jareld answered. “And there’s nothing you can do about it.”
 
   “I don’t believe that.”
 
   “Then you’ve learned nothing. Everyone has their own fears. And those fears can blind and cripple them. Jareld has his. You have yours. You might have escaped me for the moment. You might have freed the members of the Council. But Vye is dead. She can’t help you anymore. And so, one by one, I will take all of your minds.”
 
   “We can overcome our fears.”
 
   “Not all of you.”
 
   “Maybe not. But some of us. And Jareld most of all.”
 
   “Jareld is gone. There is no Jareld.”
 
   “Jareld, listen to me...”
 
   “Are you deaf? He’s not here.”
 
   “No, I think he is. And I think he’s stronger than you.”
 
   “His fears and insecurities run too deep. He will never surface again.”
 
   “Jareld, just listen. I’m here. And I love you.”
 
   “Perhaps you need a demonstration,” Jareld’s body said, pacing to his desk. He grabbed a gem-inlaid dagger. A souvenir from some far-away shore. And he closed in on Emily. “Your faith will get you killed.”
 
   “Bring your dagger,” Emily said, and she unclasped her dress, exposing the top of her bodice. “My heart is here, if you’re looking for it. But I know Jareld won’t stab me.”
 
   “Jareld wouldn’t,” Jareld’s voice said with Grimsor’s mind, “But I will.”
 
   “I forgive you, Jareld. I was angry at what you did. And I’m still angry. And I still don’t agree with all of it. But I love you. I thought maybe that would change because of what you did. But it didn’t. I still want to spend my life with you. Living in a small hut overlooking a bay. Or perhaps fields of grass.”
 
   Jareld’s feet carried him closer and closer, the dagger held before him. The sharp blade flickered in the moonlight as he passed in front of the window.
 
   “Your sentiment is touching,” he mocked. “But I have control over this body. Jareld is never coming back.”
 
   “Then I’d rather be dead anyway,” Emily retorted. And Jareld was upon her. He held the knife up. Emily grabbed his wrist, but she wasn’t struggling. She helped him, placing the blade upon her bosom, right through the laces of her corset. Right at her heart. The whole time, she stared into his eyes. If he was in there, she was going to find him.
 
   “Jareld, you’re still a good man. I believe that now more than I ever did. Fight him off.”
 
   “I can’t...” Jareld said, struggling to speak through the puppeteer that controlled his body. The blade pressed forward, pricking her skin. Blood leaked out of her chest.
 
   “You can,” Emily said. “You were in a stone prison for four years and you didn’t give up hope. You escaped that prison all on your own. Now I’m here to help you escape this prison.”
 
   “You should run...” Jareld’s mouth said. It was hard to tell who was saying it. Was it Jareld, worried for her, hoping she would flee? Or was it Grimsor, taunting her. Warning her.
 
   “I’m not running. I love you Jareld, and I’m going to get you through this. Don’t you see? We were separated for years but we were still together. We both dreamt of that house, Jareld. The one on the lake. Or possibly on a field of grass. We met there every night. So wherever you go, I’m going with you. And I KNOW you. I know you couldn’t stab me, even if an ancient evil is living in your mind.”
 
   Jareld’s hand shook. The dagger scraped across Emily’s chest, tearing her corset. Half of his brain wanted to push the blade in, gutting her. And half his brain wanted to pull the blade away, saving her.
 
   So the tiebreaker was his love. Because there was something so fundamental about his love for her, that there was no way he could do it. He was incapable of killing her. It was muscle memory for an inability to act. An allergic reaction to the motion of moving the blade forward.
 
   He flung it away. It clattered across the room and he collapsed into Emily’s arms, weeping.
 
   “Thank you...” he said. “Oh, Halinor! You’re bleeding. Let’s get you to a medic.”
 
   “It’s not too bad,” she said. “You can bandage me yourself.”
 
   “But we’ll have to remove your corset and...”
 
   His voice trailed off as their eyes met...
 
   And then they embraced again. This time kissing. The corset, along with all manner of clothes, fell to the ground in record time. Bandages were applied to Emily’s wound. And the bed got its best workout in its career.
 
   When they finished, they collapsed onto the bed, side by side, naked as the day they had last been naked. Jareld checked on her bandages, making sure they hadn’t been ruined by any of their rambunctious movements.
 
   “I’ve decided,” Emily said, “That I want our house to overlook a field of grass.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “I don’t want to live near water ever again.”
 
   “Your bandages are fine.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “I’m worried that, in my elated and satisfied condition, I might fall asleep.”
 
   “That’s against the rules.”
 
   “I know. And I hate breaking rules. Can you help me stay awake?”
 
   And she did.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 59: The Memory of a Clown
 
    
 
   Corthos was in the battle, of course. He hadn’t been spending time with Jareld in the past few days, and when he heard the call to arms, he answered, just as anyone would.
 
   He had fought his way up to the beach. But instead of just standing on the shore and beating up Grimsor’s army as they landed, he commandeered one of their ships. He got a small unit to follow him, and they sailed back out into the ocean. Because the current was with them, it was easier for them to maneuver. Corthos would have his men guide him to the nearest enemy raft, board it, kill its occupants, scuttle it, then jump back to his raft. He did quite a good job thinning the herd before they even joined the battle proper.
 
   He was unscathed by the fighting, so he helped Duncan organize patrols, rounding up any wounded who were too hurt to move, and making sure there weren’t any straggling soldiers from Grimsor’s army wandering around. He also led the effort to put out the fire in the kitchen.
 
   Duncan and Landora found him nursing a bottle of wine in the mess hall, a much needed break from his duties. They sat across from him without a word.
 
   “Corthos,” Duncan said, “Hello. My name is Duncan. I’m the High Lieutenant... Well, I guess I’m actually the acting Count of Deliem for the moment. And I need your help.”
 
   Corthos took a chug of his wine bottle, biting into an apple. His eyes were on Landora the whole time.
 
   “Oh,” Duncan said, “And this is Landora.”
 
   “Aye?” Corthos said, “Yer one of them Turin-Sen?”
 
   “We are now called the Turin-Guarde.”
 
   “She’s one of the good guys, Corthos,” Duncan insisted.
 
   “So I’ve ‘eard. Met one of those before. A good Turin-Sen-- Me Apologies, Turin-Guarde. Aye, we were down in the Caves of Drentar, tryin’ ta find--”
 
   “I know the story,” Duncan said. “And that’s part of the reason we’re here. You spent time with Flopson, the Jester.”
 
   “Aye. He was a right mad fellow.”
 
   “We need to find him.”
 
   “Then yer mad yerselves.”
 
   “It’s urgent.”
 
   “I ‘ave not seen him goin’ on five years.”
 
   “That’s more recent than anyone else has,” Landora said. “And we believe that he knows how to defeat Grimsor.”
 
   “Who be Grimsor?”
 
   “Never mind,” Duncan said. “Will you please, please, let Landora search your mind? We know you don’t know where he is, but you’re the closest link we have. And we need to find him fast.”
 
   “I wou’naught recommend a Lady go diggin’ thru me mind. She might take offense at what she finds in there.”
 
   “Trust me,” Landora said, “I’ve thought worse.”
 
   “I’ll wager a Ducat on that,” Corthos said. But he smiled, drained his bottle of the last remnants of the wine, smacked his lips, and planted the bottle on the table. “Aye then. Ya want ta find good ol’ Flopson. Be my guest.”
 
   Landora leaned over the table, pressing her fingers to Corthos’ temples. They both closed their eyes...
 
   ---
 
   Back through the hours...
 
   Back through the fire in the kitchen, the battle on the beach, Jareld’s strange behavior, hiding Landos’ body... Landora didn’t know what she was looking at. It was a blur. But it was too recent...
 
   Back through the weeks...
 
   Corthos’ life became a mosaic of sights and sounds. Now he was Krugg, the servant to Jareld, who was pretending to be the Count, now news of Vye’s death arrived at the Castle, now he was moving Jareld into his new home...
 
   Back through the months...
 
   Too much to hold onto. Landora delved further into Corthos’ subconscious, so that she not only saw and heard his memories, but was living them. Each second made sense to her as she witnessed it, though if she thought about it later, it would mean nothing. She was entirely subjective...
 
   The years...
 
   Until at last she moved to a long stretch of time before Jareld was there. The life of a pirate. Freedom. Contentment. Life at sea. And there was Flopson. Now it was time to stop. To be there, in the moment...
 
   ---
 
   “But yer me best mate,” Corthos said. “And ya get to do theivin’, which seems to suit you.”
 
   Flopson was traipsing across the sand. He wasn’t heading for his hut. He was heading for a small boat with a sack over his shoulder. He was leaving.
 
   “I’ve only ever worn one suit,” Flopson quipped, “And it’s that of a clown.”
 
   “Ya were naught born a jester.”
 
   “I was born a long time ago. I can’t remember what I was then.”
 
   “Piratin’ will naught be as much fun without ya.”
 
   “I’ve never had fun without me.”
 
   “Fer a moment, can ya be serious?”
 
   “I can’t be Serious. I’m Flopson.”
 
   “D’ya want a bigger share of the bounty?”
 
   “If you think I’m after gold, you haven’t been paying attention.”
 
   “Which way ya sailing?”
 
   Flopson flopped his sack into the single-sail skiff. Not much of a vessel, but it was seaworthy, and Flopson had proven himself a skilled boatman.
 
   “I can’t remember.”
 
   “How can ya nawt remember?” Corthos said. “Ya haven’t left yet.”
 
   “Which is why I have no memory of it.”
 
   Corthos smiled. Flopson never let down. Not for a minute. He was an impenetrable surface. An immovable object. Corthos reached out and embraced his friend.
 
   “Well, if I cannot convince ya t’stay, I’ll be wishin’ ya happy voyages.”
 
   “And to you,” Flopson said, returning the hug. “And remember...”
 
   Flopson leaned in and whispered something into Corthos’ ear. A single word. Corthos didn’t know what it meant, but Flopson so often said nonsense that he thought nothing of it. Just another joke, probably.
 
   Flopson grabbed the paddles and pushed away from the shore. He unfurled the sail and his boat drifted south. Corthos watched it until it rounded the bend, out of sight...
 
   ---
 
   Landora’s eyes snapped open a second before Corthos’.
 
   “What was that?” Landora asked.
 
   “What were what?”
 
   “What did he whisper to you?”
 
   “I dunnot remember.”
 
   “Come here.”
 
   Landora placed her hands back on his temples. She focused in on that one memory. The day Flopson left. The last word he said to Corthos...
 
   “Benthos...”
 
   Landora listened to that moment over and over. She relived that memory a dozen times, and each time, she heard the same thing...
 
   “Benthos...”
 
   She opened her eyes.
 
   “Benthos,” she said aloud.
 
   “Benthos?” Duncan repeated, “You mean... under the water?”
 
   “What be Benthos?” Corthos asked.
 
   “It’s a mythical place,” Duncan said. “A whole city of people living on the ocean floor. Talking to fish and whatnot.”
 
   “Is that where Flopson went?” Landora asked.
 
   “He couldn’t have,” Duncan answered. “It’s not a real place. Even the stories that talk about it refer to it as a story for children. A fantasy. I can’t even remember where the legend comes from.”
 
   “It was the Aothans,” said a voice behind Duncan. Everyone turned to see Jareld and Emily, hand in hand, watching over them. Jareld smiled at the group, and with a look from Emily, everyone just sort of understood that he was alright.
 
   “Sorry to interrupt,” Jareld said. “We were just hoping for a snack. We used up a lot of energy and--” Emily jolted him in the ribs, and Jareld changed the subject on a dime, “It was the Aothans. Tribe of people from western Khiransi. Died off about nine hundred years ago.”
 
   “Well,” Duncan said, “I’m glad someone was paying attention in that class. But it doesn’t matter who created the place. It still doesn’t exist.”
 
   “It doesn’t exist here,” Jareld retorted, “In the physical world. But if you’ve heard of it, and I’ve heard of it, and Flopson’s heard of it...”
 
   “Then we can all dream about it,” Duncan concluded. “Flopson didn’t know where he would be when we finally needed him. But he could always control where he would dream about.”
 
   “So,” Landora said, “We have to sleep after all.”
 
   “Apparently,” Duncan said. “If we’re ever going to solve this problem. But if somebody’s going to be dreaming, they could easily run into Grimsor. Especially if everybody else is awake.”
 
   “Then we shouldn’t just send one person,” Landora said. “We should send everyone.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 60: The Great Dream
 
    
 
   If it was weird giving an order for everybody to not fall asleep, it was weirder still giving an order for everyone to go to sleep at the same time.
 
   Duncan issued the orders throughout the Castle. He knew there was a possibility that some people in Anuen were already Turned. That Grimsor had captured someone who had nodded off, and was waiting for an opportune moment. But there was no hope of secrecy. Duncan only hoped that superior numbers would win the day.
 
   He appointed James Avonshire and a select group of guards to watch over the Castle. They would keep regular watches and patrols. If anyone attacked, they would run around, waking everybody up. But if the waking world was quiet, they would just let everyone sleep, envious though they might be.
 
   At first, Duncan was planning on having everyone sleep in a separate room. But Landora convinced him that this was impractical. First, there weren’t enough rooms. And second, if they bunched people together and left one guard watching over each group, then even if someone was Turned and woke up, they wouldn’t be able to do much damage. If everyone was isolated, then a single traitor could slip from room to room, killing at will for a long time before he was captured.
 
   “This plan is insane,” Nuria objected when Duncan told her the ins and outs.
 
   “I know,” Duncan said. “But we’re trying to find a notoriously insane jester, so it kind of makes sense.”
 
   “I should stay awake, to watch over you,” she offered.
 
   “No,” Duncan said, “You need sleep as much as anyone. More so, probably.”
 
   “I already passed out on the beach,” Nuria argued. “It’s a miracle Grimsor wasn’t looking for me then.”
 
   “Are you afraid to face him again?”
 
   “Are you kidding? He’s a nightmare. I mean, a literal, living nightmare. Of course I don’t want to face him again.”
 
   “We’ll all be there with you,” Duncan assured her. “Landora, Emily, me...”
 
   “He Turned me, Duncan. He ripped me out of the world and put a puppet in my place. I was...his. I would have killed my friends. He could know anything he wanted to know. Secrets I haven’t told anyone. Things I never wanted to share...”
 
   “Nuria, you came back,” Duncan placed a hand on her shoulder. “And I won’t let him near you again.”
 
   “I have to tell you something.”
 
   “Not now.”
 
   “You don’t know what I’m going to say.”
 
   “You’re too young for me, Nuria.”
 
   “Fuck that. What I’ve been through the last few weeks, I’m old enough, at least in my mind.”
 
   “Your mind is only a part of you.”
 
   “My body will catch up.”
 
   “It would be improper--”
 
   “I love you. Everything you’re saying is an excuse. All obstacles we can overcome. If you love me, too.”
 
   “I do love you, Nuria. But as I said, I love you...like a sister. I will always be there for you. But I can’t love you the way you want me to.”
 
   “Is it because of her?”
 
   “Who? Landora?”
 
   “If that’s the name that came to mind, then the answer is yes.”
 
   “I do have feelings for her. But it’s been a complicated few weeks. I’m not sure about anything just now.”
 
   “I saw you kissing her.”
 
   “We were in a rather tense situation.”
 
   “We’ve all been in a tense situation.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Nuria. Maybe if I was born later, or you were born sooner... There’s nothing I can do about how I feel,” he knelt at her side. “But please believe me, I want only the best for you.”
 
   Nuria shuffled her feet, thinking about what to say next.
 
   “And I want only the best for you,” she said. And she kissed him. “And one day I will convince you that that’s me. For now, let’s go hunt us a demon.”
 
   She turned on her heel and stalked off. Duncan sighed. He was going to have to let this go. First job, save the world. Next job, make sure the emotionally-confused thirteen-year-old girl got over him.
 
   He wasn’t sure which task would prove more difficult.
 
   ---
 
   Everyone was set.
 
   The audience chamber, the mess hall, and the grand balcony were flooded with tired citizens of Rone and the Turinheld. Landora would oversee the audience chamber, where Duncan, Jareld, and Emily waited. Nuria would oversee the mess hall, where the rest of the Council waited. And the Twins would take care of the Balcony, where Corthos waited with many of the remaining soldiers. It was Landora’s hope that each of the magic-users would be able to guide the sleeping masses.
 
   Jareld had the staff create a concoction, using some herbs he had collected. Nothing too potent, but for an already weary crowd, the mix would help get them to sleep. He assured Duncan that if there was an emergency, they could be woken again with ease.
 
   So as the clock struck three, everyone took a sip of the potion. And only then did the leaders of the Castle start to tell stories of the land of Benthos. The City Beneath the Sea. Landora, Nuria, and the Twins started directing their dreams, hoping to carry as many people with them as they could...
 
   ---
 
   The rolling waves hushed across the night...
 
   Landora lifted herself off the sand. She was on the beach outside the Castle, as she had intended. It was still night, but the moon was still strong. Was it in the right part of the sky? Landora had to admit she didn’t know enough about its rotation to be certain.
 
   There were others there, but not as many as she had seen in her room. Duncan, Emily, and Jareld had all made it, along with a few dozen others. But there should have been another hundred or so soldiers from the audience chamber.
 
   “Where is everyone?” Duncan asked.
 
   “This isn’t a common skill,” Landora said. “I guess everyone else’s mind has wandered.”
 
   “Are they in danger?” Emily asked.
 
   “If they are, there’s nothing we can do about it now,” Landora said. One of the soldiers faded away, but at about the same time, two others appeared. Minds adrift in the sea of dreams.
 
   Moments later, Xerxes and Xanathos arrived with their posse, including Corthos, who once again had his beard and locks. But besides the pirate, they were also shorthanded. The Grand Balcony should have had the largest contingent, but only about thirty people were dreaming alongside them.
 
   “We’re not going to have the strength of numbers I was hoping for,” Duncan said, as even more people faded in and out of the beach.
 
   Nuria arrived last, though it was impossible to tell how much time had passed. It might have been seconds. It might have felt like hours. She, too, didn’t have her full compliment of sidekicks, but by percentages, she had done better than the others.
 
   As soon as Nuria’s group arrived, Duncan marched them into the water. It was hard for some of the dreamers to commit. Even with the understanding that this was a dream, it was just too scary to dip their heads below water and keep them down.
 
   Their numbers dwindled further as they marched along the ocean floor, until they finally came to Benthos. Those who hadn’t been through this before found it very difficult to control their minds, let alone take on new instructions from within the Dreamscape. Besides Duncan, Jareld, Emily, Nuria, and the Turin-Guarde, only about thirty soldiers arrived with them in Benthos.
 
   It was a beautiful place to be, even if only in a dream. It felt like you were floating, even though each of them stood on the ocean floor. The water washed over them, but they moved as though through air. Breathing came naturally to them, of course, since their actual bodies were lying above sea level.
 
   Before them rose a great city, carved out of the coral rocks. The sunlight beamed down in scattered rays, illuminating the walls in pinks and yellows and powdered blues. Of course, the real sun could never reach this deep into the real ocean. But this was a dream. A fantasy. It could be whatever they wanted.
 
   From the small windows carved in the coral buildings, curious heads peered out at the new arrivals. They were human, though they were all bald, and they had slight fins on their feet. Was that part of the legend? Duncan couldn’t remember all the details, and he doubted Jareld could either. Perhaps one of them had seen a drawing in one of their books, and was projecting it into the dream. Or perhaps this was just the way that made the most sense to most of the people dreaming. Or perhaps they were all seeing it differently, depending on their own interpretations.
 
   Two of the aquatic humans floated over to the newcomers, a man and a woman. They wore flowing robes that billowed in the watery breeze.
 
   “We never have visitors. Welcome to Benthos,” the man proclaimed in the Rone language. Of course, that was ridiculous, since the society who had dreamt up this place died off before the modern language of Rone existed. But in dreams, we do not speak in words. We share ideas.
 
   “You’ve never had visitors?” Landora asked. And she was also speaking in Rone, though without an accent or in stilted words. Duncan realized he was hearing what she meant to say, not the words she had used.
 
   “Only once,” the woman admitted. “But he has been here so long, we think of him as our brother.”
 
   “Flopson?” Duncan asked.
 
   “We know him only as the Crabby Hermit,” the man explained. “He likes to be left alone, on the edge of the city.”
 
   “Can you take us to him?”
 
   ---
 
   There was no real travel time. One moment, they were being greeted at the gates of Benthos, the next they were at the entrance to a cave. Again, Duncan noticed that some of the guards vanished, while others arrived. It was very hard to keep everyone focused.
 
   “I’m worried,” Landora whispered to Duncan. “With so many guards coming and going, at least one of them will end up dreaming alone. That means Grimsor can turn him, and that means he can find us.”
 
   “I know,” Duncan responded. “We just have to move fast.”
 
   They swam into the cave. Once inside, they could see that the cave had a sunroof, allowing a single beam of light straight into the middle of the room. Like a spotlight. The rest of the place was dark.
 
   “This is where we leave you,” the aquatic man said.
 
   “We do not wish to disturb the Hermit,” the woman added, and they both swam off. For a moment, nobody said anything.
 
   “Flopson,” Jareld called out.
 
   “Hey, Matey!” Corthos added, “Be you within these walls?”
 
   A gentle laugh echoed through the darkness.
 
   “Flopson?” a voice said, “What a silly name.”
 
   It was him. Jareld recognized the voice by its pitch and timber. But the way he spoke was alien to the historian. Flopson had never carried so much gravitas in his words.
 
   “But it is a name you go by,” Jareld called out. “Or at least, you did for a time.”
 
   “Once upon a time, we all had different names,” the voice that was Flopson said. “For once you were a worm, and once she was a star, and some of you have been the better part of a rock.”
 
   “I already took a philosophy class Flopson,” Jareld said. “How about you come out and face me?”
 
   “Only if you ask for me by name.”
 
   “I only know one name for you: Flopson.”
 
   “That is not my name.”
 
   “Then what is your name?”
 
   “No, no, no. I will not tell. That is a secret I have kept for many centuries.”
 
   “Very well,” Jareld said, pacing. “Perhaps I don’t know your name. But perhaps I know who you are.”
 
   “How can you know who I am without knowing my name?”
 
   “Name’s are just shorthand for a person. I’ll tell you a story. The long story...
 
   “You lived some two thousand years ago. On a continent far from Rone. And you knew a man named Johann Frost. And together, you faced the greatest evil the land has ever known. Together, you faced Grimsor.”
 
   The room quaked at the mention of the demon’s name.
 
   “Fool!” Flopson’s voice called from the darkness. “Do not utter his name. He is already looking for you. And looking for me. Calling to him only brings him closer.”
 
   Duncan ordered the guards to keep watch outside the cave. He told them not to engage with Grimsor, as they would be helpless against him, but to warn the others if he came close.
 
   “Sorry,” Jareld said. “But you’ve been hiding too long. He’s returned, and we have to fight him now.”
 
   “You can’t fight him,” Flopson called out. “He is indestructible. Your blades and arrows will bounce off him like droplets of water.”
 
   “Right,” Jareld said. “We can’t fight him. We can only trap him or banish him. And you succeeded at the first part. You and Frost trapped him. But then you needed time. Because the only power strong enough to banish him to the Abyss was time.”
 
   “Who has that kind of time to wait?” Flopson mused.
 
   “And you were left alone to carry the burden. Frost and all your other companions died. How did you learn to live so long?”
 
   “Good eating and exercise.”
 
   “Flopson, be serious.”
 
   “I can’t be serious. I’m insane. And I’m not Flopson.”
 
   “So some magic then? You and your peers could conjure demons and construct spells of epic strength. Immortality couldn’t be that far off.”
 
   “Immortality?!” Flopson’s voice mused. “No, my dear boy. Longevity. Perhaps I could have done either, but they both have their price. And the upgrade from Longevity to Immortality wasn’t worth the service fee.”
 
   “But there was still a price? Seeing your friends die? Outliving your children?”
 
   “My friends had already died. And I cannot have children. Or, at least, I haven’t been able to since my transformation. Believe me, I tried.”
 
   “Then the price was your mind...” Jareld concluded.
 
   “There you go!” the voice of Flopson rejoined. “Give the man a prize!”
 
   And he stepped into the light.
 
   It was Flopson. Or, at least, it was the body and face of the man some of them knew as Flopson. But he stood up straight. And he wore a brown robe, with a belt and boots. His hair was short and dark. But the mischievous smile was still plastered on his face.
 
   “I had to remember,” Flopson said. “I had to remember until it was time to forget. And they’ll let you remember, but you end up remembering everything. All of it. Two thousand years of names and places and things. I can tell you the order of moves of every chess game I’ve played, ever. I can tell you how many days I owned each pair of boots I’ve ever worn. And the human brain isn’t made for that.”
 
   Another rumble echoed through the room. Bigger, closer, and louder. Grimsor was close.
 
   “So now, if you want me to remember something, I’ll just have to tell you everything. EVERYTHING!”
 
   Flopson yelled, jumping in Jareld’s face. Jareld recoiled, instinctively. There was no mistaking the madness in his eyes.
 
   “When my mind began to slip, I hid a part of it here. Deep under the ocean. Waiting in a living dream. My waking body can’t comprehend everything he knows or does. He can only see one piece of the puzzle at a time. I had hoped to keep this part of my mind safe. Protected. Sane.”
 
   He started to laugh, the least comforting laugh in the history of mental breakdowns.
 
   “Looks like it didn’t work huh?!” he said, slapping Jareld on the shoulder, like he was delivering a punchline. 
 
   “We need you to remember something,” Jareld said. “Just one thing. How do we defeat Grimsor?”
 
   “You can’t.”
 
   “You just said, we can banish him.”
 
   “Hypothetically. Suppositionally. Abstractly. Theoretically, you could indubitably endeavor to ostracize and extradite the offending hellion. But if you do, it will have to be without my help.”
 
   “How so?” Jareld pressed.
 
   “He’s here!” a guard yelled, as the lookout fled back into the room. Landora arranged everyone to bottleneck the entrance, hoping to give Jareld as much time as they possibly could.
 
   “Flopson! Tell me why you can’t help!”
 
   “We trusted in steel and blood. A spell works best if the energy is collected in two parts. We put one in the steel. We put the other in the blood. When the two meet, they will release the energy.”
 
   “So, what’s wrong? What steel? Who’s blood?”
 
   Rocks cracked over the entrance into the cave. Grimsor was punching his way in, breaking the barrier wide enough for his massive frame.
 
   “The steel is easy,” Flopson said, as though nothing were happening, “The Saintskeep, silly. The Sword of Kings wasn’t meant to be the Sword of Kings. It was just a vessel. A magically imbued clump of metal.” 
 
   The stones exploded into the cave, and there stood Grimsor, the fire on his horns burning despite the water. A stream of hissing steam bubbled up from the top of his head. Behind him, an army. Some of them his people. Some of them Rone and Turin soldiers. Men and women who had been in the dream.
 
   “Keep talking,” Jareld urged Flopson.
 
   “The blood is lost. The oldest son of the oldest son of, well, you get it. Etc. Etc. Rone. We picked him. A strong leader. His family ruled over the old continent. And when the people fled to the continent you now call home, we had to make sure his family survived. And he ‘discovered’ the sword again, with a little encouragement from yours truly.”
 
   “So if an heir of Rone the Great wields the Saintskeep, he can banish Grimsor?”
 
   “Stop saying his name.”
 
   “He’s already here.”
 
   “To answer your question, yes. If there were any male heirs left, he could stab Grimsor with the sword. It won’t kill him, but it will release the energy for the portal. Then you would need someone to shape the spell. Not hard. There’ll be plenty of energy. I always expected to do it myself but, you know...”
 
   “You’re insane?”
 
   “That’s the one!”
 
   Behind them, the battle was going very poorly, very quickly. Duncan’s soldiers were wiped out in seconds. Did they die? Wake up? He couldn’t be sure. The mages all attacked Grimsor, but even in the Dreamscape, his skin was impenetrable. There was no contending with him.
 
   “We have to wake up!” Duncan yelled to Landora. “We can’t do anything here.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do,” Landora said. She swam back into the cave, aiming for the darkest, deepest corner. If she could will herself to dream, could she will herself awake? There was no way to know...
 
   ---
 
   Landora stumbled awake on the dais. Below her, Duncan and the others remained snoozing away. She ran to wake them up. She jostled Duncan...
 
   ---
 
   Duncan faded away from the dream, just as Grimsor was about to split him in half with his sword. Nuria panicked. Had Duncan just died? Woken up?
 
   Emily vanished. There was no time to think. Nuria fled back into the cave, to Jareld and Flopson. But then Jareld faded away. She froze, unsure of what to do next. The jester stood beside her...
 
   “What’s the matter, little girl?” Flopson asked, “Bad dream?”
 
   ---
 
   Landora sprinted down the corridor, legs pumping as fast as they could carry her. She was groggy, weary. It was almost worse to get a little sleep than it would have been to get none at all.
 
   She reached the balcony. She shook the Twins awake, one with each hand. She jostled Corthos...
 
   ---
 
   Nuria and Flopson backed further into the cave, watching as Xerxes, Xanathos, and Corthos all vanished, just as the others had. They were alone. And even though an army of enemies surrounded them, Grimsor stalked forward himself.
 
   “We meet again, little girl,” Grimsor’s voice echoed.
 
   “I take offense to being called a little girl,” Flopson said. Then added, “Oh, you meant her.”
 
   “I’ve met you before too, little man,” Grimsor taunted.
 
   “That’s better,” Flopson said. “Next time, if you’re not sure if I’m a man, just ask, and I’ll wag my genitals at you.”
 
   ---
 
   Duncan staggered through the halls. He had sent Landora to wake up the balcony, while he went to the mess hall to wake the last group. But it was a harder task than he had originally thought. Running, right after sleeping, right after not sleeping, right after running a battle, right after escaping a volcano, right after riding across the Turinheld, right after sailing down from Aceley... Not as easy as it might sound.
 
   He stumbled into the room to find many of the soldiers stirring. Some of them were still, and would never stir again. And there was Nuria...
 
   ---
 
   “Do not resist me now,” Grimsor said to Nuria. “You know I can cripple you with fear. Submit, and it will be without pain.”
 
   “I will not surrender,” she said. “I will destroy you.”
 
   “Yeah,” Flopson said, “What she said.”
 
   “How do you plan to defeat me? I am invincible.”
 
   Grimsor reached out his hand, closing in on Nuria...
 
   And then the room went dark. Something had blocked out the beam of light from the ceiling. It passed through the sunroof, and continued to descend. A human form. A woman.
 
   Vye.
 
   “Leave her alone,” Vye said as she landed on the sea floor. “This battle is between you and me.”
 
   “Witch!” Grimsor called. “You were defeated!”
 
   “No,” Vye said. “I was evaporated. Slight difference.”
 
   “Where have you been?” Nuria asked.
 
   “It’s not easy learning to exist as a non-corporeal entity,” Vye replied.
 
   “Listen, if you don’t need me here...” Nuria said.
 
   “Yeah, you should probably go.”
 
   And Nuria vanished. Vye turned to Flopson.
 
   “How about you?” she said.
 
   “I’ll stay here,” Flopson said. “I owe Grimsor one swift kick to the balls.”
 
   “He doesn’t have balls,” Vye pointed out.
 
   “Then I’ll just have to keep kicking until I hit something that hurts.”
 
   ---
 
   Nuria stirred awake. Duncan was elated to see her moving. He scooped her off the ground, hugging her.
 
   “Thank Halinor you’re alright,” Duncan said.
 
   “It was Vye,” she said. “She came to save me.”
 
   “In that case, thank Vye,” Duncan corrected.
 
   But the victory was short-lived. Landora came running in.
 
   “Duncan,” she said, “The enemy is back. They’re attacking the Castle again.”
 
   “Shit,” Duncan said. “Alright. Sound the alarms. Once more unto the beach, dear friends.”
 
   They ran out of the room to prepare the defenses.
 
   It was three-oh-five...
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 61: A Lesson In Fear
 
    
 
   There was no tidal wave this time.
 
   Grimsor had sailed his troops south, around the tip of the inlet, landing on the unguarded shores several miles from Anuen. His soldiers fell into rank and file and marched up to their target. This time, Grimsor would be there himself. There was no defeating him.
 
   But he wasn’t just with his army, on land. He was also in a dream. He was a creature of nightmares, and he could be in both places at once. Just as Vye had done in the first battle. He could fight on both fronts...
 
   ---
 
   “Insolent woman!” Grimsor called. “Your confidence is unfounded. I can destroy you here as easily as in the waking world.”
 
   “You never defeated Frost,” Vye pointed out.
 
   “He was a coward. He hid from me. But you come to face me. And now you die!”
 
   He struck forth, his serrated blade cutting through the water, closing in on Vye. She lifted her meager sword...
 
   And blocked.
 
   “This is not possible!” Grimsor said. “My weapon is superior. Nobody can withstand my attacks.”
 
   “It’s funny that you called Frost a coward,” Vye said, swinging her sword back at the towering beast, “Because I agree.”
 
   “But you do not disdain him for his cowardice?” Grimsor said, slicing across Vye’s body with his weapon. But Vye recoiled without a scratch.
 
   “No,” Vye said, “He did what he had to do. But now I have to do what I have to do. And I realized that you have never experienced fear.”
 
   “I am the master of fear!”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Vye taunted him. “Sure, you can cause fear. But you don’t really know what it is.”
 
   She swung her sword at him, again and again. He easily parried, but Grimsor wasn’t used to fighting anyone for more than one swing. Vye finished her barrage and continued...
 
   “I’m going to teach you a lesson.”
 
   ---
 
   Grimsor made quick work of the south wall. Destroying castle walls was a piddly exercise for him. And with the stone destroyed, his army could march right in.
 
   Duncan scrambled as many soldiers as he could to the courtyard. But he knew the numbers were against him. His soldiers hadn’t slept, except for an exhausting five minutes of dreaming. His numbers were reduced. And the only advantage they had, that of being in a stone fortress, had been reduced to ashes in seconds.
 
   Jareld found him on the upper battlements, overlooking the demise of the city.
 
   “Jareld,” Duncan called out over the shouts and fighting below, “I hope you have a brilliant idea, because I’m all out.”
 
   “I have an idea,” Jareld said. “But you’re not going to call it brilliant once you’ve heard it.”
 
   “Well, how far away from brilliant is it?”
 
   “I need you to grab the Saintskeep, mount a horse, and charge up to Grimsor.”
 
   “You know, the stories about you never mentioned your sense of humor.”
 
   “I’m not done.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Once you get to him, I need you to stab him, and then have Landora and the others open the Portal.”
 
   “You heard Flopson, in the dream?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You heard that only the heir to the line of Kings can unleash the sword?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’m just a guy.”
 
   “True. And I’ve never been a fan of the whole bloodlines-ruling-kingdoms thing. But I have reason to believe you are the heir to the Rone bloodline.”
 
   “What?!” Duncan objected. “My father is Lord Kelliwick. My mother is Lady Vivian, the third daughter of Lord Blaggathon. I have no connection to the Rones or the Deliems.”
 
   “I’ve met Lord Kelliwick,” Jareld said. “Very nice fellow. Funny. Terrible at math.”
 
   “Yeah, and...”
 
   “So let’s do the math together. Your parents were married in early January. You were born in late August. Or eight months later, if we’re going to use numbers.”
 
   “Maybe I was early.”
 
   “Ten pounds, five ounces. Healthy as they come, according to the midwife’s journal.”
 
   “You read my midwife’s journal?”
 
   “Took some digging. Look, it’s simple. Alexander Deliem liked to import mistresses. And his last mistress before his death was your mother.”
 
   “Putting aside for a moment that you just called my mother a whore, I’m still younger than Michael would have been by a couple of decades. I’m not the first son in a line of first sons.”
 
   “If you were Alexander’s son, yes. But Lady Vivian spent three years in Deliem. For the last six months of her stay, Count Deliem was out of the country.”
 
   “And you think she slept with Michael? You think she just switched from father to son without a thought?”
 
   “I don’t know if it was without thought. But I do think it happened. And your mother confirmed the story when I asked her about it.”
 
   “What?! When?”
 
   “Oh,” Jareld said, sheepishly, “I paid to have her brought here to Anuen. She’s actually staying in a guest room at the Baron’s Estate.”
 
   “You mean your estate?”
 
   “Details, details. The point is, I think you’re Michael’s first and only son. So I think you are the answer to Flopson’s riddle. I think you’re the only one who can connect the steel with the blood.”
 
   “You’re saying I have to go fight Grimsor?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I’m not really a fighter.”
 
   “I’ve tried that excuse before. It never works.”
 
   ---
 
   Grimsor and Vye exchanged steel strikes over and over as the battle raged on in their minds. Each clash rang louder than the last. The metal flashed in the light with each flicker of the blade.
 
   “I am eternal,” Gimsor said. “You cannot make me afraid. For I cannot be undone.”
 
   “You can be banished.”
 
   “But I can also return. Now that I know this realm is here, I will forever seek it out. For it is mine to conquer.”
 
   “Then you haven’t learned your lesson,” Vye said. “I will introduce you to death, because you have never had to think about it.”
 
   And suddenly they were somewhere else. A cliffside, overlooking a forest. The full moon beamed down upon them. The Lunapera. Vye’s nightmare of it. In the Land of the Dead.
 
   ---
 
   Duncan lined up with the best unit of armored knights left in the Castle. Landora and Nuria rode behind them, the Twins taking a pair of smaller, faster horses so they could remain mobile. And they charged into the fray.
 
   It was everything Duncan could do to keep the unit moving forward. He shouted orders to every standing soldier to form a phalanx around them. The knights rode ahead, scaring off Grimsor’s soldiers, battering them aside, and then galloping ahead to Duncan’s position, letting the enemy close in around them. They could only move forward. If they wanted to get back to Anuen, they would have to fight their way back.
 
   Landora stayed on Duncan’s flank, using small spurts of magic to clear the path. But she was trying to conserve her energy. She was the strongest and most capable of the mages present, and she suspected she would need every ounce of strength to cast the spell.
 
   The Twins also tried to conserve their energy, but it was harder for them on the outskirts of the forward unit. They shot flashes of light from their hands, hoping to blind or distract the enemy momentarily. They couldn’t harness their full training if they hoped to contribute to Grimsor’s end.
 
   Finally, they arrived at the rear of the battle. The knights scattered, turning full around and forming a barricade behind Duncan and the others. They would fend off Grimsor’s soldiers as long as they could, but they would be facing incredible odds. They could probably only hold the enemy off for a minute before they were overrun.
 
   “So,” Grimsor roared, spreading his wings and raising his sword, “You have come to fight me?”
 
   ---
 
   But in the Land of the Dead, Grimsor’s certainty was beginning to falter. He wouldn’t let it show, but there was a crack in his assured veneer.
 
   “It doesn’t matter if you take me to the Land of the Dead,” he sneered at Vye. “You have been here and come back. I can do the same.”
 
   “Perhaps,” Vye said, “But I can hold you here.”
 
   “Then I will destroy you. Your soul will no longer exist, in the world of the living, the dead, or even The Abyss. You will cease to be. You will become one with oblivion.”
 
   “You bet,” Vye said. “Come on. Destroy me.”
 
   “This maneuver is futile,” Grimsor growled. “You cannot keep me here forever.”
 
   “I don’t have to,” Vye said. “I just have to keep you here until they open the portal back to the Abyss.”
 
   Grimsor glared at Vye. What was she getting at?
 
   “Are you not following me?” Vye taunted. “Your mind is trapped in the Land of the Dead... Your body is returned to The Abyss... Your two halves are sundered... Any of this scaring you yet?”
 
   Grimsor growled, realizing the trap Vye had set. Of course it was ridiculous to think that the puny mortals back in the living world could open the portal. When Helios and Selene and the others had done it, they were the four most powerful mages in the world. The four who had met him in battle outside Anuen were runts by comparison.
 
   But he did not want to take that chance. If, by some miracle, they did open a portal, Grimsor wanted to get back to the Dreamscape. His mind would go through the portal with him if he was in the Dreamscape, since the Dreamscape connected to his realm. But if he was here...
 
   Grimsor charged at Vye, but before he could reach her, another man appeared in his way. A man who used to be his follower. Johann Frost.
 
   “Frost!” Grimsor shouted. “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Getting my revenge!” he said, and he and Vye attacked Grimsor together.
 
   ---
 
   Grimsor took the first swing. His blade cut through the air, forcing Duncan and Landora to dive from their horses, lest they lose their heads. Nuria slipped to the side, hanging onto the saddle like a sidecar to her horse. As soon as the blade had passed, she hopped back in her seat and steered the horse away.
 
   Duncan tumbled through the sand. Landora rolled next to him, wrapping her arms around him and pulling him away, just as Grimsor’s sword plunged into the ground. Everything was moving so fast that Duncan couldn’t process it. He was not used to fighting, and this fight was at the highest level of skill.
 
   Nuria and the Twins spun around Grimsor, blasting him with jolts and bolts of magical energy. But Grimsor wasn’t even distracted by them. He shrugged off the attacks, concentrating on Duncan and Landora, who he rightly perceived to be the main threats.
 
   Duncan hopped to his feet and held the Saintskeep up in front of him. Grimsor’s falchion hammered down on him, but Duncan held his ground. Grimsor battered again, but Duncan just held both hands on the blade, trying not to lose his grip.
 
   “Strike back!” Landora shouted. “Don’t just stand there! Hit him!”
 
   “I can’t!” Duncan shouted back. It was just too much for him to take in. Grimsor’s strikes came faster and faster, and with each one, another day was subtracted from Duncan’s life. He didn’t have the reflexes to deal with this kind of fight.
 
   “Do you trust me?” Landora shouted.
 
   “Yes!” Duncan said.
 
   “Close your eyes!” she returned.
 
   Duncan didn’t think about it. He did what she said. He shut his eyes, and suddenly he wasn’t alone. In the darkness, he could tell there was someone else with him. Someone familiar.
 
   “It’s me,” Landora’s voice said in his mind, “I need you to let go completely. I need you to surrender your mind to me.”
 
   When he opened his eyes, half a second later, he was just a puppet. He was in the same place, but time seemed to slow. He could judge Grimsor’s movements. His arms moved without his aide. He was doing more than standing and surviving. He was lunging, striking, dodging...
 
   For a brief moment, he glanced behind him. Landora’s body was on the ground, unconscious. She was in his mind. She was puppeting him. But she was also vulnerable. Grimsor must have figured that out, for he leapt into the air, flapped his wings, and dove for her body, ready to crush it.
 
   The Twins stepped in, grabbing a hold of Landora’s body and sliding it along the earth, out of the reach of Grimsor’s strike. Duncan charged at the monster, Saintskeep sweeping down on the Demon. But Grimsor turned just in time to parry the assault.
 
   The fight had reached parity. They stood, toe-to-toe, exchanging blows. Neither could get the upper hand. But Duncan could feel in his body as Landora’s mind faltered. She was fatiguing fast from this mental exercise...
 
   ---
 
   Vye and Frost were in a similar situation, battling with Grimsor’s mind. Even in the Land of the Dead, trapped as he was, Grimsor was a formidable opponent. Eventually, he landed a blow across Frost’s chest.
 
   “Foul Spawn of the Nine Hells!” Frost shouted. “What have you done?”
 
   “I have removed you,” Grimsor shouted. “The wounds I deliver, even here, cannot be healed. There is no recourse for you.”
 
   Indeed, Frost’s chest was bleeding heavily. Even in this dreamlike state, there was no stopping it.
 
   “You should have been loyal to me,” Grimsor said as he fought with Vye. Frost collapsed to his knees, and the blood turned to light. And the light spread over his body until he was just a silhouette of glowing energy. And then he was gone. Forever.
 
   “The same fate will now be yours,” Grimsor said. “You could not defeat me with help, what makes you think you can defeat me alone.”
 
   “Still not alone,” Vye said, “Flopson!”
 
   Flopson popped up from behind the cliff. Where had he been? Who knows. How did he get there? None of your business. All we need to know is that he ran between Grimsor’s legs, somersaulted, and kicked his boots up into the demon’s crotch. As Vye had pointed out, there was nothing there to hit, but Flopson’s mischievous giggle was enough to infuriate anyone.
 
   Grimsor swung at the agile jester, grunting with frustration. He missed, of course, as everyone does when they try to hit Flopson. And in that blink of a distraction, Vye landed a blow in Grimsor’s side...
 
   ---
 
   Duncan felt his arms tire as Grimsor landed another strike against the Saintskeep. It wasn’t really his arms tiring. It was Landora’s. But Duncan knew his arms were nothing without her mind. Grimsor’s sword descended on Duncan one more time...
 
   And with the hit, Duncan felt all the energy dissolve from his body. Landora had run out of juice. Her mind had collapsed out of him, and Duncan felt like a new tidal wave had hit his body alone. He was dizzy, disoriented... He had never been this drunk during his years at the Academy...
 
   But something else happened at the same time. Grimsor doubled over. As though someone had jabbed a sword in his side. Duncan didn’t know that Vye was fighting him in his mind, but he knew an opening when he saw one.
 
   He staggered forward, zig-zagging to his target. With each step, he overcompensated to the left or the right as the world spun around him. But he got in close, lifted the Saintskeep, and jabbed it into Grimsor’s heart. His hands crackled along with the sword. A roaring gust of wind blew over the field.
 
   “Nuria!” Duncan shouted as he dove to the ground, “NOW!!!”
 
   ---
 
   Grimsor recoiled in the Land of the Dead as Vye’s sword hit him. And a second later, he recoiled again as Duncan’s sword hit him in the real world.
 
   “No!” he shouted, “No, I must return to my body!”
 
   “Not gonna happen,” Flopson said, juggling three balls. Because, you know, why not?
 
   “Let me through!” Grimsor pleaded as he fell to his hands and knees. He flapped his wings, but even those couldn’t lift him from the ground.
 
   “Why would we allow you to leave?” Vye asked.
 
   “I will hunt you!” Grimsor shouted. “I will punish your families and your descendants! I will pursue your bloodlines forever!”
 
   “You don’t have forever,” Vye needled him. “You don’t even have a minute. And I want you to spend that minute understanding that after today, there will be nothing left of you.”
 
   ---
 
   Nuria felt the energy the second the Saintskeep broke Grimsor’s skin. She didn’t even have to reach out for it. It was so evident that there was energy there, she just reached out and grabbed it.
 
   It was a fully-realized spell. Complex. Powerful. But it was already formed. She didn’t need to learn it. She just needed to cast it. So she dug her mental fingers into the waves of energy and shaped the explosion to her liking. The Twins stood beside her, redirecting any energy she missed the first time around.
 
   A bolt of lightning struck down on Grimsor, but instead of dissipating in an instant, it stayed. A strand of pure energy crackling down from the heavens. As though the Gods were holding him in an electrical leash. The demon howled in pain. He tried to move, but he couldn’t. He tried to fight back, but the Spell was so vast and commanding, he could do nothing against it. He was fighting against two thousand years of power.
 
   The base of the lightning bolt widened, much like the smoke doors did when the mages used Shadow Portals. It opened up into a round circle of pure white-blue light. Blinding. Even hours before sunrise, the field was aglow brighter than any summer noon...
 
   ---
 
   Vye stood beside Grimsor, who howled in this world as well. Flopson strolled over to the cliffside.
 
   “Good seeing you again, stinky,” he said to her. “But I think I’m gonna wake up now.”
 
   “Don’t be a stranger,” Vye said.
 
   “I can’t be a stranger,” he retorted. “I’m Flopson.”
 
   And he casually hopped off the cliff. Not to his death, of course, but back to the Dreamscape. And from there, to awaken in his mortal body. It was thousands of miles away, but it was safe and sound. And perhaps, Vye thought, now that the conflict with Grimsor was over, he would live a normal life.
 
   Or, at least, normal for Flopson.
 
   “You have defeated me,” Grimsor grumbled, as his body collapsed, “But I have one final victory. When I am destroyed, I will take you with me.”
 
   “Sorry to rain on your parade,” Vye said, “But I’m not going to let you.”
 
   “You will have no choice,” Grimsor managed to cackle, even through his intense pain. “Did you think you could just destroy a demon without consequence? When I am undone, there will be a great release of energy, both here and in the living world. And you will be utterly disintegrated by it.”
 
   “I’ll just leave,” Vye retorted, but now she was unsure.
 
   “If you do, then I will also leave to the Dreamscape,” Grimsor said. “If you want to be rid of me forever, you have to hold me here with your will. And then you will be gone as well.”
 
   Vye looked around the Lunapera. Was it true? Was Grimsor trying to trick her? Did he just hope to take her out as he became oblivion himself?
 
   But she knew it was true. She could feel his essence trying to force its way out of this realm. And she was holding it at bay. Locking him in. If she let up, even for a second, he would be gone.
 
   “Very well,” Vye said, “Others died to defeat you. I get to die twice and finish the job.”
 
   ---
 
   Nuria and the Twins held the forces of the epic spell together, opening the gate wider, forcing Grimsor’s body through it...
 
   For a moment, the spell faltered. Just for a second. And Nuria could see that one of the Twins had dropped unconscious. He had passed out from over exertion. She and the other Twin redoubled their efforts, holding the spell formation together, but a second later, the other one dropped.
 
   Nuria was alone on the field. The spell was almost done, but now she was casting it herself. And she knew she couldn’t do it. Not alone.
 
   Around her, the armies had all stopped fighting. There was nothing to do but watch the light show. Duncan took advantage of the momentary lapse of battling, and got the remaining knights to carry Landora and the Twins away from Grimsor. They retreated up towards the Castle, nobody bothering to stand in their way.
 
   Duncan rode one of the lighter horses up to Nuria. He dismounted behind her and put his hands on her shoulders.
 
   “It’s too powerful!” Nuria shouted over the constant wind. “I can’t do this alone.”
 
   “You’re not alone,” Duncan said, “I’m right here with you.”
 
   “You can’t help with the spell.”
 
   “No, but I believe in you, Nuria. You’re a remarkable young woman. You’ve already done the impossible. There’s nobody I would want on this battlefield right now more than you.”
 
   “Not even Landora?”
 
   “Not even her. She would never have thought to bring Vye back by invading her body. She would never have taken over a Statue to fight a mage. If Vye had chosen anyone else to train, anyone with less imagination, we would all be dead right now. It’s you. Only you...”
 
   Nuria smiled. There was a look in her eyes that spoke of mountains of courage and self-assurance. She believed she could do anything now.
 
   And so she did. She reached out, captured the full essence of the spell, and finished it. The Portal crackled with energy, opening to its full size. And Grimsor’s body was vacuumed into The Abyss...
 
   ---
 
   Vye could feel the energy building up. The residual sensation of the Portal in the waking world was echoing in the Land of the Dead. And she knew Grimsor’s demise, and her own, was imminent.
 
   “I’ll take it from here,” said Argos, who was suddenly standing behind her.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Vye asked, startled.
 
   “As Grimsor weakens,” Argos answered, “I am beginning to remember a time before he was in my life. Ages ago. And I think he led me astray.”
 
   He marched up to the ailing demon, like an executioner stepping up to the gallows.
 
   “I owe him this,” he said, “Go! Get out of here!”
 
   Vye blanked her mind, trying to clear her way out of the Land of the Dead.
 
   “Hello, old friend,” Argos whispered in Grimsor’s ear. The great demon shouted in agony. His body was gone. His mind was alone. Disappearing into oblivion.
 
   And then he exploded...
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 62: The Last King
 
    
 
   The sun rose.
 
   The enemy soldiers all retreated or surrendered. They had been driven so long by the will of Grimsor, and so sure of his invulnerability, that they were unprepared for his defeat. The ones who could get their wits about them fled on the rafts, though many were hunted down by Corthos and the fleet. Others simply collapsed and wept. The Council rounded them up and locked them away.
 
   Duncan and Nuria spent some time recovering from their wounds, but with Landora and the Twins healing them, they recovered quickly. When the Portal was completed, Duncan had grabbed the girl, mounted his horse, and galloped away as fast as the beast could carry them. They were clear of the blast, but still knocked over by the ensuing shockwave. The burst of energy swept through Anuen, breaking every glass item in Anuen and the neighboring city of Dalton. A very pregnant woman went into labor. An old man died. But other then that and the collapsed south wall, Anuen was still standing.
 
   Jareld and Duncan worked hand in hand to get the City back on its feet. Duncan, during his recovery, would discuss his orders with Jareld. Jareld would advise. It was a meeting of the minds, as the two of them would figure out the best course of action. And then Jareld would execute those orders, helping the people recover from the disaster.
 
   The Turin were helpful at first, though finally they decided to head back to their own lands. Grimsor’s defeat seemed to have cleared everyone’s minds. The Turin hoped that their Regent would also be fully recovered.
 
   ---
 
   Landora visited Duncan in the War Room, which continued to be the hub of activity as every hand on deck helped sort out the mess.
 
   “I hope the events of these last few weeks...” she said, “Will help keep the peace between our two peoples.”
 
   Duncan could see that she was trying to keep a formal tone while in the company of all the other Council members and servants scurrying to and fro.
 
   “I promised no harm would come to your people,” Duncan said.
 
   “Well, lucky thing you turned into the King,” she quipped, “Or I still wouldn’t believe you.”
 
   She leaned in, close enough for a whisper.
 
   “When I was in your mind,” she said, “I saw your true feelings. You opened yourself up to me so completely...”
 
   “Landora,” Duncan whispered back, “I have to help my people. And you have to help yours.”
 
   “Haven’t you figured it out? What this was all about?” Landora said. “They’re all the same people.”
 
   “I don’t know what you thought you saw in my mind...” Duncan tried to suppress the conversation.
 
   “I want you to know that I love you just as much as you love me,” she said. “And you cannot pretend you don’t, because I know it to be true.”
 
   They leaned their foreheads against each other, unable to express themselves as they wanted to at this time and place. But perhaps there were other times and places.
 
   “Goodbye,” Duncan said, “For now.”
 
   ---
 
   Jareld felt deja vu as the cleanup effort continued. He had seen the aftermath of a major battle years ago, at the end of the Argosian War. This one was different, in a lot of ways. A different city. A different kind of enemy. Jareld realized that he, himself, was different.
 
   He spent his days with Duncan and the Council, doing everything he could to get the City and the Kingdom back on track. And he spent his nights with Emily, as they rekindled their romance. It wasn’t all easy. Jareld was different, but so was Emily. And they both realized it. Still, they loved each other. And they were both certain of it.
 
   Late in the afternoon, after the Turin had departed, Duncan asked for a private audience with Jareld. There was a question which had been ignored for the past few weeks in the interest of keeping everything organized. There was an issue that was overlooked while everyone got back on their feet.
 
   “I heard what you did, while I was gone,” Duncan said to Jareld in the audience chamber of the Castle, “You completely reorganized the government. Made it so we didn’t need a King.”
 
   “Yes, but, at the time, I thought we would need a new form of government. Nobody will listen to me now that there’s a real descendent of the Rones.”
 
   “They’ll listen to me,” Duncan said.
 
   “How’s that?”
 
   “I will take the rank of King,” Duncan said. “But then you and I are going to work together to implement your idea. I don’t want the Kingdom... the country to be dependent on bloodlines anymore. And I don’t want that for my children.”
 
   “You don’t have children,” Jareld said.
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “Well, even if your plan works, can you do me a favor?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Have lots of kids. And only have kids with your wife. And make sure your wife only has kids with you. Because if I have to figure out this bloodline shit one more time...”
 
   And the two of them laughed.
 
   ---
 
   So it was. Duncan was crowned the King in a ceremony one month after the Battle of Anuen. And during his speech, he announced the end of the line of Kings. He declared that in exactly one year, he would step down, and in his place, an elected official would take over. The Council would remain to balance the power of the new Leader, but they would also be elected, not appointed.
 
   The festivities lasted a day and a night. This time, Emily wouldn’t let Jareld out of her sights. Luke Vye arrived from Deliem, now with a clearer head, and in a smaller ceremony, he was appointed the new Count of Deliem in place of his dead sister.
 
   Rajani arrived from the Turinheld with a delegation of her people. She had stepped down as the Regent, but she came to apologize for her actions. She knew it wasn’t her fault, but she also knew, politically, she couldn’t remain in charge. And the peace between the Turin and the Rone was too important to her.
 
   Together, the Rone and the Turin celebrated, sharing stories of their victories and losses. If the Peace Festival felt forced, the Coronation of King Duncan the First felt like a party.
 
   Of course, Landora had come down with the Turin entourage. She was now the official leader of the Turin-Guarde. Along with the Twins, they were training a whole new generation in the arts of magic. She boasted that they already had four new students.
 
   But, of course, she wasn’t there to boast, or for diplomatic reasons. For a few hours, she and Duncan disappeared into the Castle. Nobody really noticed. There were too many songs to sing, dances to dance, and drinks to chug. It was Nuria who went looking for them. And when she found them, she wished she hadn’t.
 
   There they were, naked, holding each other in their arms, looking into each other’s eyes. And Nuria knew at that moment what true love was, for it was so clearly in the space between those two that it could have no other definition. But she also knew what jealousy was, for it burned her to the core. In her mind, you could only look at one person that way in your whole life. And Duncan was wasting his chance looking at Landora.
 
   “I have to teach the new Turin-Guarde,” Landora whispered. “And you must rule your Kingdom.”
 
   “Only for a year,” Duncan said.
 
   “But even then, how will we be together?”
 
   “I will live in the Turinheld, of course.”
 
   “You would do that?”
 
   “For you, I would live on the moon.”
 
   “You will be far from home. From the ones who love you.”
 
   “But I will be with the one I love,” Duncan said.
 
   Nuria fled into the hallways, stifling back tears. She had saved the Kingdom because Duncan had made her believe in herself. Because she loved Duncan. But she hadn’t realized until just then that sometimes, love could be a lie.
 
   ---
 
   Back at the party, Jareld and Emily sat together on a bench, laughing with a group of partygoers. A man stumbled up to the crowd, seemingly too drunk to stand. He bumped into James Avonshire before he caught his balance.
 
   “Excuse me,” the man said, “Can you tell me where the stage is?”
 
   “The stage?” Emily asked.
 
   “Yeah,” the man said, “I’m supposed to do a juggling act.”
 
   “Flopson!” Jareld said, recognizing the man. He embraced the jester, who seemed to sober up now that his entrance had been made.
 
   “What’s up, stinky?” Flopson asked.
 
   “Nothing much, smelly,” Jareld said.
 
   “No reason to start calling people names,” the jester quipped. Jareld introduced Flopson to everybody, then directed him to the stage. It was only when he was gone that Sir Avonshire looked down at his feet.
 
   “That’s strange,” he said. “Where have my bootlaces gone?”
 
   The rest of the group checked their own footwear. And, indeed, they were all missing their laces.
 
   “Ladies and Gentlemen!” Flopson called from the stage, holding up a cat’s cradle of bootlaces, “Welcome to the Coronation of the newest King, Duncan Smelly the First! Enjoy him while you can, because we’re bound to have another one in a couple of years!”
 
   ---
 
   When Duncan returned to the festivities, he pulled Jareld and Emily up to the stage. He hushed the crowd.
 
   “I know I’ve already made my speech tonight,” he said, “But I think we all need to thank the historian Jareld for getting us out of another mess.” The crowd cheered. “And let’s not forget Lady Emily for her part in getting the Council out of the woods.” Another cheer. “And now, at the risk of making too many declarations on one day, I’m going to make one more. And I think everyone’s going to like this one. Jareld, kneel before the throne.”
 
   Jareld did so. Duncan raised a sword over his shoulder. A plain old sword. The Saintskeep had been destroyed in the battle. The hilt was being kept as a piece of history, but all the magic had gone out of the weapon.
 
   “Master Jareld, do you pledge yourself to the betterment of the Kingdom of Rone, and swear to always fight for the people of that great country?”
 
   “I do so pledge myself,” Jareld said.
 
   “Then I hereby knight you Sir Jareld of Brimford,” Duncan said, placing the sword once on each shoulder. “Rise and join the ranks of the knights of the Kingdom.”
 
   He stood, and the crowd cheered once more. Duncan waved everyone to get back to the dancing and drinking. And Jareld mouthed a quick, “Thank you” to the King. Knighting him was a small and overdue gesture, but it meant something very important for him. He could now marry Emily.
 
   So the two of them agreed that they would be married in a couple of months. And Jareld would sell the manor house he owned as the Baron Dubon, and they would buy a house in the countryside, with a balcony overlooking a field of grass. Of course, they would only be able to visit there occasionally, as they now both had jobs in Anuen. But it would be waiting for them when they were ready.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 63: The Banished
 
    
 
   Jareld had one last thing to take care of before he sold off the Baron’s estate. He had bought the manor house on Chelsea Street, less than half a mile from the Castle Anuen. The only modification he had made when he bought the place was to add a dungeon. A bit macabre, perhaps, but he had enough coins to pay for it and enough left over to keep it a secret. He only ever planned to have one prisoner.
 
   Jareld convinced King Duncan that Prince William should be banished from the Kingdom. There was already too much confusion over the line of Kings. Of course, you couldn’t punish William for his part in all that. But having him in the country would only create problems. Jareld knew of an Academy in a distant land, where William would get a great education. A retinue of servants was assigned to the False Prince, and they were prepared to sail that afternoon. 
 
   Jareld had one last secret, one that nobody in the Council knew. Not even Emily. Only Corthos shared this secret with him, and the pirate would never tell. Landos was still alive. And he was living in the dungeon below Jareld’s estate. The new Magistrate descended into the basement to confront the old Magistrate. Landos scurried to his feet upon hearing Jareld’s approach.
 
   “Have you come to gloat?” Landos asked.
 
   “It terrifies you, doesn’t it?” Jareld said. “You put on a brave face, but already you’re thinking about how long I intend to keep you down here. Do you even know how long it’s been?”
 
   “No. Three months? Four?”
 
   “Five weeks,” Jareld said. “Do you see how time expands in the darkness? I was in the darkness for four years, and I think you deserve the same.” Landos sank to his bench, resting his head in his hands. Four years... “But,” Jareld continued, “I won’t keep you locked away, even though we both know you deserve it. I just wanted you to have a taste. An understanding of what you did to me.
 
   “William is banished from the Kingdom. I’ve arranged for you to be aboard his ship, under a false name. Once you’ve cleared our shores, you can reveal yourself to him. Do so before that, and you risk a real death sentence. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes,” Landos said.
 
   “You can never return here,” Jareld continued. “Do you understand that as well?”
 
   “Of course. Thank you. Thank you so much.”
 
   “Think about what you’ve done, to me and to the Kingdom,” Jareld said. He pulled a key out of his cloak pocket and opened Landos’ cell. “Corthos is waiting upstairs. He’ll take you to the docks.”
 
   And with that, Jareld left.
 
   ---
 
   When William’s ship was mile out at sea, Landos finally came to his cabin. William was so happy to see him, and he finally revealed to the boy that he was William’s real father.
 
   “But, why do we have to leave Anuen?” William asked.
 
   “Because a bad man tricked me,” Landos said.
 
   “Who?” William asked, a worried expression on his face.
 
   “His name is Jareld,” Landos said. “And I will tell you many stories about him. Because one day, when you’re old enough, you will return to Anuen. And you will defeat him.”
 
   ---
 
   Landos tossed and turned in his bed that night. A new life on a new shore. Sarah was dead, but his son was alive. From the crew, he had heard all the tales of the Battle of Anuen. The dreams and the nightmares. How the Monster had taken over people’s minds.
 
   And he realized that for the entire time he had been in that dungeon, he had dreamed of Sarah. She had been his guiding star. His hope. His reason for staying sane.
 
   But it occurred to him that he had never seen her in his dreams. Not the real her. Only his memory of her. Was she not sharing her dreams with him? Was it because the Monster had taken her mind?
 
   Of course. That’s what it must have been. He loved her. She had loved him. It was true and pure. They weren’t just together because of their shared sins. They were together because their love was greater than any other.
 
   It had to be...
 
   ---
 
    
 
   Six Years Ago…
 
    
 
   Sarah watched on as Vye placed her hand on Michael’s chest. A warm light filled his torso, closing his wounds, reviving him. He coughed as he woke. His eyes were the same bright green that she remembered. The same ones that had been in her dreams.
 
   It was night, but who knew which one. Sarah had been a prisoner for almost a week, Corthos had told her, but none of it seemed real. Her time alone in a room with the dragon Devesant would become something of legend, but her coy responses to people’s questions would come from legitimate amnesia of the event, not reluctance to talk about it.
 
   She had apparently even been unconscious as the jester Flopson had bounded up the balcony stairs of the Grand Hall and scooped her out of her resting place. Michael and Jareld and Vye had been fighting the Great Wyrm, keeping it busy. She still didn’t have all the details. She had only been awake for fifteen minutes herself.
 
   Finally, Michael was on his feet. He was disoriented, and he seemed tired still, but he was healthy.
 
   “Glad to see you on your feet again, Your Royal Stinkiness,” Flopson said from the tree above.
 
   “Glad to see you’ve learned to address me by my new title,” Michael called back up, but then turned to Lady Vye, “How is everyone?”
 
   “Alive,” she answered. “Corthos and Flopson were unscathed. They watched over me until I came to. Sarah woke up from, I don’t know, some sort of coma or trance she was in. Maybe magical in nature. You and Jareld had the worst of it, but he’ll be fine as soon as I have enough energy to cure him. You were calling it awfully close.”
 
   “Not the first close call I’ve had,” Michael said, referring to his recent internment in the woods, recovering from an assassination attempt.
 
   “It’s going to be some time before I can help Jareld. If anyone wants to rest up in the castle, they’re welcome to it.”
 
   Without a word, Michael took Sarah by the hand and walked her back to the House of Vye. Vye would later explain that in her hurry, she had teleported them to a familiar place outside the House. A place she had been to many times as a child.
 
   Michael and Sarah were admitted to a guest suite in the House. As soon as they were alone, Michael kissed Sarah. And the kiss become an embrace, and the embrace became a desperate grapple to remove all their clothes.
 
   Until finally they were naked before one another. Standing apart, their hands linked across the space between. A look between their eyes of mirth, even though the War raged on in the world.
 
   “I love you, Sarah,” Michael said, “More than anything in the Earth and the Heavens.”
 
   But this made Sarah frown.
 
   “I love you, too. But I wasn’t always as certain as I am now. And… I’ve done something terrible…”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “I was unfaithful to you. I slept with another man. And I’m carrying his child.”
 
   And at this, Michael staggered back. His hands fell away from hers.
 
   “It was foolish. It was…unforgivable. But I’m asking for you to forgive me anyway. Because I do love you more than anything in the Earth and the Heavens. And it would be a tragedy now for us to be apart because of this mistake I’ve made.”
 
   Michael thought about this. Even as they stood halfway across the room, wearing only their skin and their souls. But he knew that he was in love now. He was certain of it. And he knew he had no right to look down on Sarah for her sins. His sins were worse.
 
   And the truth was, he realized, the sins didn’t matter. Everyone had sins. But the love he had for her was real. And true. And amazing.
 
   “I forgive you,” he answered finally, “If you’ll forgive me for abandoning you. I put the Kingdom before my wife. Before the woman I love, and I won’t do it again.”
 
   “You have to. Because it’s part of who you are. It’s part of why I love you. I forgive you, of course, and I know that this is just a moment in time. But I want to share this moment with you.”
 
   They embraced again, and now without the burden of having to get undressed, made love. Afterwards, they embraced against the cold, night air. After a while, Sarah spoke.
 
   “Please be gentle with Landos. I think he really does love me, though that may not excuse our crime.”
 
   “I shall deal with Landos when the time comes.”
 
   But that time never came. Sarah never spoke to anyone of her last conversation with Michael. Is it possible he would have forgiven them both? Or would his wrath be born anew with the rising of the sun? He died that same night, at the hands of Argos, in the last confrontation of the War. And Sarah kept her silence, for she did love Michael, and she wanted that moment between them-- that last, honest, loving moment-- to be pure and hers alone.
 
    
 
    
 
   ---
 
   The End
 
   ---
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue: What the Rain Brings...
 
    
 
   A woman awoke on the beach to the sound of distant thunder. A drizzle pecked her face with tiny, wet flecks of water. The soft sand hugging her skin. Muscles stiff, barely able to move.
 
   The waves lapped across the shore, one of them sweeping over her body. Her naked body, she realized. The sky was a white blanket over the morning. Overcast. Was it drizzling or just a very dense fog? She couldn’t tell.
 
   Despite her muscles insisting they weren’t ready, the woman lifted herself to her knees to look around. Hugging her naked torso against the chill sea breeze, she could see the trees lurking just beyond the fog. But they weren’t her trees. Her trees were deciduous or evergreen. These were tropical. The kinds she had seen in paintings but never in real life...
 
   Real life...
 
   That was a weird concept. The woman looked down at her body. Clearly she was in her early twenties. And she knew things. Words and numbers, and kinds of trees. But all of those things must have come from somewhere. From a real life. A life she had lived, and experienced, and aged in...
 
   But she had no memory of it. Who was she? Where was she? How did she get here? And where the fuck were her clothes?
 
   Deep voices echoed through the fog, and a moment later, two fishermen emerged from the trees, a canoe in tow. Hearty, hefty, with full beards. Their steps and conversation stopped dead when they saw the naked woman.
 
   “Well,” said the shorter man with a snicker, “Somebody paid extra for this.”
 
   “That’s not funny,” the taller man responded. They placed the canoe on the ground, and the tall man dug through their supplies to grab a blanket. “Are you alright, m’Lady?”
 
   “Lady? She ain’t the Duchess of Brimford,” the short man jibed. “C’mon, the storm just passed. The fish’ll be biting. And you’re slowing us down for a whore who lost her stockings.”
 
   “You’re not from our village, are you?” the tall man asked.
 
   “I don’t think so,” the woman responded, confused.
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “I don’t remember.”
 
   “How did you come to this shore, and where are your belongings?”
 
   “I don’t remember...anything,” the woman concluded.
 
   ---
 
   The man brought the woman back to their village. She stayed with his family for a week, borrowing his wife’s clothes, and recovering her strength. She helped out around the village whenever she could. She was strong, and resourceful, and since the storm had damaged a lot of their huts, she was helpful in rebuilding them, making them stronger than they had been before.
 
   But still, she could not remember her name. The people jokingly called her the Mermaid, because of the story of how she was found. But that name soon became one of respect. A joke amongst friends. And eventually, Mermaid became Mer, and that became Mera.
 
   One day, Mera was helping an old woman prepare her evening meal. It was the sort of task Mera performed. Traveling from house to house, and helping those in need. The old woman repaid the favor with a tale.
 
   “I will tell you the story of the storm,” the old woman said. “The storm that brought you here.”
 
   “You know a story about that storm?” Mera challenged the old woman.
 
   “Indeed I do. You see, the storm was an angry storm. It had been built, created, by an evil sorceress to destroy a city. To drown all its people. But there was another wizard. A good one, who refused to let the city be washed away.
 
   “This good wizard, she wasn’t strong enough to fight off the storm. So she used herself up. Sent her will into the winds and the water, holding the tide at bay. She had become one with the storm so that she could control it, but ultimately it destroyed her.
 
   “But storms do not share their time and energy with others. And this storm raged on for weeks, moving south and west with the currents of the world. Until it came here. And finally, it spit that wizard out, casting her from its essence.”
 
   “Are you saying...” Mera asked, “That I was part of that storm?”
 
   “Indeed,” the old woman said, “And you sacrificed yourself to keep it from destroying your people. But your body wasn’t destroyed. Just scattered. And the storm didn’t like you. So it exiled you.”
 
   “How do you know any of this?” Mera asked.
 
   “It came to me in a dream,” the old crone answered. “I was dreaming, and I was in a room with a fireplace. Very cozy. And there was somebody telling me a story about this amazing woman who had sacrificed herself to the storm.”
 
   “Can you remember who was telling you the story?” Mera pleaded, “Please, can you try to remember...”
 
   “Oh yes, I got it now,” the old woman said. “She looked just like you. And her name was Julia Vye...”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Thank you once again for joining me on this adventure. The story will continue in, “The Good Years Shall Devour.” Will Vye finish serving soup to the old woman? Will Jareld and Emily agree on how to furnish their vacation home? How many balls can Flopson juggle before he has to make a joke about balls? OK, I haven’t started writing the next book yet, so I can only hope there will be more interesting plotlines.
 
   Until then, if you liked this book, tell your friends. Write a review. Write a blog. Tweet about it. Stand atop a mountain with a bullhorn and announce that this is the best book you’ve ever read (since the first one.) I mean, only if you really feel that way.
 
   If you didn’t like the book… I don’t know, read a different one. There are lots of books out there. Maybe try this one.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   What’s that? You didn’t realize this was the second book in a series? Sorry about that. Wasn’t trying to trick anyone. Well, it’s your choice. I think you can enjoy this book either way. But if you’re the kind of person who likes to get all the jokes and wants to start from the beginning, may I recommend you try Book One?
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   Her staff would have frowned even more if they heard that.
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   And for that matter, into
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Some an adjective, some that adjective’s antonym.
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   Just the head. She had left the neck and body and everything else on top of a mountain.
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   I was disappointed to learn that the plural wasn’t “penisi.”
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   sine qua non - “without which, not”, an expression that means, “An essential element.” Something without which, a certain other thing would not be possible
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   Landos was always High, one way or another.
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   You had to dot a lot of “i’s” and cross a lot of “t’s” when formalizing peace between two people with such a violent history. And since the Turin spoke their own language, you also had to underscore a lot of “gertz’s” and circle a lot of “welto’s” when you did the translation.
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   I think that’s how the saying goes.
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   Well, more often they dully reflected the overcast sky.
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   Or, more often, better.
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   Though, of course, since he was such a nice guy, he found other places for them to work.
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   Well, the truth is she was sitting on a cushion that was suspended in midair. But, you know, semantics...
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   Though that last one was technically her fault.
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   Well, except Countess Vye. But she was busy at the moment.
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   If you didn’t read the previous book, we’re using Wyrm to mean dragon. Not worm. Unless we’re talking about worms. I’ll let you know.
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   It was hard to avoid when living in the same city as Vye.
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   Walk softly and carry the second-most feared warrior in the Kingdom. I think that’s how the saying goes.
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   By landmass. Second largest by population. Third alphabetically. Seventh by number of residents named Jeff.
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   That’s the most concise summary of the first book I’ve ever written. And if that doesn’t convince you to read it, I don’t know what will.
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This was actually the uncle of the first man Julia Vye knew as Harold Rutherford, and the third cousin of the second man Vye knew as Harold Rutherford. The name, like incompetence, ran in the family.
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   It was genderless, but Demons were often referred to as “he.” Probably because they were good at math and could drive a car. Just kidding.
 
    
 
   Back to Text…
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   scry (v) - to use divination to discover hidden knowledge. Other characters have called it Far Sight, but Eric’s vocabulary is superior.
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   Or rather, what she imagined it would feel like to lie on a cloud. I suspect when people use this expression, they’re really thinking of lying on a heap of cotton. I’ve never done it, but I’m guessing lying on a cloud would be a damp experience, and there wouldn’t be much support.
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   Carrying an Aceley White Bear claw was considered a sign of good luck. Because if you had the claw and you were still alive, you must have been extremely lucky.
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   Newton would have been pissed at this dream.
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   Though what he meant to say was, “Probably not, but we’re out of time and I can’t think of a better solution, so let’s try this ridiculous plan.”
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   And the member she dissed wasn’t any of his arms or legs...
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   Though Michael hadn’t seen him on the ship. Had he even sailed with them? Or had he arrived on his own? Michael was never able to completely keep track of the mad jester.
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   OK, I’m using the word, “balls” a lot. Kind of hard to avoid when talking about a juggler. My advice: Get over it. If you can’t, see Chapter 14 of “Within the Hollow Crown.”
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   OK, that one wasn’t my fault. The character made the joke, not me. You can’t blame me for everything that comes out of their mouths.
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   Or possibly Xanathos. They’re twins. It’s hard to tell them apart.
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   Or possibly Xerxes. They really did look quite similar. The inside joke that one of them trained right-handed and the other left-handed was lost on most people, who assumed they were both just ambidextrous.
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   Give or take. They hadn’t made scales that durable yet.
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   Well, on the Statue’s feet, but let’s not split hairs. Or layers of sediment, as the case may be.
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    “Only Zuul.” Sorry, I couldn’t resist.
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   Landora made her entrance a few minutes later from a different door, even though they weren’t fooling anyone.
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   Since the destruction of Grimsor, most people had avoided saying his name, referring to him only as “The Monster.” Or sometimes, “The Nightmare.”
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